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I muse to myself, imagining what I will tell my future dental students.  Was it medical or was it philosophical?  I couldn’t tell without risking overthinking it. I never imagined I'd be standing here, on the edge of the mountains that cradle my Maw-ma’s life like a well-kept secret. She always said these hills had a way of holding onto things—memories, people, even time itself. I used to laugh at that, brushing it off as another one of her mountain myths, the kind that made her eyes light up like the fireflies that danced in the twilight of our summers. 

But now, with her gone, standing here feels like standing in the middle of one of her deep exhales- breezy, desolate. It is like chasing the wind- remembering the last remnants of her love, her support. The support I never knew I needed until it was gone. My Smoky Mountain English was beginning to bubble up to the surface as I settled onto the mostly bald land my Maw-ma left me.  I could practically see myself saying terms like, “britches” and “holler.”

How was I going to incorporate this almost archaic dialect into my dental practice?  I did not know. I hadn’t set foot in Appalachia since I was a teenager, running away from its quiet stubbornness, seeking the rush of city life in Los Angeles. But when the lawyer called and told me about the will, about the garden, I felt something deep within me stir—like the roots of an old tree finally waking up. Had I been that blind to her devotion? The boomers were running here and there, and I was caught mid-dance by the breeze as I made my way up to the big wooden gate of my ancestral inheritance. I didn’t earn this prize, it was handed down by my family who took great pride in its upkeep.

The garden was Maw-ma’s secret, hidden away like a treasure she only meant to reveal to me once she was gone. "You’ll need it when the world starts feeling too heavy," she said, her voice soft and knowing, as if she could see the years ahead, where life would wear me down in ways I couldn’t yet imagine. She successfully turned a plot of dirt into a beautiful oasis fit for a queen.  She was that queen until recently.  Now, the garden needed a new tender, a new priestess.  Maw-ma was hard on me, but I love her more for it now as I look across the rose bushes. My Cali friends unwittingly prepared me for my new destiny.  What did they see in Eliza Frost?  What did Maw-ma see?  

But now, as I push open the creaking gate and step inside, I realize she was right. Even time itself cannot change everything completely.  The garden is alive in a way that feels almost impossible, a wild, blooming sanctuary nestled within these ancient hills. Every flower, every vine, every carefully tended patch of earth whispers her name. She had poured herself into this place, nurturing it with the same love and care she’d once lavished on me. 

There’s a peace here that I haven’t felt in years, maybe not since the days when I’d lie on her porch, listening to her stories, feeling the rhythm of the mountains in her voice. It's like she knew I’d need this—a refuge from the chaos of my life, a place where I could come back to myself. I sigh an agonizing sigh.  Deep down-I know I was made for this and more- but lately, my profession has begun to feel like an anchor. I learned this during the move.  Not one that weighed me down, but one that offered grounding, home.  

I kneel down, running my fingers through the rich, dark soil, and it feels like coming home. Tears blur my vision, but I let them fall, mingling with the very specific patch of earth she so loved. This garden is more than just a gift; it’s her legacy, a living piece of her that I can hold onto. A reminder that even when the world is on the brink of collapse, there’s still beauty, still life, still hope. Perhaps my Maw-ma saw my optimism that dirt was not just dirt. Or maybe she saw my kind heart, my discipline,  and generous spirit in knowing that even in being given hell, I would not raise it. I pray this garden can teach me how to heal and be healed before my last rose petal falls.  The desperation falls away as I look up and notice that there is much to be done.  

The garden had become overgrown since Maw-ma died in the Spring.  It was only the beginning of Fall, yet the weeds had almost overtaken the entire south-end of the garden. Feeling resigned, I turned toward the cottage. 

The house was exactly the same. A two-story relic from another time, it sat on a small hill overlooking a winding road. The paint was chipped and peeling, and the porch creaked when I stepped on it. It smelled like Spring—like fresh rain and blooming wildflowers, the kind of smell that used to welcome me when I was a kid visiting Maw-ma every summer. I could almost hear her voice in the back of my head, telling me to take my shoes off before I came inside.

