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      For Erin McClary, who opened the door

      And Kristin Thiel, who keeps it open

      None of this is possible without you guys

    
  
    
      
        “Wildflowers thrive in the most unlikely of places, even in the darkest of night. They grow despite everyone’s belief that they never would.”

        —Anonymous

      

    
  
    
      
        “Where flowers bloom, so does hope.”

        —Lady Bird Johnson
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        Author’s Note

      
      Where the Wildflowers Grow is dedicated to survivors. The ones who have survived unimaginable horrors. The ones born in unusual circumstances and have started life at less than zero. The ones who have taken a slap from life and kept on going. You are more than what you have survived. Let me say that again: You are more than the sum of your struggles. And your worth is not defined by the battles you’ve fought, the pain you’ve endured, or the scars you carry.

      Leigh is a survivor. Her journey is shaped by loss, childhood trauma, and resilience. What she endures in this story may be difficult to read, especially if you, too, have walked a similar path. Survivor’s guilt, an all-too real and common experience, will be explored in these pages along with child abuse (emotional and physical), sibling and parental deaths, and sexual abuse (not depicted on the page). As I’ve written before, we bring a piece of ourselves into everything we read, so please take care of yourself as you engage with this book. Your emotional well-being matters, so it’s understandable if you need to pause or step away. This story is here to honor your strength and your survival, not to serve as a trigger.

      Where the Wildflowers Grow is also an examination of grief, the discomfort, the confusion, the sorrow that don’t fit neatly into a box. It peels back grief’s many diverse and complicated layers, seeking to give a voice to the parts that are often left unspoken. How do you grieve someone who hurt you, yet whose absence still leaves a void? How do you grieve someone for whom closure is not possible? How do you process grief when it feels unfinished, when the emotional work of saying goodbye never truly happens?

      I chose to set the book in Wilcox County, Alabama, due to its natural beauty and rich history, but also its isolation and uniqueness. I was drawn to its character, a place where resilience and hardship coexist. The history of Gee’s Bend, its survival, along with its renowned quilts, are all rooted in truth. I encourage you to research this remarkable place further and, if you can, visit it, especially during the Airing of the Quilts. The annual Cahaba Lily Festival is also real, and the warmth and sense of community that Leigh experiences there in the book mirror my own experience when I visited. It’s also worth a visit to see such a stunning and rare flower.

      While I have taken some creative liberties, such as Jackson’s Flower Farm in Gee’s Bend, there are real, pressing issues at the heart of this setting. Rural communities, particularly in Alabama’s Black Belt, face significant challenges, such as a decreasing population and limited economic opportunities. According to a University of New Hampshire Carsey School of Public Policy study, Wilcox County lost 9 percent of its population between 2010 and 2020.

      Jackson’s dream for Gee’s Bend and Wilcox County, an idea grounded in agriculture and revitalization, is my imagined outcome and potential solution for these issues. While it may seem ambitious, such an idea is not far-fetched considering the agricultural roots that have long defined Alabama’s Black Belt economy. I wanted to write about what could be, a hopeful possibility for revitalizing communities through sustainable growth and the power of community.

      At its heart, Where the Wildflowers Grow is about healing and examining how nature and community can play a role, even when the wounds seem too deep or too complex to mend. Through the power of connection, with others and with the world around us, healing can happen, even in the most unlikely places.

      With love,

      Terah Shelton Harris

    
  
    
      
        Prologue

      
      I will tell you my story and will leave nothing out. I remember it all. Even the memories I wish to forget. They enter without knocking.

      I should probably start at the beginning, but it’s not so easy to find. Beginnings are never where you think they are, where they should be. Especially if you’ve lived two lives and known an in-between. But if I must start, I’ll start here, with the truth. I owe you that much. And so much more.

      I was born to the last of the Wildes. There’s no other way to say it. I know because my father told me so. He knew because he watched the others die. He reminded me and my sister, Lila, of that all the time. Terrible thing, to watch someone die, to be the survivor left to tell the story. Maybe that was why he spent his life trying to be something, or someone else. Felt an obligation to keep the bloodline going. Maybe that was why Mama let him be, let us be. Let history repeat itself. With me.

      I was twelve when my father first heard the voices. The ancestors, he called them. He carried their world on his shoulders. It’s no wonder he heard their voices too. They whispered all sorts of things to him—instructions, to-do lists, commands—and he listened. Did every one. Rolled the dice thrown at him and bet every dollar given to him. Mama didn’t hear the voices, but she heard Daddy’s—loud. She loved him with an intensity that bordered on worship and would later warp my understanding of love. She carried him on her shoulders and dragged us at her feet. He loved her for it, gave her flowers and fists to prove it.

      Mama and Daddy were the first weapons we knew. Not the harsh realities that awaited us outside our tiny trailer in South Carolina. They didn’t know what to do with us, nor did they want to know. They loved us, more or less, but could have as easily hugged us or hurt us, fed us or starved us. They treated us as currency that they traded, spent, and sometimes saved, but only for later. Puppets on their string. It was this tenderness and pain that led to the ruin of my family. “We are survivors,” Daddy often said.

      And yet none of them did—survive.

      Not even Lila, my first love.

      She falls in the in-between, the ragged seam stitched along my two lives. This is the hardest part of my story, the murkiest and the darkest. I remember all this too, but the results take longer to tally. It’s both yesterday and forever ago.

      Such are the memories of my life.

      But you’re not here for that, for just that. You want the part that contains you. But first, these, too, are the things that matter, that made me. That are why I did what I did. We are, each of us, a product of everything that has happened to us, a tether to the past, and we become what is in our nature to be.

      There are two ways to continue to exist: to survive and to live. Part of surviving is knowing how to hold your breath underwater longer than the average person, how to catch a fish without a line, and how to hide in plain sight. Survival is a lifetime of moments, hard stops and starts, strung together, then tested and defeated by fate a thousand times. Surviving is the why of my story. It’s the why of me, my two lives.

      But living is a run-on sentence—never-ending, a collection of experiences that strengthen you along the way.

      I didn’t know it then, but I do now. My second life taught me this.

      There’s much to say about this second life. This one matters as much as the first. It’s the one that healed me after the first one broke me, the one that pushed me to reach into the dirt with my bare hands to dig up and inspect the grief I had buried long before, the one that reconnected my body and spirit to Earth. It’s funny how rain on your face, hands covered in soil, and feet curled in grass can heal you.

      Such is the simplicity of life.

      The truth is this: I died at the bottom of a ravine in South Carolina and was reborn on a flower farm in rural Alabama. I buried the girl I once was and became the woman I didn’t know I could be. It took a little help; I wasn’t so easy to find.

      With sweaty palms, gaps in what I knew, and dirt under my nails, I learned to live. But it wasn’t enough that I found Jackson’s flower farm (or that it found me). I mean to say, place is crucial, but not paramount to all else. Geography can’t fill a blank page inside you if you keep running into yourself along its contour lines. I had to stop and listen, set a place for myself, and then pull up a seat. I learned that grief is, in part, a receipt of love that you hold on to. Proof that love existed and that it endures. Death and life are not opposites; they are the same side of the same coin tossed by the same hand. Death is not always the end, just a fresh set of tomorrows. And I will always be grateful for what my two lives afforded me.

      I’m no different from anyone else, so don’t feel sorry for me. It is only now that I acknowledge my life, my destiny, my purpose. We are shaped by those who came before us, even if those molds were broken. But I’ve learned you can hold joy and grief at the same time. Even under the worst conditions, flowers will bloom where they are planted. Love is the why behind every heartbeat, every breath. And there are no crimes, no pain beyond love.

      This is an incomplete picture, I know, but it’s a start. There are many roots to my story, and they all run as deep as those out that window.

      Like I said, beginnings are hard to find. But endings are impossible, so I’ll let you decide how my story ends.

      I will tell you my truth. It’s long overdue, and you should hear it from me. My memories are fragile and clumsy in my hands, so I’ll give them to you to protect. They are small but very precious to me.

      Listen.

    
  
    
      
        Fall

      
    
  
    
      
        One

      
      They drowned with their eyes open.

      That’s how it works, the cruel poetry of drowning. Forget what you think you know. It occurs in stages, seconds, time and space folded over. That’s the madness of it. A second feels like an eternity just before the spirit detaches from the body and darkness closes its fingers around the soul. Then the eyes widen in surprise as the spirit takes one lasting look at life.

      I wish I didn’t know this.

      Three pairs of eyes bored into me as I swam by each lifeless face. More there than here. I wanted to hide from their gazes, evade the familiar vacant expression that accompanies death. I didn’t want to see it, bear witness to their last thoughts, peer into the depths of their souls. Mama used to say that the eyes are a window into a person’s soul. And now I know she was right. The eyes don’t lie, even in the grip of death. There are no curtains to conceal us in shadow, no secrets left untold. You see it all. In Officer Manziel’s eyes, I glimpsed the regret over the birthday party for his son he would never attend. In Officer Downey’s eyes, a sadness at the unspoken apology to his daughter he would never give. And in Loretta, the only other prisoner, the innocence she would never prove.

      They died where they sat, suspended above their seats. Upright. As static as an oak.

      It was a wonder we’d survived the fall. The bus careened off the cliff’s edge, its wheels screaming as it cartwheeled and tumbled down the deep ravine. It crashed and slammed against the jagged rocks, the sound of metal tearing through stone, before plunging into the water. The surging river, wild and hungry, wasted no time and swallowed it whole, filling the bus and submerging it within seconds. There wasn’t enough time to shake the shock, to act, to think, to move. And now three pairs of eyes, frozen, snagged on me, trailing me like an echo.

      There was nothing I could do.

      I guess here is as good of a place to start this story as any. I call this portion of my life the in-between. Like drowning, the in-between lands in a dreaded space, a place of suspension between life and death. For me, the in-between represented the place of limbo between my two lives—every moment after what happened, every moment during my trial, every moment I spent in prison a time when life didn’t feel fair. But we don’t get to decide what haunts us, no matter how hard we try. Some cuts, some memories, can’t be avoided. There are many. This is one of them.

      And this. This is the end of my in-between.

      Drowning.

      Five years ago, I could have saved them all, with air to spare. Because I am a Wilde, I could swim as soon as I could crawl; Daddy made sure of that. He made sure of a lot of things for our survival. By five, I could open my eyes beneath the waves of the Santee River; by seven, exhale below the surface; and by ten, hold my breath for minutes on end. I was great in the water. Lila, better. We spent our childhood there, toes upward and eyes on the sky. We swam in the sunshine. We swam in the rain. We called the fish by their names. In the water, the sounds from the trailer couldn’t reach us; the cries and moans sank in the muddy banks. Now, in this water, a sharp pain clawed at my lungs, demanding a fresh breath. I was long out of practice.

      Three pairs of eyes watched me, not four. Officer Madison held on the longest of them—floating there motionless, her black hair waving like dark silk above her head, her brown face cast in shadow—as if to hold her remaining breath in her chest. The more you panic, the more oxygen you burn. Unlike the others, she’d bought herself time by not panicking, not gulping water instead of air. Like me, she’d inhaled deeply just before the bus filled.

      But none of that mattered in the end. She was stuck, her legs wedged under the twisted iron partition that had separated the guards from the prisoners. She would do what nature forced upon her. We come into this world on a breath. It’s the first thing we learn how to do, our first lesson, our first act of existence. We breathe in. We breathe out. Officer Madison would take one more breath. Just one more. She knew; of course she did. I knew it too.

      I could have left—should have left—kicked past her toward the door and up to the surface because it’s every person for themselves and self-preservation trumped prison sentences. Even if I freed her, I couldn’t save her. It had been five minutes since Officer Manziel swerved to avoid hitting a deer and lost control of the wheel. Three minutes since the prison transport bus dove off the road. Over a minute since we all took our last breaths.

      And yet I tried anyway. Despite the ticking clock and the growing ache in my chest, I pulled her legs as hard as I could. It was guard versus prisoner even when the situation wasn’t life or death, but Officer Madison had reminded me she wasn’t just a guard and I wasn’t just a prisoner. Guards were taught boundaries—friendly, not familiar with inmates. That was the rule. Friendly turned a blind eye to an extra-long hug during visitation. Familiar loosened handcuffs and unlocked those around your ankles, granting comfort for a six-hour drive. The wrong familiar got inmates pregnant or led to guards sneaking in contraband. Those were fired or sentenced to a fate similar to ours.

      Some might consider Officer Madison familiar, but it wasn’t like that. She had a walk and a talk that didn’t belong in a prison, an echo of life meant for open skies and gentle lessons, not the steel bars of a prison. In a better world, under kinder stars, she might have been anything else—a teacher, perhaps—but her curse was geography. She lived her whole life anchored within Richland County, South Carolina, where jobs were few and the prison paid the highest and employed the most.

      She took a liking to me the first day we met almost five years ago. “Nah…” she said, sizing me up from head to toe, her dark eyes bright. “You ain’t gone be no trouble, are you, Leandra?”

      I was fluent in silence those first few months. Didn’t have much to say. Day by day, with her gentle persistence, she found a way to stretch what little I offered into a sentence, and then paragraphs, until we moved from friendly to something else. Officer Madison didn’t see the numbers—not of the bodies I’m responsible for, nor the one printed on my chest. She saw me.

      And she kept seeing me, kept pushing past what she knew or read, what she’d heard. Officer Madison instead saw the woman who picked wildflowers in the yard, who angled her neck to observe the sun, whose wrist and ankle restraints always left their mark, my pointy bones rubbing against the cold steel. She knew these things because she made it her business to know, to care. It wasn’t familiarity; it was kindness, mercy for a lonely prisoner whom she never escorted to the visitors’ room and barely spoke. So it didn’t surprise me that she loosened my cuffs early in our long journey, left them tight enough to restrain but loose enough, I learned, to slide off.

      I pulled again, fighting against the crushing weight of time and inevitability, my fingertips grasping at shins, at the partition, willing anything to give; then a hand touched my shoulder. Light as a feather. Officer Madison was telling me to go. The softness of her eyes told me so. I paused, floating there with her, inches from her face, and took her hand in mine. I knew I should go. It wasn’t my time. Water will not be what kills me. But it was coming for her. Death, relentless and impartial, was coming for her. Maybe she knew this too. Didn’t want me to witness it.

      Officer Madison would not be the first person I’d watched die. It was something I knew how to do, walk the edges of this curse like a tight rope. I still can’t seem to escape it. I know the motions by heart, as a matter of habit, more automatic than a blink. How to step around death and not touch it, how to rub shoulders with it and avoid the hand it extends for me.

      Officer Madison twisted and jerked, almost pleading. The water between us rippled with the weight of the moment. Her breath was shallow, each exhale a quiet rasp. Her grip faltered. But I kept our eyes locked and my hands tight around hers, as if that could keep her from slipping through the cracks of the world she was drowning in. This was what familiar looked like on the other side of the bars, a flicker of humanity amid the chaos. Even though my lungs burned, I had more than enough air and zero fear for this, for her, to be with her in her last moments. This was how I repaid her for her familiarity, for making every day of the last five years tolerable.

      So I stayed. I stayed until the next stage came. I stayed until the shroud of darkness around us lifted and a beam of light poured in, cutting through the murk, brightening the water around us with a brilliant glow. You have to see it to believe it. Our eyes aren’t designed for underwater sight. Water distorts our vision and bends light in its own unique way; that’s how looking through water works. But I know what I saw. Officer Madison saw it too. Her eyes closed, and her lips moved. She was praying. Of course she was. Officer Madison believed in a being stronger than herself, and the scriptures she quoted, the exemplary life she led, and the cross she wore around her neck weren’t for decoration. God knew her, and if He heard her, this sign was what she needed to see, what she needed to let go.

      I knew what came next: the slow and inevitable crawl of death and the peace of acceptance. It happens after the briefest of hesitations, a breath caught between two worlds. And when it came for her a second later, Officer Madison’s chest rose slow, her lips parted, her eyes glassed, and she moved no more. She deserved to live, but some people are not meant to be long for this world, someone once told me. If there’s a heaven, she was on her way there.

      I released her hand, but not before taking one last imprinting look at her. I collected this for safekeeping, though I didn’t know why exactly. I am pieced together by fragments of this day, a collection of moments that refuse to be forgotten. Later, the memory of her brave last moment keeps me company when all others jerk me awake. Later, this last look helped me make the hardest decision of my life. Not all memories are tangible. But this one, I wanted to remember, a reminder that strength is not always measured in muscle or endurance but in the grace with which we face the end.

      Officer Madison’s body pitched forward, locked, as the water jostled her. I floated there, watching her lifeless body drift, until I realized I was waiting. Waiting to die. My heart thumping in my ears slowed, each pulse a battle, as the water faded from gray to black. I was out of air. Out of time. And, somewhere deep inside, out of fight. Because it wasn’t just this fight, but all the others before this day, every battle I’d lost, resurfacing collectively. The weight of exhaustion, more than physical, pressed down on me, heavier than the water, more suffocating than the cold. I was tired. Tired of treading water. Tired of auditioning for a life that barely wanted me. Seconds slowed in the way they did when you were drowning.

      So this is it, I thought. This was what it felt like. Death, or the beginning of it, the moment just before its long fingers slowly reach for you. I didn’t resist and allowed myself to drift. The voices called out after me, louder and louder, as I moved toward them. Death would be easier. I could see Lila again. Maybe this time I wouldn’t have to fight.

      Then, I remembered that I couldn’t die. Remembered I didn’t want to die. Remembered who I was. Remembered I had already learned how not to drown.

      The reflex to breathe surged, my stubborn lungs fighting to fill, straining against their limits. I exhaled slowly through my nose and mouth to take some pressure off my lungs. It didn’t work. My chest tightened, my lungs demanding air once again. Panic fluttered through me. Pain too. I was awake now, scrambling, writhing, twisting, desperate to breathe again. My arms clawed at the water for something, anything, to hold on to but found nothing. Only wetness and cold.

      My body already knew what to do. On its own, my legs kicked until I slipped through the opening of a huge panel ripped from the bus. On the way to the surface, my chest seized again, and I gulped water. It burned like fire, and I gasped, inhaling more, the swampy taste filling me. Seconds later, I broke the surface, but still drowning in every breath. A horrible sound tore free from my chest as I vomited—a harsh cough, something halfway between a sob and a gag.

      I sucked in air where I could shove it: in my nose, in my mouth, in my ears, had I been able to. It stung my lungs, a bolt-of-lightning protest, sharp and fast, over their sudden fullness. Sounds returned next, muffled at first, giving way to the clear splash and ripple of water, the rush of cold wind against my ears. My vision blurred, stinging with grit and irritation. As I treaded, I swept my eyes from left to right, and there, just a few feet away, the shoreline appeared, a thin strip of land barely visible through the blur.

      It was only then that I felt the pain. All of it. Everywhere. It screamed as loud as if it had its own voice separate from me. You don’t survive a bus crash unscathed; sharp swipes lanced at various places on my body. Stretching my arms and kicking my legs sent bolts of fire through my shoulders and down to my thighs. A deep ache spread across my ribs, and my wrist throbbed, a sharp twist of agony with every movement. I screamed, the sound weak, a strangled thing swallowed by the wind and rush of water.

      The moving water felt like a lifeline, pulling me toward the shore. I relaxed, surrendering to its current, my body too tired to resist. When the mud of the bank finally met my hands and knees, I dug into it, gripping for purchase, the slick earth sliding beneath my palms. I crawled out, every inch of movement a slow battle, until I collapsed on my back, my lungs heaving in resistance as air, raw and sweet, sawed in and out. My heartbeat thundered in my ears. I don’t know how long I stayed like that, my arms and legs thumping, my ribs and wrist pounding with every beat.

      My body pulsated from exertion. It was then that I realized how weak and out of shape I had become while in prison, the amount of strength I’d lost. My body had forgotten what it meant to be strong, to feel capable, and every movement reminded me of how far I had fallen from that version of myself. Such a contrast to the woman I used to be.

      You are a survivor.

      The voices called out at me against the wind, thin with every word but audible nonetheless.

      The words clung to me like a spiderweb, more of a curse now than a promise.

      I should have felt something. Gratitude, perhaps. Rejoiced in the fact that I had lived when so many had not. But a wave of appreciation failed to arrive. Reflection was not something I ever allowed myself to do. I didn’t know how; my mind stutters, staying stuck on the things I can do, what comes automatically to me. Blinking. Breathing. Being.

      I stumbled to my feet and collapsed to my knees just as quickly, my legs buckling, the effort to stand too much, too fast. I bowed my head and raked my nails against the ground, gripping dark, damp soil as the words rumbled in the pit of my stomach and rose from somewhere deep.

      “This is really it?” I whispered to myself at first. Then I tipped my head to the sky, my voice hoarse and breaking over every word as I screamed, “This is really why I’m here?” My body mocked me. The air in my lungs, the heartbeat in my chest—loud, greedy reminders. Proof of life. Evidence that I was still here. Yet this existence felt insufficient. This could not be my life, my cross to bear, what I was made for. To just survive. To watch everyone around me die. It could not.

      “Answer me!” I pleaded to no one, to anyone but to whom it should have been directed.

      The words weren’t mine. It was the adrenaline talking, yelling back, thrashing like a caged animal, its potency surging with no outlet, my body realizing it didn’t have to be strong anymore. That it was free to fall apart.

      The silence echoed through me like a breeze, because words are air and sound. If the voices heard me, they didn’t answer.

      My breathing slowed and I settled into it, sinking deeper, dissolving into the night itself. A faint shiver crawled up my spine, the air sharp against my skin. October’s chill seeped into my bones until the tips of my nose and ears tingled with numbness.

      The sun’s last whispers faded into the horizon, where shadows lengthened, casting a veil over the landscape. In the gathering darkness, the world around me fell quiet, save for the gentle rustle of leaves and distant birdsong. Before me, the water stilled, its surface glassy and unbroken under the fading light, concealing the evidence of what lay beneath, the truth hidden away beneath the calm. A normal night made wrong.

      Back pressed against a rock, I curled into myself, drawing my knees tight into my chest. My task was once again complete. I had survived. Daddy’s words echoed in my mind—he had always insisted I was meant to endure. And it had happened again.

      Tomorrow, that elusive promise, beckoned on the horizon. Tomorrow will come, and they will come for me, I thought. The weight of that certainty pressed down on me, but the thought barely registered before exhaustion pulled at my eyes. I blinked slowly, fighting the pull of sleep, but my eyelids grew heavier, slipping closed against my will. Just before my eyes fluttered shut, I thought, And I’ll survive that too.

      All that was left to do was wait.

    
  
    
      
        Two

      
      I woke up in the water.

      I stood there, motionless, a solitary figure in the tranquil embrace of the river. Its gentle ripples tapped my arms, and low waves gulped at my thighs. Tiny shivers like electrical currents ran up my body. Debris, soft and shaggy, from the riverbed squished between my toes. A muscle twitched involuntarily, and I slipped on a rock and stumbled forward, my arms shooting out to balance. It took me one terrifying second to realize, to remember where I was and what had happened. I had done it again. I had sleepwalked.

      Imagine a strange overlap between being awake and asleep, a new world superimposed over the old one, a place that’s as silent and alien as the surface of the moon. Imagine the dullness of color, of senses, but the surety of a mission. That’s sleepwalking; the uniqueness is in the details. My type has always involved doors, unlocking them and moving through them. Of feeling trapped with the urge to escape, to go somewhere, to be free. Only I never know where that is, just that the air smells better—sweeter—elsewhere.

      I was seven when I sleepwalked for the first time, when Mama first gave herself to someone other than Daddy. The pressure of seeing and knowing, of swallowing that secret, too large. Daddy found me outside stumbling through the woods, he said, my nightgown dirtied, my feet soiled with mud. Months later, Mama heard me attempting to unlock the front door, the broken latch too difficult to maneuver by someone not awake.

      Mama and Daddy offered no explanation; they didn’t have one. Only the crude solution of restraint—a sock knotted around my ankle and attached to the bed frame. Good intentions, perhaps, for a girl too young to understand such complex behavior, but I knew the truth. Even then I knew that when we carry pain with us into the night, our bodies seek understanding while we sleep.

      The confines of prison helped. There’s no walking through steel bars, no beating those locks. Even though, over that first month, I tried. Stress and new environments are relentless triggers to my sleepwalking. I should have known, should have remembered, that when the bus crashed, hurling my body into chaos once again, my sleepwalking would return, haunting me even in the wake of a disaster.

      The wind, an insistent hand, shook me once again, pulling me from the edge of sleep. The frames of reality blended into focus, and the edges of the dream blurred and vanished. I felt a shiver of disorientation, my brain filling in the gaps where memories should be. My name is Leandra. I am safe, I whispered to myself, my mantra until I returned to the solid ground of waking life.

      Then the certainty of pain anchored me. I knew I was still there, because everything hurt, and the river held too many bodies.

      I waded out of the water and back onto the shore. The sun breached the horizon, casting its golden warmth across the cloudless sky. The narrow ravine split, one side bathed in light, the other steeped in shadow, a canvas of contrasts painted in mercurial fall hues. October, the middle child of autumn, drastic in its extremes, demanded attention, with its temperatures swinging between summer remnants and the chill of impending winter. My breath caught in the breeze, the South Carolina–prison uniform too thin, and now wet, against the cool morning.

      Daylight unveiled the first real look at my surroundings. Twisted metal cascaded down the ravine walls like jagged teeth. A kaleidoscope of glass shone like diamonds littering the ground. A row of seats dangled, a macabre streamer, from a line of canopied trees. And yet somehow it all blended into the landscape, tucked and smashed against the rocks, as if it had always been there, belonged there, collected and accumulated as if part of nature’s decoration.

      A sadness lodged all around me too. This place had claimed more than just our bus; there had been crashes here before. Other random wreckage told me so. A child’s sock, a rusted bicycle, an old tire, all swallowed by the ravine’s hungry depths. Five years from now, we’d be gone from easy view too. A place lost to time and engulfed by circumstance, a forgotten dot on a map.

      In that moment, my heart comprehended one truth: There would be no rescue. With most of the bus submerged, no one would ever know we were here. Hope lay in the road, offering signs, tire marks or a broken guardrail. But large boulders cascaded down the ravine, obscuring clues, and smart drivers would keep their eyes on the twisting road. Whatever was lost here would remain in the ravine’s grip. If it was to be found, it would be by the same type of misfortune that landed us here—by accident.

      I caught my reflection, warped by the river, a wild thing that only resembled a person: chestnut hair, once braided, now wild and matted; a bruised cheek caked with blood; exhausted eyes; a face empty of emotion and fear. I wrestled with the boxy shirt, my arms wringing in pain, and shed the soiled pants. Sunlight caught them in its glow, a fiery-orange pile against the river’s calm surface. I cast aside my white undershirt and panties, laying them to dry against the warmth of a sunlit rock.

      Nudity held no sway over me. There’s no shyness within me and no room for modesty in this wilderness. A lesson first learned many decades ago, etched vividly in memory, sprinting through the forest barefoot with Lila, our laughter mingling with the rustling leaves as we shed our clothes like autumn foliage, toward the rushing river that beckoned us.

      We were like fraternal twins, born thirteen months apart. Our faces carried the same abundance: plump lips, a right-cheek dimple, and large oval eyes that drew others in with their gentle curves. It happened sometimes; our faces were so alike that someone would turn their head and mistake one for the other. We both bore Mama’s locks of naturally curly hair and the golden heat of the South Carolina sun across our shoulders, but our long limbs were like Daddy’s, pieces clearly copied from their source. We were beautiful. In all the ways we knew and ways we didn’t. I say this not with conceit, but with honesty. “God blesses you one way or the other,” Daddy would say. Beauty was our one blessing, our currency to the world. A face to look at.

      I resembled Mama, tinged with Daddy’s wild spirit. A bit untamed. Often a little dirty. Always feisty. Eyes wide-open from birth, skeptical of the world and curious about the people within it. Trust arrived second, after thought and consideration. Lila embodied Mama wholly, however, undiluted and unspoiled, only better—the reason she was Mama’s favorite. Everyone’s favorite. Polish on unblemished silver. They floated through life carefree, as though possessing a secret map, knowing where to tread and where X marked the spot. Mama insisted on naming her Lila; it meant beauty, and that was exactly what she embodied. Not merely a person, but a trait, her entire essence, a thought that would ruin them both. Lila would be everything Mama couldn’t or wouldn’t be.

      And what did I want to be? Free. Even before I’d known prison. Free from expectation, boundaries, and rules. Free to dream. To discover. To live. To love. All these things at the deepest depths and the highest volume. That was Daddy’s influence working its way within me. There was no in-between with us, no safety valve. We did everything all or nothing. Or it could have been the influence of the ancestors. The voices that he heard and that I heard too. Or so I thought.

      All girls were prone to dreaming, Daddy said. So I did. I had not yet known about dreams, how they were a double-edged sword. Funny, but my dreams were of what I already knew: Water. Sky. Flowers. Of living outside. I filled every bit of unused space and time with a vision of that life. It didn’t feel like a bad thing at the time.

      Now those visions were only in my dreams.

      I plunged back into the water, freeing my hair from its braid and scrubbing dirt and blood from my skin. In the water’s clarity, I confronted the stark realities of my body: the sharp edges of my bones, the tautness of my skin, and the flatness of my stomach. Years in prison had taken its toll, with weight and muscle melting off me like ice in the summer sun. But the scar—a perfect vertical line across my rib cage, the texture of dripped candle wax—remained, just as it always has.

      When I ambled out of the water, I felt not refreshed but fragile and hollow with emotion. I had no idea what to do or how to feel. A branch snapped in the distance. The sun inched across the sky. My hand shook. Although I couldn’t process how I felt, my body understood I should feel something. It knew I had just survived a bus crash and there were injuries associated with it. My physical self reminded me of that, demanded that I at least feel this—the hurt, the pain in my wrist, across my face, from my leg and ribs.

      I leaned in to this surface pain and not the deeper one. I needed my wits to focus and concentrate on what came next. Later, I would return to this moment and be amazed at the stillness and calm I exhibited. Later, I would come to know that I should have been scared. But that level of fear wasn’t where I could reach it. I had lived through too many storms to be bothered by the rain.

      I gathered what I could use from the shoreline wreckage: an old Coke can, a bus seat, a used McDonald’s cup, and a flat piece of metal. On a patch of grass between the rocky bank and the river, I dropped my findings before venturing into the woods. I collected an armful of kindling, handfuls of leaves of Byzantine copper and gold—grateful that the trees had shed their offerings—several sheets of paper and bits of litter, and three larger pieces of wood.

      The ability to start a fire can save your life, Daddy had often reminded us. My sister and I never questioned the gravity of his teachings. He was always a mystery to us. A restless soul, forever in motion, never standing straight or still for too long. He talked too fast and too much. He always had something to say, like he needed to speak, as if held words burned his tongue. Lessons were hidden in everything, imparted in a quick and intense way. Yet, in our innocence, we found no fault in him. We adored him, captivated by his knowledge and the thrill of the adventures he whisked us away on.

      Starting a fire with sticks is no easy feat; it’s a skill mastered through practice. And practice, we did, not returning home until we could gather the right materials for our fire without his help. “Success or failure will come from the materials you collect,” he said, dismissing with a slap back to the ground anything that did not meet his standards. That first time, we rubbed our hands raw until the first billow of smoke rose. He’d doused it with water and made us start again.

      I collected dried grass, strings of paper, and strips of bark, crafting a tinder nest with a thumb’s impression at its heart. A dry log, split and ready, served as my hearth board. With a sharp rock fished out of the river, I carved a groove about half the length of the log and blunted the end of a stick for the fire drill. My right hand guided the plow back and forth, and my left hand supplied downward pressure. My hands did these things, what was necessary. There was no thought to the action, just movement as routine as a breath. The ache in my hands, the pain in my wrist melded seamlessly with the other pains within me. Soon, black ember dust formed at the bottom of the trough. I blew on it gently, coaxing the spark to life, then tipped the log to slide the fiery dust to my tinder nest.

      Briefly, I marveled at my creation, the heat warming my face, the crackling of kindling filling my ears, and the sight of my orange prison shirt burning. It had been many years since I had started a fire, and I reveled in my accomplishment. But a chill remained. I suspected that it would never warm, no matter how much heat I had. Adding twigs and larger pieces of wood, I stoked the flames before a branch snapped in the distance. Small footsteps crunching, one at a time. Above, two black figures circled. I could name the birds by listening: vultures. It wasn’t me they were after. Unless that thing now lurking in the woods found me before it found something else. I reached for a large rock and held it close, listening, waiting, breathing. My heart banged in my chest, warmth spreading along the back of my neck. The rock trembled slightly in my hands. I held my breath as if that could keep whatever lurked from advancing, until the sound moved away, danger averted. For now.

      Another sound rose, this time within me—a low growl from my stomach, hunger gnawing at my insides. It had been twenty-four hours since I had eaten. Another task presented itself.

      Survival is simpler than you think; it’s one task at a time, each one supporting the next one, a conveyor belt of tasks that equal a life.

      Even with a rod, fishing demanded more than technique—it commanded patience and alertness, Daddy said. Along the riverbank, a faint tang of damp earth hung in the air and birds hushed in contemplation. Overhead, a line of clouds drifted lazily across the sky, casting gray shadows on the water. In the absence of proper gear, necessity birthed innovation. Another lesson learned. We often lacked the proper equipment for fishing. “You use what you have,” Daddy told us. So I did. I fashioned a hook from the Coke-can top, and the hem torn from my prison shirt became my fishing line. Several fat worms unearthed from beneath rocks served as my bait.

      Scanning the river slowly, after a few minutes, a glint of movement near the river’s bend revealed a solitary fish, its sleek form slicing through the current. I decided to trap it; it was easier. With deliberate care, I moved closer, boxing it into a corner. The fish darted, its tail moving, but I created a barrier, stretching my arms and legs wide. The fish struggled briefly as I scooped it up in my shirt, slapping its tail against me until it settled. It was a bluegill, olive in color with a streak of orange along its belly. Grateful, I acknowledged the sacrifice that far outweighed its few ounces, just before smashing its head with a large stone.

