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Morning at The Silvered Page
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The October morning came soft through the Spanish moss, the way it always did in Bellefleur. Del stood at the burgundy door of The Silvered Page and turned the key, the brass lock clicking open with the satisfying resistance of old hardware that remembered every hand that had touched it. Three years, and she still paused here sometimes. Three years, and she still listened for footsteps that would never come, still half-expected her grandmother to call from inside—Delphine, child, stop standing in the doorway letting flies in—in that voice that was patient and exasperated in equal measure.

But Celestine was gone, and the shop was hers now.

Had been hers for three years. Would be hers until she died or left Bellefleur again, whichever came first. Some days Del couldn't decide which felt more likely.

Del pushed the door open. The bells chimed overhead—three brass bells Celestine had hung there in 1965, or 1967, depending on which story she'd been telling—and the sound carried the particular quality of bells that had been ringing for decades. Not loud. Just present. Announcing arrivals and departures to a building that noticed such things.

Inside, the air smelled like it always did: old paper and candle wax and the humid Louisiana atmosphere that crept through walls no matter how many times you sealed them. Underneath, something harder to name—wood oil and time and whatever scent accumulated in a place where people had been asking questions for sixty years. The bookshop was cooler than the street outside, the way it always was, like the building itself remembered winter even when October insisted on acting like extended summer.

Sunlight filtered through the front window where gold lettering spelled TAROT READER backwards from inside—reversed, Del had realized after Celestine died, because her grandmother thought it was funny to make people reading from within see the words inverted. Beyond the glass, Main Street was starting its slow Monday wake. Mr. Robichaux sweeping the hardware store porch. Mrs. Trosclair walking her ancient dachshund. The usual early risers performing the usual early rituals that kept Bellefleur running at its own determined speed.

READER ORAT, she read, the way she always did. She had never figured out if her grandmother meant something by that, and there was no one left to ask.

Midnight materialized from somewhere upstairs, black fur and copper eyes and the particular disdain only a cat could manage before breakfast. She wound between Del's ankles once, then leapt to the counter and settled in her usual spot near the register, tail curled tight.

"Morning to you too," Del said.

Midnight blinked, which was as much acknowledgment as anyone got.

Del moved through the morning ritual, the one she'd inherited along with the shop itself. Lights on first—the overhead chandelier that Celestine had salvaged from some estate sale decades ago, its crystals catching morning sun. Then the curtains in the reading room, drawn back to let air move through. The reading space was small, just enough room for the table and two chairs, burgundy fabric hanging in the doorway instead of a proper door. Celestine had liked it that way. "Privacy," she'd said, "but not secrets."

The small altar in the shop's corner needed water and fresh rosemary. Del kept it the way her grandmother had: nothing elaborate, just a white cloth, a candle, a bowl for water, whatever herb felt right that week. Celestine had been Catholic and conjure both, the way so many Bellefleur families were, and she'd taught Del that contradiction was only contradiction if you insisted on it.

Books next. The center table displayed Louisiana grimoires—the real ones, not the tourist nonsense—alongside tarot guides and a stack of local histories someone had special-ordered. Del straightened them, making sure the spines lined up. The shop wasn't large. Two rooms downstairs—the main shop with its shelves and counter and the altar in the corner, and the reading room behind the burgundy curtain where the serious work happened. Upstairs was the apartment where she slept: bedroom, kitchen, bathroom, and a small living room with windows that looked down on Main Street.

The register drawer stuck when Del opened it. It always did. Celestine had meant to fix it, probably, but she'd died before getting around to it, and now Del wrestled with it every morning like a promise she wasn't sure she could keep.

"You could've left me the easy stuff, Celestine," she murmured, finally getting the drawer open. "Just once."

But her grandmother had never done anything the easy way, and Del supposed she shouldn't start now.

The money was right where she'd left it: twenties, tens, fives, ones, quarters rolled in paper tubes. She counted it out of habit more than necessity. Monday mornings were slow. The real business came later in the week when tourists decided they wanted readings, when locals stopped by after work, when someone's grandmother sent them with a question they couldn't ask themselves.

