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I do not leave my studio much anymore. The world outside has become too loud, too bright, too insistent on explaining itself. But when Marie Moldovan sent me Rick Powell's manuscript, wrapped in brown paper and tied with red thread like something from another century, I made an exception to my rule about reading new work. 

I read it in one sitting, by candlelight, while December scratched at my windows. 

I have spent thirty years creating art for audiences most people pretend do not exist. My last exhibition was held in an abandoned church, not for the living but for those who have already crossed the threshold. 

The dead filled the pews. They were drawn to finally having something made for them. Energy never dies. It only changes form. And why should our departed loved ones be denied beauty created for their altered perception. Why should art end at the grave. 

Powell has captured something I have been trying to communicate my entire career. That precise moment when someone stops pretending death is separate from life. When they understand that creation and destruction are the same energy, simply moving in different directions. 

The women in this story, Agnes, Miriam, Tabitha, and especially Judith, understand what I learned during my first exhibition for the dead, when my grandmother touched my shoulder and whispered "finally." They know that the oldest crafts were never about making pretty things. They were about keeping channels open. They were about remembering that winter was the season when the veil thinned, when the departed could admire our handiwork most clearly. 

Judith's story reminds us that transformation is not only about changing form. It is about finally seeing all the forms that were always present. The living. The dead. And the rare souls who build bridges between worlds, one careful stitch at a time. 

Pita Black 

December 2025 

Written by candlelight in Studio 959 

Where the living and dead meet 

Somewhere in the mountains 
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Let me tell you a secret. 

In every neighborhood, in every town, there is a group of women who meet regularly. Maybe they call it a book club. A crafting circle. A holiday committee. They seem harmless enough, middle-aged ladies sharing recipes and gossip over tea and wine. Your wife might be one of them. Your mother. Maybe even you. 

But every so often, one of these groups is different. 

You can recognize them by small signs. They always seem to know when someone needs help before being asked. Their holiday decorations are a little too perfect, too intentional. Their husbands either dote on them completely, or they suddenly leave for business opportunities in distant cities. 

What you are about to read is not a horror story in the traditional sense. It is a transformation story. A love story, even, though not the kind you are expecting. It is about what happens when a woman stops apologizing for taking up space. When she discovers that rage, properly directed, can be the most creative force in the universe. When she learns that some crafts require more than yarn and patience. 

This is also a winter story, and winter has always belonged to the old gods. Long before Christianity softened the season with mangers and angels, long before capitalism wrapped it in sales and obligations, winter was the time when women gathered to practice arts that kept the darkness at bay, or invited it in when necessary. 

You might recognize Judith. She could be your neighbor, the one whose husband's car is always in the driveway even though she seems so alone. She could be your sister, making excuses for bruises. She could be you, on your worst day, staring at kitchen knives and imagining a different life. 

But I promise you have never met anyone quite like Agnes and her circle. They are the answer to a question many women whisper in their darkest moments: What if I did not have to pretend anymore. 

Turn the page but understand this. Once you see what Judith creates, you will understand why some Christmas trees are more than decorations. You will understand why certain craft circles meet only after dark. You will understand that when someone tells you to make something beautiful, they never specify what materials you should use. 

Most importantly, you will understand why, in the dead of winter, when the snow muffles all sound and the night stretches endless, some women are smiling. They know something you are about to learn. Every ornament tells a story. 

Marie Moldovan 

Publisher I Ain’t Your Marionette Press 
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The world around us is but our reflection and we, its mirror. It is wise to become something you can stand to behold. 

`Joe Mykut 

Author of Beautiful Boy 
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Judith looks out through the kitchen window as snowflakes fall gently from the afternoon sky. The small flowerpots outside on the deck, their contents long ago dead, already wear an inch of winter dust that has been collecting since early morning. She wonders if the season will bury more than flowerpots beneath its dust. 

Glancing at the digital clock on the microwave above the white marble counter, Judith, stirring rapidly, works a wooden spoon through the batter in the plastic bowl she holds in the crook of her arm. Damn, she thinks, I better watch the time with this batch of cornbread. I can’t believe I burnt that first one. 

The cordless phone on the wall rings, and Judith frowns at it. She presses the button to answer and tilts her head to hold the receiver against her shoulder, keeping her hands free to stir. 

“Hello,” she says, blowing a loose strand of blond hair out of her face. 

“Hi, Judith, it’s Miriam. First snow of the season! I’m so excited. This is going to be the best winter ever!” squeals the voice on the other end. 

“Yeah, I know,” Judith says with a weak grin, still stirring as her eyes flick nervously around the kitchen. The pot roast! I have to throw that in now, she thinks, the thought cutting through her rhythm. “What’s up?” she says hurriedly. 

“Just wondering if you’re still going to make it to the craft meeting tonight. Agnes said that there would be a surprise for all of us. I can’t wait! Oh, don’t forget Tabby’s crochet needles. She says those are her lucky ones and she has a new project for her parents this holiday,” Miriam’s voice bubbles through the receiver. 

“I have it already in my bag. I have the books, too. I remember how Agnes got upset. I don't want that to happen again.” Judith says. She puts the bowl of mixed batter on the counter and wipes her hands on her gingham apron. 

She goes to turn on the oven and opens the fridge to get the pan of prepared pot roast out and sets it on the counter. She looks at the clock again. “Is there anything else I should remember, Miriam?” She says, as she lets out a sigh. 

“Nope. Just try not to be so nervous. We all know you are new to the club. You shouldn’t fret so, dear. Remember, the main thing is to have fun. That’s what the holidays are all about,” Miriam says. “Just feed that hubby of yours and make it as soon as you can. We all know how it is. We’ve been there.” 

“Thanks, Miriam,” Judith says with a relieved sigh. “I just wish John wouldn’t fuss about it so.” 

“Don’t worry about him,” Miriam says with a giggle. “You’ll put him in his place soon enough. He has been saying he will be more supportive. This is your time now. You need your girl time.” 

“Yeah, you’re right. Listen, I gotta finish up here. I’ll just see you later, ok?” Judith says, reaching up to open the cabinet for the baking pan. 

“No problem, Sweetie. Talk to you soon. Kisses!” Miriam says. 

Judith hangs up, scrapes the batter into the pan, and slides it into the preheated oven before setting the timer. She pauses at the window, watching the snow fall more heavily. Winter has always been her season. She remembers mornings with her grandmother, waking to a world transformed: a blanket of white stretching as far as the eye could see. Fresh. Serene. Unblemished. 

Yes, she thinks with a sigh, this is my time now. 

*** 
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John pulls his BMW over the snow encrusted driveway as dusk approaches, presses the button on the automatic door opener from inside the car, and eases into the two-car garage. Goddamn snow, he thinks, as he slowly pulls in next to Judith’s Nissan. I hate this fucking winter. Once I make partner, we’re gone. No more frozen driveways, no more scraping windshields. Sunshine, palm trees... and secretaries who look good. Not like Judith, fussing over her kitchen towels. 

He slams the car door, the sound reverberating in the enclosed space. Behind him, the garage door lowers with a groan, shutting out the last gust of winter air. As it touches down, a shiver runs through him, the lingering chill sliding off his shoulders. Then
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