      Such acts of necessity tempered my conscience. I thought of this as I scaled the fish with a shard of a sharp rock, its flesh yielding to the blade. I slit open the belly, releasing a briny scent, and removed the entrails with my thumb, a task worn into my remembrance. As the flames licked the sides of the old can, ready to cook the day’s catch, the clawed, dark hand of my childhood gripped me, reminding me of the last time I trapped a fish.

      We were hungry. Lila and I were eight. Daddy had been gone a month without word. He would do this, leave us for long stretches of time. He said it was the ancestors, the voices in his head leading him, guiding him. But we soon knew better. The cabinets yawned, revealing their gaping insides. We had been without electricity for a week, and while the long summer days provided extra light, they also created too much heat. Summer fishing is best in the early-morning coolness, the act not just leisure but a lifeline. But the hotter the sun, the tougher the fishing. There were days that wild blueberries and sassafras were the only things we swallowed.

      But Daddy’s rules were ironclad: We were forbidden from venturing into town, his voice a cautionary echo in our ears. It meant scrutiny, questions, a risk we couldn’t afford. Like our adventures, it was a game for us, and we played along. He didn’t know we had been in town. During his long absences, Mama often took us. She never told us to keep that secret. Like so many things, we all understood, without a word passing between us, that he could never know. Of course, going to town was only a reasonable thing to do if we had something—money, or something else to trade.

      Mama was born beautiful; there was no other word for it. The kind of beauty that defied compassion, possessed a radiance that turned heads and invited admiration. Her skin glowed a metallic shade of brown, and her features—button nose, wide eyes, and full lips—were perfectly aligned. She wasn’t beautiful for nothing, she often said, a truth she carried like a second skin. It had to serve a purpose. Once, she dreamed of modeling, inspired by the beautiful women gracing the JCPenney catalogs. Until she met Daddy. He courted her with a pocketful of money (won, she later learned, through gambling) and the gift of gab—a lethal combination. She was bitten by love, or attention, and its venom proved to be more powerful than ambition. Years later, she realized another purpose her beauty needed to serve: feeding her daughters.

      One day, after several days of bad fishing, a gray Pontiac pulled into the dusty driveway, its arrival stirring a mix of curiosity and apprehension. The door opened, and a man emerged in pieces: feet first, then a round belly, and finally a salt-and-pepper head. But his cologne, all musk and woods, stepped out before he did. We knew him as Mr. Ridley—or Deacon Ridley, we would later discover. He had a starved look, wolfish and dirty, and flirted with Mama on the occasions she took us to the grocery store. He smiled too wide, laughed too loud, perspired too much, his hunger palpable yet masked by an excess of charm. Toward us, he always extended two pieces of butterscotch candy from his pocket. Lila would quickly grab hers and plop it into her mouth, but I tucked mine into my pocket. It didn’t feel right to take it, a betrayal and a bribe, an agreement to a game where the stakes were never clear.

      He strolled up the driveway, the butterscotch dangling from his plump thumb and forefinger, but I again refused to take it from his hand. His smile, with its gap-toothed charm, carried a deceptive undercurrent.

      “You don’t like candy?” he asked, one eyebrow arching. “All cute little girls like candy.”

      “I like candy,” Lila said, the pink of her dress reflected in her wide eyes. She reached out eagerly to take it. She didn’t question his presence the way I did, didn’t hear the same alarm bells that rang within my ears.

      He crouched down, fixating on Lila for too long, studying her with an intensity that made my skin crawl. “My, my, my. You look just like your mama. How old are you?” He reached into his front pocket, pulled out a money clip, and ripped off a crisp twenty from the fat wad. As Lila’s hand darted out to claim it, he watched, his gold pinkie ring glistening in the sunlight.

      I stepped in between them, shielding Lila from his gaze, and snatched the bill from his fingers. How pathetic my defenses were then; it was all I could think to do. The length of his stare and the pause in his words made my insides hurt. I didn’t know why—not then. But I did immediately sense the importance of listening to your gut. That was a fateful moment, in retrospect.

      If only I had known.

      Now his scrutiny turned to me. His eyes roved, taking in every detail. Surely he noticed my tattered dress, bare feet caked with dirt, and untamed curly hair in need of a wash, but he said nothing, his observations tucked away and saved for later. Shame flooded me, heavy like a blanket. But he almost seemed appreciative of my wild appearance and defiant stance, and I hated him even more for it.

      I forced myself to meet his gaze head-on, determined to etch every aspect of him into my memory. High cheekbones that pushed his deep-set eyes into a squint. Blackened skin that glistened with a sheen of sweat. He looked his age, with his black hair losing against the strands of gray hair at his temples. I memorized every detail of his face, and ten years later I recognized each one when I shoveled dirt over it.

      “Now…” he said to me, his grin tinged with amusement, his teeth clenched. “I’m just trying to be nice.” His voice dropped when he said this, his expression darkening. Even then, I could hear the insincerity beneath his words, a lie swathed in charm.

      “Y’all be nice to Mr. Ridley. He came all the way out here to see us.”

      All three of us broke eye contact and looked at the front door. Mama stood there in her red dress that hugged her hips, the one she wore on special occasions with Daddy when he’d hit a good streak and took her out to celebrate. Mr. Ridley stood and straightened his lapels, the gray stripes of his suit reflecting the seriousness that belied his casual demeanor just moments ago.

      I couldn’t reconcile my impression of Mr. Ridley with this version Mama presented. Not when he greeted her with a kiss on the cheek and a hand that palmed and gripped her butt.

      Mama and Daddy never spoke to us about the love between a man and a woman. Not that they would know how to anyway. They were babysitters, placeholders, silent instructors on the art of love, and our lessons unfolded as life dictated, pieced together on a need-to-know basis. Their marriage played out before us raw and uncut, a jagged mirror reflecting both beauty and brutality. We witnessed their affection in bursts of laughter and moments of heated exchange. We learned early that for them, love was a game, a tumultuous dance of joy and sorrow that left us guessing. But as time wore on, the edges sharpened, and we saw more than playfulness. The fists came later.

      “Is Mama playing with someone else?” Lila asked a few minutes later, as the moans and bangs seeped out from underneath the closed bedroom door. She didn’t stop bouncing her dolls along the scuffed floor. Mama and Daddy didn’t mute their sexual activities for our benefit, and to our young ears, it sounded like playing—Mama’s laughter, the rocking of the bed.

      Though sex was not hidden from us, I did know it was private. Something always done behind closed doors, at least, and something, I thought, exclusively between Mama and Daddy. Why was she playing with Mr. Ridley? Even at a young age, I knew this was not normal, and I wanted nothing more than to get away from the noise. “I’ll race you to the river!” I yelled to Lila.

      It was the first time Mr. Ridley had come to visit, but it wouldn’t be the last. You stop counting when it becomes as regular as a habit. Each time, we knew what to do. We took to the water, where the day surrendered to the sun’s movement across the sky. We lingered there, suspended, as if the world beyond the water’s edge ceased to exist.

      Mr. Ridley’s car was always gone before the smell of sex—though I didn’t know at the time that’s what it was—metallic and musty, slithered from the bedroom into the living room, followed by the musk of cigarette smoke. Mama only smoked after sex.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said to me that first time when we returned. Lila darted past her, but I lingered, watching. She leaned against the front door, her arm bent at her waist, fingers gripping a cigarette. The face she had painted on had vanished, and her once-red lips were bare. “What would you have me do?”

      Tears welled up in my eyes, quick and heavy, and Mama’s response did nothing to soften the blow. “Stop all that crying,” she hissed, leaning toward me with a finger pointed. The scent of smoke and his cheap cologne billowed like a cape as she shifted, the smell slapping me. “One day you’re gonna learn that this world hates you and you gotta fight to survive. What did your daddy tell you?”

      “I’m a survivor,” I said, the words more of a whine.

      “Say it like you mean it!” she snapped. “Make me believe it.”

      “I’m a survivor,” I repeated, my voice steadier, my tears drying at the source.

      She nodded, exhaling a long plume of smoke into the air above us. She smiled proudly, her head held high. “That’s right. And don’t you forget it.”

      “But don’t you love Daddy?”

      She took another long drag, then flicked the cigarette to the ground with a snap of her wrist, her smile unwavering. “Of course I do. Who do you think I’m doing this for?” She strode past me, her purse hooked on her arm.

      “You’re too young to understand now, but one day you will,” she continued, her voice trailing behind her. “You sacrifice yourself for the one you love, and it will be the easiest decision you ever make.”

      The electricity beat her back to the trailer. The rusty refrigerator rattled back to life, and the wall-mounted air-conditioning hummed anew. An hour later, Mama returned with bags of groceries and a new dress. Her lips were stained with a fresh shade of crimson, a bold contrast against the weariness in her eyes.

      “Leandra,” she said, “cook us sumthin’ to eat. Breakfast. Biscuits and gravy. And grits with lots of cheese.”

      Mama, too, was a survivor.

      Then I knew what I must do, the decision crystallizing within me before the words formed in my head. Under the bronze October afternoon, they came—the words, as if whispered by Mama herself, clear, like she stood there next to me. No one is coming to save you. You have to save yourself.

      The truth then is the truth now, unyielding and stark. At some point you say to the wind, yourself, and whoever is listening, Enough.

      I’m not sure if I made the decision to leave or if the choice was ever truly mine to make. It felt as though my fate had been predetermined by some primal instinct. I know what you’ve been told—that I ran. Perhaps there’s a grain of truth in that. I was following orders, saving myself, surviving. Beyond that, I knew nothing.

      Except for gratitude. Finally, it flooded me. So unexpected. So raw. A tiny smile pushed at the corners of my face, the act as foreign as poison. I touched my fingers to my mouth, unprepared for its presence. My world, once open and wide, had been shrinking, tightening around me like movable walls. But now I had been given a second chance. Life owed me that. I had taken all its punches and now this: an opportunity for something else. Something I’ve never had, something I’ve never tasted: freedom. The freedom to wander, to rest, to love. To embrace a purpose. Even if I didn’t know what that meant.

      I had not yet known myself.

      I took one slow step forward, and another, and dove into the water, navigating its depths until I reached the bus. Officer Downey hung suspended, his body floppy and pale, ensnared in his seat. Careful not to disturb him, I pulled his wallet from his pants, wadded the cash into my hands, and returned it. Nearby, Officer Manziel awaited my silent intrusion, and I repeated the process.

      My movements underwater disturbed the wreckage, and upon my resurfacing, Officer Madison’s purse now floated alongside me. Inside, her life unfolded before me: a wallet, a notebook, and makeup. Her wallet held ninety-eight dollars; I curled my fingers around the money. Retrieving her driver’s license, I noted our shared features—sun-kissed skin and unruly curls. A resemblance that could prove useful.

      Another washing in the river cleaned the rest of my skin and removed much of the dried blood. I separated my hair and wrapped it into two long braids. Dressing in my damp clothes, white undershirt, undergarments, and ripped prison pants, I packed what I could carry in Officer Madison’s purse. I poured boiled water into a water bottle and stuffed the fish into the McDonald’s cup. I kicked out the fire and used a stick to erase evidence of my presence. In the distance, the trees stood like sentinels, waiting.

      What would you do if you were me? Would you have made the same decision? You can’t answer that. You don’t know the full story yet. Walking away, in that moment, seemed the only viable option. There’s no hindsight in the moment. The future, beyond the immediate next thing, plays no part, has no role. The past means even less. Crystal balls exist only in myth.

      Except, even now, gifted with hindsight, I’d do it all over again.

      So I turned my face to the wind, realizing there would be no going back. I whispered a silent goodbye to Loretta, to Officer Madison and the other guards. They weren’t the only ones. I said goodbye to myself as well. Because I was already gone.

      I was a ghost now.

      I died too.

    
  
    
      
        Three

      
      Until my arrest, I didn’t exist.

      Not on paper, anyway. I breathed air. I possessed a soul. I lived in a physical body. But there was no evidence of me. No documented proof of who I was. It’s a strange realization, discovering that you don’t exist, that you are invisible to the world and live only in the minds of a handful. It fits the narrative you’ve been fed your entire life.

      I was born on the kitchen floor. Lila too. That’s all I knew about our births. Not the circumstances or the time, just a day and the year. Mama and Daddy offered nothing more than that. Not even one birthday party. You have ten days to report a birth, I later learned. In doing so, you receive an official birth certificate and a Social Security number. This is what validates your existence. That was never an option for Daddy, not when the ancestors cautioned him against it. We lived off the grid, and he rejected all government inclusion and entanglements. “They won’t be slaves to the government,” he said of Lila and me. It was easy to neglect reporting a birth—you simply didn’t do it. With a home birth, there’s no one watching, waiting, starting the clock. Our births went unreported, rendering us nonentities.

      My birth date said a lot about me—December 21, the day of the year with the least amount of sunlight, the winter solstice. The days only got brighter from there. There was also a darkness inside me, planted before I pushed myself into this world. I grew up invisible, a stranger to people and even myself. Maybe that’s why I chase the light, why I love being under the sun. The sun touches everything, sees everything. And more than anything, I wanted that. To be seen. To be known. To be understood. To not be a walking contradiction.

      We lived in isolation in Berkeley County, South Carolina, in a small trailer. The double-wide sat on twenty acres of land—Daddy’s sole possession, passed down to him from his father and his grandfather before. There was more land at one point. Lots more. Two hundred acres of woods just off the Santee River, the second largest on the eastern coast of the United States. Trees shadowed our door and our despair; more food roamed outside than in. Our world was small, the kind of place where time skipped and stopped, where a life could go missing.

      I do not know when my father’s deep distrust of the world intensified. I can tell you when it began: when my great-grandfather staged his own personal war against the government. During the Great Depression, South Carolina decided to dam the Santee River, forming Lake Marion and Moultrie, and diverting the river’s flow into Cooper River. This New Deal rural electrification and public works project provided cheap electricity and modernization. The project created the Santee Utility, whose main source of electric power was the hydroelectric system inland from Charleston, which damming the river allowed for. But there were unintended consequences. Land was needed for these hydroelectric damming and power plants—land once owned by my father’s family. The war ended with a single bullet to my great-grandfather’s head.

      Because of that, my father didn’t trust anyone: not the government, not the public school in our town, not a neighbor or friend. And so I didn’t exist.

      

      Following the river’s meander, I walked until the land gave way to a sea of trees, and the distant hum of traffic reached my ears. To my left, an open field stretched, flat and undistinguished. On my right, undergrowth rustled with life and branches that, despite the season, dripped thick with leaves. Ahead, my shadow sprawled out and a green sign shone in the distance. White letters spelled out a word. Leaning on a stick I’d picked up along the way, I swiped sweat from my brow and sounded out every letter, savoring the anticipation of what lay ahead.

      Then the first raindrops fell. There had been sunlight, and seconds later, the rain came down. Not a drizzle, but sheets of it, an audacious downpour that arrived with a mission: to wet everything it touched—or, in my case, remind me that rain still existed.

      I gasped at the shock of it. I hadn’t felt rain on my face in years. It’s funny what you remember and what you forget. How many rainstorms have I experienced, but right then, I heard Lila’s laugh. When the rain would surprise us, we always ran squealing from it, dancing through puddles like we could outrun it. But I didn’t run this time. I smiled up at it, letting the water kiss my skin. Droplets slid down my face like tears, clinging to my hair and soaking my clothes. I breathed in its smell, earthy and musky, and my ears buzzed with the white noise it created around me.

      I arrived at the edge of a town just as the rain stopped and the sun sank below the horizon. The tall, brittle weeds beneath my feet gave way to short weeds and cut grass where the woods ended near a building with a solitary flashing light above a steel door. I crouched behind a tree, grateful for the break. I had been walking for several hours without stopping. Pain sliced up and down my body, sharp and sudden, and my wrist throbbed, a deep persistent ache. I had made no plans, had no destination when I set out walking other than to follow the river that moved somewhere I wasn’t—put distance between me and the crash. The more, the better. I had felt the significance with each step.

      A thin wave of smoke wafted by me, the stench of cheap cigarettes mingling with the fresh air. It led me to a young girl with long braids swaying with each step. The faint light illuminated her body just enough for me to see the black-and-gold Dollar General logo on her shirt.

      I counted the cash I’d stuffed into Officer Madison’s purse. The bills, still damp, equaled to $377. My mind filled with what I would need: New clothes. A backpack. Food and water. I had no idea how much things cost anymore; I didn’t know how I would get more money. I had to make these dollars stretch. Necessities only.

      The key to hiding in plain sight is to act like you belong there. A lesson learned many years ago when we ventured into town with Mama. We didn’t exist, were invisible on paper, but people could see us. And they would have questions: Who were we? Why weren’t we in school? Who were our parents? We learned to speak but only when spoken to. Never offer much about yourself. Be pleasant but not overly nice. Blend in as much as possible. Any awkward movements or interactions would draw attention. There could be no missteps, then or now. I had to be careful.

      Fortunately, even in my wet and tattered prison clothes, I didn’t resemble an escaped convict, more of a disheveled wanderer. Better, but not exactly the average townsperson. The once-white T-shirt bore the stains of my journey—sweat and dirt—and the orange prison pants, hacked off into shorts, were frayed and uneven. I splashed the last of the water on my face, trying to wash away the sweat and grime of the woods, and tucked my shirt into my shorts to hide the dirt. My unruly hair, now wet and escaping its braids, framed my face in wild curls that I desperately tried to tame.

      As I stepped into the Dollar General, a blast of cool air rushed out. I welcomed it against my face after hours of walking. I grabbed a yellow basket and hooked it onto the bend of my elbow. Every step forward felt like walking a tightrope between normalcy and exposure. My heart quickened with fear and an unfamiliar thrill.

      “Welcome to Dollar General,” a voice said, the sound loud and clear. I jumped, but quickly recovered and pushed my mouth into a tiny, fast smile before I realized the girl who’d spoken wasn’t even looking at me. It was a routine greeting, toneless and rote. I noticed the girl from outside now behind the register, her eyes still glued to her cell. My back stiffened anyway. She might have seen me lurking in the woods. The routine buzz of customers and the worker’s inattention presented a stark contrast to the adrenaline racing through me. I had to appear calm. I had a basket on my arm and money in my purse. I was a member of society again, just a woman shopping for a few things after work. I kept walking and disappeared into the clutter of the store.

      The aisles resembled a labyrinth, long rows cluttered with boxes and carts, a chaotic arrangement. It was a wonder anyone found anything or comfortably navigated the merchandise. I grabbed the cheapest deodorant I saw and a pack of bar soap. Briefly, I considered purchasing a brace for my wrist, but the cost made me decide against it and choose a cheap ACE bandage wrap instead. Nearby, a pack containing a brush and a comb caught my eye, and I threw that in my basket. Next: sustenance.

      This was harder than the personal-hygiene aisle. I’d spent years being served meals without any choice. Now the shelves of canned food, potato chips, and soda were too overwhelming to consider. There was a variety of Doritos flavors. Pretzels in every shape imaginable. I caught myself staring when a young boy turned the corner and broke me from my reverie. He didn’t notice me, or didn’t care, his eye scanning, looking for something. When he found it, he rose on his toes and grabbed it—a bag of barbeque chips. The crunch of the plastic echoed as he ran, the bag bouncing in his hands.

      It was that easy. That simple. He knew what he wanted, what he liked. I didn’t know that anymore—what I liked or what I would like. Blink, breathe, be. My heart skipped at the fact that I could even have the choice, that one day I would know what I wanted. I would taste everything, experience everything, if I had to get to that point.

      I filled my basket with a six-pack of ramen noodles, several cans of Vienna sausages, Ritz Crackers, and cans of tuna. Prison-commissary food. I threw in a bottle of Aleve and several bottles of water. Just before the counter sat a rack of clothes. T-shirts of every color and size, as well as several types of pants. There was a heavily discounted gray Fourth of July shirt with large red, white, and blue stars stamped on the front, and a pair of navy joggers. From a teetering pile on top of the rack, I found a cheap navy hat and a backpack for several dollars each, and added them to my basket.

      The cashier had not moved from her spot, half sitting on the counter, her long nails tapping the screen of her cell in rapid succession. I swallowed as I stepped closer, my eyes on her. Her gaze flicked to me, then back to her phone as she sighed in exasperation.

      “You have to use the self-checkout,” she said, pointing.

      I nodded, perhaps the only customer to feel relief at this girl’s rudeness. She wouldn’t remember me to identify me because she never saw me in the first place.

      I understood the words she’d said but not the machine in front of me. Our tiny town did not have such modern technology. I realized the monitor could guide me. I scanned my items and divided them evenly between two bags. I was buying a backpack, but the plastic bags could always come in handy. As I left the store, I slipped on the hat and tucked my head into my chest just as another customer entered. Once again, the girl greeted them without making eye contact.

      I returned to the woods and stripped. Paying no attention to the pungent smell that radiated from me, I swiped on some deodorant, slipped on my new clothes, and stuffed the old ones into one of the extra bags. I would discard them as soon as I could. Leave no trace: the motto of both the person living off the grid and the one running from prison. I brushed my hair and pulled it through the back of the baseball hat. Stepping out of the woods, now in soft, cool cotton, felt again like stepping onto a new planet, but I didn’t look back. I was refreshed, ready to play the part of a new person.

      A few steps from the Dollar General, I noticed a sign nestled among three bushes and flanked by lights that read WELCOME TO NINETY SIX. HOME OF STAR FORT NINETY SIX HISTORIC SITE. I felt calm despite knowing nothing of this town. I walked with confidence. I was a normal person. To my left, a row of trees, green and thick despite the season, bordered the road. Ahead, streetlights flickered to life along the sidewalk leading deeper into town. I reached a Mexican restaurant first, Las Casadas, followed by a Family Dollar and a Shell gas station. To my delight, across the street stood a library housed in a brick building, lights already dark. I hurried toward it, my Dollar General bags swinging, and made note of the opening time before continuing walking.

      My feet began to ache just as I approached the Dove Point Motel, the first motel I’d seen and I feared the only one in Ninety Six. Whether it was the outskirts of a bigger town or the heart of a sleepy, one-light one, I couldn’t tell. The hotel sat in a quiet row with a line of rooms facing outside. Each one had a yellow door, the paint chipped and faded by years of sun and rain.

      I knew not to expect five-star comforts, but I had lived the last five years in a six-by-eight box. Whatever awaited me inside would be heaven. More importantly, I knew this was the kind of place where questions weren’t asked and anonymity was valued, where cash was king and records were filed in ledgers, not computers.

      Pushing open the lobby door, the sounds of a football game—grunts, cheers, and the shrill of a referee’s whistle—greeted me. Behind a long desk sat a man with his feet propped up on the edge, his posture relaxed but his eyes locked on the Clemson Tigers game, following the action with an almost-hypnotic focus. His brown hair, cut short, made a hard stop at the crown of his head and he wore an orange shirt with a huge white paw print on his chest.

      The lobby was quiet except for the game. Wood paneling stretched across the walls and a narrow slice of light filtered through a single window, casting slanted beams across the worn carpet. Behind the desk, a clock on the wall marked the time with a steady rhythm.

      “Good evening, sir,” I said evenly. I wanted him to assist me and then forget me the second I walked away. “I’d like a room for the night, please.”

      “It’s seventy cash, eighty if you pay with a credit card,” he said with a measure of practiced nonchalance. The noise on the screen increased and erupted in a roar. The man pumped his fist twice in excitement.

      “I have cash,” I said, reaching into the purse. My fingers brushed Officer Madison’s driver’s license, and I prayed he wouldn’t ask for it. I thumbed out the exact amount, hoping he wouldn’t notice my shaking hands.

      A commercial for a local furniture store came on the screen, and he finally turned his attention away from the television, grabbing a pencil and dragging the ledger close to him just as I laid the bills on the counter.

      “Name,” he said, looking at me at last, his lips creasing into a straight line.

      I swallowed hard. “Deborah Madison,” I said, as normal as I could muster with held breath.

      There had been a time I felt guilty about lying. But like so many things, that feeling had been worn away.

      He scribbled it down in the ledger, the pencil scratching against the page, the name unreadable.

      “Checkout time is at twelve,” he said, turning and grabbing a key from the wall of keys behind him. Then he looked at me again, his eyes burning into mine, his mouth set hard. “And I mean twelve. Not five after. Not twelve ten. Twelve. Any later, and we have to charge you for another night.” He pushed the key in my direction. “The front desk closes at ten and reopens at eight. You paid for a single room. No visitors. If I find out you had visitors, I’ll charge you for another night. Is that clear?”

      “Yes,” I said, taking the key from his hand.

      “Your room is at the end.” He waved a finger dismissively just as the game returned. “The lock gets stuck, so you have to turn it hard.”

      I thanked him once more, though whether he heard me remained uncertain, as I didn’t wait for a response. In my heart, I silently wished the Clemson Tigers victory, hoping he would celebrate and never spare another thought for me.

      My fingers clumsily fumbled with the gold key and its weighty key chain. True to the clerk’s word, the ancient lock resisted twice before yielding with a satisfying click, allowing the door to swing open. The room lay still, suspended in time and anticipation of its next guest, almost as if holding its breath. It reeked of stale cigarette smoke, masked unsuccessfully by the sharp scent of bleach. A worn and discolored carpet absorbed my steps. The small space was made smaller by the queen bed, nightstand, and desk that all seemed to huddle along the wall, taking up more space than necessary.

      I slid the backpack off, setting it on the floor beside me, as I sat on the bed. The mattress springs creaked. I reached for the remote and turned the TV on. After flipping through the channels, I stumbled upon the news story I had been searching for.

      Prison authorities, alongside local and state police, have begun a statewide search for a missing transport bus. The bus, carrying three guards and two prisoners, departed from the Camille Griffin Correctional Institution in Columbia at one p.m. and was scheduled to arrive at the Leath Correctional Institution in Greenwood at four p.m. It never reached its destination. Prison authorities are urging anyone with information regarding the missing transport bus’s whereabouts to call law enforcement at the number displayed at the bottom of the screen.

      While the broadcaster spoke, the screen flashed to footage of police officers sweeping the scene with flashlights, their beams cutting through the dark. State troopers walked alongside search dogs beside the busy interstate. A team of volunteers moved in a line, their heads scouring the ground while cars zoomed past.

      They were looking in the wrong place.

      “This is ridiculous!” Officer Downey said, his voice echoing throughout the bus. He slammed his hand against the iron partition. The sudden noise jolted me from a half sleep, and I blinked into flashing red-and-blue lights. We had been driving for almost two hours by now. I glanced out the window, taking in trees, the sky stretching out above them. I thought I would want this, a fleeting glimpse of the world outside. But I didn’t. It was a reminder of everything I’d lost and everything I couldn’t reach. I closed my eyes again.

      “Can you see what it is?” Officer Downey asked Officer Madison as the bus slowed to a crawl. Officer Madison stood and approached Officer Manziel, sitting in the driver’s seat. “Not yet,” she said. “Whatever it is, it’s pretty bad. Traffic has completely stopped.”

      “Damn it,” Officer Downey said, standing up quickly. “We’re going to be late.”

      “This is not our fault,” Officer Madison said, her voice firm yet gentle. “They’ll understand.”

      “I promised my daughter I’d be at her dance recital,” Officer Downey said. “I told her I would be there.” He huffed in frustration.

      “We’re not that far from Newberry,” Officer Manziel said, turning his head back to look at them. “We could take 34 to Chappells, then 702 up to Coronaca.”

      “Yeah?” Officer Downey said, perking up at this lifeline.

      “Yeah…I’ve driven those roads a couple of times before. I go fishing with a buddy of mine around there,” Officer Manziel said.

      “We haven’t been sanctioned to detour,” Officer Madison said. “We should stick to the approved route.” It was her nature to be cautious. She might have loosened my cuffs and shackles, but that didn’t mean she didn’t take her job seriously. She didn’t often outright break the rules.

      Officer Downey waved a dismissive hand. “C’mon, Deborah. They ain’t gotta know. I can’t miss this.”

      Officer Madison relented, knowing she was outnumbered, and returned to her seat. On the way, she looked at me and shrugged. I, in turn, looked at Loretta, who mirrored my confusion.

      No way any of us could have predicted the outcome. No way we could have predicted a deer in the road. Or what happened next.

      It wasn’t their fault.

      I turned off the TV and folded my hands in my lap, letting my fingers press against each other. I breathed. Like prison, this place was quiet but not silent. In prison, there was a cell door slamming in the distance, the jangle of a guard’s keys, the occasional groan of pipes behind the walls, proof of one ecosystem evolving into ambient static. A steady pulse that made the isolation feel almost comfortable.

      Here, it was different.

      The mini refrigerator grumbled on, its low hum a protest against the quiet. Beyond the walls, the world stirred with the comings and goings of guests, the soft click of doors opening and closing, the muffled shuffle of footsteps. It wasn’t loud—it was there, a subtle undercurrent to the silence. It felt unnerving. The world outside moved, but I wasn’t sure I knew how to join it.

      I cried, a small, empty sound, a half sob. Pressure against cracking glass.

      A human can only hold so much emotion for so long. But I could not identify what had unfolded within me. The tears flowed, slick and stinging, and the decision I’d made, and what lay before me, crashed over me. My shoulders shook with each heave, my nose tingling with the sting of salty tears until none were left to shed. The truth hurts when it slaps you in the face.

      I was an escaped felon.

      “Nobody cares about your tears,” the voices echoed in my mind, in unison yet separately, both condemning tears as a sign of weakness. The tears stopped just as quickly as they started. They didn’t belong here, outside of the body. This would be the last time I cried—allowed myself to cry—for several months.

      So down it went: the guilt, the worry. Swallowed along with everything else, finding a home amid the numbness that anchored me. For the last five years, this had been my shield. Nothing can hurt you if you don’t let it, don’t give it a place to live. Emotions, I reasoned, solved nothing, anyway.

      The physical pain took over again, and I remembered the bathtub just a few feet away. It had been years since I soaked in hot water, and I shivered at the thought. I turned on the tap, the water hissing as it filled the tub, and dipped a toe in to check the temperature, then my whole foot, before easing in. The water jostled and made room for me. I can still remember it, the way every muscle seemed to sigh, every cell loosening. In the warm water, consequence shrank. If freedom had a sensation, it was this: a tub of hot water over bruised bones, quieting the clamor of thoughts and emotions.

      Afterward, I barricaded the door to the outside with a chair, its back and legs wedged firmly. I did not want to sleepwalk tonight. Then I stretched out across the worn-out bed and sank into its welcoming embrace. With a sigh, I closed my eyes, and almost immediately sleep found me, as quiet and heavy as the dark.

    
  
    
      
        Four

      
      Let’s talk about Lila. Starting early seems wise, unfolding our tale gradually. It has not been an easy season to endure. The past pulls like a string.

      Lila’s vulnerability shone through her eyes. Always one half step behind, always a clap off beat. Even at a young age, I sensed it and fretted that others would too. It was dangerous being both pretty and poor. A pretty face became a form of currency, a commodity, we’d learned from Mama. And being poor, there were always reasons to cash it in. An extra piece of candy slid across the counter, or a cut in a long line. Each exchange carried an unspoken promise, an implied debt for later.

      It became my responsibility to look after Lila because someone had to, had to teach her how to function in a world that might not look past her beauty. Looks could open doors, but ignorance could slam them shut. Who was I to teach her such things? I myself had a limited view of the world. But I possessed common sense, a stubbornness to learn, and a thirst for truth. As we grew older, we gradually grasped the limitations of our understanding of the world. Every secret trip into town, every visit from Deacon Ridley, revealed just how much of life we had yet to comprehend.

      That included the truth about Mama and Daddy. The shine wore off, and we could clearly see the imperfections of the people who were supposed to love us the most. Could see the bruises on Mama’s face and Daddy’s evil side. For a while, my mind tricked me into believing there had been a time when Mama and Daddy hadn’t fought, my thoughts flooding with memories of good times, meals eaten together at the table, laughter filling us. Then it became an act of will to remember, and I chose not to. I came to think that the memory had never been true.

      Why this? Why now? Because for the first time in a long time, nestled in my motel room, I properly got ready for the day. I woke up on my own, my eyes popping open. I washed my face and brushed my teeth. While doing so, I saw Mama and Lila staring back at me. I was them; they lived in me. I couldn’t look at myself without seeing them. Closing my eyes, I brushed and braided my damp hair, avoiding the mirror’s gaze. I didn’t dare. You can’t outrun your reflection, so you don’t look. Refuse to acknowledge it, her, or what happened.

      I woke, the dream dissolving from the tip of my brain, but I barely gave it a thought as my hand shot immediately to the TV remote. Nothing about the bus on the morning news. For now. Someone had to have witnessed Officer Manziel turning the bus off I-26 and onto U.S. 702. It was inevitable that they would come forward, and the authorities would realize we’d detoured. They would discover the bodies and the one missing.

      I needed to get as far away from South Carolina as possible.

      I checked the time on the bedside clock radio. The library would be open by the time I got ready. It seemed as good a place as any to start.

      Before I left, I used the motel-provided plastic cups as an improvised bowl, heating water for my noodles. The noodles bloomed in the heat, their limp strands sinking into the bowl. I ate fast, barely tasting them, gobbling them with a can of Vienna sausages. I could have eaten more, and wanted to, but stopped myself. I was sure today would be long, and I needed food for later. Nothing was promised after I left this room.

      Not another meal.

      Not another dollar.

      Not another step of freedom.

      I contemplated leaving the key in the room and skipping the formal checkout. The distraction of the game would be gone. Even with the hat pulled snug on my head, he would see me clearly in the bright morning light. He would notice my face and remember it. It’s a face that men didn’t forget, especially now with the peach-size bruise across my cheek. But skipping out would raise its own kind of suspicion, and I didn’t know how long I would be in town. Before I left the room, I unspooled some toilet paper and took it with me for the walk.

      I said goodbye to the room with a swift glance, grateful for what it had given me. Such luxuries as hot running water and a comfortable bed might elude me for some time, and I wanted to remember them. Seconds later, stepping into the lobby, to my delight, I found it mercifully empty. Just a small wicker basket bearing a note: leave keys. I almost smiled at my good luck.

