
PORCH SWING SECRETS

A Novella

For everyone who has ever sat on a porch at dusk

and felt, for just a moment, less alone.
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The Creak

✦  ✦  ✦

The porch swing had been creaking for three nights before Marigold Finch decided it was worth investigating.

That was not as long as it sounds. Marigold was not a woman who rushed to conclusions. Earl had always said her superpower was the ability to wait out any situation, which he'd meant as a compliment and she'd taken as an accurate description of their entire marriage. She'd waited out his CB radio phase. She'd waited out his conviction that the backyard was the right place for a thirteen-foot aluminium telescope. She'd waited, most significantly, through eleven months of watching him get smaller in the hospital bed they'd moved to the downstairs bedroom, until the morning in March of 2021 when he simply stopped being there.

Three years ago now. She was sixty-seven. There were days it felt like three weeks and days it felt like three decades, and occasionally - on Tuesdays, for some reason she'd never worked out - both at once.

She sat in the kitchen with her sweet tea and listened to the creak coming from the porch, where the swing Earl had built hung from two chains on a ceiling he'd reinforced specifically so it would outlast him. He'd said that as a joke. She'd laughed. Neither of them had known how accurate it would prove.

The sound came at dusk, without fail. Not loud - the noise a well-oiled hinge makes when it moves under weight, soft, rhythmic, almost polite. The first night she'd assumed wind. The second night there hadn't been any wind, which she'd registered only after spending twenty minutes blaming it anyway. The third night she brought her tea to the kitchen window and stood watching the swing move.

No wind. No cat - Persimmon, who was fifteen and thoroughly uninterested in anything that didn't involve the heating vent, hadn't been outside since April. No branches close enough to touch the chains. The swing just moved, a slow back-and-forth of three or four inches, like someone sitting on it and barely pushing off with one foot.

She stood at the window for four minutes - she knew because the clock above the stove ticked loud enough to time by - and then said out loud: "Earl, if that's you, I need you to know I am not impressed."

The swing did not respond. It creaked twice more and went still.

She topped off her tea and went to bed.

✦  ✦  ✦

The town of Millhaven, North Carolina, had been founded in 1887 by three families with strong opinions and insufficient distance between them, a situation unchanged in the intervening century. It occupied a gentle bowl of the piedmont foothills, modest-looking until the light hit it right and you caught the Blue Ridge on the horizon and remembered you were somewhere that mattered. The population held steady around two thousand four hundred, depending on whether you counted the Abernathy twins, who'd moved to Charlotte but came back every weekend and occupied an ambiguous residential status that nobody had officially resolved.

Sycamore Lane was the town's best street, and everyone on it knew it, and nobody said so directly, which was very Millhaven. The houses were old and well-kept, with porches wide enough to serve as secondary living rooms from May through October. The sycamores themselves were magnificent - eighty-year-old trees whose limb-spread made you feel the street existed for their benefit rather than the other way around.

Marigold's house sat mid-block, white with green shutters - her choice over Earl's preferred blue, made in 1991 and never revisited. The porch ran the full front width, Earl's idea and her favourite thing about the property. The swing hung on the left side, facing the street, so that mornings she watched the town go by and evenings the town could watch her, a reciprocal arrangement she'd always found comfortable.

From this vantage she had observed, over the years: three elections argued on neighbouring porches, two affairs in various stages of management, the complete arc of the Garrett boy's skateboarding career, fourteen different dogs with fourteen walking-owner personalities, and the ongoing civic performance of Grady Buell, who lived directly across the street.

Grady was seventy-one, retired from the First Baptist deaconship four years ago, a transition he'd handled by redirecting his moral attention to the Millhaven Gazette, where he wrote a twice-weekly column called "Straight Talk from Sycamore Lane" that everyone read and roughly half enjoyed. He was compact, wore bow ties every day - Earl had once wondered aloud if Grady owned any other neckwear, and Marigold had concluded he genuinely did not - and raked leaves with the expression of a man performing an important civic duty rather than yard maintenance.

He was raking now, on this fourth evening of the creak, at a pace that had more to do with the view of Marigold's porch than with the leaves. She could see him from the kitchen pretending not to look.

She waved. He waved back, slightly startled, the way he always was even though they did this every evening.

