
    Prologue

    It wasn’t my grandmother’s death that brought me back.

    It was the memory of something I had never truly known—and that was now quietly calling out to me.

    I could have said: I’m only going for a weekend. To clean up, to say goodbye. But even as I walked down the driveway, the gravel crunching under my shoes, I knew: This wasn’t going to be a brief visit. The house stood there like a locked-away thought, the meaning of which I would only come to understand later.

    The surroundings were quiet, not empty. They were full of the sounds you hear when you’re still: bees humming,  birch leaves rustling,  a woodpecker tapping in the distance. The garden had grown wild, full of tall grasses and stinging nettles in bloom, swarming with butterflies that fluttered through the air like memories. A fox darted along the edge of the forest, where Johanna’s old apple trees still stood: bent but alive.

    The windows of the house were caked with dust, the porch overgrown with ivy. And yet—it smelled of beeswax, of old wood, of herbs and flowers. Scents that stirred a familiar feeling inside me. Perhaps from Johanna’s kitchen, perhaps from my dreams.

    I opened the door, hesitantly, almost awestruck. Inside, a peaceful stillness reigned. It wasn’t as oppressive as it usually is in abandoned places. It was a stillness that breathed, one that looked at me, even though no one was there.

    The hallway was narrow, the dust glistening golden in the light streaming in. I set down my bag, unsure whether I had arrived or got lost.

    Slowly, I walked through the house as if through an era long gone by that is unwrapped with care. The old rocking chair in the living room, the brass candlestick on the mantelpiece, the blue enamel pot on the stove in the kitchen—everything seemed to be in its usual place, as if only an afternoon had gone by.

    When I caught a whiff of lavender in the spare bedroom, I closed my eyes and tried to conjure up memories from the past. But I couldn’t find them. Maybe I’d need a little more time. It had been too long.

    I went back to the kitchen and put water on to make some tea. In a tin on the shelf, I found linden blossoms, just like in the old days. The scent relaxed me. I sipped slowly, gazing out into the garden, where the grass was knee-high and a few bees were circling.

    Something had begun even before I got here. Something that ran deeper than my grief. Something that belonged to me, even though I’d never put a name to it.

    I hadn’t just returned.

    I had been beckoned.

    I didn’t know why yet.

    But I sensed it: It would change everything.

  
    Layers of Dust and Time

    The next morning, the garden was bathed in a warm, soft light. The sun was still low on the horizon, casting long shadows through the tall trees. Miela stood barefoot on the porch, a colorful cardigan from the old closet pulled over her nightgown, and sipped hot tea while leaning against a wooden post. Her eyes once again scanned the overgrown garden landscape. The air still felt clear and fresh and smelled of roses. A few birds seemed to revel in their own song. Everything around her was peaceful. It was amazing how much she felt both unknown and yet connected, as if she had never really been away.

    It had been a letter from her mother in America that had brought her here to the village of Warnitz in the Uckermark province. Her grandmother had died, her mother wrote, and Miela had inherited her old house. She had enclosed the letter from the estate administrator. Miela was now supposed to handle the sale of the property; after all, Johanna had bequeathed it to her. Was she imagining things, or could she detect her mother’s aggrieved attitude between the lines? Enclosed were the front door key and the exact address—that was all.

    Miela didn’t receive many letters from her mother—maybe three letters a year. Most of the time, their content was trivial. She wrote about things that Miela didn’t find interesting. And her mother wasn’t interested in Miela either. Sometimes she’d call, probably just to check up on her. Afterward, Miela never felt that the phone call had been a pleasure for her.

    She pushed aside these negative thoughts about her mother; instead, she considered what she might do with the day and decided to explore the house more thoroughly. She wanted to wander through the rooms and search through closets, dressers, and boxes for mementos bearing Johanna’s name.

    Miela went back to the kitchen, placed her empty teacup in the sink, and set off in the pantry. The canning shelf was full of forgotten jars: pears, plums, a last jar of elderflower jelly. The labels were faded, the lids dusty. Miela carefully wiped down each jar, as if it might learn to speak again beneath the dust.