      The library was a quarter mile away, and my route took me past Ninety Six Primary School. This time I did smile as I mused on my luck. At this time of day during the week, I would have an audience, a long line of cars stretching down Cambridge Street, teachers ushering kids from slow-moving cars. Here, on this quiet Sunday, I walked without witnesses. I considered the school as I passed. What would it have been like to attend one? What could I have learned? Who could I have been today? With a sigh, I crossed the street to the library.

      I’d learned to read in prison.

      At first, I hated the idea, embarrassed to admit to others that, at the age of eighteen, I had no formal education and that letters and words seemed foreign. Determined, I poured myself into learning. Alone in my cell, I sounded out letters, mastered the small words, and practiced until even new words came easily. I visualized an imaginary alphabet, blinking my eyes closed at night with it and waking to recite it anew each morning. Soon, I discovered I wasn’t alone. There were others like me who struggled with words and with reading. Prison holds a lot of broken souls.

      Mama had tried to homeschool us. There were attempts to teach us the alphabet, spelling, and writing our names. Back then, she leaned in to her domestic duties, when loyalty was the second pretty face she wore. Her lessons were inconsistent and ill-planned, often dictated by Daddy’s unpredictable presence. She did the best she could, her own education barely above elementary level. Despite her efforts, we soon fell hopelessly behind, and our lessons became as sporadic as Daddy’s whereabouts.

      The library was empty, save for two workers behind the front desk and a young man crouched over the keyboard of one of the public computers.

      “Hello,” the thinner and older of the two librarians said when I approached the front desk. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so. Can I use one of the computers?” I asked, making the necessary eye contact but not for too long. My gaze dipped to the counter.

      “Of course. You just need to enter your library card number and pin.”

      I bristled. “I don’t have a library card.”

      The librarian answered swiftly. “You can purchase a guest pass for one dollar.”

      “Thank you,” I said, relieved. “What if I wanted to print something?” I handed the librarian a dollar. I was asking too many questions for someone who didn’t want to be remembered.

      “It’s twenty-five cents per page for black and white and fifty cents per page for color.”

      I thanked her again and settled at a computer in the corner, tucking my backpack under the table.

      I had learned basic computer skills in prison. I was a pretty good typer now, and an even better googler. It was how I’d discovered the size of the world and that places like Venice, Italy, and Luang Prabang, Laos, existed. It was also where I acquired my birth certificate and Social Security number, piecing together the identity I never had.

      Once I entered the guest pass number and the computer loaded, I searched Ninety Six. I needed to know exactly where I was in South Carolina. The Google map loaded, and I gasped. We were closer to Greenwood—and my intended new home, Leath Correctional Institution—than I had imagined, just ten miles.

      “This was never supposed to be your permanent home. You were never supposed to be here this long,” Officer Madison had said when she told me of the transfer. “Camille is the processing center for the entire prison system. You should have been in Leath almost five years ago, soon after you got here. But without papers…”

      Officer Madison didn’t need to finish. At every turn, the justice system had struggled. How do you prosecute a person who does not exist? They figured it out eventually.

      Checking the Greyhound bus website, I found the nearest station was in Anderson, about an hour’s drive from Greenwood. From there, there were just two buses leaving within the next twenty-four hours: one to Meridian, Mississippi, and another to New York City. The New York City route seemed more promising. This line included stops in Charlotte, North Carolina, Washington, DC, and Baltimore, Maryland—the authorities couldn’t easily guess where I’d get off, and they were all large-enough cities to blend into. But the next bus wouldn’t depart Anderson for twelve hours; I couldn’t afford to wait that long. Reluctantly, I chose the Meridian route at a cost of $147.98.

      I’d learned more in prison than reading and writing. Prison was a vault of half-baked wisdom, passed around like contraband. Stories about crimes, tips of the trade, and other practical hacks for survival were swapped and passed from one inmate to the next like secret currency. I wasn’t a criminal, so most of those didn’t interest me, but I did take to heart one unique tip from my cellmate, Clara, who’d told me about using gift cards as a banking workaround. She’d used this to perform various scams, but it’d work for me too.

      “Everybody sell ’em,” she said. “Walmart, Dollar General, Family Dollar. Buy a few different amounts, and you can use them just like credit cards. The good news is that your name ain’t on it. They can’t trace it.”

      In a stall in the library’s bathroom, I separated out $150 for the Greyhound. That left $132 for me to get to the bus stop in Anderson. From here, the cost of a taxi would be too much, but I could walk the ten miles to Greenwood, breaking the journey in half, and take a taxi from Greenwood to Anderson. I felt confident in my plan as I left the library and walked across the street to Family Dollar to purchase a gift card.

      I searched the racks, but they were sold out of $150 gift cards. Only the $100 and $200 ones remained. I sighed and calculated the amount on my fingers. After I bought the bus ticket, instead of $132 dollars remaining in cash, I would have $82 dollars and another $50 on the gift card. I preferred having cash over the gift card, but it came down to priorities over needs. Yes, I needed to have money to eat. I needed to have money for a place to sleep. But I mostly needed to get out of South Carolina.

      I purchased the $200 gift card and walked back to the library, then slipped back into my seat at the computer. The Greyhound bus website asked me to provide a name for the ticket. My hands froze over the keyboard, anxiety creeping in. Using Officer Madison’s name last night at the motel had been risky, but nothing compared to this larger danger. A name scrawled in a ledger couldn’t be flagged, but using it electronically would surely raise alarms. Officer Madison’s name was not an option.

      I needed a new name, one I would answer to without hesitation. Daddy named me Leandra, after his mother. “Leandra means lion,” he’d once explained. “And that’s what you will be: a lion.” Years later, Leandra became the official name on my birth certificate and Social Security card and the name I used in prison. But to Lila, I was always Leigh. It was her special name for me, the one I preferred. To me, Leigh held the deepest significance, given to me by the person I loved the most. I’m sure if she could have spelled, Lila would have spelled her nickname for me L-e-a, but now, to mask my identity a little more, I typed Leigh into the first name field. The common Smith went into the one for last names.

      Still slightly uncertain about my decision but committed, I searched and wrote down walking instructions from Ninety Six to Greenwood and several taxi options for the journey to Anderson. Satisfied, I closed out of the computer and asked the librarian to help me print my ticket.

      The walk to Greenwood sounded easy: Take Main Street out of Ninety Six to County Road, and continue along to U.S. 78. But there is nothing easy about walking in the South. Southern hospitality, though kindhearted, meant people might stop to offer assistance, which I needed to avoid. Once again, I chose to remain hidden in the woods bordering the road. In this seclusion, I could move unnoticed and avoid the well-intentioned but unwanted attention that traveling along the roadside might bring.

      As I walked, I continued to think about Lila. She saw the world through color and made me take notice of it. Every walk with her became a journey of discovery as she pointed out the subtle hues of each flower petal and the intricate patterns of leaves. Lila’s love for flowers wasn’t just admiration; it was a deep connection that allowed her to appreciate the smallest details and find joy in the simplest blooms. Through her eyes, I learned to slow down, observe, and cherish the ever-changing canvas of the natural world.

      Lila explored, much to Mama’s chagrin, especially when Lila returned home with cheeks smudged with dirt, nails lined with mud, and dresses torn by adventure. Mama blamed me for it. “She’s going to be something,” she said, never clarifying what “something” might mean but making it clear that I wasn’t a candidate for it. I was my father made over, the present version of him, the one she took her anger out on, and the one she leaned on to provide when he didn’t. I cooked elaborate meals with what ingredients we had while Lila played. I caught fish while Lila swam. Mama filled her days sleeping, listening to music, or teaching Lila how to style her hair or apply makeup.

      Today’s walk was different from yesterday’s. A disconnect crept across me. I was adrift in a world that once felt familiar and grounding. The natural rhythm of the outdoors had slipped from me. I found no peace being outside; it was a disorienting feeling, an untethering from what was once my sanctuary, the one place that had always accepted me. Today, every step seemed like a struggle: I tripped over rocks, and even the dirt refused to yield, while gnats swarmed and bugs nipped at my ankles. My body protested with every movement, muscles sore and strained; sweat beaded and trickled down my face, and every breath was a laborious effort.

      I paused to catch my breath, my senses alive with the sounds of the forest. The air was thick with the scents of pine and damp earth. I heard them before I saw them. A branch cracked. And another one. Small footsteps. I gripped my stick tighter and listened. The woods seemed to hold their breath; even the chirping of the birds faded into the background, leaving only the crunch of the steps. Suddenly, two wild dogs emerged, their bodies a blur of rust and shadow. They inched closer, low growls rumbling in their throats. Wild dogs driven by instinct and hunger, their sinewy bodies coiled like springs. My heart raced as I anticipated their next move, my eyes darting from one to the other as I slowly backed away. But before I could turn, the black dog lunged, a flurry of teeth. Go for the eyes, I remembered Daddy telling us. I stepped back and stumbled over a dead log. As I fell backward, I wildly swung the stick from left to right. It hit the dog, and the other snapped at my foot. I kicked my feet and kept swinging, adrenaline surging as I yelled. The dogs stopped, then turned and darted back into the underbrush, leaving me breathless, bloodied, and shaken.

      It had been a mistake to walk, to think I could be normal again. How foolish of me to think I could return unchanged. In my prison cell, my world was small, and I’d yearned to feel the wind on my face and walk on solid ground again. Yet here, outside, I found no solace, no sense of belonging or home. The loneliness engulfed me, suffocating me, like humidity, amplifying with every stride.

      It angered me, this longing for something that had become estranged, the only anchor I had left. I had nothing, no one. Not one thing to call my own. I was alone in the world, the last of the Wildes, and rejected by the ground beneath my feet.

      Though my mood had darkened, I again pushed down the feelings and stayed focused. One measured step in front of the other. I stopped a few times to relieve myself, clean the blood from the scratch I had gotten in the fall, and eat a can of tuna and a handful of Ritz Crackers, but I never lingered too long.

      A few hours later, the trees along my route began to thin, giving way to growing sounds of traffic. I had made it to Greenwood. Reluctantly, I stepped out of the tree line and walked along the sidewalk until a Walmart came into view. Adjusting my hat lower on my head, I made my way inside. Finding the bathroom, I sat on the cool toilet, resting my feet and enjoying the relief of air-conditioning. I rolled a few loops of toilet paper around one hand and then tucked it into my bag. Afterward, while I plotted out how to call a taxi, I freshened up at the sink, dabbing at my face with a wet paper towel and applying more deodorant. I felt self-conscious in my Fourth of July shirt and hat, already bearing dirt stains from my fingertips and the fall. At least I looked normal-disheveled, not the convicted-escaped-felon kind.

      Leaving the bathroom, I spotted an employee and hustled toward him, impressing urgency in my voice. “Excuse me, my car broke down in the parking lot. Is there a phone I could use? I need to call a taxi.”

      The worker twisted his lips. “Sorry, customers aren’t allowed to use our phones.”

      I pulled the number out of my pocket. “Could you please call for me? I hate to ask, but I don’t know what else to do.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s against store policy,” he replied curtly, walking away.

      Before I could process what I should do, a soft voice piped up behind me. I turned to see an elderly woman beside a full shopping cart. “I remember when customer service used to matter,” she said. “You can use my phone.” With a kind smile, she retrieved it from her purse and handed it to me.

      “That’s…very kind of you,” I managed to say. “Thank you so much.”

      “My daughter was in a similar situation not long ago,” she explained. “A stranger helped her out, so I’m paying it forward.”

      I dialed the taxi, and a man answered after two rings. The ride to Anderson would cost seventy-five dollars. I reluctantly agreed and handed the phone back to the woman.

      Outside, I found a secluded spot just beyond the bustling main entrance where the shadows hid me and I could wait for the taxi without drawing attention. The air carried a crispness that tingled against my skin. Here, in this moment of solitude, I seized the opportunity to finally dispose of the last remnants of my former life, tossing my prison clothes in a nearby trash can, feeling a rush of relief as I did.

      Suddenly, my stomach seized and cramped, a familiar and dreaded sensation. For the briefest of moments, I tried to ignore it, but I knew I couldn’t, not even for a few minutes. The cramp subsided into a dull ache that ebbed and flowed, back and forth with the cramping, like a tide. Each time I cramped, it was like tiny hands squeezing and releasing, longer and tighter. Stepping farther into the shadows of the corner of the building, I checked with a quick, nervous slip of my hand between my legs, confirming the dreaded truth as my fingertips came back up brushed with a faint reddish stain.

      I hurried toward the door, calculating whether I had enough time to buy some pads and go to the bathroom. The answer came when I saw a white car with TAXI written in bold red letters approaching slowly. My heart beat faster as panic set in. Not knowing what else to do, I scurried as far away as I could behind a cement planter, with my back to the parking lot, and quickly stuffed the wad of toilet paper I had taken from the bathroom into my panties. The cramping was familiar; I knew what little good that temporary barrier would do, but it was my only option.

      The taxi crept forward slowly, its driver scanning for its rider. I quickened my steps, despite the wetness between my legs, and waved my arms. I couldn’t lose this taxi.

      As I tumbled into the back seat, breathless with relief, I apologized to the driver. His gaze—curious yet understanding—met mine through the rearview mirror.

      “No worries, you’re here now,” he reassured me kindly.

      I crossed my legs, shifting.

      “Anderson, huh?” the driver asked.

      I kept my gaze fixed on the passing scenery outside the window, hoping to discourage small talk. “Yes, the Greyhound bus station. My boyfriend is waiting for me there.”

      “Well…where y’all headed?” His tone was friendly.

      “Baltimore,” I lied without thinking. “Family stuff. Going up before the holidays.”

      He nodded. “Never been much for holidays myself. But my wife, now she’s all…”

      His voice faded into the background, my cramps now a persistent jackhammer. I reached into my backpack and swallowed two Aleve with a gulp of water.

      Our bodies had matured early, mine and Lila’s, our breasts pouring in and filling out before the second digit in our age. Our periods soon followed. Mama’s body was an hourglass of heavy breasts, a tiny waist, and full hips, features she passed to us. Growing up, we were never taught that we would develop and change; we just woke up one day and realized we weren’t quite the same. Our torsos inched upward, and our feet outgrew our shoes overnight. We had pretty faces and now pleasing bodies to match. They became another tool to use to our advantage, whether we realized it or not. And we didn’t. But boys noticed, especially the ones who moved in with their family just after Ms. Byrd, including Robert, who fell madly in love with Lila. Whom she loved right back.

      Mama delighted in our new womanhood and, with renewed determination, used it to direct our daily activities, and not just during that time of the month. “Picking flowers and swimming ain’t never got anyone anywhere,” she’d said. She pressed Daddy about entering Lila in local beauty contests, but Daddy wouldn’t discuss it. He hadn’t raised his daughters to be models. He hadn’t raised us to leave his woods. He would be our lifeline to the outside world.

      He couldn’t anticipate Ms. Byrd.

      Over time, not even our remote corner could stay unaffected by people looking for cheap land, and a little neighborhood of trailers popped up around ours. Sometimes we even played with some of the new kids. But mostly it was Ms. Byrd I gravitated toward. As the seasons turned, it was my quiet friendship with this adult who was not Mama or Daddy—or the deacon—that saved me, opened the world for me. Ms. Byrd wasn’t like anyone else I knew. Not Mama, with her sharp-edged ideas of what we should be. Not Daddy, who was never around. Ms. Byrd had a quietness to her, a calm that seemed to see me in a way no one else did. In her, I saw a freedom that didn’t exist in Mama’s house or Daddy’s woods. In her gentle wisdom, she taught me everything Mama never could and Daddy never would.

      And she’d helped me that fateful night.

      An hour later, the taxi pulled to a stop in front of a Chevron gas station. Perhaps seeing my worried expression in the mirror, the driver said, “This is it. The bus leaves from here.”

      “Thank you,” I said, handing him the last of my money and flashing a look at the clock on the dashboard. Seven fifteen—several hours until the bus left. I scooted out the door, mindful of what would happen when I stood. I needed to get to a bathroom, fast.

      After standing and immediately sensing a gush between my legs I quickly glanced back at my seat to make sure I hadn’t stained it, then hurried into the gas station. Several customers brushed past me as I entered and scanned for the bathrooms. I spotted them in the corner and hurried. These pants were all I had; I couldn’t afford new ones.

      Blood had soaked through my panties and stained the inside of my bottoms. Sitting on the toilet, I wiped myself clean, removed my underwear, and dabbed as much blood as possible from my pants. I placed a fresh wad of toilet paper between my legs and pulled my pants up. At the sink, I washed my panties, scrubbing quickly, watching the blood fade from red to pink to clear under the running water. I wrapped them in several layers of paper towels and pressed hard to dry them. I stuffed them into my backpack, washed my hands, and went to find some pads.

      A box of pads cost $4.99 plus tax. Only briefly did I consider stealing them. I may be a convicted murderer, but I’m no thief. I approached the cashier, handed her my gift card, and returned to the bathroom. Forty-five dollars remained, and a line of anxiety rushed through me. I needed to get somewhere and settle down, if only long enough to earn more money.

      Leaving the gas station behind, I walked down the street until the glow of a Waffle House emerged into view. The aroma of fried meat and grease danced in the air, stirring a deep hunger within me. I didn’t have the money for this. And yet, I wanted it. After everything—the long, disconnected walk, the wild dogs, and the dull throb of my period—I felt entitled to indulge. It wasn’t just about food; it was about reclaiming something for myself. What’s freedom if you don’t enjoy it?

      I pushed open the door and sat at an empty booth. I don’t remember ordering. The plate arrived minutes later—a colossal bacon-cheeseburger crowned with a mountain of golden fries. I thanked the waitress and reached for the ketchup, my hands shaking. I grasped the burger and took my first bite. The crunch of lettuce and tang of pickles mingling with the juiciness of the meat flooded my mouth. Each chew and swallow was a revelation, a rediscovery of flavors once distant, now real. Tears welled in my eyes. It wasn’t just a burger and a handful of fries, but the sweet freedom of a new beginning.

      After eating, I made another trip to the bathroom, then walked back to the gas station and sat out of sight until other passengers, one after another, arrived. The bus soon halted before me with a low rumble. The driver disembarked and opened the luggage compartment beneath the bus. I joined the line, my hands sweating, heart racing. I glanced over my shoulder, half expecting to see uniformed officers closing in on me. I was steps away from leaving South Carolina.

      The line shuffled forward, each person presenting their paper tickets to the driver. As my turn approached, I unfolded my ticket and removed my hat. It was a risk to let the driver see my face, but one I’d calculated on the drive to Anderson.

      “Ticket and driver’s license,” he said, his hand outstretched, his face a mask of routine.

      I forced a tight smile and pushed my ticket forward, the paper shaking.

      “Driver’s license?” he asked.

      I hesitated, a heartbeat suspended in time, as anxiety crept in. Another problem had presented itself. While I had considered the risk of using Officer Madison’s name to purchase the bus ticket, the necessity of presenting valid identification hadn’t crossed my mind. Officer Madison’s driver’s license wouldn’t match the name on the bus ticket.

      “I don’t have it,” I finally said, the lie rolling off my tongue with desperation. “He has it and won’t give it back to me.” I turned my head so he could see the bruise darkening my cheek.

      For a second, time seemed to stop. I held my breath, anticipating the refusal that would come. He studied my face, his eyebrow raising. Then his shoulders sagged, a subtle gesture of concession in answer to my plea. In one motion, he stepped aside, inclined his head toward the door, and handed my ticket back.

      I accepted it, my fingers closing around the paper like a lifeline. “Thank you,” I said, my throat tight.

      The bus started to move, pulling away from the station in a slow crawl. I leaned back in my seat, closed my eyes, and let the hum of the engine soothe the jagged edges of my nerves as the world outside blurred into motion.

    
  
    
      
        Five

      
      I opened my eyes to smoke.

      It swirled around me playfully, making everything feel distant, unreal. For a moment, I thought I was dreaming, maybe sleepwalking again. It was only when sounds returned, loud and frantic, that I knew it wasn’t a dream. It was real.

      I jolted upright, my heart pounding as I strained to see through the haze. Just a malfunction, I told myself, not a crash. My fingers released their grip from the metal armrest, and I tried to focus on anything through the smoke. Around me, passengers screamed, stumbling over each other in a scramble to grab bags, to get to the aisle. Some shoved, others cried out in fear, their voices muffled by the smoke and the roar of frantic movement.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the woman who had been in the seat next to me. She was standing, repacking her backpack with one hand and holding the sleeve of her other arm over her nose. I had barely noticed her when she had gotten on in Atlanta. We’d exchanged nothing more than a cursory nod. Now she looked as frantic as the rest, her breath coming in shallow gasps.

      “The stupid bus broke down,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      “What?” My voice rose as I said, “What happened?” But of course, I wasn’t waiting for her, or anyone, to answer. I yanked my backpack from under my seat and pushed my way into the aisle, following the woman who had already started to push forward. Just as I stepped into the narrow space, a man barreled through from the back of the bus, clutching a child in his arms. He shoved between us and I lost my footing, stumbling backward. My wrist collided with the armrest, and I yelped in pain. The Aleve had helped dull the ache, but it had not healed. The woman’s hand appeared in front of me, pulling me upright before she vanished into the throng.

      Outside, the scene was chaotic, a few passengers bent over coughing with hands on their knees and others scrambling to find loved ones who had been separated in the smoke and now the night’s darkness. A larger group gathered around the bus driver, hurling questions at him like stones.

      “I need everyone to please calm down,” the bus driver said. He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. He had dark circles under his eyes, and the rest of his features were pulled down. “I’ll try to answer your questions, but I can’t answer them all at once.”

      Gradually, the crowd quieted to a low murmur, but the tension still hung in the air like the smoke we had just escaped.

      “I’ve already called my supervisor,” the driver continued, his voice now steady but strained. “They know the bus broke down and will send another one, but they have to find another driver first.”

      A ripple of disapproval surged through the crowd. “How long will that take?” someone from behind me shouted.

      “I don’t know,” the driver said.

      “Like…” one person near the front said, drawing out the word as if encouraging him to fill in a guess. When he didn’t, she said, “Five minutes? Five years?”

      The driver’s jaw twitched. “A few hours,” he suggested.

      “A few hours?” a woman repeated, holding a baby tight against her chest, rocking on the balls of her feet.

      “Do we wait on the bus?” a man yelled.

      The driver shook his head. “You can’t get back on the bus. It’s not safe.”

      “It’s the middle of the night. What are we supposed to do?”

      “We’re not far from Camden. There are a few hotels and a campground with cabins. You can try those.”

      “Is Greyhound paying for our rooms?”

      I held my breath in anticipation of his answer. I didn’t have any money left. From the worried looks on the other passengers’ faces, I wasn’t the only one.

      The driver’s shoulders tensed, and his eyes flickered to the ground for a moment. Then he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “No, I’m sorry.”

      Loud whispers of frustration spread through the crowd once again.

      “You need to be back here around eight in the morning. The bus will leave soon after that,” the driver said, waving his hands in the air, a conductor concluding the concert. “Two of the hotels are that way.” He pointed a finger in one direction. “And the campground is real close that way.” He pointed in the other direction. His cell rang and he answered it, walking away from the crowd.

      There was a stunned pause, and the crowd began to move. Most began walking wearily in the direction of the hotels. Some remained, fuming, their voices rising and hushing and rising again as they aired their grievances to each other. I headed toward the campground. I definitely didn’t have enough money for a hotel.

      Ten minutes later, I arrived at the campground only to find the office dark and locked tight, the CLOSED sign swinging gently in the breeze as if mocking my arrival. I exhaled slowly, and a heaviness settled on my shoulders. I would sleep outside; the decision came quick. There was no other option. It would be just for a few hours, anyway. I had weathered many such nights before.

      I found a spot beneath a sprawling tree branch, far from the cabins. I didn’t expect to go to sleep—I was happy for a safe and quiet spot to just sit and wait for morning. But then something was hitting my foot, followed by a man’s voice.

      “Up, up, up,” the voice said. I jerked awake and blinked against the morning light. An elderly man stood over me, I saw as my eyes adjusted, his hands gripping a wooden cane that rested beside my foot. I pushed myself up.

      “You slept out here last night?” the man asked, his brow furrowed.

      “Yes, sir.” It felt too early for lies, and my brain couldn’t form a convincing one this early in the morning anyway. “I didn’t mean no harm.”

      The man studied me, his eyes traveling over my disheveled appearance and the backpack at my feet. “Where’d you come from?”

      “Georgia.” That lie rolled off my tongue with ease.

      “Were you on that Greyhound that broke down last night?” The man didn’t wait for my response. “Damn Greyhound,” he muttered, shaking his head. “I’m surprised they’re still in business.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said. “The driver told us there were cabins, but when I got here, they were closed.”

      The man sighed. “Yeah…this town shuts down around five. I close down around that time myself.”

      I slipped my backpack on one shoulder. “I’ll be going now.”

      “No harm, no foul,” he said, shifting. “But I’m sorry to tell you that the bus just left.”

      “What?” Panic surged through me, my chest tightening. “The driver said the bus was leaving at eight.”

      He glanced at his watch. “It’s a quarter till nine.”

      Dread washed over me, cold and biting. I knew Camden wasn’t a regular Greyhound bus stop, so that replacement bus was going to be the only one to stop here. I was stranded.

      “Where were you going?” the man asked, his voice softening.

      “Mississippi,” I said, just as a walkie-talkie in a golf cart a few paces away crackled to life.

      “Walt, Beth called out again,” a voice called. “Said she’s going to be out all next week too.”

      “Well, shit,” Walt said, shaking his head as he limped to the cart. He settled onto the worn seat and swiped a towel across his damp forehead before picking up the walkie-talkie and speaking into it. “Um…cabins 2, 6, and I believe 9 checked out today. How bad are they?”

      “Pretty bad. Looks like somebody had a party in cabin 9. Beer cans and pizza boxes everywhere. Somebody cleaned their fish in cabin 6—whole place reeks. Cabin 2 has mud everywhere from the rain.”

      Walt cursed again under his breath before saying, “Can you stay and help out?”

      There was a long pause before the voice spoke again. “Sorry, can’t. My young’un has—”

      “I can clean them,” I said over the voice. My hands instinctively covered my mouth, surprised by the words that had slipped out before I could stop them.

      Walt turned, surprise mingling with skepticism on his weathered face. His hand, gripping the walkie-talkie, hesitated in midair.

      “Walt?” the voice called, sounding a little concerned.

      Finally, after another few seconds, Walt spoke into the radio. “I’ll call you back.” To me, he said, “Come again?”

      I took a tiny step forward. “You need someone to clean your cabins today, right? I’ll do it. I’m just passing through and could use the money.” My voice held a steadiness I didn’t quite feel.

      Walt continued studying me, the sun glinting off his silver hair, shadows etching lines deeper into his face. I knew what he saw—the bruise, my clothes. Maybe I shouldn’t have offered, I thought as time stretched. But then he stood, leaning heavily on his cane, and extended his hand toward me. “The name’s Walt. And you are?”

      “Leigh,” I said, my new name rolling off my tongue. It was the first time I had said it out loud, and I liked the way it sounded, natural and new. I shook his hand. It was dry and rough, a man accustomed to labor but not, I sensed, unkindness.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Leigh,” he said, his voice light as he eased back onto the golf cart seat, a deep breath escaping him as if the effort to stand had drained him. “I can pay you fifty bucks a cabin. Cash, of course. No need for all the paperwork, since you’re just passing through.”

      My shoulders eased. The cash would help me reach the next town—hopefully a Greyhound stop—and pay for food for a few days.

      “Come with me,” Walt said, patting the seat cushion next to him twice. “I’ll show you the cabins and where we keep the cleaning supplies.”

      The hours melted away as I cleaned. It wasn’t hard work, and I didn’t mind doing it. I paused once only to nibble on the last of my tuna and crackers. As I swept the porch of the third cabin, the hum of Walt’s golf cart rumbled in the distance. I watched him walk up the porch with a Styrofoam container in his hand.

      “I figured you might be hungry,” he said, extending the plate to me.

      I set the broom aside and accepted the container. I didn’t immediately open it, though I wanted to. My stomach growled. It didn’t matter what was inside; it was free food, and I would eat it. “Thank you,” I said, placing the container on the porch railing and resuming my sweeping.

      Walt laughed, a hearty sound that echoed across the woods. “Take a break and sit with me for a second.” He hobbled back to the golf cart, opened the cooler on the back, and pulled out two bottles of water and a Sprite. “I went by the first two cabins,” he said, handing a water and the Sprite to me. He eased down onto the porch steps, groaning the entire way. “It would have taken Beth all day to clean one, God bless her soul.”

      I joined him on the steps, my food in my lap. I still hadn’t opened it.

      “Eat,” he insisted, nodding toward the plate.

      Finally, I opened the lid, my nose smelling the food before my eyes really took it in. Two golden pieces of fried chicken, fluffy mashed potatoes, sauteed cabbage, and a soft roll, still warm. My mouth watered.

      “This looks and smells amazing,” I said. It had been years since I’d eaten a home-cooked meal. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “Go on—” he said.

      Before he finished speaking, without thinking, I sank my teeth into the roll, tearing through it in two bites, chewing and swallowing but not tasting it. My hand moved on its own, reaching for the chicken. The fried skin crunched as I bit into it, the grease slick on my fingers. I scooped up a mound of mashed potatoes with my fork, the heap rising toward my mouth—only then did I realize I had an audience.

      “I’m sorry.” I hastily pressed a napkin to my mouth.

      Walt waved a hand. “Whatcha sorry for? You’re hungry. I reckon you worked up an appetite.”

      Still embarrassed, I continued eating, but much slower. “It’s really good.”

      “That there is fried chicken from Jackson’s Station. Best fried chicken in Alabama, if you ask me.”

      “Thank you.”

      Walt shrugged. “A little good food is the least I can offer before I say what I gotta say.” He removed his hat, running his fingers through his thinning hair as he continued quickly, “Leigh…I’m in a bit of a pickle.”

      I froze, a bite of cabbage caught in my throat. He knew. The world knew. The bus had been discovered and my mug shot plastered across the news. I was caught.

      It felt like an eternity before he spoke again, his words now leaking out slowly, like water from a clogged faucet, hesitant. “I…um. Well, you see…” He paused, his brow furrowing deeper as he let out a long sigh.

      “Look,” I said, standing so abruptly my food slipped off my lap. “I don’t want any trouble. I can just go.”

      He regarded me, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “Why on earth would you do that? I’m trying to ask you to stay.”

      “Stay?” I repeated, my voice full of shock but my heart finally settling back into a normal rhythm. He could have said his unicorn was giving birth, and that would have been less unexpected.

      He sighed again, deeper this time. “Beth, my regular cleaner…her son done got into some trouble up north, and she had to run off to take care of them young’uns. I’ve tried before to find a replacement—she can’t clean worth a damn—but I can’t find anybody else around here willing to take the job.”

      I crossed my arms, still processing, reeling. “You want me to stay and keep cleaning the cabins?” I said, more for myself than for him.

      “It’s just temporary, mind you. I know it ain’t glamorous, but I’m in a real bind.” He rubbed the back of his neck as if trying to massage the tension out. “Business been pretty steady, and I need to turn these cabins over quick. I’d do it myself, but I just don’t get around as good anymore.” He tapped his cane twice on the porch step before turning his gaze back toward the cabin. The scent of bleach lingered in the air, mingling with the earthy aromas of the surrounding woods. “It’s just until Beth gets back. Just a few weeks, at most.”

      I hesitated, a breath that Walt read as reluctance.

      “I can pay you three hundred a week,” he said.

      My eyes widened in disbelief, and he rushed to sweeten the deal. “Four hundred a week,” he blurted as if we were negotiating. “And I’ll drive you to the next Greyhound bus station myself once Beth returns.”

      My heart raced at the prospect of the money. Then something deeper nagged at me, something just as pressing and possibly obstructing. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t have any place to stay.”

      He waved a dismissive hand, and with a pained grunt, he grabbed his cane and pulled himself up. “That’s no trouble at all. You can stay in my old cabin.” He walked over to his golf cart. “Grab your food. C’mon, I’ll show you.”

      I looked down for the first time. The spilled Styrofoam had landed right side up.

      We drove deeper into the woods, the tires crunching over the gravel path until we reached a clearing where a cabin sat nestled in a bank of trees. It was older than the others, with weathered boards and a slanted roof. The rustic shingles bore the scars of time and curled at their edges. Inside, the walls were wooden planks, and a small window filtered in soft beams of light, illuminating the cozy living space. A vintage stove, with its faded enamel and dials, sat against one wall next to a porcelain basin sink. In the bedroom, a sturdy wooden bed loomed in the center covered with a patchwork quilt draped across the foot. I ran my hands across it, admiring the craftsmanship, the design.

      “That’s a Gee’s Bend quilt, made about twenty minutes from here,” Walt said. “They’re known all over the world. It’s what this area is famous for.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, turning to face Walt. “So is this cabin.”

      “It has a roof and doors.”

      I hesitated, uncertainty gnawing at me, but the warmth in his gaze felt like a lifeline. “You sure this won’t be too much trouble?”

      “Ain’t no bother. This place has been vacant for months. You would be doing me a favor, really.”

      “But you don’t know me. You found me sleeping outside…” My voice trailed off, doubt lacing my words.

      Walt eased down onto the bed, the old frame creaking beneath him. “I know a woman in trouble when I see one,” he said, genuine sincerity blooming in his eyes. “Are you running from whoever did that to your face?”

      I nodded, leaning in to his assumptions, pressing my fingers to my cheek.

      He cursed under his breath, the sound heavy with empathy. “I’ve been married three times, divorced twice. Wife number one and I stayed friends. She got the cancer, took her before we even knew it. Wife number two…” He huffed, memories flooding his gaze. “She ran off to Miami with a man who had rented a cabin. Eventually came back to Camden, bruised, broke, and brokenhearted. I divorced her, but we remarried. My point is, real men don’t hit women.”

      “Walt…” I began, a swell of gratitude—and guilt—rising within me. But for once, he stood quickly and walked over to the door.

      “You’re safe here,” he said without turning around, his voice reassuring.

      He was a nice man, pure and simple, and I liked him effortlessly.