The swing was still.

✦  ✦  ✦

Deputy Lena Okafor-Wells drove past Sycamore Lane at eight forty-five, which was neither her patrol route nor, strictly speaking, her business. She'd gotten in the habit after the second anonymous call to the station about what the caller had described as a "possible paranormal disturbance, auditory in nature."

She was thirty-four and had returned to Millhaven eighteen months ago after what she described, when pressed, as a career transition, and what her mother described, with the precision of someone who'd been watching, as a spectacular departmental flameout involving a missing evidence form and a deputy chief who'd had it out for her since 2018.

Millhaven's department had a chief, one other deputy, and a part-time dispatcher named Odell who also ran the bait shop on Route 9. More than enough law enforcement for a town where the biggest recent incident had been the theft of six garden gnomes from Patrice Drummond's yard - a case that remained, technically, open.

She hadn't expected to be here at thirty-four. She hadn't expected a lot of things.

She pulled to the curb with the window down, listening. The late-August evening had the dense, sweet weight of piedmont air in that season, the particular smell she'd spent years in the city not being able to name and had eventually decided was simply what home smelled like.

She heard the creak.

Softer than she'd expected from the phone calls, which had ranged from "a haunting" to "that swing is broken and will come down on someone's head." Slow and steady, not wind - wind had a more random quality. This was measured. The sound an old porch swing makes when someone is sitting on it and barely moving.

She got out and stood on the sidewalk. The swing was moving in the gathering dark. She looked for a cause. The trees were still. There was no breeze.

"Huh," she said.

She got back in the car, wrote "Observed: swing moving, no apparent cause" in her notebook, and drove on. She had forty-seven notebooks in total. Lost thirty-one of them at various points over her career, recovered most. Three were gone permanently. She tried not to think about what was in them.

Behind her, the swing creaked twice more in the dark, and then was still.
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The Recording

✦  ✦  ✦

The idea came the way her practical ideas always did - at two in the morning, fully formed, while she was lying awake thinking about something unrelated. She'd been thinking about Cecily, specifically about the last phone call, which had been pleasant in the careful, surface-level way their conversations had become. Pleasant the way a nearly-healed scar is pleasant: touchable without wincing, but both parties aware the original wound was real.

At two-thirteen she sat up and thought: the cassette recorder.

Earl had kept one in the nightstand for years, his answer to ideas that struck him in the dark when he didn't want to turn on the light. He'd never mastered the phone's voice memo function - not for lack of trying, but because he'd approached all technology post-1975 with the philosophical position that just because something could be done a new way didn't mean the old way had stopped working. The recorder was in the bottom nightstand drawer, where she hadn't touched it since he died.

She retrieved it. Tested it. Still worked - he'd replaced the batteries the November before he got too sick for small things like that, and she hadn't opened that drawer since. The usual complicated feeling arrived: gratitude and grief together, like two old acquaintances who'd stopped bothering to knock.

She took the recorder to the porch at dawn, while the air was still cool, and set it on the armrest of the swing. She felt slightly ridiculous. She was sixty-seven, a retired schoolteacher who had taught fourth grade for thirty-one years and whose former students still credited her for their entire reading careers, setting up a tape recorder to catch a noise.

"If you've got something to say," she told the empty swing, "say it clearly."

She went inside and made coffee.

✦  ✦  ✦

The tape had something on it.

She discovered this at eight-fifteen, after watering the tomatoes, feeding Persimmon, and talking herself out of checking twice. The third time she walked toward the porch, she kept going.

The recorder sat exactly where she'd left it. She picked it up, rewound the tape - four minutes of rewinding, which told her it had run a while - and pressed play.

Static, then wind in the sycamore leaves, then the distant bark of a dog. And underneath all of it, something that took her a moment to recognize as a voice.

Male, older, with the roughness of a man who'd spent years outdoors. Not Earl - the timbre was wrong, the cadence different. This voice had a flattened quality, vowels slightly hill-country rather than piedmont. She held the recorder to her ear with the volume at maximum.

The voice said: "I owe Hutchins an apology for that card game in '71. I took the pot on a hand I knew he was holding better cards for, and I just let him think he'd played wrong. He didn't play wrong. I looked at his face and I knew exactly what he had, and
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