    In the living room, she opened the drawers of the old secretary desk. Letters, yellowed bills, a few forgotten receipts, a notepad, a single, dried sprig of lavender. Behind a loose back panel of a drawer, she found an old recipe book, written in Johanna’s elegant handwriting. Miela reverently turned the pages one by one and found notes on tea blends, ointments, and flower extracts.

    The morning passed amid gentle stillness and the bright, lively chirping of birds that drifted in through the open windows. Again and again, she paused when a scent, a discovery or a tiny object touched her heart like a familiar friend.

    Upstairs, she finally opened the old wardrobe. Inside hung Johanna’s summer dresses, carefully lined up in a row. On the top shelf, between neatly folded knitted sweaters and blouses, there lay a small wooden box with an embroidered lid. Miela took it out but didn’t open it; instead, she set it on the small table in the living room.

    That evening, as she sank into the old armchair by the window, exhausted by the day’s many impressions, she felt how much she missed Johanna. Not the grandmother from stories, but the woman she would have loved to get to know better herself.

    She looked at the wooden box on the table, and the light of the sunset fell directly on it. An invitation. But not for today.

    Today she had only just begun to breathe in this old house, amid the dust and the passage of time.

  
    The Wooden Box

    The next morning was a little cooler than the one before. It was still very early, not yet six o’clock, and in that delicate twilight between night and day, a quiet promise hovered like the assurance of a new beginning, carried by the golden light which was gliding amber-colored across the meadows. Miela stepped cautiously into the kitchen, her feet still bare, and her blonde, curly hair uncombed. She filled the enamel pot with fresh water and turned on the stove.

    As she let her gaze wander through the living room, it lingered on the wooden box, as if it were not merely a thing but a secret discovery. Today, something inside her felt ready. She wasn’t necessarily prying, more excited.

    Miela wrapped herself once more in her cozy cardigan, picked up the box from the table, and sat down on the kitchen bench with her legs tucked underneath her. Steam rose from the white mug of tea in her hands. She set it down on the table and placed both hands on the lid of the box. The embroidery showed faded flowers, delicately stitched with a thread that looked like silver.

    She opened the lid slowly. The scent of old wood and lavender filled her nose. Nothing special at first glance. And yet her heart skipped a beat for a moment.

    On the top there lay a piece of folded linen; underneath there was a small bundle of letters, carefully tied together with a string. No names. Just the faded paper that had preserved a bit of a time long past.

    Among them was a delicate necklace: simple, silver. The pendant was a small, uncut stone, as translucent as morning dew.

    Miela let the chain with the stone slide gently through her fingers. There was something about it that touched her. Something that had no name. In that moment, it wasn’t a piece of jewelry strictly speaking, it was a sign. One that didn’t explain itself to her, but simply remained.

    She held the stone against the light. It was as if it were glowing—not visibly, but within her.

    She gently placed the necklace with the pendant back into the box, along with the unopened letters and the linen. With a newfound, subtle sense of this special discovery, Miela put the embroidered lid back on the box and carried it back to the living room.

  
    A First Encounter

    It was late morning when Miela decided to explore the back part of the garden. The path was barely recognizable, it was overgrown with grasses and wild clover; the wooden planks of the small footbridge leading to the old tool shed had been bleached by the weather and were covered with moss. A row of tall, wind-bent birch trees lined the far corner of the garden. They seemed to be bowing in reverence for their own age.

    Miela was wearing a knee-length linen dress that she’d found in Johanna’s closet; she was barefoot, her hair a curly, unruly frame around her face. The wind had blown a few strands across her forehead. She brushed them aside, muttering something unintelligible, as if she wasn’t quite sure of her own state of mind.

    As she rounded the hedge, she stopped abruptly. Someone was there.

    A young man in his early thirties, his hands in his pants pockets, his face half-illuminated by the sun. He was wearing a simple, light-colored cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up and looked as if he belonged here, as if he were a part of this garden, just like the birch trees in the back.

    He didn’t see her right away. Only when she brushed against a branch and it rustled did he look up.

    Brown eyes, alert but not inquisitive. No smile. No fear. Just attentive observation.