      “I’ll show you the ropes. Ain’t too hard once you get the hang of it.”

      “And when Beth comes back, I will be moving on,” I said, hoping to register the understanding in his eyes, wanting to confirm that my stay would not be permanent. “I promise I won’t let you down.”

      He laughed, a warm, rich sound that cracked the gravity in the room. “I ain’t running a five-star establishment here. You’re doing a good job. Keep it up.”

      

      Before I knew it, a week had slipped away. Every day, without fail, Walt would find me while I cleaned the cabins to bring me a warm lunch from Jackson’s Station. Every time, he would look at my face and ask how I was feeling. There was a gentleness in his manner that continued to surprise me. I wasn’t used to men being so nice. His interest seemed genuine, a grandfather checking on his granddaughter, He wanted nothing from me but the cabins cleaned and conversation.

      Through our talks, I gleaned fragments of his life, particularly stories about his second wife and their marriage after she came back. I could sense his longing for companionship. I enjoyed listening, grateful that I wasn’t expected to talk back, grateful that he never pried into my past. After that first day, he had sensed my reluctance to share, respecting the invisible walls I had erected around my life.

      I wondered what it would have been like to have a father like Walt instead of Daddy. It wasn’t the ancestors, the voices that he heard. I didn’t understand mental illness until later in life, and then things started to make sense. Before, I thought he was just a monster. How else could I explain his long absences from the family he claimed to love? What else could explain the violent mood swings? Daddy could be happy one minute, teaching us how to purify water, and then bent over Mama with his fists raised the next. We didn’t see the mood swings coming, and neither did he. They came and went like a door opening and closing. He never remembered them and, afterward, operated as if they had never happened. We didn’t have that same privilege.

      Mama had tried to make excuses for him. In the dark, after the utility company had shut off our electricity, she’d tell us stories of when they met, before the voices started. Crouched together in the winter for warmth or bent over a bowl of cold chicken broth, we heard how clean and sharp he’d looked in his navy sport coat and khaki slacks, his fresh barbershop cut, when he picked her up for the first time, and how he stood up to her mother. “My mama was jealous of me,” she told us. “Jealous that I was prettier than her and that my daddy loved me more.” He’d saved her, and that was worth her loyalty. Believing he was more hero than villain worked for a time, but looking back, it worked only because we wanted it to, not because it was true. You could convince yourself of anything if you believed it hard enough. And we refused to admit that he had such darkness inside him.

      Lila loved these stories, to hear about Mama and Daddy in love, the fairy tale of it all. She loved love in all its forms. Mama did too, believed that love transcends all, and I think that was why Mama let him be. Why she allowed his abuse and absences—and the gambling, that salt in the wound—to continue for so long.

      Something in me, something fortune had given me before I was even born, made it so I didn’t understand this type of love: toxic, uneven, and unsure. And then Lila helped me trust that. We loved each other unconditionally. Even when it stung, when we fought as kids do, afterward, we still loved each other. The pain wasn’t constant.

      Daddy was the first and only person to break my heart.

      By the beginning of the second week, I dreaded Beth’s eventual return. No, that wasn’t it, exactly. I didn’t want to stay—I couldn’t risk staying—so I didn’t want her job. But I did recognize this was a beautiful setup, even though I had no intention of forming bonds that would tether me to this place, and I knew that the longer I stayed, the harder it would be to avoid that. I had grown accustomed to the solitude of the cabin, yet I refused to let myself feel at home. Every spare moment had to be dedicated to the next thing, the next place I would go. A place I envisioned far away from Camden.

      I went into town only a handful of times, my trips deliberate and cautious, aimed at either buying for Walt or replenishing my supplies. Camden, with its modest population of 1,800 residents, felt too intimate, too small for my comfort, and I had no desire to become a familiar face among the locals, so I shopped at different times, navigating between the shifts of the morning and evening cashiers.

      Yet even as I moved along the narrow aisles of the Piggly Wiggly, a persistent tension threaded through my thoughts. The bus had not yet been found, and I had difficulty finding regular updates on the news here. South Carolina news barely reached the ears of Alabama. It was as if the bus crash had never happened. But the reality of it hung over me like heavy fog, and I found myself caught in a strange duality between a world that seemed oblivious and my own deepening sense of isolation.

      Until one Saturday, on my way to Piggly Wiggly, I stumbled upon a farmers market in the parking lot. The market buzzed with life, the air humming with conversation and laughter. Families and friends navigated the maze of stalls, touching, smelling, and sampling. I moved through, looking and admiring but not making any stall a full stop, just glancing by to appreciate the vendors, their faces glowing with pride as they showcased their harvest.

      I continued walking until my footsteps were interrupted by a burst of color ahead. An old blue truck sat at the end of the market, its bed overflowing with bouquets of flowers in silver buckets, each a bold cascade of reds, yellows, blues, and purples. The zinnias caught my eye first, followed by clusters of delicate daises, roses, and dahlias standing tall. The blossoms seemed to dance in the wind, their colors alive and radiant, each flower more exquisite than the last. I paused, captivated, as the scent of the fresh petals drifted toward me.

      I stared, blinking, making sure I wasn’t dreaming. Because otherworldly visions like this only happened in dreams. Or after serving five years in prison. I had noticed a few wildflowers on my walk into Ninety Six and to Anderson. But I hadn’t seen them—not really. These flowers before me didn’t demand attention; beautiful things never do. I knew this to be true, because I knew Lila. Like her, they stood tall, allowing you to appreciate them.

      I hadn’t seen that much color in one place in years. It was jarring, the difference between being blind and suddenly being allowed to see. And I hadn’t realized how much I missed it, how much I loved it, how much I’d taken it for granted until now.

      As I approached, I could see the delicate details, the soft ruffles of the petals. I imagined the soil that grew them, the hands that had nurtured them, and the joy they would bring to someone’s day. Lila taught me to do this, to consider and appreciate the journey of the flower, to see beyond its petals, to cherish the little wonders that brighten our lives. A rush of nostalgia swept through me, each bloom a fragment of my sister’s laughter, echoing from our childhood. For a moment, I could almost hear her voice, teasing me about my clumsiness as I stumbled to keep up with her. I reached out to touch the edges of a dahlia and felt a pang of longing, a bittersweet ache that swelled within me.

      “Excuse me,” a voice said, breaking my reverie. “How much for a bouquet?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my mind still lost in memory. “I…I don’t—”

      “I’ll give you a hundred dollars for the big one and twenty each for the three smaller ones,” the woman insisted. Without waiting for my response, she thrust the bills into my hand and grabbed the flowers. Then another woman stepped forward, pressed a twenty-dollar bill into my palm, and snatched a bouquet.

      “I think they overpaid, if you ask me,” a deep voice chimed in from behind me.

      Startled, I stumbled back, colliding with a solid figure. I turned and found myself face-to-face with a bear of a man. He stood tall and broad, his navy T-shirt stretching across his chest taut like a canvas, his olive-green carpenter pants held up with black suspenders, lending him an air of ruggedness. The sun cast shadows across his polished mahogany skin and muscular arms, and my eyes traveled from his bulging biceps to several tattoos, including one that ran the length of his forearm and said To Whom Much Is Given Much Is Required. He was achingly handsome, but he didn’t carry himself as if he cared. From the scars on his hands, the dirt under his nails, and the tiny hole in his shirt, I could tell that his focus was anywhere but on his looks. I had never seen anyone like him.

      “Sorry,” I said, shifting awkwardly and craning my neck to look up at him. “Excuse me.”

      “No, excuse me,” he said, gravelly, gaze steady. Above his right eye, a fresh cut marred his bearded face; the dried blood suggested a recent tussle with something, or someone, that had left its mark.

      “But I do think you overcharged that woman,” he said, the corners of his mouth curling in amusement. He crossed his arms, and I saw in their flex the power to build or dismantle entire worlds as necessary.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to. I don’t work here. She just pushed the money in my hands.”

      He leaned toward me as he covered one side of his mouth with his hand. “They can be a little pushy sometimes,” he whispered.

      We recognized each other immediately, though we had never met. Perhaps it was the ease with which he leaned into me, the comfortability of it, as if he had always been a part of my world, that enhanced the familiarity. Through this simple gesture, something had awakened in me. His face, his eyes all carried a sense of knowing. I knew him, this man, this stranger, as if we had crossed paths before, in some time or place. But I knew that was impossible, that our lives had never intersected, never touched before this moment. I had spent my life being invisible, on paper and through the eyes of others. And yet, I couldn’t shake this feeling that he saw me.

      As he straightened back up, he studied me for a moment, then grabbed the back of his neck and rubbed it. “I’m sorry, but…do we know each other?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, and meant my uncertainty. The familiarity I felt, he felt it too.

      “Yeah…I didn’t think so…”

      We stood there, in the connection that linked us and gripped us both, having lived two separate lives in two separate states, completely unaware of the other’s presence.

      “You seem to really like flowers,” he said.

      I nodded. “Yeah…but not as much as my sister.” My eyes drifted back to the flowers in the truck.

      “What do you see when you look at them?” he asked, watching me.

      The weight of his question settled in. Another memory of Lila presented itself in my mind, then another. All the memories I had worked hard to forget. “Everything.” My mind jolted back to the present, and I looked at the man, a smile quickly plastered on.

      “Don’t do that,” he said, stepping in front of me, and the flowers vanished behind his tall body. He lowered his head to glare into my eyes, and when he found them, his softened. He smelled as fresh as the flowers in the truck. “Don’t let yourself off that easy. Really look at them.” He stepped aside. “What do you see? What do you hear?” He paused for a moment. “Listen.”

      I looked at this stranger again. There was something about him that drew me in like a magnet. It defied logic, this pull, this feeling. I didn’t know him, yet I found myself wanting to open up to him and answer the question. I knew if I did, he would listen.

      I took a deep breath and looked at the flowers once more. Suddenly, I was transported back to our land. Lila was there, her laughter dancing in the breeze as she twirled among the wildflowers. It was my favorite memory of her, the one I would curl into if I allowed myself. I remembered it all—the sun on my skin, the buzz of the bees, and the ripple of the river.

      “Running barefoot with Lila,” I whispered. A smile that felt awkward grew on my face.

      “That’s the magic of flowers,” he said softly, his eyes burning into mine. A rush of heat tickled up my neck. “They’re more than just their colors.”

      I knew nothing of attraction, a force that draws some men into sharp focus and renders others to just shadows in the background. It was a riddle I couldn’t quite decipher, a puzzle I couldn’t find the pieces to. I had seen attractive men before. But there he was, standing in front of me, not just another face among many, but a man whose presence loomed large, like it was meant to be felt, meant to make an impact. He was handsome in a way that seemed to demand my attention, that was more than skin deep. Kindness shone in his dark eyes and in his words, calculated to leave a mark. This was something I hadn’t expected, something I hadn’t known I was capable of feeling. And despite myself, I couldn’t look away.

      A sudden commotion from the stall beside us broke my trance, and I became aware of my surroundings and of him, observing me.

      “This is your truck, isn’t it?” I asked. Years of sun, rain, and wind had left their marks, creating a display of rust and faded paint. And yet, there was an unexpected harmony to it, a perfect backdrop for the flowers in its bed.

      “Guilty as charged,” he said, leaning casually against his truck, arms folded once again, legs spread wide. He offered me his hand before pulling it back to wipe it against his pants. He extended it again. “I’m Jackson. But everyone calls me Jack.”

      After a beat, I placed my hand into his. Even before I touched it, I knew his hand would be warm, not only from the heat but also a tenderness that radiated from his very essence. I knew it would pull on me, as undeniable as gravity. I knew so many things about this man. And nothing at all. “I’m Leigh.”

      He held my hand delicately in his. “It’s nice to meet you, Leigh.”

      “Jackson—”

      “Jack,” he interrupted, the word slipping from his lips like a sigh in the wind. “Just Jack.”

      “You…sell flowers? You?”

      He laughed. “Because that’s so hard to believe?”

      “No, I…just didn’t expect a man to be selling flowers.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “Here,” I said, pushing the money toward him. “This belongs to you.”

      Jackson shook his head. “Keep it. You earned it.”

      “It’s your money. I can’t take it.”

      He stepped forward, his presence filling the space between us. The air felt thick and charged. “I was just leaving. You lightened my load. I owe you.”

      I took several steps back. I needed space, from him and from my reaction to him. I had said too much, gotten too close, stayed too long.

      “Flowers are meant to be observed up close,” he said, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his lips. “From there is too far.”

      He grabbed one of the remaining bouquets and extended it toward me, a gentle yet insistent offer. The gesture stirred a memory—Deacon Ridley, and the way he had dangled butterscotch candy in front of me. “Take these,” Jackson urged, his voice a coaxing whisper that felt all too familiar.

      “Why would you give these to me? Why would you give me this money?” Confusion knotted my brow. The gesture felt too intimate, too loaded with meaning.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t know me.”

      “And that’s an excuse to deny someone kindness?”

      “Yes. I’m a stranger.”

      “There are no strangers in Camden,” he said, his gaze steady and unwavering.

      I swallowed hard. “Maybe I want to be.”

      “Be what?” he asked, tilting his head slightly.

      “A stranger.”

      “You know…you could just say, ‘Thank you.’’”

      “Thank you for what?” I asked, my tone suddenly sharp. I took a step back, creating more distance between us.

      “The flowers.”

      “Why would I do that?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      “Because that’s what you say when someone does something nice for you,” he said, frustration creeping into his voice.

      “I didn’t ask you to give me flowers,” I said, holding up the money. “Or this money.”

      Jackson recoiled as if I had struck him. His expression faltered, a flicker of hurt crossing his face as if my words had wounded him. “I told you…you earned it. And everybody likes flowers.” Beneath his words I heard something familiar: “All little girls like candy.”

      “I don’t want anything from you,” I said, my heart racing as I dropped the money and the flowers onto the truck bed.

      Without waiting for a response, I turned and walked away, each step a retreat from the tangled emotions swirling in the air.

    
  
    
      
        Six

      
      “It’s good to see you again,” Nancy, the Piggy Wiggly cashier, said as she scanned my items. “How are you liking our little town?”

      “Excuse me?” Her question surprised me, cutting through like a blade, catching me off guard. I had thought I was being careful and safe, navigating my visits with caution. This was only my second time seeing her, and yet she had remembered me, her memory sharp.

      “You work at the campground with Walt, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said, handing her the cash for my groceries.

      “Aren’t you happy it’s finally cooled off some?”

      “Yeah,” I repeated.

      As I walked back to the campground, Nancy’s words echoed in my mind. In a small town like Camden, anonymity was a luxury I could no longer afford. I realized every interaction I’d had, however brief, left a fingerprint—literally. And then there was the encounter with Jackson. With that, a certainty settled within me: I had been here too long.

      In the main office the next day, a lavish flower arrangement sat sprawled across the circular table where Walt kept visitors’ brochures, a riot of colors and fragrances that mingled in the air, some blooms familiar to me and many more not. Petals cascaded like a vibrant waterfall, creating a spectacle that drew my eye and quickened my heart. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      “Those are for you,” Walt said, easing into a chair behind the front desk and leaning back, his hands resting on his full belly.

      I stepped closer. “For me? Who left them?”

      Even before Walt spoke, the answer stirred. I knew.

      “Jackson Shepherd,” Walt said, voicing my thoughts. “He’s got a way with flowers, that one.”

      “It must be some kind of mistake,” I said, my heart fluttering in my chest.

      “He dropped them off himself. Said you would know why.”

      “How did he know I worked here?” I said.

      “It’s a small town, Leigh,” Walt said at the same time I recalled how the cashier at the grocery store had recognized me. “Doesn’t take anybody long to find out anything around here.”

      My pulse quickened at this, and I didn’t know if it was from fear or excitement. I reached for the card nestled among the blooms, my fingers trembling slightly as I pulled it free. The words written inside pierced through me: From there is too far.

      “Looks like you have an admirer.” Walt said, his tone playful.

      “No, it’s not like that,” I said, stuffing the card back into the envelope. “This was a misunderstanding. He didn’t have to do this. I don’t even know him.”

      “He owns the Flower Farm in Gee’s Bend.”

      “A flower farm?” I asked, surprise bubbling to the surface. “A farm that grows flowers?”

      Walt laughed. “Where do you think flowers come from?”

      A flush of embarrassment moved up my neck. Of course I knew flowers came from somewhere, but I had never considered that they were grown on an actual farm.

      “And he owns it?”

      “Yup. Took over after his uncle passed a few years back.”

      “And where exactly is Gee’s Bend? Is it far from here?”

      “Just a ferry ride away,” Walt said, leaning forward.

      “A ferry ride?” All I’d seen since I’d gotten here was land.

      Walt laughed again. “You really haven’t explored much, have you?” He opened a drawer and pulled out a map, unfolded it across the desk. “This is Camden, and here’s Gee’s Bend.” He pointed, then slid his finger up and across a body of water. “Gee’s Bend is separated by water on three sides. This is the Alabama River, and it separates Camden and Gee’s Bend.”

      “Is the ferry the only way to get to Gee’s Bend? There’s no road?”

      He moved his finger up farther and traced a thin line. “There’s a road, but it takes about forty-five minutes one way.” He looked at me. “The ferry is faster and easier, assuming you can go on its schedule. Why?” He smiled wide.

      I looked at him. “I told you, it’s not like that.”

      Walt threw his hands up in mock surrender. “No, ma’am, I’m simply saying there’s a lot of history out there. That quilt in your room was made there, I think I told you.”

      “How many people live there?”

      Walt considered that for a moment before answering. “I don’t reckon I know, but probably just a couple hundred. It’s pretty rural. There’s not much there but Jackson’s farm, the quilter’s co-op, and another campground. The internet is not very good either. They’ve got electric and water lines, but cell service is real spotty.”

      Walt opened the drawer again and retrieved a pamphlet. “Here’s the ferry schedule. Just in case. It goes between Camden and Gee’s Bend every few hours until about five.” A smirk rose on his face. “Or you could wait and talk to him here at the town meeting in a few days.”

      “I think I’ll pass, but thank you.” I already had a feeling I wouldn’t be in Camden much longer.

      “He’s got the locals all riled up about this crazy idea he has,” Walt continued as though he hadn’t heard me. “Wants to talk about it at the meeting. Rumor has it, he wants to expand his farm, and he’s eyeing other people’s land for it. It’s going to be a live one.”

      I raised an eyebrow “Are you going?”

      “Shit, yeah. Don’t much happen around here.” His laugher rang out. “I like my gossip firsthand.”

      Back at my temporary cabin at the end of the day, bathed in the soft glow of twilight filtering through the lace curtains of the cabin, I stared at Jackson’s flowers, wondering how beauty could be so simple. I didn’t know much about flowers, their individual meanings and growing needs, but I understood their collective purpose. I touched every flower in the bunch, traced the contours of the petals—the lilies like ivory trumpets, announcing renewal; the roses, their crimson hearts ablaze; the wildflowers, unrestrained and untamed. I smelled every single one, savored the fragrances. I found myself in those flowers, my own emotions mirrored in their delicate forms, and I wondered if Jackson had seen it too.

      I shook away the foolish thought. It was time for me to leave Camden, a decision crystallized by the appearance of Jackson’s bouquet. I needed a new plan. I needed to go off-grid, to vanish. At least for a while. At least until after the bus was discovered.

      My conversation with Walt about Jackson revealed an intriguing and unexpected possibility: Gee’s Bend. More remote, more isolated than Camden, with a campground that promised a retreat from prying eyes. Internet access was unreliable there—a blessing in disguise. By the time I closed my eyes for the night, I had made up my mind: I would scout out the campgrounds at Gee’s Bend.

      The following day—my day off—I rose early, slipping away before the dawn painted the sky and Walt arrived from his home in town, aiming to catch the 6:40 ferry. Knowing I would be away all day, I packed some provisions in my backpack: water, several tuna sandwiches, chips, and cookies.

      I arrived at the Camden-Boykin ferry terminal just as the first light of day spread across the sky, dotting it with wisps of clouds. The road had been narrow, quiet, offering me a sense of solace in its isolation. I longed for the comfort of nature, to hear the symphony of insects and the melodies of passing birds, to once again reconnect with a place that felt more like home. Despite my yearning, I still didn’t feel as if I belonged, as if I was welcomed. My footsteps were soft, but my heart felt heavy. It had never been this hard.

      Halfway to the ferry terminal, I paused on a bridge across a swampy patch and watched the dance of the river swirl below me. Across the way, clusters of white houses were nestled comfortably, and several boats sped by. Approaching the ferry, I found two cars lined up behind a black gate adorned with large stop signs. A person could walk beyond the gate, though, and so I went to the beige building that housed public bathrooms, where I freshened up and put some extra paper towels in my backpack. Across from the building, a lone picnic table perched beneath the rising sun. I sat down and ate one of my sandwiches.

      The small ferry arrived, its rumbling engine and splashing water breaking the tranquility. The two waiting cars had by then been joined by several more. Once the ferry stopped, the gate opened and the cars pulled onto it. I was the only walker, and found a place to sit at the front on a black bench. Soon, I was joined by the drivers and passengers of the cars, all seeking the best positions to admire the view.

      I had spent most of my life close to water, yet I’d never grown tired of seeing it, its power, its endless beauty. The ferry cut through the gentle water with steady resolve. The wind whipped around us, competing against the ferry’s loud engines. Leaving Camden behind, even temporarily, a mixture of relief and apprehension washed over me. For the first time since the bus crash, I felt lost. It had seemed like a good idea, to keep moving, but now I wasn’t so sure. Gee’s Bend beckoned on the horizon, promising seclusion yet more uncertainty. Could this be the perfect place to hide? Or was I delaying the inevitable by staying so still, so close?

      A man beside me broke the silence, his voice strained by too many birthdays. “What’s bringing you to Gee’s Bend?”

      “I…um…just want to see it.”

      “I like takin’ the ferry,” he said, glancing toward his car. “My wife’s in there. She’s not a fan of ferries.” He turned his gaze back ahead. “You know, there was a time when this ferry was shut down. Something like forty years.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      He sighed. “During the Civil Rights Movement, Black people in Gee’s Bend started comin’ over to Camden to register to vote. People who looked like me didn’t want people who looked like you votin’, so they shut down the ferry. You can drive it,” he continued, “but back then, the road was pretty bad. Most folks didn’t have time to deal with that. Yup, removing the ferry option effectively shut down the vote.”

      I watched the water, sobered by the history, until the man spoke again, his tone shifting to one of admiration and pride. “But Gee’s Bend is a resilient community. They find a way. They are known for their quilts, you know. My wife is a big quilter, and we try to come every year to the Airing of the Quilts Festival, but we missed it this time around.”

      “I’ve seen a Gee’s Bend quilt,” I said.

      “Oh yeah…the best in the world, if you ask me. But you don’t need an old white man tellin’ you this history. You should stop at the Gee’s Bend Quilters Collective. They’ll tell you all about it.”

      As I stepped off the ferry, the crisp tang of river air greeted me. I paused at the Gee’s Bend Welcome Center. Inside, time seemed to slow as I wandered among the displays, each unfolding a part of the town’s rich history. I lingered, reading every word. It took me a while to read each one, some words not yet common to me. I learned that Walt was right: With a population of 208, Gee’s Bend—also known as Boykin—was more rural, more remote than Camden. There were no large subdivisions or grocery stores; it was a place where solitude and simplicity intertwined effortlessly.

      Before I left the welcome center, I seized the opportunity to visit the facilities, replenish my water, and collect a few free pamphlets and a map of Gee’s Bend. Looking at the map, I realized I had severely miscalculated the walk to Chilatchee Creek Campground. Halfway there, I abandoned the idea of scouting it, the campground’s allure dimmed against the backdrop of Gee’s Bend’s wilderness. Here, amid the thick and untamed trees, I could get lost for as long as I desired. It would take some planning and supplies, but I could do it.

      This wouldn’t be the first time I had vanished into the woods. After what had happened, I spent almost three months in hiding, living off the land and using every skill Daddy had taught me. They found me in the end, but only by accident; two hunters, lost and trespassing on a private trail, stumbled upon me washing in the river, naked. They couldn’t believe their eyes, at the sight of me and my campsite, so out of place in the wild. I could have lived there forever. The woods were ours and I knew every bend, every tree, every trail. They should have never found me. But they did and told the local police. This time, I would be even more careful.

      Midday, I veered off the road, my shoes crunching on dry underbrush as I cut through a thicket of pines. After a few minutes, I found a secluded spot tucked behind a dense wall of trees. I sank to the ground and unwrapped a sandwich, then ate in the shadow of the towering pines. Afterward, I returned to the road and kept walking until I came to a fork. At the corner stood a rustic wooden flower stand with a crooked sign that said PAY WHAT YOU CAN beside an unassuming metal box. Three bouquets of yellow and red roses rested on the shelves. I peeked in the box and saw a stack of bills weighted down by a couple of rocks. To the right of the stand, a faded sign pointed toward the Flower Farm.

      I stood at the crossroads—the path toward the ferry and one to the Flower Farm. The sun hung low in the sky, and the wind stopped as if nature herself held her breath in anticipation of my decision. I should have kept walking to the ferry. But curiosity got the best of me. I wanted to see it firsthand, see a flower farm up close. With apprehension, I headed down the dirt road to the Flower Farm.

      Whatever expectations I might have had of what a flower farm looked like were shattered by the sight before me. Nestled within a valley surrounded by trees, the Flower Farm emerged. The afternoon sun shone on endless fields that burst forth in a variety of colors, ranging from the palest pastels to the deepest jewel tones. Each row was meticulously arranged, each flower standing tall and proud, each petal catching the light. Closer, the air became infused with an intoxicating medley of scents. It was a mesmerizing sight, one that held me in place. This wasn’t something I had ever imagined existing outside of a picture book. Yet here it was in the middle of nowhere, this picturesque farm known only to the fortunate few who ventured down this road, a testament to the beauty that flourishes in the most unexpected corners of the world.

      A figure in the distance, standing among the blooms, waved in my direction. I glanced around before believing he was indeed beckoning me over. I considered turning on my heel and running, but he was moving toward me, his long strides closing the gap with surprising speed. As he drew nearer, I noticed his sun-kissed hair, long and tousled, and his white T-shirt, khaki shorts, and work boots.

      “Are you lost?” His voice was warm, carrying a hint of concern. He was no older than twenty, with a face too young to know what it wanted to be—rugged or handsome. For now, it leaned toward both. He would be handsome one day, when enough seasons had passed; I could see it already. His eyes—green, light brown, or even sunny yellow, depending on how he tilted his head—held a depth that belied his youth. Though his face still wore the innocence of adolescence, his body had already chosen its path, his shoulders stretching upward. He would be a new man soon.

      “Is this the Flower Farm?” I asked, torn between continuing to look at him and going back to the floral spectacle.

      The man slipped off his gloves and wiped the sweat from his brow. “The one and only.” Loose locks of his hair swayed as he nodded.

      “The one Jackson owns?”

      He regarded me with a steady gaze, the lines of dirt, sweat, and toil etched into his complexion, pale despite what I assumed was hours under the sun. “This is the only flower farm in Gee’s Bend. Do you know Jack?”

      “Kinda. I met him at the farmers market.”

      Nodding knowingly, he wiped his brow again. “Are you here to buy some flowers? We’re not normally open during the week, but I could let you cut a few.”

      “Cut a few what? Flowers?” I asked.

      He smiled. “This is a cut-your-own flower farm. You can make a bouquet as big as you want.” He waved his hand at the rows. “Did you want to?”

      “I—I…” I stuttered, unprepared for his invitation. “I was just takin’ a walk. I saw the sign and wanted to see it.”

      “We get that a lot. Most people haven’t seen a flower farm up close. Did you need to see Jack?” He shaded his eyes and pointed into the distance. Now I noticed a buzz of chainsaws echoing faintly. “He’s around yonder, clearing some more space. Should be done soon, though.”

      “No,” I said too quickly. “I was just…just…going to go now.”

      “It’s somethin’, ain’t it?” He turned to face the fields again. “And to think, all this will be gone soon.”

      “What? Why?”

      “The first frost is comin’. Dahlias don’t last after the first frost.”

      “And then what happens?”

      He laughed, a warm sound. “Then comes the real work,” he said, turning. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      “I don’t want to get in the way. I really should be going.”

      “Well…you walked all the way out here, and I could use the company,” he said, his invitation laced with a warmth that was hard to resist. “Tibb is gone until tomorrow, and Jack got all the others with him.”

      A polite refusal formed on my lips. I wish I could explain why I stayed. Even today, I don’t know why I did. All I know is, there are places where your soul connects and your spirit relaxes, whether you know it or not, understand it or not. I was supposed to be there.

      “Why aren’t you working with them?” I said, climbing over the fence. He offered me his hand from the other side as I perched at the top, and I took it, then jumped down and followed him into the field.

      “You make one little mistake with a chainsaw, and now you’re on clearing duty,” he said, gesturing.

      I found myself smiling, drawn in by his easygoing manner and charm.

      “I’m Luke,” he said, hand extended.

      “I’m Leigh.”

      Luke slid his gloves back on, grabbed a plant whose bloom had died, and chopped the thick stem with a lopper. “I’m cutting all of these annuals at the base,” he explained, his voice a blend of experience and patience. “Right where they meet the soil.”

      He casually tossed the cutting onto a growing pile beside him.

      “Why don’t you just pull them out of the ground?”

      “We don’t pull any flowers out,” he said, his hands continuing their methodical work. “We leave the roots to nourish the soil during the winter.”

      I observed him moving along the row, each cut precise and deliberate.

      “Could I give it a try?”

      Luke paused and straightened up, sweat pouring down his face. For a second, I thought he might refuse, but then he nodded, a faint smile touching his lips.

      “You want to do this?”

      I shrugged. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Hell…I ain’t goin’ to turn down the help.” He reached for an extra pair of gloves from a box of gardening tools beside him. “Here. You’re goin’ to need these.”

      I slipped on the gloves and grabbed the first plant. Luke squatted next to me and pointed. “Right here.” I pressed the loppers together, and the stem snapped with a crunch.

      “Was that right?” I asked.

      “That’s it,” Luke said, high-fiving me. “Keep going.”

      As we worked side by side in the quiet field, the air warm and still, the earth soft beneath my feet, my hands moved without thought, and I found myself drawn to the steady rhythm of it, lulling me into a familiar place. Much like cleaning the cabins, the work transformed from a chore to a balm. But this work provided something different.

      As children, Lila and I had thrived under the open skies. We were powered by the sun. And the land, in its vastness, wrapped itself around us, as familiar and close as our own skin. Outside, we felt rooted, untouchable, part of something larger than ourselves. It helped shape our understanding of belonging. Out there, we never questioned where we belonged or who we were. It was in the soil we touched, the wind that swept across our faces, the endless horizon. We weren’t invisible.

      And that was what I was missing, what I hadn’t felt walking to Anderson, or even on my way here: belonging. It hovered just beyond reach, like something I could almost touch but never quite grasp. It was as if the earth knew me, remembered me, as much as I had once known it. Yet each time it flickered, I shoved it away, not daring to believe it was real. But I know what I felt. It came and went like the lightest touch of a butterfly’s wing, and I had to trust I would see it again in its fullness.

      Before we knew it, we’d finished the field and were marveling at our hard work. “Well, damn,” Luke said, wiping sweat from his brow. “It would’ve taken me another hour or more on my own. Let me go up to the house and get you something to drink.”

      “That’s okay. I should get going,” I said, running my hands across my face.

      Just then, a faint rumble announced the arrival of a blue truck turning into the driveway. “Looks like they’re done,” Luke said, waving at the truck as we walked to the house. He whistled, a piercing sound that echoed across the field, then yelled, “Jack!”

      The sound reached Jackson’s ears just as he descended from the truck. He lifted his hand in greeting and went into the house. A few seconds later, Jackson swung the door back open, and its screen door slammed shut behind him with a sharp whack. He stepped onto the porch, a towering figure against the fading daylight. His body seemed to stretch the entire height of the porch. He took a bite of an apple; also in hand, a fresh white shirt contrasted with the mud-splattered shirt he wore. He clenched the apple in his mouth and removed his shirt, revealing a torso chiseled with rugged strength, every sinewy muscle a testament to physical labor. Impossibly, he looked better than he had a few days ago. He slipped on the clean shirt and finished chewing. I hadn’t realized he hadn’t noticed me, but he must not have, because I saw the recognition and surprise on his face all of a sudden, all his features lifting.

      “Hi,” I said, a simple greeting that hung awkwardly in the air. I flushed with embarrassment. What did I look like to him? Just showing up unannounced on his farm. I wanted to kick myself for being so stupid, for letting curiosity get the better of me. How would I explain why I was here?

      “I’ll give you guys a little privacy,” Luke said, nudging Jackson on the shoulder as he walked past him and into the house.

      Jackson didn’t return my greeting. Instead, he took another bite and threw his old shirt on a nearby chair. He walked to the edge of the porch, his brow furrowed. “How did you get out here?”

      “I walked.”

      “You walked? From the ferry?”

      “I like walking.”

      “Five miles? That’s not a walk—that’s a journey.”

      “Like I said…I didn’t mind. I like to walk.”

      He studied me as he stepped down from the porch, close enough for me to remember the details of his face, his smell, everything I’d captured when I met him at the farmers market. The pull I had felt then returned. “Would you like to come inside? Rest a bit? Cool off?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Would you like some water?”

      “I have some.”

      He took a huge bite of his apple, the crunch loud. “What brings you all the way out here?”

      “I…um…” I stumbled. “I wanted to tell you that I got the flowers,” I said. It came out in a single stream of words.

      “But not thank me for them?” he said, his mouth full.

      I sounded silly and looked ridiculous. What was I doing? “I shouldn’t have come. I’m going to go.” I turned and started walking away.

      “Go where? Back to the ferry?”

      “Yes. If I hurry, I can make the last one,” I said over my shoulder.

      “You can’t do that.”

      “And why not?” I asked, stopping and facing him again.

      He looked up to the sky, the sun fading along with the day. “It’ll be dark soon.” In his words, I sensed a concern that surprised me.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said.