Del was sorting the bills into their slots when she noticed the photograph tucked in the back corner of the register drawer. Celestine at maybe forty, standing in front of the shop with the original sign—THE SILVERED PAGE in letters that were elegant but not fancy. Her grandmother wore a dress printed with flowers and had her hair wrapped in a scarf, and she was smiling the particular smile she saved for when she thought something was funny but wasn't going to explain why.

Del touched the edge of the photograph, careful not to crease it, then closed the drawer.

She was finishing with the register when footsteps crossed the porch outside. Not tourist footsteps—those were hesitant, shuffling. These were purposeful, familiar, accompanied by the particular rhythm of someone carrying too many things and refusing to make two trips.

The door opened and Simone came through carrying two paper bags and a carrier with coffee cups, her dark curls caught back in a scarf printed with lemons. She wore her café uniform—black pants, white shirt, apron covered in what looked like cinnamon—and she had flour on her left cheek.

"I brought beignets," Simone announced. "The real kind, not the tourist ones. And coffee, because I love you and you look like you forgot to eat again."

"I ate," Del said, which was technically true if you counted the three crackers she'd had at midnight while reading about nineteenth-century spiritualism.

"Crackers don't count." Simone set the bags on the counter, narrowly avoiding Midnight, who gave her a look of profound judgment. "See? Even your cat agrees with me."

"Midnight agrees with no one."

"Midnight agrees with me about you." Simone opened the first bag, releasing the smell of fresh beignets—sugar and dough and hot oil and the particular warmth that meant she'd walked straight from her café's kitchen. "Come on. Eat. You're my best friend and I'm not above forcing you."

The thing about Simone was that she meant it. She'd shown up three years ago when Del came back to Bellefleur, when everyone else treated her like Celestine's strange granddaughter who'd run off to New Orleans and failed at whatever she'd been trying to do there. Simone had brought gumbo and wine and said, "I don't care what happened. You're home now." And that had been that.

They ate standing at the counter, powdered sugar drifting onto the register and probably into the drawer Celestine had never fixed. Del's stomach reminded her that crackers really didn't count, and the coffee was exactly the way she liked it—chicory and hot and strong enough to wake up the living and the dead both.

"This is good," Del said.

"I know." Simone licked sugar from her thumb, grinning. "I've been making beignets since I was twelve. If they weren't good, I'd have thrown myself in the bayou by now."

"Dramatic."

"I'm a chef. It's in the contract."

"How's the café?" Del asked.

"Packed. All Saints' Day prep has everyone caffeinated and anxious." Simone licked sugar from her thumb. "Half my customers want king cake two weeks early, the other half want to know if I'm doing those little skull cookies again. Like I have time to pipe icing skeletons when I'm running the morning rush by myself."

"Where's Marcus?"

"Called in sick." Simone's voice did something complicated. "Third time this month."

Del knew that tone. "You want me to pull cards about whether you should fire him?"

"No. Maybe. I don't know." Simone sighed, breaking another beignet in half. "Thomas says I'm too soft on people, that I need to run the café like a business instead of a therapy center. Which is rich coming from him, considering..."

She trailed off, and Del waited. Simone didn't trail off without reason.

"Considering what?"

"Nothing. He's just stressed lately. Estate liquidation season, I guess." Simone waved a hand, sugar dust catching the light. "He snapped at me last week about something stupid, then apologized three times. Very not-Thomas of him."

Del thought about Thomas Arceneaux—Simone's older brother, estate liquidator, the kind of man who wore pressed shirts even in Louisiana summer. She'd only met him a handful of times. He was pleasant enough in that careful way people were when they didn't know quite what to make of her.

"Estate work gets grim sometimes," Del offered. "Going through dead people's houses."

"That's what I said. But he got weird about it, like I'd accused him of something." Simone crumpled the empty beignet bag. "Anyway. Enough about my brother's mystery stress. How's your morning?"

"Quiet so far. I've got a reading at two, and Margot Dufresne might stop by for that book she special-ordered."

"Margot." Simone's expression went carefully neutral in the way it always did when the Dufresne family came up. There was history there—old Bellefleur history, the kind that ran back generations and never quite resolved. Simone's family and Margot's family had some falling-out decades ago that no one would explain, but everyone remembered. "She still doing estate sales with Laurent?"

"Far as I know." Del brushed sugar from her hands. "She comes in maybe once a month. Buys books on Louisiana occult history, never stays long."

