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      When plants begin to die in the small hillside community outside Belbrook, suspicion spreads faster than rainwater.

      The strawberry farm faces ruin.

      The nursery fights to save its camellias. Experts search for answers and find none.

      Mavis Tully has lived long enough to know that what was left behind does not always stay buried. When her daughter suggests turning an old copper preserves pan into a planter, Mavis refuses.

      Some things were made to hold.

      As the valley edges toward loss, one quiet older woman saves a community.

      This is part of the Wren Cottage Short Stories — rural tales of memory, consequence, and women who are far from finished.
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      The preserves pan sat where it had sat for forty years — on the low timber table beneath the kitchen window, where morning light fell across it and afternoon shadow claimed it in slow increments.

      It was wider than Claire remembered. Wider than seemed practical for anything domestic. The copper had been hammered thin but not carelessly; shallow dimples caught the light in uneven patterns. Time had dulled it to a brownish rose except where hands had polished the rim by habit. The rolled edge was smooth from decades of lifting. The timber handles had been replaced once, sometime in the seventies. The originals remained in a drawer, wrapped in yellowed newspaper whose date no one checked anymore.

      Claire stood with her hands on her hips and looked at it as if assessing an object that had quietly become permanent.

      She had inherited her father’s height and her mother’s bone structure, but not her mother’s stillness. Even standing still, she seemed mid‑decision. Her dark hair — once worn long, now cut blunt at her jaw — curved inward with deliberate neatness. She dressed as someone who moved between town and ridge without changing clothes: good boots, fitted jeans, a charcoal jumper layered over a collared shirt. Practical, but curated. She carried herself with the contained alertness of someone used to managing clients, expectations, and outcomes.

      “You don’t use it,” she said.

      At the sink, Mavis rinsed a cup and set it upside down on the rack. “I don’t not use it.”

      Claire shifted her weight. “That isn’t correct grammar.”

      “It isn't correct to try to move other people's things.”

      Outside, the garden held the soft damp of late autumn. Ferns bowed under the weight of yesterday’s rain. The roses were nearly finished; petals lay thick along the stone edging like fallen wax. Beyond the trees, the ridge road carried the distant sound of a tourist bus shifting down gears — a low mechanical complaint absorbed quickly by the forest.

      Claire stepped closer and ran a finger through the fine dust gathered inside the pan. Her finger left a faint arc on the pot.

      “It would make a beautiful planter,” she said. “Succulents would love it. Or trailing herbs. It could sit on the deck. You’d actually see it.”

      “I see it.”

      “That’s not the same as using it.”

      Mavis dried her hands carefully, pressing the tea towel along each finger before folding it once over the rail. She moved to the table and laid her palm flat against the copper. It was cool, holding the absence of sun.

      “It isn’t a planter.”

      “It’s a pan.”

      “It’s a preserves pan.”

      Claire smiled — the professional smile she used when persuading hesitant clients that an investment was sensible, that change was improvement disguised as inconvenience.

      “No one makes preserves anymore.”

      “Some people do.”

      “Not like you once did.”

      “No,” Mavis agreed.

      Claire leaned against the edge of the table, folding her arms now, studying the pan as if it were a stubborn tenant.

      “We’d drill two small holes,” she said. “Underneath. You’d never see them.”

      Mavis’s hand remained on the rim.

      “Some things were made to hold,” she said. “Not to drain.”

      The words landed heavier than Claire expected.

      She straightened.

      “Everything drains,” she said lightly. “That’s the point. Otherwise, it stagnates.”

      Mavis did not answer. She nudged the pan a fraction of an inch, aligning it precisely with the edge of the table. The adjustment was almost imperceptible but necessary. It had always sat there — not as decoration, not as clutter, but as a fixture.

      Through the window, fog was lifting from the lower slope in long, thinning veils. The nursery down on Rollings Road would be wet under shade cloth. Water would cling to the camellia leaves, gather along the ribs, before dropping into dark soil. Further out toward the fold, the strawberry beds would be shining in the low light — if they were still worth looking at.

      Claire followed her mother’s gaze.

      “Did you hear about the Forsters?” she asked.

      “I hear most things.”

      “They’ve lost another buyer.”

      “Mm.”

      “They say the strawberries are failing from the roots.”

      Mavis turned toward the kettle.

      “Everything fails from the roots,” she said. “Strawberries get viruses. You can’t keep harvesting the old plant. You replace them with virus‑free stock. Grow the new crop in soil that’s never held strawberries before. That’s how it was done.”

      Claire watched her.

      “That’s crop rotation.”

      “Yes.”

      “People still know about crop rotation.”

      “People know many things,” Mavis said. “They don’t always practise them.”

      Claire exhaled through her nose.

      “You could at least pretend to care.”

      “I do care.”

      “You don’t show it.”

      Mavis filled the kettle to its line, precise as always. The tap ran a moment longer than necessary before she turned it off.

      “Interest does not require commentary.”

      Claire laughed once, briefly. “You’re impossible.”

      “I am consistent.”

      The kettle clicked onto its base. The small blue light came on.

      Claire looked again at the pan.

      There was something in her expression now that wasn’t irritation. Not quite curiosity either. A sense that the object contained more than copper.

      “You’ve kept it longer than you kept Dad’s car,” she said.

      “That rusted.”

      “This could be polished.”

      Mavis did not reply.

      The kettle began its low build toward the boil. Outside, the last of the fog thinned across the fold.

      The pan remained where it had always been.
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      The nursery terraces were dark with rain.

      Ben Hollings stood halfway down the gravel track, boots sinking slightly at the edges where runoff had softened the ground. He rested both hands on the top of his spade and looked across the rows.

      The camellias in the lower section had begun to yellow from the centre outward. Not crisp. Not scorched. Just tired. As if the colour were withdrawing rather than dying.

      He stepped off the track and crouched beside one of the plants. The gravel shifted under his knee. He pressed his fingers into the soil and worked them downward to the second knuckle. Dense, yes — but not claggy. He lifted a handful, broke it apart, and watched it fall. Drainage channels between the rows ran clear, small ribbons of water threading downhill.

      He rose slowly, using the spade for leverage. A small sound escaped him as he straightened — more breath than complaint.

      “Tested pH twice,” he muttered, brushing damp soil from his palms. “Split the batch. Half got diluted Epsom salts. Half powdered magnesium. No change.”

      He nudged a yellowing leaf with the toe of his boot.

      “Chlorosis. Always thought that was just magnesium deficiency. Leaves yellow, you feed them, they lift. Simple.”

      Across the fence line, Isla Forster stood with her arms folded tight against her ribs. The slope flattened below her into the family’s strawberry patch, bird netting pulled low and glistening. Beneath it, the foliage had thinned, runners sparse where they should have been vigorous.
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