      “I’ll take you to the campground.”

      It was my turn to look at the sky. He wasn’t wrong. “You don’t have to take me all the way. You can just take me to the ferry.”

      “Do you have a car there?”

      “No.”

      “So how did you get from the campground to the ferry? Did Walt drive you?”

      “I walked. I like to walk.”

      “I know. You said that, but—”

      Just then, Luke reappeared. He released a loud grunt as he collapsed into a chair. “I finished clearing. Leigh helped me,” he said, propping his feet up on the porch railing.

      Jackson’s gaze remained fixed on me but was now tinged with curiosity, layered over whatever emotions had been there before. “You helped?”

      I responded with a casual shrug. “I didn’t mind,” I said, looking at my nails and the dirt under them. “I don’t mind getting a little dirty.”

      Jackson and Luke exchanged looks, a silent exchange that underscored the depth of friendship. Jackson said to Luke, a hint of playful insistence in his tone, “I was trying to convince Leigh to let me drive her home.”

      “And I’m trying to tell Jackson—”

      “Jack,” he interrupted, shaking his head once. “Just Jack.”

      “I’m trying to tell Jackson that I can walk back.”

      Luke whistled; then he laughed. “I like her. She’s not scared of you.” He stood and descended from the porch, clapping Jackson’s shoulder with a solid thud. “Leave it to me. I’ve dealt with my sister plenty. Let me give it a shot.” Then he leaned in toward me conspiratorially, his hand covering one side of his mouth, and whispered, “Jack’s not the smoothest with the ladies.”

      Turning to face both of us, Luke raised his voice slightly, “Leigh, Jack knows you can walk, but he’s going to Camden anyway to pick up that fried chicken order he wants to get us for dinner.”

      Luke winked at Jackson, who playfully grabbed him by his shoulder and squeezed. Luke howled in exaggerated pain. My lips twitched, and my fingertips flew to my mouth. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d found something funny. I thought the feeling would go away, but it stayed and tickled something inside me, until it roared to the surface. I laughed—a strange, unbridled thing—a suppressed chuckle at first, then a hearty belly laugh that took my breath and rolled through me. It was a stupid thing to laugh at, and to this day, I don’t know why I did. Looking back, I like to think that laugh was waiting for the right moment to escape. And that’s not always the same thing as waiting for something funny.

      Jackson’s and Luke’s brows furrowed and slow smiles grew on their faces before Luke said, “See? Leigh thinks I’m funny. Right, Leigh?”

      “I think you’re very funny, Luke,” I said. The laugh settled down, relaxing me, but my face continued to hold a huge smile.

      “Isn’t it your turn to cook tonight?” Jackson asked, releasing Luke from his grip but not taking his eyes off me.

      Luke rubbed his shoulder. “What? I was just trying to help.”

      Jackson gestured toward the door. “Help by starting dinner. Go.”

      “Leigh’s never going to want to come back out here again. We never have company except on bonfire nights.” Luke turned back to me. “You should come back out for a bonfire. Tibb will be back soon, and he’s much nicer than Jack.”

      “Say goodbye, Luke,” Jackson said, giving him a gentle shove toward the porch.

      “Bye, Leigh,” Luke said before disappearing into the house. “Appreciate your help today.”

      Luke vanished before I could respond, leaving Jackson and me alone beneath an expansive evening sky that deepened with each passing minute. I was flushed from the dizzy heat of being alone with him.

      “I’m sorry about him. Luke can be a little immature.”

      “He’s funny. I like him.”

      “Will you let me pay you for your work today?”

      “You don’t have to. I didn’t do it for the money.”

      “Why did you do it?”

      I lifted my shoulders and dropped them. “I wanted to. I needed to. I like being outside. Plus, I was curious.”

      “I believe in fair exchange for labor.”

      “Your flowers were more than enough.”

      “So, you liked them?” he said, smiling, flashing a row of white teeth. His handsomeness slapped me in the face.

      I loved them, but he could never know. Could never know that I’d stared at them all night, smelled them every time I walked by them. But I didn’t want to play, couldn’t play this game; it was too dangerous.

      So instead, I said, “I know what you’re doing.”

      Jackson took another bite of his apple. “What am I doing?”

      “You’re trying to keep me here until it gets dark so you’ll have to take me to the ferry.”

      “Is it working?” Jackson asked, a smirk appearing.

      “All right. I guess,” I added.

      Jackson’s face brightened. We walked to the truck, and he held the driver’s-side door for me. “The passenger door doesn’t open,” he explained.

      I slipped onto the worn front seat of his truck, the leather splitting beneath me. A hairline crack etched the length of the dashboard, I noticed as I slid across. The seats sagged but retained a hint of their original blue color. Jackson followed, and his entire body filled every inch of available space. Despite the cramped quarters, he settled in, his long legs stretching and finding precarious angles, evidence of the years he’d spent behind the wheel.

      “How long have you been in Camden?” His voice was a low, deep murmur cutting through the quiet.

      The question hung in the air like a thread waiting to be pulled. Outside, the landscape passed by in a blur of shadows. I sat up straighter, hesitating, weighing the consequences of my response. “Not long,” I said, careful to keep my tone neutral.

      “Do you plan on staying?” he asked, sliding a look at me with an eyebrow arched. He made my insides leap, looking at me that way.

      “No, just passing through.”

      “Where are you from originally?” His questions rolled out like waves—relentless. And I found myself wanting to answer them, wanting to be truthful.

      “South Carolina,” I said, more easily than I’d expected.

      “The whole state, huh?” he said with a hint of a smile. “Okay, so why Camden?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Just making small talk.”

      I leaned back in my seat, folding my arms. “I was on a Greyhound bus, and it broke down. So I stayed.” Again, I didn’t know why the truth seemed easier than a lie.

      “You looked around Camden and thought, Ah, yes, this is the paradise I’ve been searching for?” His chuckle echoed around the cab.

      “Not exactly,” I said, picking at my fingers. “I missed the replacement bus the next day, and Camden isn’t on a regular route.”

      “How did you start working for Walt?”

      “He needed help. I needed a job.”

      “Where were you headed?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “And you really don’t answer any of them.”

      “Mississippi,” I said, finally giving in. “That’s where I was headed.”

      “Do you have family there?”

      “See? More questions.”

      “Do they make you feel uncomfortable?”

      “Yes,” I said without thinking.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t know you. And…”

      “And what? Finish that.”

      “That!” I said, frustration bubbling up and spilling over. “Why do you do that?”

      “What? Ask questions?”

      “No—” I stopped, trying to find the words. “Push.”

      “People are too guarded. Conditioned to give superficial answers and not the real ones just below the surface.”

      “Maybe people are guarded for a reason.”

      “That’s fair,” he said, nodding. “How about one more question?” His voice turned serious, and the air between us tightened and shifted. The space around me grew smaller. “What happened to your face?”

      I turned toward the window, letting the blur of passing scenery fill my vision, but I could still feel his gaze heavy on my skin. I thought the bruise had healed enough.

      “Folks in Camden might not be able to see the traces, but c’mon, I know what a bruise on dark skin looks like,” he said, head inclining slightly. There seemed to be more he wanted to say, but he didn’t. The darkness outside somehow deepened even more, casting fleeting velvet patches of reflections across his face. He had spoken softly, but it didn’t cut through the tension now hanging between us.

      “That’s none of your business,” I said, the fire reignited within me. Who did he think he was? I needed to regain control. I needed to get out of this truck, away from him.

      “Look…” Remorse seeped around his words. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “For some reason, I don’t believe that,” I said, my tone sharp.

      He placed a hand over his heart. “I’m being sincere.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” I shot back at him. “Is flower farming really that dangerous?”

      He smiled and touched the cut above his eye; a drop of blood appeared on his finger. “We were clearing some land. A tree fought back. It’s nothing.” He reached into the glove compartment, brushing my knee. “Excuse me,” he said.

      I shifted my legs out of his way, but the brief contact lingered, crackling like static. I felt off-balance, the way you feel when something is familiar but you can’t put your finger on what, exactly.

      “A tree, huh? Maybe you should consider a different line of work,” I said, trying to deflect the moment’s awkwardness with humor.

      His laughter returned as he dabbed at the cut with a napkin, a genuine sound that filled the cab once more. “Maybe I should. Like what?”

      “Anything less dangerous. A postal worker. A librarian.”

      “Aha! I like that. Both of those deal with paper—dead trees. I could constantly be mocking my archnemeses.”

      “But watch out—books can hurt if thrown,” I said, the banter between us flowing easier now like a river unblocked.

      He snickered. “I probably should get used to something being thrown at me.”

      It took me a moment, but then I remembered what Walt had told me. “Is this about the town hall?”

      “Real talk of the town, apparently. You should come. Help Luke and Tibb protect me.” His gaze flickered to mine before returning to the road, a quiet question etched in the lines of his face.

      “Are you afraid?” The words slipped from my lips before I’d realized how they’d sober the moment.

      His eyes locked on mine, steady and unflinching, and in that silence, I felt it—pressure that squeezed the air between us. In that moment, his eyes weren’t just watching me; they were pulling something from me and telling me something, something deeper than the playful facade we had maintained. “Not anymore,” he whispered. It was a confession that landed with a quiet strength.

      Beneath his tough exterior, there was something softer, an unmistakable tenderness that bled through the cracks of his rough edges. This discovery unnerved me. In another world, another life, he might have been an anchor, a silent promise of protection. A man worth exploring feelings with. Yet I struggled to make sense of this feeling, one that I had never felt for another. Tomorrow sparked in the dark, a knife catching the moonlight, and would ultimately sever our connection.

      As we continued down the road, understanding and curiosity bridged the gap between two strangers in a truck brought together by chance. And that was enough. It had to be enough.

      Jackson pulled into the campground parking lot and shut off the engine. The truck sighed into silence. He stepped out first without a word, his boots hitting the ground with a thud, and before I could move, he extended his hand to me. I accepted it, an acknowledgment of the trust forged in a brief amount of time.

      “Safe and sound,” he said, leaning against the truck.

      “Yes,” I said, holding his gaze as I took two steps back before turning and walking away.

      “You’re not going to say it?” His words trailed after me.

      “Good night, Jackson,” I called over my shoulder.

      “Good night, Leigh.”

      As I walked away, I sensed his eyes pressing against my back, a gaze I chose not to meet with my own. Sometimes what remains unspoken is as profound as what is said.

    
  
    
      
        Seven

      
      I should have known it would be a bad day.

      The signs were all there from the moment I cracked my eyes open in the small living room of the cabin, standing just inside the front door. At least the barricade I put up each night had worked. It had been the first time since the bus crash that I sleepwalked, my mind once again racing. I repeated my mantra like a lifeline: My name is Leigh. I am safe. I chanted it repeatedly until the room’s contours and shadows evolved into something real.

      Over breakfast—oatmeal and a piece of dry toast—I created a list of supplies I would need for my indefinite stay in the woods. I had scraped together almost eight hundred dollars working for Walt and had spent less than a hundred. I had gotten by on oatmeal, noodles, and tuna sandwiches, and purchased two shirts, a sweater, and a pair of jeans. But I had to continue to be frugal with my supplies for the woods once again: a tent, a sleeping bag, an axe, a multipurpose tool, a machete, a knife, duct tape, candles, a fishing pole and line, and a solar-powered radio. For food, I planned to stick to what I had and hoped to forage, fish, and maybe snag a deer. I didn’t know how long I would be there, and I wanted to be prepared for whatever the wilderness might throw my way.

      Even as I made the list, I felt unsure about the plan. Was this why I walked away? To live in the woods?

      I’d barely returned from town with my supplies, barely had time to put them away, when the knock came. It startled me, and my chest pumped. Walt never knocked. He never had to; the hum of his cart heralded his approach. I paused at the door, listening, my heart thrumming. Then another knock, followed by the cadence of heavy steps.

      “Leigh…are you in there?”

      Without thinking, I swung open the door to find Jackson standing there. “What are you doing here?” My voice escaped, sharp with edginess and relief, before I could temper it.

      He straightened, a wry smile playing on his full lips. “Now, I thought I would at least get a hello.”

      I relaxed further, my shoulders slumping, grateful that it was him at my door and not the police. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      He hesitated for a moment, then spoke with a sincerity that caught me off guard. “I came to see you.”

      “Why? Is this about the work that I did? I told you I don’t want any money.”

      “It’s not about the money. I’d like to talk to you about something.”

      I crossed my arms, suddenly feeling the need to create a barrier between us. “Go ahead,” I said, my voice cool but curious.

      “You’re not going to invite me in?” His question was gentle, almost teasing. “You want to talk like this? Through the door?”

      I studied him for a moment. The cut above his eye had slowly started to heal, scabbing over into a hardened dark-brown crust.

      “You don’t have to be on guard,” he said.

      “Should I be on my guard?”

      He smiled, a serene expression that softened the lines of his face. “I’m just a man who plants flowers.”

      His choice of words drew me like a gentle breeze, and with a subtle yielding, I stepped aside, inviting him in. Fear did not claw at my insides. He wasn’t a bad man. I’d seen bad men before—had faced them, stood up to them. Jackson did not possess those shadows. There was no darkness in him, only a tender grace that spoke to the depths of my soul. He wouldn’t hurt me.

      His heavy boots stomped across the wooden planks of the cabin, his presence solid, commanding. I noticed almost absently that he was still handsome, as if handsomeness were an item a person could take on and off. He wore his uniform of a white shirt and khaki carpenter pants with suspenders. I realized with a mild shock that he couldn’t be much more than thirty, yet he dressed and moved with the air of someone far beyond that age.

      Jackson paused in the middle of the living room, his eyes sweeping across, mapping the place before they settled on the vase on the table. The flowers were still beautiful, still held their grace, their presence enhancing the room. Some still stood at attention, but others had begun to bow.

      “May I?” His voice was deep, carrying the weight of the question that was both polite and assertive. I nodded, and he crossed the room in several strides, his long legs eating up the space. He took the vase in his hands, swirling it, inspecting the flowers inside of it. His movements were confident yet gentle, as if handling something precious.

      In the kitchen, he emptied the old water from the vase, and the sound splashed against the porcelain sink. It might have been the way he laid out every flower, every piece of greenery, lining them up one by one on the counter. It might have been the meticulous care with which he cleaned and rinsed the vase. I’m not sure what it was, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

      “You need to change out the water every few days,” he explained. “The older the water is, the more bacteria, which makes them wilt faster.” He pulled out a knife, flipped it open, and began cutting the stems, the blade butting against his thumb with every slice. “New cuts in the stems help them absorb water better.”

      Once satisfied, he refilled the vase with fresh water, a smile lingering as he observed me. “Now…” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Do you have some bleach?”

      “For what?”

      “Flower food.”

      I nodded, walking to the utility closet where I kept Walt’s cleaning supplies, and set it on the counter before him just as he pulled a can of Sprite out of his pocket.

      “You just happened to have a Sprite in your pocket?”

      “Yeah. I figured your flowers would need to be refreshed. I brought one just in case.” He mixed the liquids together. “A little water, a little Sprite, and a few drops of bleach to kill bacteria,” he said.

      “I didn’t know flowers needed so much care,” I admitted.

      “Flowers,” he began, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed, “aren’t that different than people. They need a little love, a little attention.”

      With a final adjustment, he placed the freshly arranged bouquet back on the table. The bright light of midday streamed in through the kitchen window, illuminating the blooms. Jackson stood there, rooted to the spot, and stared at the beauty.

      “Was this what you wanted to talk with me about? Did you come here to teach me how to take care of flowers?” I asked. The me of a few days ago, even a few minutes ago, would have bitten the words out. I was pleased that this time they sounded warm. Light. Even a little teasing. I needed to keep working at not reacting but responding.

      He leaned against the kitchen counter and hooked his thumbs in his suspenders. “Actually, I came to offer you a job.”

      “A…job?”

      “I’d like for you to come work with me on the Flower Farm,” he said, holding my gaze. “I know you are heading to Mississippi, but I wonder if there’s any flexibility in your plans. I think it would be good work for you. I think you would like it.”

      “But I already have a job.”

      “I know you’ve been filling in for Beth, but word has it, she’s returning soon.”

      I rolled my eyes. “There really are no secrets around here, huh?”

      “What will you do when she comes back?” Jackson asked, gentle but probing.

      “I don’t know,” I said, trying to mask the uncertainty creeping in.

      “Walt told you about my plans to expand the farm, right? I could really use the extra help.”

      “I don’t know if I’m cut out for it.”

      “Luke really likes you. And he doesn’t like very many people. He said you were a natural. And you said yourself that you didn’t mind getting your hands dirty.”

      “And I’ll be working for you?”

      He shook his head, firm and sure. “No one works for me; they work with me. There’s a difference.”

      “But you’re the owner.”

      “Does that matter?” His eyes locked on mine in challenge.

      The idea sounded tempting. It wasn’t just a job offer; it was an invitation to step into something new, to nurture growth in more ways than one. In the brief time I’d known Jackson, despite my reservations, I had come to respect him. He was a good man. But I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t ignore the risks, to him and to his business.

      “I’m sorry, Jackson—”

      “Jack,” he said with one quick swipe of his hand. “Please call me Jack.”

      I cleared my throat, grappling with the words I needed to say. “I appreciate your offer, but I can’t. I don’t know anything about flowers.”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll teach you.”

      “I don’t have any place to live,” I said, grasping for reasons.

      “You can live on the farm.” He said this matter-of-factly, as if counting to ten.

      “On the farm? With you?”

      He smiled, the kind of smile that takes over an entire face. “Us. Me, Luke, and Tibb.”

      “And where would I be sleeping?” I asked, crossing my arms.

      “There’s a cabin behind the main house. You can have it.” He looked around. “It’s not as big as this one, but it’s still cozy, and you’d be able to have your privacy. You’d have the only key.”

      I knew what he was implying, and that softened me a bit. “Why me? Why do you want me to work for you?”

      “With me,” he said, correcting me with unwavering sincerity.

      “Why do you want me to work with you?”

      For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer. He looked up to the ceiling and sighed. There was something strange, searching, in that breath, that told me he was battling the many possible answers, holding an inner conversation I couldn’t hear. When he looked at me again with an unexpected intensity, I knew he had settled on something closer to the truth.

      “I saw you at the farmers market before I said anything. I watched you, how you took in every detail of every flower. You were mesmerized by them, like you had never seen flowers before. It was weird, I thought—because of course you’ve seen flowers before. And I wondered how you could do that, look at something with such innocent appreciation. And then you show up on the farm out of nowhere and help Luke for no reason. I knew then it was about more than you just loving flowers. That there was more to you. A calling for…nature.”

      His words rattled something loose in my chest. I, a person born off the grid, invisible to the world, had made an impression. A mark. Here was a man I had met only a few days ago. And yet, he had read me, knew me in a way that no one—not Mama, Daddy, or even Lila—had. Jackson understood a huge part of me without me ever having to say the words.

      My hands twitched. I didn’t know what to say. It would have been easier to tell him that I was leaving. But honesty demanded a vulnerability I wasn’t prepared to offer—not now. Telling him the truth would open the door to questions. Questions I wasn’t ready to answer yet. So I exhaled low and steady, then straightened.

      “I wish you luck at the town meeting tonight,” I said, my voice tinged with regret. “but I can’t work for you—with you. I just don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      Jackson stepped closer to me, because he knew he could and I knew—he knew—I would let him. But I took a step back anyway. His knowledge of me and the power he held that he didn’t know he had, unsettled me. He breathed, the air ragged but calm. His scent reached me, lavender and wood, and the contrast surprised me. Light and rough. How could something so calm feel so wild?

      I tilted my head up to meet his eyes. A beat passed before he spoke, and when he did, the words arrived quiet.

      “Do you really believe that?” he whispered. His voice was light enough, but there was something in it, a silent plea I couldn’t ignore. “Tell me you really believe that, and I won’t ask again.”

      I swallowed. My pulse hammered in my throat, but I held my ground, forcing my feet to stay planted. “I do.”

      He lifted his brows, and a hint of appreciation flickered in his eyes, fleeting yet genuine. He nodded slowly, his body composed despite the subtle collapse of his shoulders in disappointment. Crossing the room, he reached for the door and opened it. Just before stepping through, he paused, the muscles in his back shifting as he turned his head.

      “You know where to find me if you change your mind.”

      

      Beth returned the next day. As I worked, I could sense the change in Walt even before he lumbered up the steps of the cabin I had just finished cleaning. I saw the weariness etched in the slump of his shoulders and the sadness in his eyes. His familiar shuffle grew louder as he made his way to where I stood, mop bucket in hand.

      I set the mop bucket aside and moved to help him up the stairs, extending my arm. He took it as he always did, grumbling as he always did. He’d never know how much I appreciated him and his kindness. As Walt settled into one of the chairs on the porch, I sensed the weight of the unspoken words he carried.

      “Beth’s back,” he said finally.

      “You don’t have to say it, Walt,” I said softly, my tone a gentle caress against the tension in the air. “I know, and it’s fine.”

      He looked at me then, his eyes weary but sincere. “You know I’d keep both of you on if I could,” he said, the cane’s rhythmic tapping emphasizing the finality. “I just can’t.”

      “Walt…I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

      His stare lingered, as if searching for a truth he could hold on to. “You can stay in the cabin until you figure out what you want to do,” he said. There was an undercurrent of concern in his tone. I knew he wanted to ask me about my next move, and I silently prayed that he wouldn’t. I didn’t want to tell him that this was going to be our last interaction, that my few belongings were packed and ready, and I planned to leave that night while he was away at the town hall.

      “I appreciate that,” I said. “And I thank you for giving me this job and a place to live. And for bringing me lunch every day.”

      Walt’s gaze softened further. In that moment, words fell away, leaving only the quiet space of our mutual respect and gratitude.

      As the afternoon faded, I prepared to leave. Nighttime seemed the safest time to go, when most of the town would be at the town hall, including Walt. I would slip away unnoticed, catch the last ferry to Gee’s Bend, and disappear into the woods—out of reach, out of sight. As the hours ticked by, I grew more nervous by the second. I tidied the cabin, made the bed, washed the dishes, and swept the dirt from the front porch. My bags were ready by the door as I took one last, reflective stroll around the campground. However, as I rounded the corner back to my cabin, I saw Walt on my porch.

      “Ah,” he said, hobbling down the stairs one at a time. “I see you changed your mind about the town hall. I figured you might.”

      I faltered. “I haven’t changed my mind,” I said with a nervous laugh. “I was just taking a walk.”

      “It’s only polite to thank him for the flowers,” he said, waving his hand toward his truck. “Get in. I’ll drive.”

      “I better not. I’m kinda tired, so I think I’m just going to go to bed.”

      “Are you feeling sick?”

      “Yeah…” I said, then cleared my throat. “I think I might be coming down with something.”

      “Nothing a little castor oil can’t clear up. We’ll get some on the way.”

      “I don’t want you to get sick.”

      Walt laughed. “A few little germs ain’t gonna kill me. If it ain’t killed me now, it ain’t goin’ to. I’m gonna live forever. C’mon, let’s go.”

      

      When we arrived at the hall, the room swelled with eager murmurs, a hive of anticipation buzzing beneath the vaulted wooden ceiling. It was as though the space itself breathed with the warmth of shared purpose and the electric crackle of communal energy. Voices rippled as the crowd surged and swirled, filling every nook and cranny with restless energy. Walt managed to find a spot near the front, close to the stage. But in the labyrinth of bodies, I easily lost him, and maneuvered my way toward a spot near the back door, the perfect position to slip out.

      I had missed the last ferry, but I would still leave tonight. After going back to the cabin for my supplies, I would walk to the pier and camp for the night there, ready for the first morning ferry.

      Just before the meeting started, Jackson, Luke, another man—Tibb, I assumed—and the man I overheard was Mayor Edmund entered from a doorway behind the stage. After the small group spoke privately for a few minutes, the mayor approached the podium while the rest of the men sat in chairs just off the side. Those not immediately hushed by his approach quieted when Tibb stood and cleared his throat, scanning the crowd.

      “Thank y’all for being here tonight,” Mayor Edmund said. “I’d like to call this special town meeting to order. Tonight we have Jackson Shepherd, owner of the Flower Farm on Gee’s Bend, here to present to you an interesting project. He will speak to you for a few minutes, and then we’ll turn it over for questions.” The mayor angled toward Jackson and motioned for him to join him.

      Jackson approached the podium, its wooden form barely reaching his waist, resembling more of a stool than something Jackson would lean on. Mayor Edmund, a squatty man with a balding head, extended the microphone to Jackson, but Jackson waved him away.

      “I’ve never liked or needed one. Can everyone in back here me?” His booming voice reverberated off the walls. I felt the bass in the back of the hall, and others nodded and murmured in agreement.

      “Thank you, Mayor Edmund, and thank y’all for allowing me to speak today. I promise not to take up much of your time,” Jackson began, his voice steady amid the hushed audience. “There’s no need for formalities. We’re having a conversation, so if you have questions at any time, just shout them out and I’ll answer them.”

      He paused and scanned the crowd before continuing. I stepped behind a tall man so that I was out of view.

      “Like Mayor Edmund said, my name is Jackson Shepherd, and I’m the owner of the Flower Farm in Gee’s Bend. Some of you may know me. I sell flowers in the parking lot of Piggly Wiggly on Saturday mornings.”

      He paused, letting the familiarity settle like flour before continuing. “When I took over the farm from my uncle five years ago, the population of Camden was two thousand twenty. Now it’s under eighteen hundred. Camden is fading, and I want to change that.”

      “By stealing our land?” a man’s voice cut through the murmurs of the crowd. From the start, it was clear that word of Jackson’s plan had spread through the town, and with it, questions and concerns.

      “I want to start a flower farm cooperative,” Jackson said, emphasizing the last word. “But I need your help.”

      “You expect us to come work on your farm?” another man asked. “Hell, I can barely get people to apply and work at my restaurant. Nobody wants to work anymore.”

      “I think we know that’s not true,” Jackson said calmly. “They don’t want to do that type of work anymore.”

      A collective gasp swept through the crowd, followed by a drawn-out exhalation and then a wave of whispers and rumblings that filled the room like a rising tide.

      A woman rose from her seat, her voice clear and strong over the crowd. “And you think they want to work twelve hours a day, outside in the Alabama heat, planting flowers?”

      The room stirred again, more uncertainty and doubt moving through the crowd. But Jackson just smiled, his expression unwavering.

      “Farmwork is tough. And it’s not for everyone,” he acknowledged, then paused briefly. “But there’s another option. Not all the work will be farming work…” He stopped. “There will be factory jobs.”

      “Factory? What, for flowers?” a puzzled voice shouted from the back.

      “Yes, I want to start a seed business in Gee’s Bend.”

      “What do you need us for?”

      “If you have land, I need it. And your support.”

      The whispers escalated to a chorus of questions and objections. Sensing the need to restore order, Mayor Edmund rose from his seat, his arms outstretched, attempting to quiet the rowdy crowd. But they refused to be stilled.

      “You expect us to just give you our land?” a man asked, his voice piercing through the commotion.

      Luke stood abruptly and yelled, “Hey!” His sudden outburst startled the room, momentarily tempering the unrest. “Hear him out!” he shouted, his face reddened, fists clenched.

      Jackson looked at Tibb, who had already swiftly moved to guide Luke back to his seat. But Luke was not undeterred. “The least you can do is listen to what he has to say,” he shouted over Tibb’s shoulder.

      “The least we can do is keep our land,” a man said firmly.

      “Is that what you expect? For us to sign over our land to you?” another man chimed in.

      “Yes and no,” Jackson said, leaning forward—still calm, still resolute. “Mr. Tidwell, you own fifteen acres across from my farm. It’s been overgrown for as long as I remember. What do you plan to do with it?”

      Mr. Tidwell adjusted his wire-frame glasses and crossed his arms over his chest. “I reckon nothing. But I ain’t selling it or giving it away, that’s for sure.”

      “What if I told you that you didn’t have to,” Jackson said, cutting the tension like a knife, “but you could be helping the community and making some money at the same time?”

      A hush fell over the crowd like a blanket.

      “There’s nothing to keep the younger generation here. They go away to college and they don’t come back,” Jackson said, his voice gaining momentum as he unveiled his vision. “We need industry and tourism here if we are to survive.”

      “Tourism? I don’t want a bunch of tourists poking around here,” a voice protested.

      “Whether we like it or not, we need those tourists and their dollars,” Jackson asserted firmly, meeting the gaze of each skeptic in turn. “And we’ve always had it, thanks to the quilts. Two years ago, the first Airing of the Quilts Festival brought in over ten thousand visitors from all over the state and the country. They ate at your restaurant, Mr. Bush. They stayed at your cabins, Walt. The festival was a success, bringing in so much revenue here—but what if we can do more? More money for the roads. More money for the library. More money for our parks. Ensure tourists return and our people stay.”

      “That’s good for you, but what’s in it for us?”

      Jackson stretched his body taller. “An industry,” he said, his voice carrying across the gathered crowd. “Something else this area can be known for. The flower farm cooperative will bring over one hundred jobs to Wilcox County. And that’s just to start.”

      “More tourism means more crime.”

      The crowd got riled up again, but this time they quickly grew silent, hanging on his every word.

      And so was I. I didn’t mean to linger. After every question, I kept telling myself that I needed to leave, that I was leaving Camden altogether and that none of this mattered to me. But I couldn’t move; my feet were glued to the spot where I stood, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away. In that moment, I wasn’t sure I admired anyone more. Jackson stood strong, his shoulders squared, unshaken against those who opposed him. He had a vision, a purpose. He knew who he was and made no apologies for it. He knew what he wanted and made no apologies for that either. I envied him.

      “So, what’s your plan?” someone asked.

      “With your land, I aim to expand the farm and cultivate more flowers for their seeds. That’s where the jobs will come in. Not just planting, but harvesting, packaging, shipping, marketing, promotion, sales. We will establish ourselves as leaders in the flower-seed industry. This will create sustainable employment opportunities right here.”

      For once, the objections were subdued. The crowd listened intently. I didn’t need to grasp every detail of Jackson’s proposal to recognize its potential. It was a good idea, and one worth exploring. I think they knew it too.

      “Expanding will mean greater profitability in the cut-flower business,” a man said, not in doubt but as a statement of fact. “You stand to really profit from this.”

      Jackson smiled, and it was electric. “I’m prepared to sign over my farm to the cooperative,” he said, triggering gasps. “All of the money will be shared among those who contribute their land. I believe wholeheartedly in this project, and I’m ready to lay all my cards on the table.”

      “If we were interested, what would we have to do?”

      “Sign over your land to the cooperative,” Jackson replied calmly. “It remains yours, in your name—you’re just giving us permission to farm it. I already have commitments for a few acres, and I’m seeking more.”

      A woman standing next to me whispered, “That doesn’t sound too bad.” I saw similarly open expressions on other people’s faces.

      Jackson concluded, “Thank you again for giving me the opportunity to speak with you today. I know you may have more questions; I’m going to hang around to answer them. You are also welcome to stop by the Flower Farm. Thank you.”

      As the last of the applause faded and the crowd scattered, a sense of optimism lingered in the air. Jackson’s vision had sparked something. I headed out, hoping to avoid Jackson and Walt. Outside, snippets of conversations floated around me.

      “It’s so good to see that he was able to make something of himself,” a woman said. “You know…after everything that happened. That poor boy, losing his mother like that.”

      Another woman simply nodded in agreement as if that minor detail didn’t matter, a dropped penny on the ground. My steps slowed, my ear turned up. Because it wasn’t minor to me. It was significant in ways that those women—with their fancy shoes, expensive-smelling perfume, and probably perfect childhoods—could never understand.

      The woman continued, “No telling what would have happened to him had he stayed longer in foster care. Thank God his uncle went and got him.”

      Something frayed inside me. Because suddenly, something about Jackson clicked into place, something I hadn’t understood before. I hadn’t given much thought to his upbringing, the things he’d been through. We are a copy of those who come before us, and our experiences shape who we are. His life had been anything but simple, losing his mother so young and bouncing through foster care. How does one process such a loss, such a fragmented upbringing? Jackson and I had more in common than I’d imagined, and that settled within me as I approached Jackson’s Station.

      I knew then how Jackson knew me. He saw things I’d never realized were so visible. Because he knew all too well that there was more to a person than what was presented on the surface. That a person is more than hair, eyes, fingers, and skin—the things other people see. He knew to look deeper, even into a stranger, to pay attention to what a person doesn’t say or do, to watch.

      The streets bustled with life as the crowd from the town hall spilled out, their voices rising in the evening air. The temperature had dropped. A dog barked in the distance. A line had formed for Jackson’s Station, and as I glanced toward it, I smiled at the memory of my daily lunches with Walt. A pang of sadness hit me as I realized I would never see him again. A group laughed, and I turned my attention to them. In the process of shifting my gaze, I noticed, through the restaurant’s window, that its wall-mounted television was turned to the news. The screen showed divers emerging from a body of water; then the camera panned over to a ravine with sharp, jagged rocks. My stomach dropped.

      A chill swept over me as the unmistakable image settled in my mind.

      I knew those rocks.

      And then the ticker scrolled across the bottom of the screen: South Carolina prison bus found. Guards and prisoners presumed dead.

      Presumed dead.

      The words hit me like a fist. My knees hobbled, and I had to brace myself from crashing to the ground. Time folded in half. My vision blurred, the world swirling like looking through a kaleidoscope that had gone wrong. Sounds grew muffled and then disappeared. I was outside my body, watching, feeling the terror crawl through my veins. I didn’t know what to do. But my feet knew—knew to run, to flee; knew that when I came back to myself, I needed to be as far away from people as possible, that I was no longer safe anywhere.

      I ran as fast as I could, up the hill past Jackson’s Station, past the church, and around the corner of a large white house. My heart raced as my legs carried me in a frantic sprint, every step pushing me further away from the reality that had unfolded on the screen. There was no one chasing me, no voices calling my name. Not yet. Still, I ran as if I could outrun the truth.

      Sound, when it returned, rolled in deep: a familiar man’s voice.