"She still wearing those terrible brooches?"

"The cameo ones? Yeah."

"Tragic." Simone grinned, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "Okay, I've got to get back before the lunch rush. But dinner tonight? My place? I'm making gumbo, the good kind."

"The kind with actual roux patience?"

"Is there any other kind?" Simone headed for the door, then paused. "Oh, and Del? You're doing fine here. I know you don't always think so, but you are. Celestine would be proud."

The door closed before Del could answer, bells chiming, and then it was just her and Midnight and the quiet shop again.

Del looked around the shop. Three years now. Three years of running it, doing readings, trying to honor what her grandmother had built. Some days it felt like she belonged here. Some days it felt like she was still just pretending, waiting for someone to notice she didn't know what she was doing.

Today felt somewhere in between. The way most days did.

The morning brought tourists the way Monday mornings always did: a couple from Michigan looking for ghost tour recommendations, three college students who giggled over the tarot deck display, an older woman who bought two Louisiana grimoires without speaking. Del rang them up, answered questions, pointed people toward the sections they wanted. The routine was comfortable now. She knew where the books were, knew which questions meant someone wanted a reading and which meant they just wanted to look around.

Midnight judged them all from the counter, her copper eyes tracking movement like she was taking notes.

At eleven-thirty, a regular came in—Mrs. Trosclair from two streets over, who bought penny dreadfuls and never admitted she was reading them. She always claimed they were for her nephew, despite the nephew being forty-seven and living in Shreveport.

"Is that new?" Mrs. Trosclair pointed at the center display, where Del had arranged a collection of vintage tarot decks under glass.

"Came in last week. Marseille deck from the 1920s."

"Pretty." Mrs. Trosclair peered at the cards, then straightened, clearly trying to look disinterested. "I don't suppose you have any more of those French detective serials? The ones with the murders?"

"Back corner, bottom shelf. I got three new ones in."

Mrs. Trosclair headed for the corner with the particular speed of someone who definitely wasn't excited about murder mysteries.

Del was shelving returns—three romances, a local history, two books on cemetery symbolism—when the bells chimed again and Margot Dufresne walked in.

Margot was the kind of beautiful that made you tired just looking at it. Perfect posture, perfect hair pinned in a twist that probably took forty-five minutes every morning, pearls at her throat that looked old enough to have belonged to someone's grandmother. She wore a navy dress with a cameo brooch at the collar—Simone was right, they were terrible, Victorian and fussy and somehow accusatory—and carried a leather handbag that looked like it had never touched the ground in its life.

Everything about Margot said money. Old money, Bellefleur money, the kind that came from families who'd been here since before the Civil War and had opinions about which cemetery plots were appropriate.

"Delphine." Margot's smile was professional, practiced, the kind you gave shopkeepers and waiters and people you needed to be polite to but didn't particularly care about. "I hope I'm not interrupting."

"Not at all. Your book came in." Del retrieved the package from behind the counter, the brown paper tied with string the way Celestine had always done it. Old-fashioned, but it made people feel like they were getting something special. "Nineteenth-century Louisiana occult practices, like you asked."

"Perfect." Margot took the book, unwrapping it with careful fingers, examining the binding with the critical eye of someone who spent her life evaluating objects. The spine was leather, worn but not damaged, the pages thick and slightly yellowed. "Estate sale season has me researching regional traditions. You'd be surprised what people keep in their attics. Conjure bags, grimoires, letters describing rituals." She looked up, eyes sharp. "Or perhaps you wouldn't be surprised. Your grandmother dealt in such things, didn't she?"

"Sometimes." Del kept her voice neutral. Celestine had dealt in whatever came through the door, and she'd had opinions about the difference between genuine practice and tourist nonsense, but she'd never explained those opinions to people like Margot Dufresne.

"Of course." Margot turned pages slowly, scanning chapter headings. "I remember coming here as a girl, maybe ten or eleven. Celestine had the most interesting shop. My mother said I shouldn't come here, that the Thibodeaux family had strange ways. But I was curious." She smiled, the expression not quite reaching her eyes. "I suppose I still am."

"Your grandmother," Margot continued, still examining the book, "she read cards, didn't she? Not just as entertainment. She had a gift."

"She did."

