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Chapter 1: The Watch in the Snow
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The call came at 3:17 a.m.
Briana knew before she answered. No one calls that late unless something’s broken beyond repair—or already gone.
“Ms. Voss?” A man’s voice, dry as winter bark. “My name is Daniel Reeves. I’m with the Vermont State Archives. We’ve recovered an item that may belong to your family.”

She sat up. The room was cold. She hadn’t turned on the heat in weeks.
“What item?”
“A journal. Found beneath the Blackwater River ice during an early thaw. It was wrapped in oilcloth, buried near the old willow grove. There’s a pin attached—a silver daisy. We ran it against public records. It matches a photo in your mother’s obituary.”

Briana’s fingers went still on the phone. Her mother had worn that pin every Sunday. Even in the hospice bed, even when she could no longer speak, the daisy gleamed at her collar like a promise.

“Why call me?” she asked. “My mother’s been dead fifteen years.”

“Because the journal isn’t hers,” Reeves said. “It belongs to a woman named Eleanor Voss. Same last name. Different handwriting. And... there’s a note tucked inside. Addressed to you.”

That stopped her.
She didn’t speak. Didn’t breathe.
“We’d like you to come identify it,” he said gently. “We can’t release it without next of kin confirmation.”

“I’m not kin,” Briana said. “I’m—” She almost said her daughter. But the word felt borrowed, like a coat she’d outgrown. “I’ll look at it. But I’m not signing anything.”

She hung up before he could reply.

Outside, snow fell in slow, heavy sheets. January in Portland was gray and wet, but this storm had teeth. She pulled on her boots, her coat, the scarf her brother had knit her two Christmases ago—lopsided, too short, but warm. She hadn’t worn it since he stopped returning her calls.

In the kitchen, she opened the freezer. Not for ice. For the pocket watch.
It sat in a Ziploc bag behind the frozen peas, its brass casing dulled by frost. She hadn’t wound it in months. Didn’t need to. She liked knowing it was there—ticking or not, it held time in place.
She left it.

The drive to the archives took six hours. She stopped once, at a gas station in southern Maine, and bought black coffee and a plain bagel. She ate standing by her car, watching snow melt on the asphalt. A crow landed nearby, pecked at nothing, then flew off.

The archives building was low and brick, built in the 1950s. Inside, the air smelled of paper and dust. Reeves met her in the lobby—late fifties, wire-rimmed glasses, hands that looked used to handling fragile things.

“This way,” he said.

They walked down a hallway lined with filing cabinets. At the end, a small room with a single table. On it lay a leather-bound journal, its cover stained dark from water. A silver daisy pin glinted under the fluorescent light.

Briana didn’t touch it.
“Open it.”
Reeves flipped to the first page. Neat, looping script: Eleanor Marie Voss – Blackwater, VT – Winter 1989.

Her stomach dropped.
Voss. Not her mother’s married name. Her maiden name. The name Briana carried because her father had died before she was born, and her mother refused to change it back.
“Turn to the back,” she said.

He did. The last thirty pages were missing. Torn out clean. Only one thing remained pressed between the final leaves: a dried daisy, its petals brittle as ash.

“And the note?” she asked.

Reeves reached into his pocket. Handed her a slip of paper, yellowed at the edges. Two words, in faded ink:

For Briana.

Her name. Not “Baby.” Not “Dear.” Just Briana—as if the writer had known her. As if she’d been expected.

“Who is Eleanor Voss?” Briana asked, voice steady.

“We don’t know,” Reeves said. “No death certificate. No marriage record. She vanishes from town records in February 1989. The journal’s the only trace.”

Briana looked at the journal. At the daisy. At her own hands—calloused from dishwashing, scarred from a childhood burn.
She thought of her mother’s silence. The way she’d flinch at the sound of running water. The way she’d never talk about Vermont.
“I’ll take it,” Briana said.

“We need you to sign a custody form,” Reeves said. “Just temporary. Until we verify—”

“No,” she said. “I’ll look at it here. Now.”

He hesitated, then nodded. Stepped out, closing the door.

Alone, she sat. Opened the journal.
The first entry was dated December 3, 1989.
The river froze last night. Solid enough to walk on. I did. Just past the bend, where the willows dip low. It felt like flying. Like I could leave everything behind and never look back. 

Briana read three pages. Then closed it.
She didn’t cry. Didn’t shake. But something inside her cracked—quietly, like ice under too much weight.
She stood. Walked to the window. Outside, snow had stopped. The world was white and waiting.

She thought of her brother. Of the pocket watch in her freezer. Of all the things she’d locked away to keep from breaking.

Then she turned back to the table.
Picked up the journal. Held it like it might burn her.
It didn’t.
It just felt like truth—cold, sharp, and long overdue.
She would take it home.
Not because she wanted answers.
But because someone had written her name in the dark, and waited thirty-six years for her to find it.
And that, she realized, was a kind of love.

Even if it came too late.
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Chapter 2: The Girl Who Walked the River
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December 3, 1989
Blackwater, Vermont
Eleanor walked the river at dawn because no one else would.

The cold bit through her wool coat, but she didn’t mind. Pain was honest. It didn’t pretend, like the townspeople who smiled at her in church but whispered behind their hands when she passed. Poor Eleanor. So reckless. So alone. They didn’t know the half of it.

She stepped onto the ice. It groaned beneath her boots—a low, throaty sound, like the earth breathing. She’d tested it yesterday, tapping with a crowbar, listening for hollowness. Solid. Safe enough.

The willows bent over the bank like old women in prayer. Their bare branches caught the first light, silvering the snow. She stopped where the river curved, where the current slowed and the ice thickened. Here, the world felt suspended. Quiet. Hers.