      “Leigh! Are you okay?” Jackson’s voice cut through my haze of panic and exertion. He appeared beside me in an instant. His strong hands gripped my shoulders, grounding me as he leaned in to meet my gaze. Where had he come from?

      “Why are you running? Did something happen?” He pulled me in closer, tucking me into his chest, and his gaze darted back and forth between me and whatever he thought was chasing me.

      I gasped for air, my chest heaving, shaking my head in disbelief. “No, I…I…” My voice broke over every word.

      I had lost the ability to be, to breathe, to think, to speak. The enormity of what I had seen and my sprint had hollowed me out. Jackson’s hands braced both sides of my cheeks, his face inches from mine, his eyes searching for answers I couldn’t give. “Leigh…tell me what’s wrong.”

      In that moment, amid the chaos of my emotions and the world spinning around us, a strange clarity pierced through the fog. I knew what I had to do.

      “I changed my mind,” I whispered, my voice barely audible above the din of the street. “I want to come work with you.”

    
  
    
      
        Eight

      
      I was invisible once again.

      As I sank into the seat of Jackson’s truck, my heart finally resumed to its normal rhythm, the frantic beats of anxiety giving way to a steadier cadence. Fifteen minutes ago, I was preparing to disappear into the woods of Gee’s Bend, but time, normally steady and consistent, had skipped ahead. That plan was gone, and so was the night. The evening had slipped away, swallowed by an autumn sky that stretched out like a swath of black velvet, lit only by the soft glow of a low-hanging moon.

      I had known the bus would be found eventually. And still I wasn’t prepared. Looking back, I realized I shouldn’t have reacted so impulsively; I should have stayed to watch the full news story. The need to escape, to distance myself from the chaos in my mind, had been overwhelming.

      I did know one thing: In the eyes of the world, I was no longer a missing person or an escaped convicted felon. My entire existence had been swallowed up entirely. It was a cruel joke, but ironic just the same. To everyone, I was a ghost, a shadow of a person who had ceased to exist. No one would be looking for me, no one searching for my name.

      “Leigh?” Jackson’s voice broke through my thoughts, his eyes darting between me and the road. “Are you there? Where did you go?”

      “Huh? W-what?” I stuttered, struggling to return to the present moment.

      “Are you okay?”

      Was I okay? The question seemed to dissolve into the ether. I was dizzy, the kind of lightheadedness that comes from standing too quickly, but after a moment, it passed. The world felt as if it had been tipped and then resettled again.

      “Yeah…I’m just trying to catch my breath,” I said, my voice shaky as I exhaled slowly. I glanced at my hands, expecting them to be shaking too.

      “You scared the hell out of me. I didn’t know what was going on.”

      “I’m sorry. I was just trying to catch you before you left.”

      “You couldn’t have waited until the morning?”

      “I just…had to get out of there,” I said, the words pouring out. “I knew that Walt would be at the town hall…and…I’m not good with goodbyes.”

      Jackson fell silent, his gaze fixed on the dark road ahead as though searching for answers in the distance. After a moment, he broke the stillness. “But what made you change your mind about working with me?”

      “I need a fresh start.” This I said with conviction because it was the truth. Or a version of it. Lying is easy as long as you choose the right words and add a touch of sincerity. I had been granted a second chance and needed a new start. The thought was thrilling. Terrifying, but thrilling.

      Though Jackson nodded as if he understood, there was a subtle rigidity in his posture, the way his shoulders tensed that showed his doubt. He didn’t know me and had every reason not to believe me. But despite it all, he did. Or at least, he believed that the danger was real to me even if the story wasn’t. And so, as he often did with the half-truths I fed him, he let it go. I wondered how much longer he would allow them to pile up.

      Jackson shifted his weight. “If you’re going to work with me,” he began, his voice steady with an undercurrent of seriousness, “there are a few things you need to know. I don’t like it when people lie to me.”

      There was a space between his next words, each second as heavy as the last. I held my breath, waiting with expectation.

      “We’re a family, and trust is at the heart of everything we do. We rely on each other. It’s not just practice, but an act of survival. There’s a lot of work that needs to be done, and I need to know about everything that happens. With this new expansion, I can’t afford to make any mistakes.”

      With a jolt, I suddenly realized the gravity of my situation, of what I had done, with alarming clarity. A heaviness filled my chest. I wasn’t really dead. Clean slate or not, in the eyes of the law, I was still a fugitive. And now, with one quick decision, I’d placed Jackson in a unique position: harboring a criminal. An hour ago, Jackson had stood in front of the entire town and unveiled his ambitious project. Now my presence put him, his project, and his farm at risk.

      “I think I made a mistake,” I mumbled.

      Jackson must have seen the panic in my eyes. “Wow, I scared you off already? That didn’t take long.” He chuckled, attempting to inject some humor. But when his joke didn’t land, he lowered his tone. “Leigh, you’re safe now.”

      It wasn’t just a reassurance, but a promise, and I felt the safety in that. A look passed between us, a moment of silent understanding, one that neither of us broke immediately. This was the moment I grasped the true depth of his perception, not only that he knew there was more to me and my past than met the eye, but also a level of patience that came along with it. In that moment, in that look, Jackson communicated a promise that transcended mere words: No matter what, here—with him—I was safe.

      Jackson cleared his throat, the rasp cutting through the stillness like a taut string. He squared his shoulders and began to lay out the framework of my new job. “Let’s talk about the rules. It’s late, so I’ll hit the highlights now, and we can go over the rest tomorrow. Flower farming is tough physical labor. Tougher than anything you’ve probably ever done. With the expansion, we are going to be clearing a lot of land, prepping it for sowing, while keeping the main farm on schedule. We work twelve-hour days, six days a week. Saturdays are reserved for farm visits and rentals. Sometimes we rent out the space for weddings and such. We eat breakfast and dinner together, alternating who cooks every day. If it’s your turn to cook, you are responsible for both meals. Lunch and snacks are on your own. Pay is weekly.”

      “Cash?” I asked.

      He eyed me. “If that’s what you need.”

      “Yes, that would be great.”

      “All right, that’s settled, then. How does all of that sound?”

      “Everything sounds good to me,” I said, not yet believing my words.

      “One last thing,” he said as we pulled into the farm. Jackson turned the truck off and pivoted his whole body to face me. “What’s your plan here, Leigh?” His eyes locked onto mine. “How long do you plan on staying? Because this project is very important to me. I need you.”

      I hesitated, torn between telling him the truth and a lie, even if the truth was that I didn’t know the answer because I had not considered any of this before this moment. I was not supposed to be here. He was not supposed to offer me this job. None of this should have happened. But I did know that he had taken a chance on me, and I could do the same for him. There would be no turning back now.

      “I’ll stay until the project is up and running,” I assured him, striving to sound confident.

      “Is there anything else I need to know? Is there anything you need to tell me?” Jackson’s questions hung in the air.

      My breath caught in my throat, an audible snag that he must have heard.

      “We don’t have to hide our scars here,” he said, gazing at my trembling hands.

      Without him saying so, I knew what he meant. Later, I would come to understand what exactly those scars, physically and emotionally, were.

      “‘We’?”

      “We all have them.”

      “What if most of my scars are invisible?” I whispered.

      “No scars are invisible,” he said, his voice gentle. He waited a moment for me to speak, and when I didn’t, he said, “Whenever you’re ready, Leigh, I’ll listen.”

      “Not yet” was all that I said.

      We got out of the truck, the dust swirling and settling, and Jackson grabbed my bags. On our way to the farm, we had stopped at the campground to pick them up. Before I could fully process my new home, we were greeted by Luke and Tibb. Luke swept me up in a bear hug, twirling me around twice. His laughter echoed in the open air, a sound as hearty as the land around us.

      “I am so happy you agreed to come work with us,” Luke said, his green eyes alight with sincere joy.

      “Put her down,” Tibb teased. His words held an accent I couldn’t identify. “Let her at least get a day’s work in before you make her change her mind.” Tibb turned to Jackson and whispered something, as short as two words, in a different language. Jackson nodded in agreement.

      Tibb’s appearance was strikingly refined, as if sketched by an artist’s hand. Such a contrast to the dirt and mud underneath his feet and to Jackson’s lumberjack ruggedness and Luke’s boyish farmer charm. What a trio they made. Tibb looked like he had wandered in from a world far more sophisticated than this one. He had a complexion as golden as buttermilk and blackish curls gathered into a neat ponytail. His frame was tall and slender, and his movements retained a fluid grace that made his presence seem both authoritative and gentle. His eyes, a light shade of brown, held a focus that spoke of hidden depths.

      “You must be the Leigh everyone’s been talking about,” Tibb said, his voice flowing with a smooth cadence. “I’m Franklin Thibodeaux, but they all call me Tibb.”

      “Five…four…three…two…one,” Luke counted off, leaning against Jackson with a playful smirk, his arm draped across Jackson’s shoulders. “I’m from Louisiana. I’m Creole,” Luke said in an exaggerated version of Tibb’s accent.

      “I am from Louisiana,” Tibb said crisply, shooting a bird to Luke. “And you, Leigh, hail from…”

      “South Carolina” I said.

      “Oh, a country girl. What part?” Tibb asked.

      Before I could respond, Jackson interjected, “All right, guys, let’s save the questions for Leigh until breakfast tomorrow. I need to get her settled in the cabin.”

      I forced a tiny smile, my fingers digging into my palms as Luke and Tibb said good night and left. A shaky breath slowly escaped my lips. It was all too much: the discovery of the bus, my quick decision, Jackson’s kindness, Luke’s and Tibb’s friendliness—all too much to absorb at once.

      Jackson and I followed a path around the side of the house to the back. In the dark, the cabin was barely visible from the house.

      Tucked between two towering trees, the cabin was smaller than Walt’s, as Jackson had guessed, but bore the same marks of age. Its weathered boards, a mosaic of deep browns and grays, were speckled with patches of moss, while the aluminum roof was splotched with rust. The porch creaked underfoot, but the two rocking chairs and flower boxes were inviting.

      Jackson eased the wooden door open, revealing a snug one-room space lined in rough-hewn timber. A small window admitted scant moonlight, and a black woodburning stove sat in one corner. The centerpiece of the room was a sturdy handcrafted bed, its quilted coverlet a patchwork of blue squares. A small nightstand with a chipped surface held a single lamp. The walls, stripped bare of decoration, whispered of simple solitude.

      “There’s no running water,” Jackson said, “and it gets hot in here in the summer and cold in the winter. You will need to learn how to make a fire.”

      “There’s no bathroom?”

      “There’s a bathroom in the main house you can use. There’s also an outdoor shower around back. Oh, and there’s a half bath in the bouquet hall.” He continued, “There is no cell service out here. Well, there is, but it’s spotty at best, so good luck using the internet.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      Jackson nodded. “Okay, it’s getting late. Is there anything else that you need tonight? We can figure out the rest tomorrow.”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      Jackson’s hand lingered on the frame as he glanced back at me. “We start early, at seven. Breakfast is at six.”

      “Got it.”

      Jackson paused, his gaze dropping to my feet. “Are those the only shoes that you have?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t wear those. And wear a hat.”

      “Anything else?” I asked.

      Jackson’s lips lifted into a warm, welcoming smile. “Welcome to the Flower Farm.”

      

      I awoke to a thunderous knock. For a disorienting moment, I lay in the tangle of my sheets, my mind grappling with the fog of sleep, struggling to piece together my surroundings. Then I remembered everything—the bus, its fateful discovery, my new job on Jackson’s farm.

      “Leigh.” Jackson’s deep voice boomed through the wooden door.

      Another forceful knock, followed by Jackson calling my name again.

      I stumbled out of bed, feet on the cool wooden floor as I fumbled for the chair I had propped against the door. There, on the other side, stood Jackson, dressed in his usual attire, though this time his T-shirt was navy. His eyes traveled the length of me, and then he quickly turned away. The brisk morning air surged in, reminding me that I was wearing only a deep V-neck shirt that barely skimmed my upper thighs and that currently hung low off one shoulder, the top of my breast showing.

      “You missed breakfast,” he said with his back to me.

      “I’m not hungry,” I said dryly.

      “You didn’t eat dinner last night, and now you’re skipping breakfast. You need to eat, or you’ll be no good in the field.”

      “I told you, I’m not hungry,” I reiterated with a note of frustration.

      “I’ll bring you a plate,” he said.

      “I’ll get dressed and be out in a minute.” I closed the door with a decisive click, not waiting for his response.

      I threw on overall shorts, a T-shirt, and tennis shoes, pulled my hair in a tight bun, and in less than ten minutes, I was out the door. The morning air greeted me with its crispness as I made my way to the front of the main house. There, gathered in a loose semicircle, was Tibb, Luke, and a handful of others, their attention fixed on Jackson, who was standing on the front step, poised to address us.

      Our eyes met briefly, and in that fleeting exchange, I caught a glimmer of something akin to disappointment. It struck me like a sudden, sharp sting, a pang of regret mixed with a touch of self-reproach. I wished for him to understand that my reluctance was not one of disinterest or disdain, but a necessity for my own boundaries. I didn’t want to get too close to them. I’d decided that last night when the rashness of my decision faded, when I’d realized what I walked into. The farm offered me a place to hide, a place to figure out my next move. I would show up. I would do my job. But I would keep my distance from them. It was better this way.

      “Today, most of us will be finishing up the Sutterfield land,” Jackson said, his voice firm and purposeful. “So, Tim, Mario, Dustin—you’re with me. Luke, you are on training and clearing.”

      “Come on, Jack!” Luke yelled. “It was two weeks ago, and you know I didn’t have my morning potassium, so I cramped up…” He stopped abruptly as Tibb gave him a gentle but effective jab in the ribs, cutting him off with a soft laugh.

      “Tibb, you are on deliveries and bouquets. Don’t forget to check the flower stand. It looked a little empty last night.” Jackson hesitated for a moment, a flicker of something unspoken passing through his eyes before he continued.

      He didn’t look at me or say my name, and his tone carried an edge that was unfamiliar. I knew I was right when I noticed the glances between Luke and Tibb as they shuffled to their tasks, a silent communication that spoke volumes. It was impossible to ignore the feeling that something had shifted, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I was somehow at the heart of it.

      As I made my way to join Luke, assuming I was part of his training task, Jackson’s voice sliced through the quiet once more.

      “Is that what you are wearing?” His words were sharp, and his brow was furrowed in a deep frown.

      I glanced down at my clothes and then back up at him. “What’s wrong with this?”

      “You’re going to be in the dirt today. You need long sleeves.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Jackson was already pressing on. “I told you not to wear those shoes.”

      “These are the only shoes I have.”

      “What size shoe do you wear?”

      “Why?”

      “Why can’t you just answer the question?”

      “Why can’t you explain yourself before you start demanding things?” I shot back, aware of the balance I seemed to be precariously tipping.

      Tiny crinkles formed around the corners of his eyes, and when they unfolded, his face was different. He was different from just last night.

      “Because you need boots,” Jackson said, his voice resolute.

      “What’s wrong with these?”

      “They’re not boots. We all wear work boots.”

      Without waiting for me to respond, Jackson turned and walked away just as Luke approached.

      “He’s in a mood today,” I said. “Or is he always like that?”

      “Nah…that’s Jack. He can be a little uptight at times. Doesn’t like it when people don’t follow the rules. I’ll probably never hold a chainsaw again.”

      “What rules?”

      Luke wasn’t looking at me, but at my shoes. “I think my sister left a pair of boots out here somewhere. We’ll see if they can fit you.” He started walking. “He’s also pissed off after last night’s town hall. It didn’t go the way he—we—expected.”

      “Why?” I’d thought it went well. Jackson had presented his project and answered every question thrown at him. He had certainly convinced me.

      “Because people are stupid and don’t like change. They like it even less when it involves them.”

      “So what’s he going to do? Is it off?”

      “Hell no! Jack doesn’t give up that easily. He’ll find a way.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m on training duty, so my first job is to give you a tour of the Flower Farm.”

      I followed Luke as he led me to the entrance of the farm. From this angle, it loomed larger and more expansive than what I saw, its sprawling landscape stretching out in a way I hadn’t seen from the road or the small patch I had worked on two days before with Luke. With a single sweep of my head, I could see the entire farm—neat symmetrical rows that meandered across the terrain. We visited the rosebushes first, followed by the tulips, peonies, and dahlias. Every row was meticulously tended in an obvious sign of the care and dedication that went into cultivating the farm. At the physical heart of the farm stood one small white greenhouse and, just beyond it, a chicken coop.

      “Chicken coop?” I asked, puzzled by the unexpected addition. Just then, several chickens roamed over to where we stood, pecking at something on the ground. “Why is there a chicken coop on a flower farm?”

      There was something about the sight, the idea, that tickled something within me. And before Luke could answer, I laughed. For the second time, a laugh roared out of me, uncontrolled and free. It still felt weird, to laugh, to find something funny. Especially this. I had seen chickens before.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh. It’s just…surprisingly funny.”

      “They’re free range, and they eat the bugs. We let them roam all day and put them up at night.” Luke picked one up and pointed it at me. “Plus, they give us fresh eggs. Dontcha, Nicky Sab-hen?”

      “Her name is what?”

      “Nicky Sab-hen. You know…named after the greatest coach in college football history, Nick Saban?”

      I looked at Luke and blinked.

      “Tell me you know who Nick Saban is!”

      I shook my head.

      “Oh, Leigh,” he said, putting Nicky Sab-hen back on the ground. “I have so much to teach you.”

      Next, he guided me through what they called the bouquet hall, a stand-alone building about the size of my cabin and constructed of weathered timber. The hall held a treasure trove of supplies for floral arrangements: baskets, vases, ribbons, and snippers.

      “This is Tibb’s domain,” Luke said. “He has a real knack for creating bouquets. Jack does too, but he doesn’t get around to it much these days. It was weird, though. He did make one the other day, but he didn’t say who it was for.”

      I grinned to myself and kept walking.

      The final stop on our tour was a small barn where several tractors and other farm equipment were kept. As we stepped back outside, Luke swung his arms wide, gesturing toward the entire farm. “And that’s the Flower Farm.”

      “It’s a lot more than I thought,” I said, absorbing the scope of what I had seen.

      “You think this is a lot. See that area over there?” He pointed to cleared land in the distance. “We’re expanding the farm out that way. Adding at least five more acres. Maybe more, if the town hall convinced people to buy into the co-op.”

      “How many acres is the Flower Farm now?”

      “Four.”

      “He wants to double the size?”

      “Nope.”

      “Nope?”

      “More than double.”

      “That is ambitious.”

      “Yeah…but Jack was made for this.”

      As I continued to look off into the distance, my eyes caught sight of piles of chopped wood. “Is that firewood for us if we need it?” I was thinking of the woodstove in my cabin and spending cozy nights there as the winter came on.

      Luke looked as though that was a new idea, then said, “Yeah, but we also use the firewood at the bonfires. But more than that, it’s the Outlet. If there’s a problem you can’t fix, the Outlet can.” His voice carried a note of intrigue.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Does a fairy godmother live in the Outlet or something?”

      “Nope, we chop wood there.”

      “And chopping wood fixes problems?”

      “Surprisingly, yes.”

      “Have you fixed any problems out there?”

      “Some. Still working on others,” Luke said, his gaze suddenly distant.

      I wondered what he could possibly be working through at such a young age. All I’d heard was a mention of a sister, and I pondered the whereabouts of his family and the story behind his own journey to the Flower Farm.

      After a pause that stretched on, Luke finally said, “We better get going.”

      We started in the field opposite the one we were in a few days ago. The sky, now draped in a shroud of gray, cast a somber pallor over the fields. The vibrant light of my first visit seemed to have retreated. We worked for a few hours, simple work but good. We stopped for lunch, sloppy peanut butter and jelly sandwiches that Luke made and brought down from the main house.

      “How long have you worked here?” I asked, taking a bite of my sandwich.

      Luke devoured his in three large bites. “Since I was twelve,” he said with his mouth full. A few crumbs dusted his shirt. “I started working for Jack’s uncle, Ed, in the summers. I met Jackson when he was sixteen right after he came to live here. For about four years, I worked just the summers; then I moved here.”

      “You moved in when you were only sixteen?”

      A heavy sigh escaped him, and for a moment, I thought he might not say more, but then he spoke, his voice laced with vulnerability. “One day, I showed up with a black eye that my bullshit stepfather gave me. I still didn’t leave home, because I wanted to be there for my mom and my sister, Heather. Then one day my sister told me he tried to touch her, and I lost it and almost killed him. Probably would have if Jack hadn’t stopped me. Uncle Ed came and got me, and I’ve been living here ever since. Not that Bruce would have let me walk back through the front door.”

      I stiffened at Luke’s story, a shiver running through me. In his words lay a certain kind of wisdom. Here was someone who had not only lived through his pain but could also articulate it with a disarming calm. His bond with his sister was evident, a sense of duty to protect, one that had clearly shaped his life. I marveled at how he could speak of such things without visible anguish. How long had it taken for him to reach that place?

      “Where’s Heather now?” I asked.

      “In Camden,” he said, his tone laced with a bitter edge. “She’s practically living with her boyfriend, who is just as much of a piece of shit as my stepfather was. She works part-time at a boutique there. I see her about once a week.” Luke inhaled another sandwich. “And you? Do you have any family?”

      “No,” I said, almost hearing the echo of the word. Not wanting to elaborate, I shifted the conversation. “You said ‘when’ Jackson came to live here. Where did he come from?”

      “New Orleans… But I’ll let him tell you that story.” He stood and stretched out his long body. I would get nothing more out of him on that subject.

      In the distance, the crunch of tires on gravel pulled both of our eyes to the road. I joined Luke in standing as a petite woman emerged from a car. Jackson, who had been working in the field, made his way toward her. A young boy with curly black hair and glasses darted out from the car, colliding with Jackson and sending the air around them buzzing with laughter. Jackson lifted the boy high in the air, spinning him around a few times before pulling the woman into a hug.

      “Who is that?” I asked.

      “Oh, that’s Benny. Great kid. Reminds me of myself when I was younger.”

      I shot him a look. “No, the woman.”

      “Oh, that’s Benny’s mom,” Luke said jokingly, then grunted. “Carly Sutterfield.”

      “Sutterfield?” The name struck a chord. “The land Jackson is clearing?”

      “Yeah, that land used to belong to her family. Her and Jack have…history.”

      “What kind of history?” I asked, surprising myself with my curiosity and sensing a deeper narrative lurking beneath his words.

      “The kind that ended with Jackson getting his heart broken,” Luke said with a bitterness that pulled his features downward. “Her family’s land is right next to Jack’s, and her father and Uncle Ed were close friends. Jackson and Carly were practically promised to each other, but Carly didn’t quite understand the meaning of loyalty.” He drew out the word. “But here she is, supporting this expansion.”

      “If she broke his heart, then why the big family reunion?”

      “They’ve been gone for a few weeks. And her and Jack have been off and on.”

      A feeling stirred within me, a blend of surprise and confusion. I found myself grappling with the realization that Jackson, whom I had thought of as single, was in fact attached to someone. But why should I? I hadn’t really known otherwise. And I didn’t know why it mattered, why this revelation affected me so deeply. I continued watching this seemingly happy family reunion until Luke’s voice pulled me back from my thoughts.

      “Now that she’s back, maybe he’ll be in a better mood,” Luke said. “Let’s get this finished up before he notices we’re not working.”

      That afternoon, I worked without thought, chopping and moving through the rows with a heat I hadn’t realized I had. I couldn’t put my finger on what had triggered my anger. If it was Luke asking about my family or telling me about his, or Jackson’s reunion with his sometime-girlfriend, but I moved faster than Luke, my pile climbing higher with every cut.

      “Geez, Leigh, they are already dead. You don’t have to kill them again,” Luke said, noticing my overzealous chopping.

      I stopped, my hand trembling with the force of my movements. I glanced down at my wrist, which pulsed with a dull, persistent ache.

      “What’s wrong?” Luke said, stepping closer, his face pinched with concern. “Did you hurt yourself? Let me see.”

      I winced as I held out my wrist; a sharp pain flared at the sudden movement.

      “Please tell me you did not hurt yourself on your first day. Jack will kill me.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head with a small pained smile. “I hurt it a few weeks ago.”

      “Hey, Luke!” a high-pitched voice called, and the little boy popped out of one of the flower rows.

      “Benny!” Luke said. “How are you doin’, little man?”

      “Why do you call me that? I’m not little,” Benny said with a frown.

      “You’re smaller than me.”

      I looked over at Benny, who stood before us wearing a golden glove with multiple-colored stones. His eyes were sharp behind his glasses, his expression intense.

      “Don’t make me use this, Luke,” Benny said, pointing the glove at Luke.

      “Okay, okay,” Luke said, hands in the air in playful surrender. “I give up, Young Thanos.”

      Benny’s gaze shifted to me, and he moved closer to Luke and, in a conspiratorial whisper, asked, “Who is that?”

      “Young Thanos, this is Miss Leigh.”

      Benny raised an eyebrow at me. “Do you like my infinity stones?”

      “Yeah, what do they do?” I asked, genuinely curious.

      Benny’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You don’t know about the infinity stones?” He turned to Luke and added, “She doesn’t know about Thanos?” With a dramatic flourish, he raised his wrist and pointed the glove at Luke.

      “Don’t snap us away; she just got here.” Luke said, retreating with a playful expression of mock fear. Then, with a final grin, he turned and ran off, Benny on his heels.

      I stood there for a moment, the sudden quiet settling around me, until I heard a soft shuffle of footsteps. I turned to see Carly.

      She stood at my height, with a lean, graceful figure complemented by a pretty face, though her turned-up nose might have been more striking in another context. But after a while, I could imagine that becoming endearing—even charming—in its own way. With a practiced flick, she tossed her straight brown hair over her shoulder, her eyes scanning the surroundings for Benny. She wore an off-the-shoulder sweater that draped over her slender frame, revealing skin that, despite the lack of sunlight, retained a soft sheen. Her makeup was subtle, enhancing her natural beauty rather than masking it. The length of her long red nails told me she didn’t often have her hands in the dirt. She was a contrast to Jackson in every possible way, and I could see why Jackson would like a woman like her.

      “Oh,” she said, “I thought I heard Benny with Luke.”

      “He is. They just ran off.”

      Carly studied me, her eyes taking in my dirty clothes and hands. “I’m sorry, I don’t know you. I’m Carly. And you are…”

      “Leigh,” I responded, offering no further explanation despite the silent demand in her gaze. Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Do you work here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does Jack know?” Her tone carried an edge of surprise.

      “He’s the one that brought me here.”

      “I’m sorry. Jack…brought you…here?”

      “Yes.”

      “To work?”

      “Yes.”

      “To work…on the farm?”

      “Yes,” I said, crossing my arms, that last yes a bit sharper than it probably should have been.

      Carly crossed her arms too, with almost mechanical precision, her irritation over my lack of details about my presence here evident. She looked off toward the main house, as if searching for answers or trying to decide if she should ask.

      “Well, I didn’t know he was looking for help. Oh, I mean, I knew he was looking for help, but I didn’t know he had found someone already.”

      “Yup… He found me.”

      “I see that,” she said, her face twisting into a mask of disapproval as she looked me over again with a scrutinizing eye.

      At that moment, Luke and Benny came barreling back toward us, their footsteps pounding the ground in a steady rhythm. Luke’s smile faltered when he saw me talking to Carly.

      “Hey, Peanut,” he said with teasing familiarity.

      She rolled her eyes exaggeratedly. “You know I don’t appreciate it when you and Tibb call me that.”

      Luke, unperturbed, continued as if he hadn’t heard her, “I didn’t think you were due back yet.”

      “I didn’t think Jack had hired someone new yet.”

      “Why are you talking about her as if she’s not here?” Luke said. “Peanut, let’s use our manners and introduce ourselves.” He gestured toward me. “This is Leigh.”

      “I know,” Carly said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “We’ve met.”

      I had had enough of her stares and questions. “It was nice to meet you, Carly,” I said. “Luke, I need to find some ice for my wrist.”

      “Yeah, I’ll come with you,” Luke said. “Bye, Benny.”

      As we walked toward the main house, an unsettling sensation prickled at the nape of my neck. I knew she was watching us, but I didn’t turn and look back.

      “What’s her problem?”

      “Everything,” Luke said with a snort.

      

      I skipped dinner with the group again, my body protesting in exhaustion. The labor of tending to flowers had proved far more grueling than I had expected. My wrist, which I’d thought had been on the mend since the bus crash, now throbbed with renewed pain. More than that, my muscles screamed and ached. I had not been this physically active in years. Everything hurt. I lay sprawled across the bed, ice pressed against my wrist, when a sharp knock interrupted the quiet of the room. I didn’t have to guess to know who it was.

      I flung open the door just as Jackson’s hand, midair, prepared for another knock. It startled him, and he staggered back a step.

      “You missed dinner again,” he said, not trying to mask the frustration in his tone. “But let me guess: You’re not hungry.”

      “I ate.”

      Jackson furrowed his brow. “What could you have possibly eaten?”

      “I had something.”

      “What?”

      “Food, Jackson,” I said, annoyed by the barrage of questions.

      I would survive off the food I’d packed for my disappearance into the woods. Oatmeal, noodles, and tuna—small meals I made by boiling water on the woodstove. I was hungry. Hungrier than I had been in years. The small portion of food I had eaten tonight was not enough to keep up with the calories I’d burned in the field. But my stock would soon run thin, so I would cut my consumption down further still until I could slip away to fish or figure something else out. I refused to eat meals with them. I couldn’t do it, couldn’t implicate them more than I already had.

      Then there was the matter of his name. Jack felt too familiar. Too personal. His friends called him Jack, people who knew him and cared about him. I was a stranger and was determined to stay one, in my eyes and his. This was the mask I had to wear.

      I regret how I acted on the farm that first week and the one after. Like I said, there are some things I’m not proud of. My behavior was one of them. I had not yet known myself. I was scared, and though I had some security on the farm, I still operated in survival mode. It’s a tough gear to shift out of when you’ve been stuck in the same position most of your life.

      “Jack. Why do you insist on calling me Jackson?” he said, his patience wearing thin.

      “That’s your name.”

      He crossed his arms. “Yes, but that’s not the point.”

      “Then what is the point?”

      “You missed dinner.”

      “I had dinner.”

      “Not with us.”

      I pursed my lips. “I didn’t know that was mandatory.”

      “I told you.”

      “You mentioned that y’all ate together, not that I had to participate.”

      “I thought I made that clear.”

      “Well, you looked busy with your family earlier today. I didn’t want to intrude.”

      Jackson’s eyebrows furrowed. “My family? What are you talking about?”

      “Carly and Benny.”

      “You know about them?”

      “Yes, I met them. Benny’s a cute kid.”

      “When?”

      “Today,” I said, moving back to sit on the bed and grimacing as I did, my legs screaming in pain. Of course Jackson noticed and followed me into the cabin. “What’s wrong?” he asked, a softness creeping into his voice.

      “Nothing, I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine.”

      “I’m just a little sore.”

      “Your wrist? Luke told me you hurt it today.”

      “It’ll be fine. I think I just reinjured it, but it won’t slow me down.”

      “Can I take a look at it?” Jackson’s offer was gentle, his hand reaching out.

      “I told you—”

      “I’m fine,” we both said in unison.

      Jackson steadied his breath. “I don’t know if anyone has ever told you that it’s okay not to be okay. You don’t need to explain why. You can be unhappy; you just can’t stay there.”

      I couldn’t fathom it then, standing there, but I would come to learn that Jackson didn’t see the world through the same lens as everyone else. Life was simple to him, and I would appreciate that perspective and, in time, apply that wisdom when I needed it most.

      He shuffled his feet. “I get that this is a new experience for you, working and living here. I’ll give you some time to settle in.”

      “I appreciate that,” I said, relief washing over me.

      Jackson walked over to the door and tapped the doorframe once. “Oh…breakfast is at six a.m. With my real family.”
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      True to his word, Jackson gave me space. No more knocks at my door, even though I continued to avoid group meals. I hung out with Luke the most in the field and with Tibb when transporting flowers to the bouquet hall. I rarely saw Jackson, just in snatches, when he came to inspect our work or when he passed through. A week after the town hall, no one had come forward to sign over their land. That didn’t stop Jackson. He continued to pitch his idea to anyone who would listen, inviting interested landowners to the farm and taking meetings in town. From the field, Luke and I would watch the truck pull out of the driveway and watch it return a few hours later, Jackson’s head bowed a little closer to the ground.

      I didn’t understand the landowners’ reservations. Jackson’s expansion and seed project made sense to me. Even more when Luke had explained it to me in more detail one day while we worked.

      “Do you see all this land?” he said, gesturing around us. “It belongs to someone, and they’re doing nothing with it. It’s just sitting here.”

      “Who does it belong to? Do they live around here?”

      “Some, and the ones who do were at the town hall. But some don’t. It’s what Jack said. People move away and don’t look back.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve seen Camden—there’s not much to it. Kids nowadays want more.”

      I smiled. “You sound like an old man.”

      “Nah. Just old-fashioned. If someone in my family left me land, I’d never leave it. They act like you can make more land.”

      “Why don’t they do something with it?”

      “They don’t know what or just don’t care or don’t have the money.”

      “But Jackson’s plan will make them money, right?”

      “Yup. Jack wants to use this land and create small flower farms, growing and specializing in different types of flowers. Then form those farms into LLCs and a co-op. After that, a business producing seeds from the flowers that we would sell all over the world. He wants to create a flower industry in Wilcox County, to be the Flower Capital of Alabama. People from all over the South could come and look at the beautiful flowers of Wilcox County.”

      “Is his plan to farm all of the land himself?”

      Luke beamed. “Excuse me. What am I?”

      I kicked a pile of dirt at him. “You know what I mean.”

      “In the beginning, yes. Just to get it started. But over time, the landowners can take over themselves or hire someone to do it for them. Jack’s plan will create jobs where there are none. And that’s not including the jobs from the seed business.”

      “And the land stays in the name of the owner, and they make money?”

      “Yup.”

      “Why on earth would anyone be against that? Risks?”

      Luke laughed. “Not to them. To Jack. He’s taking all the risks. He stands to lose more than they do. If this fails, they still have their land. If this fails, Jack could lose his farm. He’s putting everything he has into this.”

