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The bell above the bookstore door rang twice, the second time more softly, as if apologizing for the first.

Caroline stepped inside and the scent hit her before anything else did.  Dust.  Old paper.  And something underneath that.  Beeswax maybe?  Or candle smoke that had soaked into the wood so long ago it had become part of the building's bones.

Rain had caught her three blocks back, and her coat was dripping.  She looked down.  The mat was worn thin in a half-moon shape from a hundred wet shoes before hers.  Someone had clearly placed it there for exactly this purpose.

She hadn't meant to come in.

She'd meant to walk past it.  The way she walked past most things in San Francisco.  She’d been in the city only six weeks and already felt the itch of the seventh starting under her skin.

But the window display had stopped her.

A single open book propped on a stand.

Its pages showed a watercolor fox mid-leap.  Something about the fox's expression had made her stand on the sidewalk in the rain like an idiot, staring.

Next thing she knew, she was entering the bookstore.

*     *     *
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Inside, the shelves went back farther than the building looked wide enough to allow. Narrow aisles. Ladders on brass rails. A cat asleep on a stack of atlases, one paw twitching at something only it could see.

Caroline shifted her satchel.  It was heavier than it looked.  It was of her own sketchbooks, corners gone soft from handling.  She set it down on the counter near the register.  She ran her thumb along a shelf edge, found it sanded smooth from years of other thumbs doing the same thing.  And she felt a small sense of satisfaction as her hand found a surface it liked.

"You're dripping on the Brontës," said a voice from somewhere between the shelves. Not unkindly.

She looked down. She was, in fact, dripping on the Brontës.

"Sorry." She stepped back. "Is there a towel, or...."

"There's always a towel."

The voice belonged to a woman who appeared from between two shelves so narrow Caroline hadn't realized a person could fit there.  Silver-white hair.  Hands already holding a book.  The presence of someone who had decided long ago how they moved through a room and never needed to reconsider it.

She set the book down without looking away from Caroline and handed her a folded towel from a low shelf by the door. "It lives there," she said. "For people who forget their umbrellas. Which is most of San Francisco, eventually."

"I'm not from San Francisco."

"No," the woman said, with the attention of someone reading the first line of something they suspected they'd need. "You wouldn't be."

She didn't explain what she meant by that. She simply turned, unhurried, and moved back between the shelves.  Even empty, the space where she'd stood still felt occupied.  The way a room does when someone has been exactly present in it.

Caroline dried her hands. She looked toward the back of the store.  The shelves seemed to lean toward each other like they were sharing a secret. There was a scent coming from somewhere back there too.

Not paper. Something green. Rosemary, maybe?  Or rain on actual earth rather than concrete.

She had a rule, mostly unspoken.  She did not stay in places that didn't ask her to. Six weeks was already longer than her last stop.  A coastal town in Oregon where she'd painted gulls and rented rooms.  And left before anyone learned her last name.

She was good at watercolors.  She was also good at moving on.  She had never once let those two facts seem connected.  Even though some nights, in a new bed in a new room, she suspected they were.

*     *     *
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She wandered toward the smell of rosemary.

The aisle narrowed.

The light changed.  Not dimmer, exactly.  But older.  Like the bulbs back here had been screwed in decades ago and simply never needed replacing.

The shelves on either side leaned in until they nearly touched overhead.  At the end of the aisle, where there should have been a wall, there was instead a gap.

*     *     *
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A space between two shelving units just wide enough for a person.

It was lined with books on both sides. She'd expected that. What she hadn't expected were the notes.

Small folded papers.  Torn scraps.  All tucked between the spines.

Dozens of them.  Some crisp.  Some so old they had gone translucent at the edges.  Pinned in place by the weight of the books beside them.

Some were folded closed. Some had fallen open.

She knew she shouldn't stop.

She was only curious.

She was always curious right up until she'd left every place she'd ever called home.

She stopped.

*     *     *
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The first note she reached for was small.  Written in a hand that pressed hard on the down strokes the way people do when they're trying to mean something precisely.

It said, I kept moving because I thought I was looking for a place. I was looking for permission to stay in one. I hope you figure that out faster than I did.