She pulled a notebook from her coat pocket—leather-bound, a gift from her mother before the cancer took her. She flipped past sketches of birds, pressed leaves, grocery lists. Found a blank page.

The river froze last night. Solid enough to walk on. I did. Just past the bend, where the willows dip low. It felt like flying. Like I could leave everything behind and never look back. 

She wrote quickly, her fingers stiff. Ink bled slightly in the cold.

Dr. Calloway came by the house again. Left a basket—canned peaches, wool socks, that lavender soap I like. He didn’t stay. Just stood on the porch, hat in hand, eyes on the ground. He’s ashamed. Good. He should be. 

She paused. Looked downriver. A crow circled, then landed on the opposite bank. Watching her.

I told him I’m keeping it. The baby. He said, “Eleanor, be reasonable.” As if reason has anything to do with this. As if love is arithmetic. 

She snapped the notebook shut. Slipped it back into her coat.

Her belly was still flat, but she felt the change—a softness, a warmth low in her gut. She touched it now, lightly. No one knew but the doctor, the midwife, and God. And God, she suspected, was busy elsewhere.

She turned to go.

That’s when she saw the footprints.

Not hers. Fresh. Leading from the road down to the river’s edge, stopping just short of the ice. Someone had stood there last night. Watching the house. Watching her.

Her breath hitched. She scanned the trees. Nothing moved but the crow, now preening its wing.

She walked faster on the return, boots crunching snow. Halfway home, she heard the truck.

Not just any truck. The low rumble of Dr. Calloway’s Ford. It idled at the end of her lane.

He stepped out as she approached. Coat unbuttoned, tie askew. He looked tired. Older than his forty-two years.

“Eleanor,” he said.

She didn’t stop walking.

“You can’t stay out here alone,” he said, falling into step beside her. “Not in your condition.”

“I’m not an invalid,” she said.

“No. But you’re carrying my child.”

She stopped. Turned to him. “Your child? You think this is about ownership?”

His face tightened. “It’s about responsibility.”

“Then act like it.” She stepped closer. “Marry your wife. Leave me be. Or tell her the truth. But don’t bring me peaches like I’m a stray cat you’re trying to tame.”

He reached for her arm. She pulled away.

“Eleanor, please,” he said, voice low. “People are talking.”

“Let them.”

“You don’t understand what they’ll do to you.”

“I understand exactly what they’ll do,” she said. “They’ll call me a fool. A whore. A burden. But I’d rather be those things than a liar.”

He looked down. Nodded once. Got back in his truck. Drove off without another word.

She stood in the road until the sound faded. Then went inside.

The house was cold. She lit the stove, put water on to boil. While she waited, she opened the notebook again. Added one line:

If I disappear, know it wasn’t the ice. It was the lie. 

She didn’t know why she wrote it. A warning? A premonition?

She tucked the notebook under her mattress. Washed her face. Made tea.

Outside, the crow called once—sharp, insistent—then flew east, toward the river.

Eleanor didn’t follow.

But she knew, with a certainty that settled in her bones like frost:
Someone would.
And next time, they wouldn’t just watch.
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Chapter 3: Blank Pages
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Briana didn’t open the journal again until three days later.

She’d carried it home in a paper bag, placed it on the kitchen table, and walked around it like it might detonate. She washed dishes, folded laundry, checked the shelter’s volunteer schedule—all while its presence hummed in the room like a second heartbeat.

On the third night, snow returned. Not the soft kind, but a hard, stinging flurry that rattled the windows. She made tea. Sat.

Then she opened it.

The first entry matched what Reeves had shown her. She read it slowly, as if the words might dissolve. Eleanor’s handwriting was steady, looping but precise—nothing like her mother’s tight, slanted script.

She turned the page.

December 5, 1989
Mrs. Gable brought soup today. Said she “heard I wasn’t feeling well.” She didn’t ask why. Just left the pot on the step and walked back to her car like I was contagious. Maybe I am. Maybe loneliness is. 
Briana’s throat tightened. Her mother had spoken of Mrs. Gable once—“a kind soul, God rest her”—but never mentioned Vermont winters, or soup left on porches, or being treated like a ghost.

She read on.

December 10
Went to the midwife. Confirmed it’s a girl. I cried. Not from fear. From relief. At least she’ll have a name. At least she’ll be real. 
A girl.

Briana set the journal down. Stood. Walked to the sink. Ran cold water over her wrists.

She’d always assumed she was an only child. Her mother never hinted otherwise. No baby books, no ultrasound photos, no stories of pregnancy. Just silence, and then Briana—suddenly there, age three in the earliest photo, standing in a sunlit yard she didn’t recognize.

She returned to the table. Flipped faster now.

Entries about firewood, frostbite, the ache in her lower back. About reading Wuthering Heights by kerosene lamp. About watching the river freeze thicker each night.

Then—nothing.

The last dated entry was January 12, 1989. After that, blank pages. Thirty of them. Torn out cleanly, as if someone had used a razor.

Only one thing remained: the pressed daisy, nestled between pages 142 and 143. Its petals were brown at the edges, curled inward like a fist.

Briana lifted it carefully. Held it to the light.

Her mother had kept daisies in the house every spring. Planted them along the walkway. Said they were “stubborn little things—bloom even in poor soil.”

She’d never said why she loved them.

Now Briana wondered.

She closed the journal. Carried it to the bedroom. Placed it on the nightstand beside the lamp.

That night, she dreamed of a river. Not the Willamette, not the Columbia—some narrow, black water she’d never seen. A woman walked its frozen surface, coat flapping, hair loose. She turned. Her face was blurred, like a photograph left in the rain.

But in her hand, she held a silver daisy.

Briana woke at 4:03 a.m.

The journal
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