      No wonder Jackson carried a certain seriousness out here, one that he dropped while not on the farm. But here, he operated differently, with more intensity, scrutinizing everything around him with a much shorter fuse.

      In that first week, when not working, I wasn’t sure where I should be. I fell into a routine anyway. After I finished for the day, I’d say goodbye to Luke and head to my cabin. Luke never tried to get me to come to dinner, though I know he wanted to. I imagined that Luke was also instructed to give me space. I washed the dirt off my broken body in the outdoor shower, made some noodles on the stove, barricaded the door, and slept. At least, I tried to. Sleep never came easy. I found myself falling into it but not staying there, my eyes popping open only a handful of hours after I closed them. Staring at the ceiling, I thought of Lila; it was impossible not to. She should have been here. She would have loved it.

      Since it had happened, I had tucked her away, holding her a prisoner in my mind. It felt easier that way. When Jackson had asked me what I saw when I looked at the flowers, Lila surfaced, and that cracked something within me. Now I couldn’t put her back in. Maybe here, among the flowers, things she loved the most, the memory of her would be safe. I closed my eyes and, for the first time in a long time, reached for a memory, a happy one. She eluded me at first, hidden in the recesses of my mind for so long. But then she appeared, her small hand outstretched, graceful neck tilted to the side. A tiny smile lit up her face; then, as quickly as she had appeared, she vanished.

      After several restless nights, I started exploring the woods behind the farm. I set out with no destination, just curiosity, following a worn path away from the house. The moon filtered through the canopy of leaves and branches, casting a pattern of light before me. At the end of the path, the trees parted and revealed a body of water. The water’s surface lay still, like a sheet of glass mirroring the starlit sky. I stood there, captivated, as the ripples barely moved across the water.

      I can’t pinpoint the exact moment I made the decision to leap in, but within mere minutes, I had stripped off my clothes, folding and tucking them behind a tree. Being in the water echoed the days with Lila. As I drifted away from the shore, the river seemed to swallow my worries and silence the clamor of my restless mind. I floated on my back, suspended between the whisper of the breeze and the gentle lap of the water. I started swimming every night.

      One evening, on my way back, I noticed the kitchen lights were still on, casting a glow. Then there was a roar of laughter, from Jackson, Tibb, and Luke. A stab of remorse pierced me, and something else: loneliness.

      I had fallen into the comfort of surviving, keeping myself busy in the name of it. But deep down, now, standing outside the kitchen, listening to their laughter pouring out along with the light, I realized I was lonely. That’s the thing about a life of survival: It masks so many other feelings—grief, loneliness, and anger—because if I were keeping myself alive, I didn’t have time to address them to their fullest. Survival, I knew how to do. But I couldn’t tackle grief if I couldn’t see it or address my anger if they were no longer alive. I had grown accustomed to being alone, and when I got the chance not to be, I didn’t know how to take it. Because to take it meant work, opening up about myself, and I wasn’t ready for that. Because that had nothing to do with survival. I was convinced that distancing myself from them was for the best, when in reality I simply didn’t know how to escape my own mind.

      Mama knew how. She, too, had tasted the bitterness of loneliness. She grew tired of her life, the isolation in the woods and Daddy’s abuse. But when an answer to loneliness knocked, she knew how to open the door and welcome it. Deacon Ridley became a regular fixture on our land and in our trailer. She stopped making excuses for Daddy, stopped pretending to be happy, and started putting herself first. Her transformation happened slowly, in the way that water moves—swirling in a circular motion, transferring energy across the surface rather than deeper displacement. She was still herself and in the same place, but different. By opening the door, she welcomed her version of happiness. But when a door swings open wide, unexpected things can come rushing in.

      It hit me as I walked back to my cabin: Something had to change, and so did I. I had no idea of the work involved, but I had grown tired of carrying the weight of all the sadness, and I wondered if being happy would be easier to shoulder. Or if I was even capable of it.

      

      At the start of the second week, during the morning meeting, Jackson presented us with a new plan.

      “Looks like we’re on our own.”

      “What does that mean?” I whispered to Tibb, who was standing next to me.

      Before he could answer, Jackson said, “There will be no additional land to plant this year. We’ll expand the farm to the Sutterfield land and that’s it.”

      “Screw them!” Luke yelled. Tibb shot him a look, and Luke said, “What?”

      To my surprise, Jackson said, “Yeah…we’ll do it ourselves. We’ll go with what we have.”

      Tibb raised his hand. “What about the buildings, Jack? I need a new bouquet hall. What about the new greenhouse and hoop houses? Where are we going to put those?”

      Jackson pointed to the ground. “Right here. We’ll make it work. But I do have a meeting with Mr. Tidwell in a few days. He owns that land.” Jackson pointed and we all looked. “He seemed eager to talk, so we’ll see.”

      “That’s a lot of land,” I said. “Plus the farm and the Sutterfield lot.”

      “It’s a shit ton. Expanding the farm that much in one year is a lot of work. Jack is crazy, and I love it,” Luke said, his eyes wide with excitement.

      “Hell yeah, he is,” Tibb said, overhearing. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Luke said.

      Jackson held up his hand. “Prep work on the Sutterfield land, install the new underground irrigation system…”

      I leaned in toward Tibb. “Irrigation?”

      “We gotta get water out here to water the flowers, or you and Luke will be hauling hoses,” Tibb whispered.

      “Hell no, I ain’t!” Luke said.

      “…build the greenhouse,” Jackson continued, “and hoop houses and the new barn. All this in addition to the regular work on the farm.”

      The meeting ended, and the group started dispersing. “Y’all ready?” Jackson asked, clapping hands with Luke and Tibb, who agreed.

      Then Jackson looked at me. “What about you?” It was the first direct look from him in over a week.

      I met his gaze. “I am.”

      “What did the soil test say?” Tibb asked before he kneeled, scooped up a handful of dirt, and smelled it.

      “What soil test?” I asked no one in particular.

      “Every fall, we take soil samples from the field to be tested. This test gives us an overview of the soil’s health and what we can do to improve it,” Jackson answered, kneeling as well.

      “And?” Tibb asked.

      “It’s in rough shape. There’s little to no organic matter or trace minerals, and the pH is off.” Jackson scooped up his own handful of dirt, rubbing it between his fingers.

      “Is that all?” Tibb asked with a gentle roll of his eyes.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Nothing. We move forward with preparing the soil to plant,” Jackson said.

      “But I thought you said the soil wasn’t perfect.” I asked.

      “It’s not,” Jackson said, dropping the dirt back to the ground and wiping his hands on his pants. “But flowers will bloom where they are planted. It’s just going to take some work. Like all things.” He held my eye for a second, then looked away.

      “We’ll spread compost and fertilizer,” Tibb explained to me, “tilling that into the soil, lay the irrigation lines and landscape fabric, and grass clippings, mulch, and straw for the beds that don’t need landscape fabric.”

      Luke kicked at the dirt. “It’s going to be like feeding and watering an elephant.”

      “A hundred elephants,” Tibb said.

      Jackson stood. “We got a lot of work to do.”

      Luke wrapped one arm over my shoulders and one over Tibb’s. “That means us.”

      

      The next morning, I dressed quickly and spooned the last of my remaining oatmeal into my mouth. I had barely enough for a full bowl, having had some for dinner the night before. I hadn’t had much luck fishing at night with the cooler temperatures and had been mostly existing off the sandwiches Luke made us for lunch. I arrived at the morning meeting, just before Jackson was about to speak, a little tired and very hungry.

      “We had our first frost, and you know what that means,” Jackson said as a chorus of grunts rippled through the group. I glanced around, catching the sight of Luke’s face twisting.

      “Dahlias,” he mumbled through clenched teeth. “Happy Frostmas.”

      “What does that mean?” I whispered.

      “Frostmas is what we call the first killing frost of the season. It killed the dahlias. Now we have to dig up the tubers.”

      “And I’ll be working with Luke and Leigh on the dahlias,” Jackson said. “That’s it. Let’s get to it.”

      The crowd broke up and scattered, and I followed Luke. “Why’s Jackson working with us?”

      “There’s a lot to be done with cutting back and digging up the tubers. Plus, we’re going to use some of these tubers in the expansion. We can’t afford to lose any.”

      We reached the dahlia section in the field just as Jackson joined us, carrying a bag. He approached me and extended the bag in my direction. “I’m guessing a size nine, right?”

      I reached for the bag and pulled out a box. My breath caught in my lungs. Inside the box was a brand-new pair of boots. “I’ve been wearing Heather’s boots.”

      “Those are not insulated, and it’s starting to get cold.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but the words failed to come. I didn’t deserve his kindness, especially after the way I’d treated him. Guilt crawled through me.

      “I know,” he said as if reading my thoughts. “Sit.”

      I didn’t argue with him, just removed my old shoes and slipped on the new boots. They fit perfectly, the leather gripping snugly to my feet. I stared at them as I realized I had never owned a pair of boots before.

      “Do you like them?” Jackson asked, kneeling before me.

      “Yeah…” I said, staring into his eyes. I didn’t know what to say but hoped my eyes conveyed the depth of my appreciation.

      Jackson’s eyes held mine a moment longer; then he extended his palms in consent. I nodded, and his fingers brushed the curve of my calf as they came around the back of the boot. The warmth and tenderness of his touch surprised me. He tightened the laces, his gaze alternating between the boots and me. It wasn’t the sensation of his touch that stirred me, but the care it carried.

      “There,” he said, giving both boots a final, approving tap. “You’re all set.”

      He offered his hand, which I took, feeling the reassuring strength of his grip as I rose to stand beside him. It didn’t make sense, this tenderness. But I didn’t question it; I knew better not to.

      “Ready to learn about dahlias?” he asked.

      “Nice boots, Leigh,” Luke said as he approached with several loppers, passing a pair to both me and Jackson.

      We walked over to the dahlias, their once-vibrant beauty now reduced to a sad, blackened mush.

      “I can’t believe they look like this today,” I said, looking over the field. “They were in full bloom yesterday. Now they’re dead.”

      “Dahlias are very sensitive to frost,” Jackson said, kneeling beside the wilted flowers. “But they’re not dead. The flowers and the leaves are gone, but the tubers are not. We gotta dig them up and store them over the winter and replant them in the new field in the spring.”

      Luke grunted in response.

      Jackson rose to his feet. “Luke hates digging up tubers.”

      Luke ignored him.

      “Before we dig them up, we have to cut back the main stem and all this foliage,” Jackson said, methodically slicing through it. “We’ll leave a stem handle sticking up out of the ground.”

      “Then we dig up the tubers?” I asked.

      “Not yet. Once we cut them back, we have to wait.”

      “For how long?”

      “About a week or two,” Jackson said.

      “Why can’t you cut them back and dig them up on the same day?”

      “You can,” Jackson said. “It’s not ideal. We want to wait to be able to see the eye. Cutting them back signals the tubers to start sprouting, and this sprout is like the ‘eye.’ We want to see this eye because we’ll be dividing the tuber clumps.”

      “And this way we know who’s who and which direction is up,” Luke said jokingly.

      I absorbed this information as Jackson continued, “Cutting back also tells the tubers it’s time to cure and toughen up, which will help them store better over the winter.”

      We began the laborious task. The field stretched endlessly before us, and Jackson estimated it would take us most of the day. The autumn sun, unusually warm despite the evening frost, pressed down on us like a heavy blanket. An hour into our work, a wave of nausea overcame me. The world shimmered and swayed, a hazy mirage of light and shadow, as though reality itself were dissolving into the heat. But I kept working anyway, determined to prove my worth.

      Another hour later, Jackson approached after finishing his work on the opposite side of the field. Several times, I had caught him glancing in my direction. Now his navy shirt was drenched with sweat, and his face glistened with exertion.

      “I noticed you haven’t taken a bathroom break,” Jackson said.

      I looked up, surprised. “Huh?”

      “You’re not drinking enough water. You haven’t been to the bathroom.”

      “I’m sipping here and there.”

      “Sipping isn’t enough,” Jackson said, shaking his head. “You need to stay hydrated.”

      I wiped the sweat from my brow with one long swipe. “You guys can just whip it out and go out here. I can’t. I don’t want to have to stop and walk all the way to the house just to use the bathroom.”

      “You know, you’re allowed to take breaks, Leigh.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Jackson rolled his eyes. “You’re barely eating, hardly drinking. You’re going to run yourself ragged.”

      “I got it under control, boss,” I said, giving his arm a playful slap, surprising myself. “I promise.”

      But as I turned, my steps wavered, and the air around me thickened to silk. The ground suddenly rose up to meet me as black spots swarmed at the edges of my vision. Everything melted into a haze of gold and red. I fumbled for my water bottle, but the world tilted. The last thing I saw before everything went black was Jackson’s face.

      

      I blinked awake, my eyelids cracking, light seeping in, softly illuminating the room. I was in my bed in my cabin. Jackson sat in the chair next to the bed, his eyes closed, head tilted back. The door creaked open and Tibb entered, his presence quiet. At the sound, Jackson stirred, blinking himself awake as Tibb leaned in and whispered something I could not quite make out.

      I let out a fragile groan, and their faces turned toward me.

      “Hey,” Jackson said, his voice a rumble as he leaned closer to the bed.

      “What happened?” I whispered.

      “You passed out,” Jackson said, his jaw tight. “You were dehydrated.”

      I lifted my head in an effort to sit up, but the room spun around me. “How did I get here?”

      “I carried you,” Jackson said.

      “You scared the shit out of us,” Tibb said, sitting on the edge of the bed.

      “Yeah,” came a voice from below. Luke’s head and tousled hair appeared before my eyes as he sat up at the foot of the bed.

      “Where are you?” I asked, straining to see him.

      “Here,” he said.

      “Why are you on the floor?”

      Luke raked a hand through his messy hair. “Jack said I couldn’t get in the bed with you.”

      I smiled weakly. “There’s plenty of room. You didn’t have to lie on the floor.”

      “See, Jack? I told you,” Luke said. “I told him you wouldn’t mind.”

      “You’re all here?” I asked, my gaze shifting between them.

      “You hit your head pretty hard,” Jackson said.

      I attempted to sit up again, but my head felt as though it was filled with lead.

      Tibb rose from the bed, and Jackson replaced him. “Don’t try to get up,” he said, his eyes reflecting a tenderness that calmed the disquiet in my chest. “You need to rest.”

      “How long have I been out?” I asked, looking around. The room lay shrouded in darkness, the only light coming from the glow of two lamps.

      “Most of the day,” Jackson said.

      “And you’ve all been here with me?” My voice faltered on the final word, choked with unexpected emotion. There was so much work to be done, and they had chosen to stay by my side. A swell of gratitude rose heavy in my chest, almost too much to bear.

      Jackson and Tibb exchanged a silent look. Without speaking, Tibb moved toward the door and nudged Luke with a gentle kick. “Let’s go.”

      Luke groaned. “I just got comfortable down here.”

      Tibb looked back to me. “Jack will talk with you about scheduling; we’ve got some work to do.”

      I had no idea what that was all about, but for once, I just nodded. Luke pushed himself up from the floor, his movements slow as he headed for the door. Before he exited, he turned back. “And I—” His sentence was cut short by Tibb’s firm hand on his back, guiding him out with a push. The door closed behind them, leaving me alone with Jackson.

      I couldn’t look at him just yet, though I could sense his irritation. Or maybe that was my own irritation at myself. He had extended his hospitality to me with such generosity, not merely offering me a job but a home, a wide-open door to a new life. Yet I had repaid his kindness with nothing but trouble.

      Now propped up against the headboard, I suddenly realized I wasn’t wearing my clothes. I looked under the covers to find myself dressed in a large T-shirt. The fabric, soft and freshly washed, enveloped me in a comforting embrace of lavender and wood.

      “Who changed me?”

      “I did,” Jackson said, his tone steady and matter-of-fact. “You were wet and dirty.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      Jackson swallowed hard. “I didn’t look. I know how to take off clothes in the dark.”

      My face flushed with heat, and I cleared my throat. “Thanks for the shirt.”

      “I couldn’t find your pajamas.”

      “I don’t have any.”

      “I asked Luke’s sister to buy a few things for you.”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said, straightening the comforter of the bed so I wouldn’t have to look at him.

      “I wanted to.”

      I looked up. “Why?”

      Jackson leaned back in the chair, releasing a deep sigh. “It’s a simple answer, but let me offer a little context first.” He crossed his arms. “I met Tibb when I was eight years old. My mother had died, and I was sent to foster care. Tibb was one of the other kids in the foster house.” He paused and ran his hands down his pants. His lips were set in a grim line.

      “You don’t have to tell me this,” I said, recognizing the strain in his words.

      “I do,” he said, leaning forward then and staring into my eyes with an intensity that burned. He wanted me not just to hear his words but to feel them in the marrow of my being. “We have to say the hard things. Out loud. I’ve learned that our past insists on coming back, whether we want it to or not. But that doesn’t mean it has to dictate who we are now.”

      His eyes continued to bore into mine, vulnerability etched in every line of his face. “The Andersons were one of those couples who took in foster kids for the money. They didn’t care about us, just that monthly check. I shared a room with six other boys, including Tibb. We were the youngest, so we were bullied a lot. We stuck together. He taught me Creole so we could speak to each other without anyone else understanding.” A smile flickered across his face, a brief, wistful glimpse of a cherished memory. “He’s not my blood brother, but he’s my family. Luke too. The point is, we take care of our own. You can choose to be part of that or not. You’re welcome. You can make this place your home if you want. We’re not bad people. The choice is yours.”

      “Jackson…why are you so nice to me? You don’t know me. I was a stranger a few weeks ago.”

      “We’re all strangers until we’re not.”

      Jackson stood, heading toward the door with a purposeful stride. “I’ll bring you some food. Eat it.” He smiled, warm but commanding. “And I’m not asking.”

    
  
    
      
        Ten

      
      It had been two days since I fainted.

      “Good morning.” Tibb’s voice cut through the crisp early-morning air, the chill of predawn clinging stubbornly to everything it touched. As I rubbed my eyes and opened the door, he stood there, looking as unaffected as always. “Jackie asked me to work with you,” Tibb said, his tone matter-of-fact but not unkind.

      Under Jackson’s orders, I had been remanded to my cabin. No work, rest only. True to his word, he brought me a fresh meal, enough to feed an army. Starting with the mountain of spaghetti and meatballs, and the grits, eggs, and sausage—a small feast in a chipped ceramic bowl. I ate with a hunger that surprised me, devouring it all, the flavors exploding on my tongue. Spicy. Savory. Comforting. So different from the bland oatmeal and limp noodles I’d been surviving on. The simple joy of real food, with each bite, seemed to fill something deeper than just my stomach, as though my body had forgotten not only what it was to be truly fed but to be cared for, full in ways I couldn’t quite explain.

      “Work with me?” I asked, a tail on the end of the word.

      “On your body,” Tibb said, his eyes glinting with a hint of mischief. “He said you’ve been sore.”

      A sharp pang shot through my shoulders, and I grimaced before forcing the tension from my face. “What exactly will we be doing?”

      “You’ll see,” he said, already turning and heading into the dimness of the early morning.

      “Do I have a choice?” I called after him, the edge in my voice barely masking my apprehension.

      “Nope,” he answered casually, his footsteps echoing as he walked away. “Not just because Jackie said so, but because this will be good for you. I promise.”

      “Is this okay to wear?” I asked, glancing down at my tank top and shorts. The cool air nipped at my exposed skin, and the fabric seemed too thin for whatever we were about to do.

      Tibb stopped, scanning me up and down. “Slip on some joggers and a T-shirt.”

      “What about shoes?” I asked, grabbing and slipping on the shirt over my tank, noticing the flip-flops on his feet.

      “You won’t need them,” Tibb replied without turning back.

      “It’s cold out here!”

      “Then slip some on. But you won’t need them for what we will be doing.”

      I closed the gap between us, my breath ragged as I matched his relentless pace. Despite my best efforts, his long strides continued to stretch the distance between us, forcing me to push myself harder just to stay at his side.

      “Where are we going?” I managed to ask, the words tumbling out between gasps.

      “Behind the bouquet hall.”

      “And what, exactly, will we be doing when we get there?” I repeated my earlier question, feeling the strain in my lungs and legs.

      “Yoga,” he said, stopping to look at me. “And if you’re out of breath from this short walk, you need it.”

      We stepped into a clearing behind the bouquet hall, where the landscape opened up before us, a flat area where the grass had been neatly trimmed, a rare patch of order in a sea of untamed growth. Beyond it, wild grasses swayed, untouched by a lawnmower. Jackson preferred to let it grow naturally.

      “Farmwork takes some getting used to,” he said, unrolling two yoga mats he’d pulled out from a container behind the building. “Believe me, it can take a while. But this will help.”

      I couldn’t help but ask: “Do you always do everything the boss tells you to do?”

      “Brother. He’s more than a boss to me.” Tibb turned, his face illuminated briefly by the first light of dawn, and clapped his hands once. “So, what are we working with?” He rotated his neck with a slight crack, his gaze intent on my wrist.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your body. What’s your flexibility?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly as he continued, “What about your wrist?”

      “How did you know? Let me guess: Luke and Jackson.”

      He nodded. “Of course, but it’s also evident. You favor the other.”

      I cast a glance at my wrist, still bruised and sore. “I bruised it pretty bad.”

      “How long has it been like that?”

      My mind mentally retraced my steps to the bus crash, a memory that kept resurfacing like a persistent itch. I blinked rapidly, trying to erase the images in my mind. “About a month,” I said.

      “Before you came to work here? Is it broken?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Have you been to the doctor?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then you don’t know if it’s broken.”

      “It’s better than it was,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. The truth was, the pain had been consistent as time since the bus crash, reactivating anytime I put too much pressure on it.

      He stepped closer, his hand extended. “Can I touch you?”

      The request caught me off guard, his tone sincere and unguarded. It was a reflexive kindness, not a calculated gesture, and it eased some of my anxiety. I nodded, as the warmth of his large hands, far gentler than I expected, encircled my wrist. He pressed his thumb in the space between my forefinger and thumb. A sharp, searing pain shot through me, causing my knees to buckle. Tibb caught me before I could fall.

      He mumbled something in Creole under his breath. “It’s broken,” he said with certainty.

      “How do you know?” I asked, rubbing my wrist, trying to soothe the lingering pain.

      “I know what a broken wrist feels like. I’ve broken mine twice—once, I didn’t even know at first.”

      “How could you not know your wrist is broken?”

      “Just as you didn’t know,” he said softly. “Wrists are tricky.” His fingers rotated my wrist slowly, with care. “There’s nothing you can do for a broken wrist other than to let it rest. I’ll get you a brace.”

      “But if there’s nothing to be done for a broken wrist, why do I need a brace?”

      “It will heal on its own,” he explained, his words slow and patient. “But you need to keep it immobilized. The brace will help with that. It was probably healing already, but you kept aggravating it by using it. No cartwheels, okay?”

      I smiled, relaxing further.

      “Ah, look at that,” Tibb said, his eyes widening in genuine surprise. “She smiles. I was beginning to wonder if you knew how.”

      “I smile.”

      “Of course you do. Just haven’t seen it until now. It’s nice.”

      “I haven’t always felt like smiling.”

      “We all feel that way at times. But you have to remember things can be nice, and when they are, you might smile. Joy is simple, and comes back if you let it.”

      His tone wrapped around me, free of any flirtation, just pure sincerity. Unsure how to respond to his kindness, I changed the subject. “So, what are we going to do, and how am I going to do it with a broken wrist?”

      “We’ll start with simple stretches until you’re able to put some weight on it.” Tibb was all business now. “Have you ever stretched before?”

      “No, never.”

      Tibb settled on the mat, crossing his legs with an ease that spoke of practice. He extended a hand, inviting me to join him. I hesitated for a second, then sank onto the soft mat beside him, my muscles stiff and sore. Tibb caught the slight wince on my face.

      “Let’s work out some of that tension,” he said. He began with a seated forward bend. “Sit up straight, then slowly stretch your arms out and reach for your toes. If you can’t reach them, that’s okay. Just let your hands rest where they fall.” He stood and moved behind me. “I’m going to touch you, okay?”

      I nodded, extending my fingers toward my feet as he placed his hands lightly on my back, guiding me into a deeper, more soothing stretch.

      “Breathe in deeply,” he instructed. “Inhaling to fill your lungs and exhaling to release the tightness.”

      Next, Tibb led me into a lying figure-four stretch, easing me into a flat position. “Lift your right leg and cross your ankle over your left knee. Now, pull your left thigh toward your chest.” He cupped my knee. “This stretch targets your hips and glutes, and helps release some of that soreness,” he explained.

      I grimaced again.

      “It hurts, I know. But we gotta get your blood flowing. You’ll feel better when we’re done.”

      Then he instructed me into child’s pose, with my forehead resting on the mat and my arms extended out in front of me. “Sink into this pose, and let your breath expand into your back and feel the gentle stretch along your spine.” His hands hovered above my shoulders.

      As we moved on to upper-body exercises, through each one, Tibb spoke in a cadence that matched the slow rhythm of our stretching. “You’re doing great. Stretching is not only a way of loosening your body but a way to honor it and listen to its needs,” he said softly.

      It was an essential part of me that I’d neglected the most—my body. I had never thought to listen to it, never considered it more than what it was: Blinking. Breathing. Being. When my stomach rumbled, I ate. When I yawned, I slept. I didn’t think past rote body functions or what it might need beyond the basics. Now I wondered what I would learn about myself if I listened more.

      With each stretch, I surrendered to the elongation of my muscles and Tibb’s guidance. And by the end, my muscles no longer throbbed but hummed with a sense of relaxation.

      “Now…” he said, returning to his mat and crossing his legs once again. “I want you to sit here and relax. Close your eyes and slow your breathing.”

      I mimicked his posture, my legs stiffened as I folded them underneath me. My eyes fluttered shut, but the chirping birds, rustling insects, and whispering wind made relaxing impossible. After a moment, I cracked one eye opened. “How much longer?”

      Tibb remained still, his body a statue, his eyes shut in concentration. “Shh…” he murmured, as though the very act of speaking would shatter the fragile atmosphere.

      I sighed, trying once more to close my eyes. Just as I had a few days ago, I reached for Lila, brushing the edges of a fading memory, hoping to coax her to the front, for the scene to play out. But it was not her who took my hand—it was Deacon Ridley, his fingers wrapping around mine with a chilling certainty, cold and unyielding. His grin stretched wide, smug, but it wasn’t the grin of the man I’d seen that night with orange fire in his eyes. No, this was the version of the first time I had met him, the one with that eerie calm and mask of politeness hiding the predator beneath.

      And then I heard the scream. Lila’s scream—a sharp, strangled cry that tore from her throat. The air grew thick with smoke, curling around me. The heat of flames slammed into my face, singeing the hairs on my arms and searing my lungs. My eyes popped open and my breath came in ragged gasps.

      “Leigh.” Tibb’s voice cut through the fog of my disorientation, a beacon guiding me through the haze of memories. His hands pressed on my shoulders.

      I jerked away, my hands scrambling across my skin, patting my arms and chest, each touch more frantic than the last, searching for warmth, any sign of fire.

      “You’re okay. You’re okay,” Tibb said.

      I shook my head, my gaze unfocused as I wrestled with the memory pressing on my chest. “This is stupid,” I said, my voice lashing out in a harsh bark.

      His face held its shape, unmoved by my outburst. “What’s got you so rattled?”

      “Nothing. I just don’t want to do this,” I said, standing abruptly. It wasn’t his fault, wasn’t fair to direct my frustration at him.

      “The stretching or the meditation?”

      “Both. I didn’t sign up for this when I agreed to come work here.”

      “Sign up for what?”

      “All of this extra work. This has nothing to do with the job.”

      A soft chuckle escaped him. “Oh, but it does. I didn’t think it did either, when I first got here, but you’ll see that it’s all connected. This extra work comes along with it.”

      “Along with what?”

      “A mirror.”

      I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to leave. “Are we done? I just want to go.”

      “Leigh,” he began as he, too, rose to his feet. “It’s okay to feel this way. Meditation can bring up a lot of things we’re not ready to face, especially things from our past. This can help you.”

      “Did it help you?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

      “It did.”

      “Did Jackson make you do this?”

      Tibb shook his head. “He said I needed to find an outlet.”

      “The pile of wood behind the barn?”

      “Not that outlet. That’s his and Luke’s, and that works for them, but I needed something different. I found yoga and meditation.”

      “I don’t need an outlet.” The words left my mouth too quickly and the lie settled deep inside me.

      Tibb rolled up our mats and tucked them under his arms, not believing me any more than I did. “What did you see when you closed your eyes?”

      The words I wanted to say were tight in my throat, caught like a hook. “I don’t know if I can do this,” I whispered. It was the first admission of many that would eventually come. And this first one felt so, so much better once it was on the outside.

      “I didn’t like what I saw either,” Tibb said, his tone imbued with compassion. “It’s not easy, but meditation helps us identify and face the pain. It helps us to heal and uncover things about ourselves that we never knew. We can’t always control what we find when we meditate, but we have to make peace with what and who we may find there.”

      “How do I do that? Make peace?”

      “It’s not something you do; it’s a place where you arrive—it’s an understanding. And when you get there, you will know it.” His words enveloped me. “I promise you, it will get better. Give it a try.”

      I nodded, feeling his encouragement as we walked back to the main house.

      “See you at breakfast in about an hour,” Tibb said, his tone lightening as he ascended the steps of the main house.

      I watched him go, pondering his words. And this time, the invitation felt impossible to ignore.

      

      I pushed the back door open and stepped into the kitchen; a haze of smoke filled my lungs. Pots and pans clattered against the counter, while the hiss of something frying sputtered from the stove. A heavy scent clung to the air—something burnt. Jackson and Tibb sat huddled around a small round table, their heads lowered over plates. Luke stood by the stove, wiping his brow, his face flushed by the heat. Their conversation stopped when they saw me, all movement ceased. Their mouths hung open, frozen in place as if time itself had stopped.

      Jackson moved first, standing quickly, his chair scraping against the floor. “Did you need something?”

      I squirmed. “I came for breakfast.” I looked around the table. “Where should I sit?”

      Jackson shot a quick look at Tibb, then to Luke, before pulling a chair next to him and guiding me into it. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better,” I said, sitting. “I’m a little hungry, though.”

      The three of them shifted their seats and their plates to make space for me. “What are we having?” I asked, hoping to break the awkwardness.

      Luke’s face brightened, his eyes sparkling with pride. “I’m glad you asked. I made my specialty.” With a grand sweep of his spatula, he dropped a pile of vanilla-colored goop on my plate. It landed with a wet plop, a mix of beige batter and crumbs, both overcooked and runny.

      I picked up my fork, the tines trembling slightly as I prepared to dig in. Luke stood proud beside me, his head held high, spatula in his hand.

      “Go ahead,” he said, nudging the spatula in my direction. “Try it.”

      Luke turned back to the stove, his back to me as Tibb leaned in and whispered, “You don’t have to eat it.”

      “What is it?” I asked quietly.

      Jackson stifled a chuckle behind his coffee cup.

      “Pancakes,” Tibb said, his own attempt to contain his laughter failing.

      I eyed the mass on my plate. “Pancakes are flat.”

      Jackson’s laughter erupted, and Tibb joined him, their chuckles filling the kitchen. Luke turned around with another precarious pile of pancakes dripping off his spatula.

      “Pay no attention to them, Leigh,” Luke said. “These are my scrambled pancakes.”

      “I don’t…think I’ve ever had…scrambled pancakes before,” I said, poking the pile with my fork. “How do you scramble pancakes?”

      “It happened by accident. I was trying to make regular pancakes, and I tried to flip one but it folded. So I decided to scramble them instead. They taste better than they look.”

      I glanced at Jackson’s plate, where a small glob of pancake sat alongside a drop of syrup. “You actually ate it?” I asked him.

      Jackson shrugged and whispered, “I’ve been eating this since we were kids. I’m used to it. I don’t even taste it anymore.”

      “If he’s been making these for years, shouldn’t he be able to flip a pancake by now?” I asked.

      “You would think,” Tibb said before taking a bite of his eggs.

      Jackson leaned closer. “He doesn’t try anymore. He does it on purpose.”

      I looked at Tibb’s plate and saw bacon and eggs only. “Why don’t you have to eat it?”

      “I used to,” Tibb said. “But I’ve paid my dues. It’s your turn.”

      I’ve eaten much worse, I thought as I looked at the pile settling into a puddle. Luke then dumped several slices of charred bacon and a pile of runny eggs on my plate.

      “Eat up, Leigh,” Luke said. “It’s best when it’s warm.”

      Jackson and Tibb busied themselves with their plates, and Luke turned toward the stove, but the kitchen hummed with the weight of their attention. They weren’t watching me directly, yet their eyes were somehow always aware of my every move. Though they didn’t openly acknowledge it, my presence at breakfast had turned into a significant event. Little did they know that this step felt just as momentous for me.

      Taking a deep breath, I reached for the syrup and poured a generous amount over the pancakes, a sticky river that pooled and trickled down the pile. I scooped up a hearty portion and shoveled it in my mouth. The sweetness hit first, followed by a warmth and unexpected chill as I rolled it around my mouth. I held my breath as I chewed, swallowing slowly, feeling the mass slide down my throat. When I finally looked up, three sets of eyes were fixed on me.

      “Well?” Luke said, his tone eager.

      “Not bad,” I said, swallowing the last bit. Jackson’s smile widened in approval and Tibb nodded.

      “Do I smell coffee?” I asked.

      They all stood, ready to assist. “I can get it,” I said, scraping back my chair and moving toward the counter. “Just show me where?”

      Tibb pointed to the pot on the counter while Luke handed me a mug. I reached for the pot and began to pour the coffee, which flowed slowly, like thick motor oil. But I took a tiny sip anyway. The taste—harsh, bitter, unmistakably burnt—hit my tongue and I coughed.

      “What are you doing?” Tibb asked, patting me on the back. “You can’t drink this black. You have to add cream and sugar.”

      My eyes filled with tears through every cough, the taste still grasping to my tongue. “Yours is black,” I managed.