    “Hello?” Miela greeted him cautiously, her single word asking who he was and what he was doing here at the same time.

    He nodded imperceptibly and replied, “I’m Jonas. I… help out here sometimes. With the bees.”

    Miela took a moment. “I didn’t know that… anyone was coming.”

    He shrugged. “Your grandmother asked me to keep checking on them. I thought that would be okay.”

    She wanted to say something—perhaps apologize, even though there was no reason to. Instead, she rubbed her forearm. Her skin was warm from the sunlight, and a faint scent of sage wafted up from the meadow to her nose.

    “My name is Miela!” she said at last. “I’m…” She trailed off. What was she? A granddaughter? A stranger? A seeker?

    He nodded again. “I know. Your grandmother told me about you.”

    And then one of those strange pauses set in—pauses that aren’t empty, but filled with everything that goes unsaid.

    Miela felt that her uncertainty not dissipate, but weighed on her like a heavy coat. At the same time, there was something about Jonas—in his stillness, his demeanor—that she didn’t understand, but that held her captive.

    She tucked a curly strand of hair behind her ear. “I… I’m just looking around a little.”

    “Go ahead!” he said. “There’s a lot to discover here.”

    Then he turned away, slowly, without haste, and walked toward the beehives. Not because he wanted to leave her alone, but because he sensed that she needed some space.

    Miela stopped, tilted her head back, and felt the sun on her face. She listened to the insects fluttering and buzzing in the air. And for a moment, she was overcome by the feeling that this place would change something within her. Perhaps her grandmother’s death was the beginning of something she couldn’t yet comprehend.

  
    The Rain Dancing

    The old bicycle that Miela had found in the shed squeaked as she pushed it down the driveway through the gate. She climbed on and pedaled hard. “This rusty old thing really needs a tune-up,” she thought. The wind blew through her hair, and for a moment she felt like she used to when she was a child—without any direction, but full of momentum. The gravel path to the village was bumpy, lined with wild roses, wild shrubs, and little yellow flowers she couldn’t name. It smelled of damp earth and warmed grass.

    
      When she arrived in the village, she got off and pushed her bike across the medieval cobblestones in the small, idyllic market square, with the old 18th-century village church at its center, surrounded by brick and half-timbered houses in the style typical of the Brandenburg region. She had the feeling that nothing had changed here in all those years. The corner store looked like something from a time long gone by. 
      Landmarkt Warnitz
      , was written above the storefront window. A post office sign on the corner of the building was another relic of long-forgotten times. Directly across the street, in an old red-brick house with a slanted roof, was a small flower store called 
      Blumenfee
      , the flower fairy. Taken in by this charming little village, she parked her bike in front of the 
      Landmarkt
      . When she pushed open the door, the bell above her rang, and the scent of old wooden shelves, coffee, and freshly baked bread wrapped around her like a favorite blanket.
    

    “Well, look at that!”

    Behind the counter stood a portly, elderly gentleman—perhaps the owner—with a graying mustache, a red apron, and a mischievous twinkle in his eyes that saw more than they let on.

    “Miela Sommer, right? I almost didn’t recognize you. But those sparkling eyes are still the same. You’ve come to look a lot like your grandmother. You were just a little girl back then. I’m Gustav—you probably don’t remember me.” He held out his hand to her across the counter in a friendly gesture.

    She laughed, surprised by the warmth in his voice, and shook his hand. “Hello, Gustav. You’re right. I didn’t realize I looked so much like my grandmother. I’m here to check on her house.”

    “It’s nice of you to look after it, Miela,” he replied.

    There was a brief pause, as if each of them were thinking of Johanna for a moment.

    “I… wanted to pick up a few things. For the next few days…,” Miela said, breaking the silence.

    “Well then, go ahead, child. The milk’s still in the back, and the bread’s fresh. I’ll get you some of that good blossom honey.”

    As she strolled through the narrow rows of shelves, Gustav wrapped a round loaf in paper and spoke, more to himself than to her:

    “Your grandmother… Johanna—she was quite a woman, you know. Quiet, but with a look that made you want to be honest. And sometimes she surprised us all.”