I set my bags down in the front hallway and just stood there for a moment, staring at the familiar patterns in the faded wallpaper, the old grandfather clock ticking away in the corner. I knew if I waited for too long, I would become a part of the house itself, and not a resident in it. Stepping side to side, I hesitated and then decided to grace the kitchen, my favorite room in the old house. It felt like the house had been waiting for me, holding its breath, suspended in time. Everything here was frozen in the past, while I had been speeding away from it up until now. The church mouse scurrying across the floor was no match for my Maine Coon, Tailor. Tailor had been shifting his weight around in my arms since I left my Cybertruck in the driveway.  Setting him down, I was setting a piece of myself into place.  Come hell or highwater, nothing was going to drive me away this time.

In the kitchen, the smell of wood polish and dust hung in the air. Maw-ma’s knitting basket sat untouched by the window, where she’d always kept it. I remember how she used to knit while watching her daytime soaps, the same soaps I used to laugh at when I was too cool to sit with her. 

I opened the fridge, half expecting to see it stocked with Tupperware filled with her casseroles. But it was empty, save for a couple of jars of pickles and some butter. The reality hit me like a punch. She was gone, and I had no idea how to take care of a house, let alone my own life. There wasn’t a Trader Joe's or Whole Foods in sight—just the local market with dusty shelves and maybe a few bunches of greens that looked like they’d seen better days.

I headed upstairs, knowing that I was going to have to adjust quickly before my first day at the Hollow Creek Dental Clinic. The old wooden stairs groaned under my weight, each step echoing through the quiet abode. The room I used to stay in was still set up like a teenage version of myself that had never left. My twin bed was tucked under the window, with faded floral bedding and a lamp shaped like a daisy. My mom had left me here over the summers before she divorced my dad.  My sister would stay at his house, and I would stay with Maw-ma. I dropped my suitcase next to the nightstand and threw myself on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, realizing how strange it felt to be back here for good.

I thought about the life I had left behind—nights spent dancing in crowded clubs, tequila shots lined up on sticky bars, the freedom I’d always cherished. When my mom died of cancer while I was in college, I would dance the night away to Jennifer Lopez and grieve. I used to joke that responsibilities were allergic to me. But now, lying in that room, with nothing but the sound of birds chirping outside, I felt the heavy pull of responsibility settling over me like a blanket. 

It didn’t matter now that that blanket was faded and full of holes. All that mattered was that I was safe in this unknown world and it was all mine to conquer. Maw-ma used to call during those days and make sure I was up for class. She would send me little care packages with candies, flowers, and cards. Dreaming, I thought about the teenage crush I had all those years before.  Xander was my first kiss, my first crush.  We drank dope (soda-pop) together under the she-balsams, and Maw-ma would just smile and laugh. 

Most people took kindly to us, but could never understand our connection or our forward-thinking ideas.  Xander believed in a future that mimicked Star Trek and I one where people could live forever in excellent health. Needless to say (or maybe it is), we spent most every summer hunkered down in a fort pretending like we were aliens and commanders of space. After our pops were finished- I am not too proud to admit- we would pick up kyarn and take it to Boone McCreedy to skin.  He would let us keep the fur, and we traded the pelts with the neighborhood kids. I hated the coarse hair of wolf pellets and would always trade for deerskin. My mind began to wander about Xander and Boone in those moments. 

Fall was going fast, and Winter was going to set in soon.  Like the rot in the house, like the aches in my bones. I knew I had to figure out what came next. I opened my phone and checked my notifications—texts from friends asking when I was coming back, Instagram flooded with pictures of their wild nights out. 

I tossed the phone onto the bed and walked back downstairs. I stepped out onto the porch, watching the sun dip behind the mountains, casting long shadows across the garden. The air was cooler now, and the wind rustled through the trees, carrying the scent of wet earth and tortured leaves. Maybe settling into this life wasn’t going to be easy, but for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t in a rush to figure it all out.

The sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving the sky awash in purples and blues. A faint, warm breeze drifted across the land, rustling the leaves in the massive oaks surrounding the porch. I stood there, barefoot on the old wooden boards of Maw-ma’s porch—my porch now. The thought made me exhale deeply, the weight of the realization sinking in. This place, the heart of so many childhood summers, was now mine to call home.