She read it twice. Set it carefully back between its books.

The second was older.  The paper gone the color of tea.  The ink faded but legible. The handwriting had the looping quality of someone who'd been taught penmanship, then spent years making it their own.

Whatever I make holds more than I put into it, it said. I used to think this was a problem. It isn't. There's a woman here who grows things, and what she grows holds more than seeds should. We are the same kind of strange. There are more of us than I thought.

Caroline held that one longer. The paper was cool and faintly rough under her fingertips.  Worn at the fold lines from being opened and refolded over years.

She thought of the fox in the window. The way people always said her illustrations had something in them she hadn't consciously put there.

She'd spent a long time thinking that was a thing people said.  What you said when you were trying to be kind.

She put the second note back. Moved deeper.

The third was very old.  The paper nearing fragile.  The ink more brown than black.  Handwriting small and careful in the way of someone writing by insufficient light. Only a fragment was fully legible.  ...did not expect to arrive. But here is what I have learned, the arriving was always what I was waiting for. The rest had gone soft with time, the words dissolving back into the page, as if the paper had decided to keep them.

Caroline didn't try to read what she couldn't. She only stood with it for a moment.  Feeling the particular weight of something that had waited a long time to be in her hands.

Then she set it back.

*     *     *
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The gap between the shelves was, she noticed, lighter now. Not dark at all as she would have expected.

A light shone from somewhere beyond it.  Gold and low and steady.  Like late afternoon sun, even though it had been raining when she walked in.

She told herself she was only curious.

She stepped through.

*     *     *
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After a dozen steps, the tunnel opened into air that smelled like woodsmoke and warm bread.  Caroline found herself standing at the top of a sloped path above a town she had never before seen and, somehow, impossibly, recognized.

Arroyo Sereno, a sign said.  It was hand-painted.  The letters slightly uneven in a way that suggested someone had cared more about the painting than the precision.

The path curved downhill past a row of buildings with shutters thrown open to let in the early evening.

Lavender grew wild in window boxes.  Lanterns were just beginning to glow along the eaves.  She looked around, but could not see who was lighting them.

A creek ran along one side.  Audible before it was visible.  A steady unhurried sound as if the town itself was taking its time about everything.

She stood there long enough that her shoulders, which she hadn't realized were raised toward her ears, had come down on their own.

Somewhere below, a bell rang.

Not urgent.  Just marking some small hour.  A man carrying two jars of something amber-colored and jewel-bright stepped out of a doorway.  He looked up the hill and lifted a hand in greeting, easy as anything.  As if travelers fell out of bookstores into his town every evening of the week.

Maybe they did.

Caroline lifted her hand back. The gesture felt unfamiliar in her arm.  The way greetings always did in a new place.  The muscles not yet trusting that this one might mean something.

Her satchel was warm against her hip.  Sketchbooks pressed close.  And somewhere underneath the smell of woodsmoke, she caught a thread of something sweeter.

Fruit cooked down into itself.  Sugar and stone fruit and something herbal underneath.

She started down the hill before she'd decided to.

*     *     *
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The man with the jars was named Senna.  The building behind him turned out to be a long, low-ceilinged workroom with a door that stood permanently open.  Shelves along every wall held preserves in rows.  Dark plum, amber quince, and something deep red.  It might have been cherry.  Or could be something with no name she knew.

The air in the doorway was rich with cooked sugar and the recognizable smell of glass jars still warm from the water bath.  Senna was clearly in the middle of work.  A crate of late plums on the table behind him going soft and fragrant in the evening heat.

"You're not from the valley," he said. It wasn't a question.

"I'm not from anywhere, lately." Caroline meant it lightly. It came out heavier than she intended.

Senna only nodded, like this was a perfectly reasonable way to exist.  He held out one of the jars.  Quince, she thought.  The color of late afternoon.

"Take this to Bo's. He'll want to know who's come through today. The bookstore.  Other side of the creek.  Windows full of light."

"What do I say when I get there?"

"Nothing particular. Bo manages." He was already turning back to his plums.  But there was a warmth in the turning that made it feel less like dismissal and more like trust.  That she'd find her way.  That the village would receive her.  That this was simply how things began here.
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