    Miela paused. “How?”

    Gustav smiled and listened to his inner thoughts, as if reminiscing an old song.

    “Oh… I remember one summer afternoon. A downpour suddenly came from out of nowhere. Everyone ran for cover. Everyone except your grandmother. She stood right in the middle of the market square, her dress already completely soaked, her arms spread wide, and… she danced. All by herself. As if she’d forgotten that you’re not supposed to do something like that. And maybe she really had forgotten. Or maybe she’d never learned that.”

    Miela got goosebumps at the thought. In amazement, she replied, “I didn’t know that.”

    “There are many things we didn’t know, Miss Sommer. And some things that can’t be put into words.”

    She put milk, honey, and bread in her basket, paid, and said goodbye with a smile that said more than “thank you.”

    Back at home, she put the groceries in the pantry, organized the shelves, and threw out old supplies. Then she opened all the windows and let in both fresh air and time.

    While she was tidying up the bedroom, she found an old scarf with a loose seam. One stitch too few, she thought, and felt a twinge in her chest. Then, almost as if by themselves, fragments of memories surfaced:

    Tobias, who said, “You’re smothering me, Miela.”

    The gray subway in Berlin, like a breath that never quite flowed in. The crowds of people, always in a commotion.

    The screen of her laptop, flickering with a design made for a client she couldn’t stand.

    Her own breath, shallow. Too shallow.

    The day she left without saying goodbye.

    But here, now, in the sunlit country house, with the scent of soap and the sound of a bee buzzing in the window frame, none of it felt like a judgment.

    What had happened was simply there. Like the dust in the corners. A part of the whole. And ready to be released.

    She stood by the open bedroom window and breathed the fresh air deeply into her lungs.

  
    Honey Supper and Handwriting

    The sun was low in the sky as Miela prepared a simple supper in the kitchen. Fresh bread from Gustav, along with the honey he had carefully poured into a jar for her. The heated milk in the small earthenware jug was steaming. Everything smelled of the past. Of summer, of belonging, of something you can’t hold onto but never quite lose.

    She cut a thick slice of bread and spread a generous layer of honey on it. The scent filled her nose—sweet and floral, with a faint memory of summers past. She sat down with her plate and cup on the covered porch, the floorboards warm beneath her feet, and the evening breeze caressing her cheeks.

    The box of letters rested on her lap.

    She chewed slowly, sipping the milk in small sips, and a space opened up inside her where nothing was in a hurry. That was new. No thoughts of deadlines. No awkward feeling of having failed to accomplish something. Just the sweetness, the warmth, the here and now.

    Curious, Miela untied the string holding the bundle of letters together. The envelopes were delicate, frayed at the edges, and some yellowed. None bore a name or a date. Just an initial: F.

    She pulled out the first letter. The handwriting was lively, delicate, familiar. There was no salutation on the page, just a few sentences:

    “I thought of you again today. How you pulled the blade of grass from my hair as if life itself was trapped inside it. I don’t dare say aloud what I feel. But I’m writing it to you. Because words put in ink are allowed to survive where the lips must remain silent. When I look at you, I can always sense what freedom might look like. J.”

    Miela read it slowly. Several times. The words washed over her like a warm breeze. Not unfamiliar; but not entirely familiar either.

    She put the letter aside and pulled out another one.

    “You didn’t smile today. I don’t know if it was because of me, or because of the world. But I wish I could place my heart in your hand so you could feel how it beats for you. Calmly. Steadfastly. Waiting.

    I’ll save the honey you gave me and won’t eat it. I’ll keep it as a precious part of you. J.”

    Miela paused. Her fingers rested on the paper. A tingling sensation ran up her arm. Suddenly, her grandmother was no longer just the one who made tea, tended her garden, and hummed songs.

    She had been a woman who had loved. Deeply. Secretly. Truly.

    The honey on her tongue suddenly tasted more intense. Like an answer from the past. Like an invitation to learn more.

    She took one last sip of milk, leaned back, and gazed at the evening sky. And once again, a gentle voice inside her whispered that this was only the beginning of something
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