"And you've inherited it." Not a question. Margot closed the book carefully, meeting Del's eyes. "The gift tends to run in families here. It's useful, in certain businesses. Knowing things about objects. Their histories. What they've witnessed." She paused, and something flickered across her face—something almost like calculation. "I wonder if you'd have time for a reading this week? I know you're busy, but I'd like to schedule something. Perhaps Thursday evening?"

Del had a standing rule about not reading for people she didn't quite trust. The cards told truth whether you wanted them to or not, and sometimes the truth was dangerous in the wrong hands. But Margot was a regular customer—once a month, always polite, always paying exactly correct change. And business was business, especially coming up on November when tourist season dwindled and locals went to New Orleans for the real celebrations.

"Thursday works," Del said. "Five o'clock?"

"Perfect." Margot set the book on the counter, pulling out her wallet. The leather was expensive, monogrammed with her initials in gold. "Do you still read primarily with Rider-Waite, or have you developed your grandmother's taste for the Marseille deck?"

"Rider-Waite mostly. Sometimes Marseille if the question calls for it."

"Celestine always said the Marseille deck was more honest." Margot counted out bills, exact change down to the quarter. "Less comfortable, but more honest. She said the images in Rider-Waite let people hide from what they didn't want to see." She handed over the money, her fingers cool when they brushed Del's. "I suppose we'll see what Thursday brings. What the cards decide to show me."

She left the way she came: purposeful, elegant, the navy dress disappearing down Main Street toward Maison Dufresne Antiques where she ran estate sales with her cousin Laurent. Through the window, Del watched her go, watched the way other people on the street seemed to part slightly without quite meaning to.

Midnight, still on the counter where she'd been all morning, made a sound—not quite a growl, not quite a hiss. Something in between, low in her throat, the kind of sound cats made at things they didn't like but couldn't quite identify as threats.

Del stood at the window a moment longer. The feeling in her chest—that particular unease that sometimes meant her gift was trying to tell her something her brain hadn't caught up to yet. She'd learned to listen to that feeling.

She thought about Thursday. About the cards that would tell truth whether anyone wanted to hear it or not.

The afternoon passed in its ordinary way. Del did her two o'clock reading for a college student asking about majors, pulled the Eight of Pentacles and the Page of Swords and told her that mastery took time but curiosity would serve her well. Mrs. Trosclair left at three-thirty with four penny dreadfuls tucked in a bag she clutched like they might escape.

Around four, the shop went quiet. Del used the time to dust shelves, reorganize the tarot deck display case, burn through the candle stubs that had accumulated on the altar.

The October light came gold through the front window, making everything look softer than it was. Main Street outside moved through its regular sounds: the jazz from the corner where someone was always playing something, the café traffic winding down, the old men who sat outside Robichaux Hardware arguing about nothing in particular with the dedication of people who'd been having the same argument for forty years.

She closed at six. Locked the burgundy door, turned off the lights, left Midnight in charge of whatever cats were in charge of when humans stopped paying attention.

Upstairs, Del made tea and stood at the window watching Main Street go quiet below. The streetlights came on one by one, the old iron lamps the town council kept threatening to replace with something modern and never quite did. Spanish moss hung in the live oaks across the street, swaying slightly in whatever breeze came off the bayou.

Somewhere in the distance, church bells marked the hour. Six chimes. Then silence.

She thought about Margot. About the way she'd mentioned Celestine—not casually, but deliberately, like she was testing something. About Midnight's reaction.

Lock your doors tonight.

She hadn't said that yet. She would, on Thursday. Del didn't know why she was so certain of that, but she was.

She finished her cold tea, washed the cup, stood at the window until the jazz started up again from somewhere down Main Street—ordinary Monday evening, ordinary Bellefleur.

The tarot cards waited downstairs in their glass case.

Del wasn't ready for Thursday.

She'd told herself otherwise all afternoon, but standing here in the dark apartment above the shop, watching the town she'd come back to and couldn't quite claim as home—she knew it wasn't true.

Three days.
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The Reading
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Thursday came the way October Thursdays did in Bellefleur: humid and golden and slower than it had any right to be. Del spent the day in the shop's usual rhythm—morning customers, afternoon lull, the particular quality of light that came through the front window around three o'clock and made everything look like it belonged in a photograph someone's grandmother had kept.