I wrapped my arms around myself, letting the memories flow through me. My oversized wool sweater was living up to its $54 price tag. The porch swing creaked gently in the wind, and I smiled, remembering how Maw-ma and I would sit out here, sipping sweet tea as the world slowed down around us. It was peaceful now, just like back then, though the world felt a little different, heavier, with her gone. Inside, Tailor was probably curled up on the couch, snoring lightly.

As I stood lost in thought, a sudden rustle from the trees to the east snapped me back to the present. My instincts kicked in—I unfolded my arms, my posture stiffening, ready for anything. It was probably nothing, just the wind—or maybe a deer—but still, I stepped toward the porch railing, peering out into the dim light of the dusk.

Then I saw him. A figure walking slowly, but with purpose, through the tree line, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the fading light. As he came closer, I could make out the chiseled, gruff features of Xander, the neighbor who had bought the cottage next door after his mother passed. My heart gave a little jolt, the kind of jump that only comes when seeing someone from your past unexpectedly.

Xander had always been the mysterious one, even when we were kids—quiet, reserved, with a dark intensity about him. Back then, we had spent long summer days together, getting into trouble, laughing, sharing secrets. He would get his head shaved, and I would run around jealous.  He would step on a rake, and I would be punished. But life pulled us apart as it often does. Now, seeing him like this, a grown man, his presence still commanded the same quiet power as it had when we were kids, only now, it was edged with something else, something deeper. I felt insecure.

"Hey there," I called out, feeling my pulse quicken as he stepped closer, his boots crunching softly on the gravel path. He nodded, his deep brown eyes locking onto mine, and for a moment, neither of us said anything. The years seemed to collapse between us in the silence.

"Didn't mean to startle you," he said, his voice rough, as if he didn’t use it much. "Saw you out here and thought I’d come say hello."

He smirked, his lips curving in a way that made my stomach flutter, something stirring in me I hadn’t felt in a long time. I felt a warmth enter my bones, and in that moment I was one with the universe. I shifted. "Want to sit for a bit? I was just...thinking."

Xander stepped onto the porch, his presence filling the space in a way that made it feel warmer. "Got a pop or something?" His request was casual, but the way he looked at me, as if he was searching for something, made the air between us feel charged. I did not know the adult Xander, only the snotty little boy he used to be.  The one who rebelliously blared Metallica and smoked cigarettes behind the school just to upset the status quo.  

"Sure," I said, turning to grab a couple of cans from the cooler I’d brought out earlier. I handed one to him, our fingers brushing slightly, and I felt the spark. I began praying I was not the only one of us who grew up to be a responsible citizen. We both paused, the moment stretching longer than it probably should have.

We sat on the steps, close but not too close. For a while, we didn’t say much, just sipped our drinks and watched the fireflies flicker across the field. He had grown into a handsome gentleman, I thought. The night air was thick with humidity and nostalgia, memories of the two of us sneaking out as kids to catch frogs by the creek, to race down to the old oak tree, to dream about places far away. So much had changed, but in some strange, unspoken way, it felt like we were slipping back into the comfort of that familiarity.

"So... you bought the cottage," I said, breaking the silence. 

He ran a hand through his thick dark hair and sighed, the sound deep and tired. "Mom wanted me to have it. Said she couldn't bear the thought of it going to strangers after she was gone." He shrugged, but there was emotion buried in his gruff exterior. "I didn’t want it at first, but here I am ten years later.”  He smiled at me. 

I nodded, understanding more than I could say. Part of me-most of me- wanted to know what it looked like on the inside. "I get that. Sometimes things happen, and you end up exactly where you’re supposed to be, whether you wanted it or not."

He looked at me then, his eyes searching mine. "You’re different now," he said quietly, his voice softer. "But in some ways...you're exactly the same."

The way he said it made my heart race, like he was seeing me when I wasn’t sure anyone could still see- the girl I was before life had its way of changing things. Before the weight of the world made everything feel heavier. He looked at me like I was still that wild, carefree girl with freckles who ran barefoot through the fields, not the woman sitting beside him now, shaped by time and loss.

I smiled, feeling the old warmth between us crackle back to life. "So are you," I whispered.

The night stretched on as we talked, our voices carrying a warmth that matched the fire burning in my belly.  He was different from the boy I'd once known—more grounded, wiser—but there was still that spark, that easy way he had of making me laugh even with the slightest smile or a well-timed joke.