She'd almost forgotten about Margot's appointment until four-thirty, when she found herself straightening the reading room without quite meaning to.

The space was small. Just the round table and two chairs, the burgundy curtain instead of a door, walls close enough that you could feel the person across from you breathing. Celestine had designed it that way deliberately. "Readings need intimacy," she'd said. "Not distance."

Del lit candles—three white tapers in brass holders, arranged in a triangle on the table. The wax smell mixed with the shop's usual scent of old paper and whatever humidity crept through the walls. She opened the window an inch despite the heat, letting in the sound of Main Street: distant jazz, someone laughing, the particular music of a town that moved at its own speed.

Midnight appeared in the doorway, the way she always did when Del prepared for a client. She sat just outside the curtain, tail wrapped around her paws, watching.

"It's just a reading," Del told her.

Midnight's copper eyes didn't blink.

At five o'clock exactly, the shop bells chimed. Del heard Margot's footsteps cross the floor—measured, deliberate, the sound of expensive shoes on heart pine. Then she was there, pulling back the burgundy curtain, and the reading room suddenly felt even smaller than it was.

"Delphine." Margot wore black today instead of navy. Same pearls, same cameo brooch, same perfect posture that made Del feel like she was slouching even when she wasn't. "I hope I'm not late."

"Right on time." Del gestured to the chair across from her. "Please."

Margot sat, setting her leather handbag on the floor with the care of someone who'd been taught that purses never touched surfaces. She folded her hands on the table, and Del noticed—for the first time—that her knuckles were white.

"Have you done this before?" Del asked. "A reading?"

"Once. Years ago. Celestine read for me when I was seventeen." Margot's voice stayed smooth, professional, but something flickered across her face. "She told me I would disappoint my mother but make my father proud. She was right on both counts."

The candles between them made shadows that moved when either of them breathed.

Del reached for her deck—Rider-Waite, the one she'd used for three years, the cards soft from handling—and shuffled, the sound loud in the small space. Margot watched her hands the way people did when they were trying not to look at her face.

"What question did you bring?" Del asked.

Margot was quiet for a long moment. Then: "I want to know what's coming."

"That's not specific enough. The cards need—"

"I know what the cards need." Margot's voice stayed polite, but there was steel underneath. "I'm asking: what's coming for me? What should I prepare for?"

Del held her gaze. Margot Dufresne, born Bellefleur royalty, sitting in this small room asking about her future with hands that wouldn't unclench. There was something here Del didn't understand yet, something underneath the perfect posture and expensive clothes.

"Shuffle if you want," Del said, offering the deck.

Margot took it. Her hands were steady as she shuffled—three times, deliberately, like she'd been taught the ritual. Then she set the deck down between them and folded her hands again.

Del cut the cards and began to lay them out. Three-card spread: past, present, future. Sometimes simple was better.

The first card turned: The Tower.

Del's hand paused—just for a second, barely noticeable—but Margot saw it.

"That's catastrophe," Margot said quietly, before Del could speak. "Structures falling. Everything you built collapsing."

Del looked up, surprised. Most clients waited for interpretation.

"It can mean that," Del said carefully. "Or it can mean necessary destruction. Something that needs to end before something new can begin."

"Is that what you think it means?" Margot leaned forward slightly, and candlelight caught the cameo brooch at her throat, making shadows dance. "Or are you being kind?"

The question hung between them. Outside, footsteps passed the shop—someone walking home, their rhythm fading into evening. The candles flickered when either of them breathed.

"I'm being honest," Del said.

"Then be more honest."

Del looked at the card again—the burning tower, figures falling, lightning striking from a dark sky. In the position of the past, it meant: something has already happened. Something has already broken.

"Someone betrayed you," Del said slowly. "Or you betrayed someone. Something you thought was solid—family, business, a promise made years ago—it fell apart. Recently enough that you're still standing in the rubble."

Margot's hands tightened on the table. The knuckles went whiter.

Del waited.

"Three months ago," Margot said finally. "Someone I trusted with information I shouldn't have shared. They used it against me. Against my family." She touched the pearls at her throat—a small, unconscious gesture. "Everything I'd built—my reputation, my business relationships, the way people saw me—it shifted. Not collapsed, exactly. But altered. Broken enough."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be." Margot's hand dropped back to the table. "It was my own fault. Celestine would have told me that. She never let people hide behind courtesy."