He leaned back. "You know, the cottage was supposed to be this peaceful escape. But sometimes, it feels like it’s tying me down. I don’t know if it’s the quiet or... maybe it’s just the ghosts of everyone who once came through those doors."

I felt a pang of empathy. The cottage had been in his family for generations, and I'd heard enough stories to know the weight that must carry. I placed my hand on his. "It's hard to live up to all of that, isn't it? But you've done an amazing job keeping it going."

He glanced down at my hand, his fingers intertwining with mine almost instinctively. It felt natural, like this connection had just been waiting for us to circle back to each other. "I guess that's why I needed some time away," he admitted, his gaze fixed on the fire. "Sometimes you have to leave to realize what really matters. And, well... I think that’s part of why I came back."

Our eyes met, and I could feel my heartbeat quicken. "I'm glad you did," I whispered, almost afraid to break the spell. It is like he KNEW that is how I was feeling, too. 

He squeezed my hand, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. "I am too. I didn't realize just how much I'd missed... this." His voice softened, and for a moment, it felt like the whole world had shrunk to the two of us. I got nervous, wondering if my memory of him would be enough to captivate him.

As the stars twinkled above, and the crickets sang their lullaby, I felt a strange sense of peace settle over me, like everything was falling into place, like this porch, this home, and even Xander sitting beside me was exactly what I needed. I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a Mrs. waiting up at home.

Eventually, the night wore on, and the chill in the air signaled it was time to head in. "Well, I should probably get to bed," I said, standing and stretching. My body ached with the day's events, but my heart felt lighter.

Xander stood too, towering over me, his gaze lingering just a little longer than before. "Yeah. It’s late."

We exchanged one last glance, the kind that said everything without a word. He got up, handed me the soda pop can, turned, and walked straight back through the night just as he had come.  As I headed inside and closed the door behind me, I felt a cozy warmth spread through me, a feeling of contentment I hadn’t felt in a long time. When you have been orphaned for any amount of time, you begin to appreciate feelings like contentment and comfort.  My parents had been gone now for a few years, and Maw-ma’s passing just escalated the grieving process.  

I began to close my eyes when reality struck, my niece- Thora- would be coming to stay with me here.  She was a gifted child, but my sister did not have the ability to care for her needs after my parents passed.  Marjorie, my sister, turned to heroin to ease her pain, and she was never the same again.  She vowed to me this past summer that she was going to rehab to get clean.  Thora needed a safe place to finish her senior year. Maw-ma did leave the cottage to both of us, so it was only right that I step in.  My head felt heavy as I began to think about the days and weeks to come.  I am a dentist, not a therapist.  I have no idea how to care for a teenager.  

I took Tailor upstairs to bed.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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To reach my ancestor’s enchanting garden home, one must start at the town square in the heart of the Appalachian Mountains, a bustling hub where locals gather to get slick-faced or come in for a shamp. From the square, a narrow, winding path leads out of town, its trailhead marked by an ancient oak tree. 

The path meanders through the outskirts of town, flanked by quaint cottages with neatly tended gardens and picket fences. Children often play in the yards, their laughter mingling with the songs of birds perched on the rooftops. Plastic toys, wagons, and rusted playground equipment litter the overgrown yards with a homogeneity fit for evil royalty. As they continue, the houses become sparser, replaced by rolling meadows dotted with cows and the occasional grazing deer. The townspeople’s mode of tiredness mixed with friendliness extends even here, with neighbors often greeting travelers with a warm smile or a friendly wave.

As the path ascends into the hills, the scenery transforms. The air grows cooler, filled with the scent of pine and the distant murmur of mountain streams. Towering trees line the way, their leaves whispering secrets to those who pass beneath.  Midway through the journey, travelers encounter a small, crystal-clear pond known as the Reflection Pool. Legends claim that the water of this pond can show glimpses of the future to those who look into it with an open heart. Surrounded by moss-covered rocks and delicate ferns, the Reflection Pool offers a moment of serene beauty, a chance to pause and take in the tranquility of the surroundings.

Continuing past the pond, the path dips into a dense forest, where the sunlight filters through the canopy in dappled patterns. The forest floor is a gritty blanket of fallen leaves, mushrooms, and tiny woodland flowers. Here, the air is filled with the sounds of nature—rustling leaves, the distant call of a hawk, and the occasional rustle of a small animal in the underbrush.

The neighbors who live closest to the garden are Xander and his dog, Patriot. To the west, an elderly couple named the Harpers tend to their bees and chickens, their simple lifestyle in harmony with the natural world. They are the unofficial guardians of the path, always ready with a cup of herbal tea and a story about the garden's origins. To the east, the McAllisters, a family of herbalists, cultivate their own magical plants, their knowledge of botany and folklore proving them invaluable.

The journey to the garden is more than a mere walk; it is a pilgrimage, an experience that enriches the soul and brings one closer to the mysteries of the natural world. In town, stories are passed down from generation to generation and garden mythology is not forgotten. The garden behind my house is believed to test the intentions and purity of those who seek its wonders, rewarding the worthy and ensnaring the ill-intentioned to be used as topsoil. 

The morning light filtered through the canopy of red and gold leaves, casting a gentle glow over Hollow Creek. It was one of those perfect Saturdays, when the breeze carried just a hint of chill, but the sun still warms your skin. I run my fingers through my newly-highlighted hair, feeling the soft texture as my hairdresser on Main St. admired the subtle caramel streaks that she insisted on.

Perhaps not that unique is the fact that I can walk directly from Mane on Main to St. Leo’s Parish just down the street.  I was able to take a seat in the back of a busy mass, and I was really enjoying feeling festive and put together.  Today was my day to relax and reset, Monday all hell was about to break loose. 

I had all of the first day jitters.  The first day at school, the first day on a diet, the first day compromising with a lover. I could almost not sit still. Distracting me, Mrs. Hamilton marveled at how quickly the leaves had changed.

"Feels like we were just pulling weeds in the garden, and now we're already raking leaves," Mrs. Hamilton mused, wrapping a shawl tightly around her thin shoulders. She leaned into me, and I could tell she wanted future life details as payment for her attention. 

"It’s nature’s way of saying we need to slow down," I offered, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

"That hair of yours is looking sharp, honey," Mr. Caldwell chimed in. "Reminds me of my late wife’s highlights—oh, she loved caramel tones!"

I laughed warmly and pressed my hand to my cheek, feeling a pleasant flush from the attention. It felt good to be seen. “Thank you.” I responded politely. 

Across the street, Xander had just finished a roofing job and was securing his tool kit in the bed of his old black truck. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with a rough charm that matched the weathered truck he drove. The sound of the group’s laughter drifted toward him, and he glanced up, pausing mid-movement when his eyes landed on me. The Lord couldn’t help me now!

For a brief moment, it looked as though Xander considered walking over to say hello, maybe even to compliment my hair. But as he saw me laughing with the elders, something made him hesitate. I must have looked happy, carefree—and perhaps just a little out of reach. I let the bitterness roll off my back, as I thought deeper. I felt light- like an angel. Or maybe it was the kind of peace I am used to carrying. He must still be chasing it, I thought. 

He exhaled sharply, as if trying to dispel the spell I’d cast over him without even realizing it. No use standing here, staring like a fool, he must have thought. So he climbed into his truck, revved the engine, and gunned the gas, his tires kicking up dust as he pulled away from the curb.

My Cybertruck felt like a tank, not the refrigerator my friends said it looked like.  With a final goodbye to my church crew, I left town for the weekend, ready to get back to the cottage and get some fall clearing done in the garden before work on Monday.  The winding path back to my Maw-ma’s home was one of my all-time favorite drives. I loved the way the road twisted and curved, following the natural slope of the land. It was a road I knew by heart, every bump and bend.

As I zipped along, the trees lining the road blurred into streaks of autumn colors. I felt light—like I was gliding through the season’s change, perfectly in sync with the world around me. For a moment, there was no past, no future—only the present, with its crisp air and golden light.

When I finally arrived, I leaned over to the passenger seat, grabbed my tote bag, and shut the door. Just beyond the treeline, Xander’s cottage sat quiet and unassuming, a perfect match for the man who lived there. I slipped off my boots by the door, feeling that familiar coziness wrap around me  as the scent of cinnamon and apples drifted from a candle I’d left on its warmer. I set my bag on the kitchen counter and called out to Tailor who was stretched out lazily on the sofa. He gave a sleepy meow in response, lifting his head just enough
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