Del turned the second card before Margot could say anything else.

Three of Swords.

The heart pierced by three blades. Rain falling in gray sheets. Grief rendered in ink and paper, unavoidable and precise.

Margot made a sound—not quite a laugh, not quite a sharp breath. "Of course."

"Present position," Del said. "What you're carrying now."

"I know what I'm carrying." Margot looked at the candles instead of at Del, and in the unsteady light her face looked older, or maybe just tired in a way makeup couldn't hide. "The question is what comes next. Whether—" She stopped. "Whether I have time to fix it."

Del's hand hovered over the deck. She didn't want to turn the third card. Something in the room had shifted—the air felt heavier, Margot's fear a physical thing taking up space between them.

Whatever came next would be true. That was how this worked.

Del turned it.

Death.

The skeleton on the white horse. The five-petaled rose on the black banner. Bodies on the ground—a king, a woman, a child—and a bishop in prayer. The sun rising between two towers in the distant background, promising something beyond the ending.

The silence lasted too long.

Neither of them moved. The candle with the uneven burn finally drowned in its own wax and went out, leaving only two flames between them.

"Well," Margot said finally. "That's definitive."

"It doesn't mean—" Del started.

"I know what it means." Margot reached out, touching the edge of the Death card with one finger. Her hand was shaking now, visibly. "Transformation. Endings. Something dying so something else can begin. You'll tell me it's rarely literal. That it's about change, not actual death."

"It's not—"

"But sometimes it is." Margot pulled her hand back. "Sometimes death just means death. Celestine told me that once. She said the cards don't deal in metaphor as much as readers want them to. They show what is."

Del looked at the three cards: Tower, Three of Swords, Death. The story was clear enough—something had broken, Margot was suffering now, and something was ending.

But it read like metaphor. Like the kind of spread you pulled for someone going through divorce or career collapse. It read like the social catastrophes that happened in Bellefleur all the time.

It didn't read like murder.

"The Death card signals transformation," Del said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Major life change. An ending that makes space for new beginning. Tower and Three of Swords together—that's difficult, I won't lie about that. You've been betrayed, you're carrying heartbreak, and now something is closing. But that doesn't mean—"

"It doesn't mean what?" Margot looked at her directly now, and her eyes were fierce. "That I'm going to die?"

The room was too quiet.

"I'm not saying that," Del said. Though part of her wondered if maybe she should be. "I'm saying the cards are showing transformation. An ending, yes. But endings aren't always literal."

"They're what people tell themselves to feel better about bad news." Margot stood abruptly. The remaining candles flickered. "Thank you for the reading, Delphine. It was very illuminating."

She pulled cash from her handbag—exact change, as always—and set it on the table. Her hands were steadier now, or she was working harder to keep them steady.

"Margot," Del said, also standing. "If you're in some kind of trouble—if there's something specific you're afraid of—"

"I'm not in trouble." Margot's voice returned to its professional smoothness. "I asked what was coming. You told me. That's the transaction."

But she didn't move toward the curtain. She stood there, one hand touching her brooch, straightening it even though it wasn't crooked.

"Your grandmother told me something once," Margot said finally. "I was seventeen, and I came here after my father died. Celestine said the hardest part of this gift is knowing things and not being able to stop them. That the cards show what's already in motion, not what might be prevented." She paused, and when she looked up, her eyes were bright—tears or anger or both. "Do you find that's true?"

Del thought about the readings she'd done over three years. The divorces she'd seen coming but couldn't prevent.

"Sometimes," she said quietly.

"I thought so." Margot finally pulled the curtain aside. Evening air moved into the room. "Thank you for your honesty. Not everyone bothers with that."

She was halfway through the curtain when she stopped, one hand on the fabric.

"Delphine," she said, and her voice was different now—smaller, or more honest, or something Del couldn't name. "Do you ever feel trapped by your grandmother's legacy? Like you're living in a house someone else built, playing a role someone else wrote?"

The question hung in the humid air.

"Every day," Del admitted.

Margot nodded, like this was the answer she'd expected. "My mother wanted me to marry well. My father wanted me to preserve the
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