      “I’ve built up a tolerance to it.”

      “You make it like this on purpose?”

      “We like strong coffee,” Tibb said.

      “That’s not coffee,” I said.

      They all laughed, the sound echoing around the kitchen.

      “Damn it,” Luke yelled, sucking his finger. “I burned myself.” He inspected his finger. “That’s going to leave a mark. Add that one to the list.”

      “Let me see,” Tibb said as Luke extended his finger. Tibb pushed it away just as quickly. “Get out of here. You’re reaching. That’s not going to leave a scar.”

      “Yes, it will,” Luke said, showing Jackson and me. “It’s gotta scab over first. Tell him, Jack.”

      Jackson sipped his coffee. “It’s too small,” he said, then looked at me. “They think scars are cool.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Girls love scars because they show how badass we are,” Luke said. “Who was that actor with that scar running down his face?” Luke snapped his fingers twice. “Michael K. Williams. Now, that’s a cool-ass scar.”

      “Real men don’t need scars to impress women.” Tibb stood and lifted his shirt, revealing a sculpted chest, a six-pack of abs, and four small circular scars. “Some of us just have what it takes.”

      We all laughed, even me, though I couldn’t stop thinking about the scars. “How did you get those scars?” I asked.

      “Our foster care father liked to discipline us by putting his cigarettes out on us.”

      I gasped and shot a hand to my mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

      Tibb smiled weakly. “It was a long time ago. Plus, these are nothing compared to the one I gave him,” he said, looking at Jackson.

      I had absorbed bits of Jackson’s story, Luke’s, and now Tibb’s. Each revelation was like a drop of ink spreading across a piece of paper, darkening the space with the weight of their troubled pasts. The patterns were disquieting: Jackson’s grief over his mother, Luke’s escape from an abusive home, and now Tibb’s years in foster care. It was as if I was piecing together a somber mosaic of their lives, one I wasn’t sure how to comprehend. I hadn’t anticipated this convergence of hardship. I didn’t know what I had expected, just…not this.

      I followed Tibb’s eyes. “Do you have them too?” I asked Jackson.

      Jackson raised his shirt, revealing two similar scars I hadn’t noticed, in almost the same place, his face expressionless.

      “That’s horrible,” I said.

      “They healed a long time ago,” Jackson said.

      “They can either be a reminder of what happened or proof that you survived,” Tibb said.

      I had never thought of my scar in such a way. But looking around at each of their faces, I saw they all did—the well-earned scars and the bad ones. That it could be that easy.

      “I have a scar,” I said, surprising myself, my voice small.

      Tibb set down his mug; Luke rested the spatula beside the pan.

      Taking a deep breath, I stood and lifted my shirt to just below my breasts, cupping them to reveal my scar.

      Tibb stood, taking his plate to the sink. Jackson sipped his coffee. Luke covered his eyes with his hand.

      A chill ran through me. I wanted to drop my hands and run and keep running. I was trying—trying to be part of the community. I inhaled deeply again and managed to say, “What? I can’t show you my scar?”

      Luke turned his head back to me, his hand covering his eyes. “It’s not the scar; it’s”—he wagged his finger around—“you know.”

      “Y’all act like you’ve never seen breasts before,” I said.

      “Not yours,” Tibb and Luke said in unison.

      “I’m not shy.”

      They still didn’t turn around.

      “So no one is going to look?” I asked.

      Jackson set his mug down, scooted his chair closer, and leaned in. His breath brushed my skin and his eyes traveled the length of my ribs before finding my scar. “How did you get that?” His voice was so soft.

      I swallowed hard as I lowered my shirt. “Jumping out of a window.”

      Jackson stared at me. I tensed against the inevitable questions I assumed he would ask. But Jackson turned to Luke and said, “I think this one is better than your surgery scar, Luke.”

      “What? Let me see.”

      I raised my shirt again. Luke leaned in, studying it. “Whoa… That is a cool scar, Leigh.” He slung his leg across the table and pulled his pants leg up to the knee. A jagged, bubbled scar traveled up his leg. “And I love you for trying, but ain’t nuthin’ beating this beauty. Sorry. Broken in three places, and a steel rod to hold it together. Doc said he ain’t never seen anything like it.”

      Tibb pushed Luke’s leg off the table. “Nobody wants to see that ugly thing.”

      “Calandra did after you dumped her.”

      We spent the rest of the breakfast laughing, and by the end, I couldn’t help but appreciate why they did this. I could see why Jackson insisted on these meals, and I felt a strange sense of gratitude for the piece of incredible luck that had landed me here with them. It felt right, perfect in a world that was anything but. There would be many more conversations over meals with them, but I would come to favor this first one the most. Here, with them, I found myself equal. Not because of our shared past but because it was the first moment I felt that I had come to live in the world again.

      “Now, get out so I can clean,” Luke said eventually, a playful edge in his voice as he waved the dish towel at us.

      “I’ll clean,” I said as Tibb left the room. “I don’t mind.”

      Luke threw the towel at me with a flick of his wrist and darted away, laughing. “The soap is under the sink. Thanks, Leigh!”

      Jackson remained, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, his eyes moving from the floor to the ceiling as if searching for the right words. His hands moved in and out of his pockets.

      “Thank you,” he said finally, his fingers tapping the table twice as if to punctuate his gratitude.

      This time I didn’t demand he spell out his meaning. “You said breakfast and dinner, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Okay. I’ll be here,” I said, weaving the dish towel around my fingers.

      Jackson moved toward the door. But as I watched his retreating form, words came together and bubbled up inside me, ready to burst out. “I don’t know how to do this,” I said, the confession floating out with a surprising lightness even though I thought I was letting go of something heavy.

      He turned back to me. “Do what?”

      “This,” I said, my hand gesturing over the now-empty table.

      I didn’t know if I was making sense; I hadn’t said the right words. But Jackson seemed to understand, his gaze settling on the floor before meeting mine again. He sighed deeply. “I think you did pretty good today.”

      “How did you learn?” There was a thread of desperation in my voice now, one I had not expected.

      He looked at me with a somberness that deepened the shadows in his eyes. “We did the work.”

      “I don’t know if I can,” I said, picking at the dish towel in my hand. It seemed like an impossible task.

      Jackson closed the distance between us and lifted my chin with his forefinger. “You can. I’ll help you.” His voice was low, calming, soothing.

      I stared into his eyes and relaxed mine. “Like you helped Tibb and Luke?”

      “Like I helped myself.”

      I shrugged, the thought rebelling and wrestling within me, like a demon trapped inside, struggling to free itself. “Okay. Might as well.”

      “That’s not good enough, Leigh,” Jackson said, his tone firm but not unkind. His hands slid into his pockets. “I need to know that you really want to do this, because it’s not going to be easy. It’s hard. Because facing our past is never easy. It’s like peeling back layers of an onion: Each layer reveals something painful, but it also brings us closer to understanding ourselves. Are you ready for that?”

      I nodded.

      “I need to hear you say it. Say the words, Leigh.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Good,” he said.

      “What do I have to do?”

      

      After breakfast, Jackson, Luke, and I started digging up the dahlia-tuber clumps. I heard Luke, who never missed an opportunity to express his disdain for all things dahlia, grumbling under his breath every time we shifted near each other, he in his row and Jackson and I in ours.

      “I started working on myself right here.” Jackson pointed to the ground. “In the dirt, with dahlias,” he said, kneeling, his voice softening. “My first summer here, my uncle assigned me to the dahlia section. It was after the first frost. Everything was dead. The flowers had wilted. The leaves had turned brown. I assumed he wanted me to pull them up and weed them. But he told me just because something appears dead doesn’t mean that it is. He said they are still alive despite what you see on the outside. You just have to dig below the surface to reach their heart.” He paused, meeting my gaze. “Do you remember how we cut them back?”

      I kneeled next to him. “We cut back the main stem and all the foliage, leaving a stem handle sticking up out of the ground,” I said.

      Jackson nodded. “Dahlias are a lot of work.”

      I chuckled, remembering. “Yeah.”

      “But it’s worth it. And after all that work, we still have to wait because they’re not ready yet. Do you remember why?”

      “Because cutting back signals for the tubers in the ground to set sprouts.”

      “Cutting back also signals to the tubers that it’s time to toughen up for the winter.” Using his hands, he carefully loosened the soil around a tuber clump. “But we also wait so we can see the sprouts, because we can’t see them after we cut them back. It takes time. And they need that time to come out.” He looked at me. “You try it.”

      I stuck my hands in the dirt, carefully loosened the soil in long strokes, digging, pushing, and scooping the soil out of the way. “Where is it?”

      “Keep going; it’s there. You have to dig for it.”

      I continued scooping dirt until my hands touched a fat tuber clump.

      “From here, we have to remove the excess soil and clip off the root hairs.” He lifted the tuber and reached for the loppers. “Now we cut off the stem handle near the base.”

      After cutting off the stem handle, Jackson placed it in a bag.

      “I think you’ve figured out by now that we’ve all had a past, and I know you have one too. Life has not been easy for any of us. You are not alone in that. You asked me what you need to do; I think the first step is understanding your journey.” He held up the bag containing the tuber clump. “The work we’ve done on ourselves is like these dahlias. You have to wait for the first frost to kill dahlias in order to dig them up. That’s surrender. That’s you giving up the fight. Even after the frost, there’s still more to do. You have to cut them back and strip away everything—all the hurt, all the pain, everything that’s holding you back. It’s a hard step, and it takes a lot of work. And even then, you’re still not finished. Then you must dig, reaching into the dirt with your bare hands to uncover what you’ve long buried.”

      That was when I realized Jackson’s true calling. He wasn’t just a farmer, but a creator of safe places for his friends, a man with a brimming heart and a genuine concern for his community. Everything he did, every action he took, stemmed from a deep commitment to those around him. None of this had been an act with him—it was the very essence of who he was. And that realization moved something within me.

      “Why do you want to help me?” I said, a defensive edge creeping into my voice. “You don’t know me.”

      “I know you, Leigh. I see you. I saw it the moment I met you.”

      “Saw what?” I asked. It was an opening, one I noticed too late, a crack in my armor.

      “That you’re running from something, someone, or yourself. I first saw it in Luke, then in Tibb. They were so angry, so triggered. The smallest things would set them off, and the anger just rested underneath the surface, ready to burst. I knew what that felt like. I knew what they were going through. You were the same way.”

      “Is that what you do? Just walk around saving people? You want to save me?”

      It was supposed to be a joke, but Jackson’s face stiffened. “You walk for miles without blinking. Work in the heat like it’s nothing. You’ve had a broken wrist for a month and never mentioned it,” he said. “You’re a tough woman, Leigh. You don’t need to be saved.”

      “What do I need?” I asked, leaning in. Because I didn’t know, not really, and I wanted to. I wanted Jackson to tell me. Needed him to see something I couldn’t.

      His eyes locked onto mine, peeling me open without trying.

      And then he said, “Rest.”

      The word landed like a stone in my chest. It was true. So true that my shoulders sank with the realization. I was tired. So tired, the kind of exhaustion that creeps up on you, unnoticed, until you finally stop moving.

      “Rest, Leigh.” His voice softened, as though wrapping the words in something tender. “I can give you that here and I can help you sort through whatever you’ve buried. But you have to stop. You have to cut back your foliage and dig up your tubers.”

      As we continued working, a question gnawed at me: Was I ready to confront my past? It lingered deep within, a weight that I had always carried alone, and I found myself wondering what might happen if I finally brought those secrets into the light. There was something else too, another layer: How much of this truth was I willing to share with Jackson?

    
  
    
      
        Eleven

      
      Expansion work on the farm officially began.

      We kicked things off by prepping the Sutterfield lot. Jackson planned on growing a staggering amount of flowers on it, so we had a lot of groundwork to cover and a lot of soil to build. “You get out what you put in,” he said, his eyes focused on the bigger picture.

      And we were definitely putting in a lot.

      We started by putting down a thick dark layer of compost over each bed, spreading it out as evenly as possible. It was all hands on deck. Jackson purchased the compost by the dump-truckload, and it sat like a small mountain at the edge of the field. We all took turns shoveling it into wheelbarrows and moving it into place; the sounds of shovels scraping and wheels turning filled the mornings. The compost was heavy and earthy, smelling of decay and life all at once, and it took us days to spread it. Sweat soaked through our shirts, but we kept at it.

      Once the compost was down, we walked through the beds, dusting them with a generous amount of fertilizer. The small granules glittered in the sun as we scattered them over the compost. Then we tilled it all into the soil. Since Luke had been sidelined from chainsaw duty, Jackson put him in charge of the tiller. Luke, always a good teacher, let me ride along with him and showed me the ropes. The earth gave way beneath the blades, softening and loosening, ready to hold the new plants.

      Over the next few days, we focused on laying down the drip-irrigation lines, unrolling and weaving them through the beds, then burying them just beneath the surface. Finally, we covered the beds with pre-burnt landscape fabric, securing them with metal pins as the sun began to dip behind the trees.

      Later that evening, we all piled in the main house and brought our smells from the day with us—a pungent mix of sweat, musk, dirt, and sunshine. For the first time, I decided to indulge in the luxury of a shower inside while they were home. Showering indoors with them around felt too intimate, a boundary I had hesitated to cross. But now I felt determined to show Jackson that I was willing to make the effort.

      After dinner, I offered to clean up again, scrubbing the remnants of dinner from the table. Luke had prepared his version of spaghetti and meatballs. The pasta was al dente to the point of rawness, the sound like chewing an apple, and the meatballs were overcooked lumps. But this meal was more edible than his breakfast, and we all ate it without complaint. It was Friday, and everyone seemed preoccupied. Jackson left the table first to shower, followed by Tibb. “Hot date,” he said, leaving me and Luke alone at the table strewn with crumbs and empty dishes. I knew Luke wanted to go see his sister, so I volunteered once again to clean for him. He hugged me tight before heading out the door.

      I spotted Carly before she saw me. I was crossing the kitchen to bring a couple more plates from the table to the sink when I saw her in the doorway. She looked up from digging in her purse, her fingers skimming over the contents, and stopped when she noticed me. For a split second, we just stared at each other, her posture tense.

      “What are you doing?”

      I didn’t hear the harshness of her tone—not really. I was too busy looking at her. Denying her beauty would have been as absurd as denying the sun’s warmth. She wore a black dress that clung to her, paired with black heels that made her seem almost statuesque. The faint shimmer of her makeup made her skin glow, soft and luminous, as if she’d stepped from the air itself, a creature of light rather than flesh. The lines of her face, sharp yet softened, seemed almost too perfect.

      “Washing dishes,” I said, my hands now submerged in soapy water.

      “Where’s Jack?”

      “He’s in the shower.”

      Her lips curled into a satisfied smile. “We’re going out tonight.”

      “Have fun,” I said, my voice even. I didn’t know what kind of game she was playing, but I wanted no part of it. I dried my hands on the dish towel.

      “Oh…we will.”

      Just then, Jackson walked into the kitchen. I smelled him before I turned around, his earthy scent—of cedar and musk, a breathy trail of lavender threading through it—beating him into the kitchen. It was like looking at him for the first time. He wore a pair of khaki slacks instead of his usual carpenter pants, and a white collared shirt behind a navy sweater. He looked good, different but the same, and my heart tugged at the sight of him.

      His eyes darted from me to Carly. “I didn’t know you were already here.” His tone was as gentle as a whispering breeze.

      She crossed the kitchen and adjusted his collar. Her hands lingered on his chest, smoothing out the minor creases with a possessive grace, marking her territory. “Are you ready to go?” she purred.

      Jackson coldly moved away from Carly and took a step closer to me, a look of mild concern crossing his face. “I didn’t realize you were still here. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m just finishing up,” I said, wiping down the counter and folding the towel across the sink.

      “You keep cleaning up after Luke, and he’s going to get spoiled.”

      “He wanted to go see Heather. It’s the least I can do. Since you won’t allow him near a chainsaw.”

      Jackson laughed. “This”—he pointed to the scab over his eye—“is because of him. I don’t want to lose an eye next time.”

      “Luke did that?” I asked. “Well, at least you get to add to your scar total.”

      Carly sighed, loud and insistent, an unwelcome intrusion. We had forgotten she was there. “Jack,” she whined, her voice rising a pitch, “we’re going to be late.” She grabbed his hand and laced her fingers through his, a gesture both intimate and commanding.

      “Good night, Jackson,” I said.

      “Good night, Leigh,” he said, his gaze lingering for a brief moment before he followed Carly out the door.

      As I walked toward my cabin, an unease held me in its grasp, a snarling mosquito that danced just beyond the edges of my awareness. But I wasn’t ready to go in yet, so I kept walking. An undercurrent of something that I could not yet voice gripped me. It was an empty, anxious feeling, the nagging worry that you’d left the stove on or had forgotten to lock the front door. Panic rose, only to settle as I reminded myself that everything was fine. As I walked, the question echoed in my mind: What was I going to do with this strange new life? I couldn’t answer that for sure. I didn’t know. A pang of sadness gripped me as I confronted the smallness that had become my life. The memory of the bus crash had slowly faded into the background. I didn’t have any hobbies, not even in prison. I’d learned to read, but it was a necessity, not a hobby done for fun.

      And there was something else: Jackson’s relationship with Carly nagged at me. It was none of my business, their connection, and I had no right to intrude upon them. Yet the dynamics of their relationship clung to my thoughts like static. I had met Carly only twice, but in those brief encounters, I’d glimpsed an ugliness that lurked beneath the surface of her beautiful face. Women like Carly populated the world, women who had everything—the looks, the body, the confidence that seemed to radiate effortlessly. They possessed every material and physical advantage yet lacked self-awareness. Their beauty seemed to mask a deeper flaw, an insecurity that twisted their hearts into something unkind.

      I should know. Mama had become one of those women.

      It’s a harsh truth to face, your mother being jealous of her own daughter. Lila.

      Mama’s relationship with Deacon Ridley had replaced her relationship with Daddy. Daddy didn’t know, wasn’t there to notice that the sun didn’t rise and shine around him anymore. Deacon Ridley became Mama’s escape, her ticket to a new life away from the trailer. She’d slip out on Fridays, the front door creaking behind her, and we wouldn’t hear from her until Sunday night. By then, the soft buzz of the television was the only thing keeping me and Lila from feeling forgotten. Thank God for Ms. Byrd, who would stop by with a casserole and check on us. We weren’t invisible to her.

      But after every long weekend, Deacon Ridley always returned Mama to us, sometimes with her hair tousled, sometimes with a new dress she hadn’t worn before, and always with that far-off look in her eyes. This cycle went on for five years. Mama tried to smile like everything was still normal, even though she knew what we learned later: Deacon Ridley was married and had no intention of replacing his wife with Mama. But that didn’t stop Mama from trying, her hopes tucked into the corners of every goodbye, every quiet kiss at the door. It never stopped, not even when the light in her eyes dimmed a little more each time.

      When Lila was sixteen and I was seventeen—old enough to see what was happening but too scared to name it—Deacon Ridley’s attention started to shift to Lila. It wasn’t sudden, but it was unmistakable. From the first time he visited our trailer, he had always watched her, his eyes lingering just a little longer than they should. I never knew if it was her face or the way her body began to fill out, but something in the way he looked at her felt different as he watched her grow from a little girl to a developing young woman.

      After he dropped Mama off from one of their weekends, he’d call Lila over, all smiles and smooth talk, showing off whatever new car he was driving. “Look at this beauty,” he’d say, like he was talking about a prized possession instead of a vehicle. And Lila would always smile back, polite, but the discomfort lingered in her eyes, just for a second, before she’d step forward to admire whatever he wanted her to. It started as a casual brush of his hand on her arm, or a nudge of her shoulders like they were old friends, when he thought no one was looking. And Lila, too young, too naive to say anything, learned to smile and nod, as if that was all she could do to make him leave her alone.

      I never imagined Deacon Ridley would remain part of our lives for so long. Until his advances toward Lila escalated. Until Mama ignored it and even encouraged it.

      Falling in love had always seemed like something I would never want to do. I didn’t have the best role models for marriage, or for love prevailing. After a long day spent swimming, when our bodies throbbed with the dull ache of exertion, I could understand that discomfort as a consequence of a day under the sun. But the pain born from love was not the same. Love hurt, mentally and physically, and the pain it generated seemed like something I would never desire.

      Yet Lila wanted it, craved it with a passion I couldn’t understand. She talked about it when we swam and as we fell asleep at night. She dreamed of a future filled with love, marriage, and children. To her, love was not a want, but a natural progression, a goal to be pursued. For me, love seemed too simple, something you didn’t have to work for. I had not yet known what I wanted in life, but I knew I wanted something more than that.

      Little did I understand the true nature of love, how it grasps you and envelops you with an embrace so tight that it becomes part of you. With the right person, it is not a simple pursuit, but a force similar to capturing lightning in a bottle. In my ignorance, I failed to see that love’s true nature lay not in its simplicity but in its beauty.

      Now, as I found myself at my secret swimming spot, I wondered if Jackson and Carly felt the same way about each other. Their connection appeared destined. Yet Carly had hurt him, Luke had said, which only reinforced my belief that love hurt. Perhaps Jackson would forgive her, as Mama had always forgiven Daddy.

      I needed to clear my head. I looked at the water and knew the thoughts couldn’t reach me there. And although it was a little chilly for a swim and I had just showered, I stripped off my clothes, tucking them in their usual spot behind a tree, and jumped in. I swam out a little way and floated on my back, taking in the night sky.

      “Leigh!”

      Jackson’s voice, loud and laced with alarm, carried across the water.

      I lifted my head. He stood at the edge of the water, still dressed in his khaki slacks and sweater he had worn earlier this evening. Nothing seemed to be on fire. I lowered my head back down.

      “What are you doing out here? In there?” Now he just sounded worried.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I said, treading the dark water of the river. “I’m swimming.”

      “Get out of there!”

      “Why?” I asked, flipping and paddling toward the shore.

      “There are alligators in there!” he said, his eyes fixed on the ripples spreading outward from where I had been swimming.

      “What?” I kicked hard and swam toward the shore, my heart racing. When my feet finally found the ground, I stumbled upward, my naked body exposed to the open air and Jackson’s gaze, wide-eyed, locking on me in surprise.

      “What are you doing?” Jackson said, continuing to stare, his eyes taking in the full length of me and back up again before he realized and quickly turned around.

      “Getting out of the water.”

      “Well…get back in,” he said, his voice faltering, a nervous edge creeping in as he kept his back to me.

      “You told me to get out.”

      “You’re naked.”

      “So?”

      “You really aren’t shy, are you?” Jackson said, yanking off his sweater in one fluid motion, and flung it toward me. “Here.”

      I snatched the sweater from the air just before it skimmed the water and slipped it on. One hand over his eyes, he turned toward me, extending his other hand. With a quick pull, he yanked me out, and I crashed into him, the warmth of his body enveloping me.

      “Thanks,” I said, backing away to get my clothes. I quickly pulled on my pants, the dry fabric clinging uncomfortably to my still-damp skin.

      “Do you know they caught the largest alligator in history out here? You scared the hell out of me.”

      “Oh…I didn’t know.” The last remnants of adrenaline dissipated, replaced by an involuntary, bubbling laughter that escaped me. Jackson’s face shifted from puzzled to understanding, and his laughter joined mine. With a sudden awareness, in that moment I noticed something startling: his smile. It wasn’t merely a curve of his lips—it was a beacon. I liked it. I’d seen it before; he’d offered it to me many times. But tonight was different. It was a weird thought to entertain at such a moment, and I found myself at a loss, trying to make sense of the unexpected feeling.

      We stood there, locked in an unspoken exchange, the quiet of the night and the gentle lapping of water the only sounds between us. He stared down at me and I stared up at him, just breathing, until a sudden splash, a branch falling in the water, drew our attention away.

      “Why are you out here, Leigh?” he finally asked.

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “I take this walk every night,” he said. “It’s my way of clearing my head.”

      “After I finished at the house, I felt restless and just started walking too,” I said, my eyes drifting out to the water. “I found this trail a few weeks ago, and I’ve been coming here at night to swim.”

      “This isn’t your first time swimming out here?” Jackson asked. “You find some trail, and when it ends at water, you decide to strip off your clothes and go swimming in the middle of the night?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged. “After your date, you just decided to take a walk?”

      “Date? That wasn’t a date.”

      “Carly said y’all were going out.”

      “We went to meet Mr. Tidwell. It wasn’t a date.”

      “Does she know that?”

      Jackson breathed deeply. “She should. I’ve made it clear there’s nothing between us.”

      My shoulders relaxed. “She doesn’t like me.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “She looks so disgusted every time she sees me. I don’t think she liked not knowing I was working here.”

      His voice cut through the cool evening air with a sharpness that left no doubt. “What I do on the Flower Farm and in my personal life is none of her business.” Jackson sighed, his expression changing. “Not that it matters anyway. There may not be a cooperative.”

      I hesitated for a moment. There was space between his next words as he grappled with his thoughts, the silence heavy with his internal struggle.

      “You weren’t gone very long. I take it the meeting with Mr. Tidwell didn’t go…well?”

      “I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Why do you say that?”

      He shook his head. “I knew I would have a hard time convincing people, but I had no idea it would be this tough.” He paused for a beat, then the words continued to flow out. “It’s like you can see that your house is on fire but refuse to use the water at your fingertips to put it out. You just watch it burn. That’s what they’re doing.”

      I swallowed hard at his analogy. “You are doing the right thing,” I said.

      He met my gaze with a glimmer of hope. “Do you think so? I can’t seem to convince anyone but Carly of that. These towns around here are drying up—not just Camden. Jobs are drying up. We need something here, something to hold people, to entice the younger generation. I just want to help.”

      I didn’t know this Jackson, vulnerable and unsure. He had always radiated an unshakable amount of confidence, but now a tiny crack appeared in his armor. I didn’t like this for him, hated that he felt this way, and it pained me to witness his struggle. An overwhelming urge to comfort him surged through me.

      I looked down at the ground, then back up at him. “I was at the town meeting.”

      A slight smile flickered across his face. “So…you were curious, huh?”

      “I rode with Walt. I thought I would stay for a while, but I stayed for the whole thing.”

      “And?”

      “And…I was inspired. I’m not even from here, but I was on board.”

      Jackson’s smile widened, and my pulse quickened. “I appreciate that.”

      In that moment, it became clear that this back-and-forth between us wouldn’t have a winner or loser. There was no triumph, no defeat, just two people standing face-to-face who had bowed to each other equally and exposed their vulnerabilities. The question once again played in my mind: What was I going to do with this strange new life? This time, though, an answer didn’t wait. Without a second thought, I knew—whatever it took, I would help Jackson make his project a success.

      “I admire that you have a purpose. I’m still searching for mine, so how about I just help you with yours in the meantime.”

      “That sounds like a plan,” Jackson said, relief and renewed determination evident in his voice. He extended his hand, and I took it.

      “But I am curious…why this? Why now?” I asked.

      “For so long, I struggled with having a purpose, knowing what I was meant to do. I believed life was all about making money and having a family. Then my uncle came along and showed me a different way of thinking. And when I came here, everything changed. The world quieted, and I knew I would never leave.”

      “What about Tibb and Luke? Do you think they would ever leave?”

      He pondered the question for a second. “Tibb, no. He’s too much like me. Doesn’t like crowds or big cities. He’s been out in the world; he’s not curious about it. Luke, yes. He has too much talent for Gee’s Bend. He’ll leave, but he’ll come back. I just got to keep him from himself.”

      “I can see that.”

      He studied me with a piercing gaze, his eyes searching. “What about you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re on a bus that breaks down in Camden and you just decide to stay. You come to work with me without any notice and little knowledge of who I am. You’re swimming in alligator-infested waters without a care in the world. Who are you?”

      “To be fair, I didn’t know there were alligators in there,” I said lightly, hoping to break the tension.

      Jackson’s lips twitched, but his expression remained stern. “Don’t do that. Don’t use humor to deflect. It’s too easy.”

      “Too easy for what?”

      “Avoidance.”

      “You’ve got me all figured out, huh?” I said, trying to mask my discomfort with bravado.

      “No, I don’t,” he said, shaking his head. “But I want to.”

      I glanced back at the water, its surface shimmering with the moonlight. “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      “It is. Like I said, every night after dinner, I walk through the fields and end up right here. My uncle did that too. He would look over everything and make his plans for the next day. He called these walks ‘putting the garden to bed.’ Then, when I got here, he made me walk with him. Most of the time we didn’t talk; we just strolled and pulled weeds. But he would always tell me that he was here to listen to whatever I had to say. I knew what he wanted me to do—he wanted me to talk about it. Talking was the last thing I wanted to do. I didn’t know him, and I was so angry. I was still grieving my mother and worried about leaving Tibb. I thought these walks were stupid at first, so I didn’t talk for about a month. Until one day, I did.”

      “What did you say?” I asked. I found myself leaning in to his willingness to share his story. My heart ached for what he had been through and all he had accomplished since.

      “I told him that I missed my mom. And I was angry with her for dying, for leaving me. Everything came pouring out and he just listened.”

      “How did your mom die?” The question tumbled out. For a minute, I thought he might not answer, but he kicked the dirt under his feet and began.

      “A drug overdose. She grew up here and wanted nothing more than to leave. And she did. She ran right to New Orleans. I never knew my father. My social worker told me she thought her dealer could have been my dad, but there was no name on the birth certificate. When she died, I went into foster care. My uncle and aunt didn’t know anything about me until years later. I didn’t even know my mother had a brother. They came and got me. Brought me here and adopted me.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your mom. That must have been hard for you.”

      “The hard came later, once I stopped being so angry at her—angry for being a drug addict, angry for dying, for the fact that I had to go into foster care. It wasn’t until I came here that I stopped being angry and actually grieved her.”

      “You were lucky to have your uncle and aunt.”

      “They were good people, and I grew to love them so much. They really cared about people, you know. They never met a stranger.”

      “I guess that rubbed off on you, huh?” I said, smiling.

      He smiled too. “I’d like to think so.”

      As the night deepened, a cool breeze wove through the trees, its chill settling around. Jackson stood, his silhouette framed by the dim glow of the moonlight.

      “We should head back.”

      “Do you want your sweater?” I asked, pulling at it, the smell of his cologne wafting into my nose.

      “Keep it,” he said, tugging at his white shirt. “This is more my style.”

      We walked in silence until we reached the cabin. I was up the stairs to the door when Jackson spoke.

      “I take my nightly walk around eight. You’re welcome to join me. We don’t have to talk. But if you want to, I’ll listen.”

    
  
    
      
        Twelve

      
      I’d never really been a morning person.

      There always seemed to be something noble about greeting the dawn, a kind of preemptive triumph over the day still slumbering in its cradle. To rise with the sun, to witness the sky unfurling its hues, to move forward with the entire day stretched out ahead. Sleepwalking put a damper on that. But since I’d arrived at the Flower Farm, something shifted. The pull of the night held me in its embrace. I locked my door each night, barricading it with a chair, but I had yet to sleepwalk. I felt safe here. My mind did too. And now, I looked forward to the freedom of waking up fresh and ready to start the day.

      Such was the case this morning, when I woke and met Tibb behind the bouquet hall for our yoga session. He was already there, his silhouette etched against the soft predawn gloom. His arms reached skyward, stretching toward a sun that had yet to cast its light. His eyes were closed in concentration, his breath a slow rhythm that he released as I drew near.

      “Good morning, Leigh,” he said, lowering his arms and inviting me to the mat beside him with a graceful sweep. “How’s your wrist?”

      I glanced at the brace now encircling my wrist and flexed it a few times. “Not bad. Better.”

      “Good,” he said with a nod. “And what about everything else? Still sore?”

      I winced slightly. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this sore in my life.”

      “Becoming one with your body is about treating it with compassion. Every ache is a call for attention.” He approached me. “Stretch your arms above your head as far as you can, and stand on your toes.”

      I followed his instructions, and an ache surged through my arms.

      “Do you feel that?” Tibb asked, his eyes tracing the arch of my extended arms.

      I nodded, a small wince escaping. “Yes, and it hurts.”

      He smiled. “That ache is your body’s way of talking to you, Leigh. It’s saying, ‘Thank you for waking me up.’ When we exercise, we connect not only with our muscles but with our entire being.”

      “Yeah…but does the soreness ever go away?” I whined.

      “Eventually,” Tibb assured me. “With patience and practice, the soreness fades, and in its place, you find a deeper vitality. Embrace the discomfort; it’s a sign that you are alive.”

      “You make it sound so spiritual,” I teased. “But thank you. I’ve never thought about my body like that.”

      “I learned to welcome the soreness. The soreness you’re experiencing now is the sign of muscles being torn, but when they grow back, they’ll grow stronger than before. You’ll be stronger after this, Leigh. Much stronger.”

      Survival, for me, was deeply tied to my body. Yet I had never truly acknowledged all it had done for me. Despite all that I had endured, my heart kept beating, my mind kept thinking, my limbs kept moving. My body had kept me alive.

      “Do you think there’s a difference between living and surviving?” I asked.

      Tibb considered this. “Absolutely. It was a difference that I had to learn.”

      I stared at him. “How?”

      “I think the first step is acknowledging you’ve been surviving and not living. Is that what you think you’ve been doing?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not supposed to be here,” I said, the words escaping me with raw honesty.

      “On the farm?” His eyes searched mine.

      “No,” I said. “Alive.”

      I didn’t know why I admitted this to him, but the words tumbled out without permission. Tibb nodded thoughtfully and sat next to me. “Jackie and I lived together for five years before his uncle came and got him. He knew what we had been through. We survived it together, and he didn’t want to leave me there. His uncle tried to adopt me, but there was so much red tape, and I was aging out soon. So I stayed. On my eighteenth birthday, I walked out of that foster home, and Jackie was there waiting for me. He brought me here to have a life, but I didn’t know how to do that. All I knew was surviving foster care; I had to learn how to live.”

      “How did you?” I asked.

      Tibb let out a soft laugh. “I think I’m still learning. But I think it’s not about getting through the days but savoring each day, each breath. Think of it like this: When you’re surviving, you’re running on autopilot, never quite tasting the sweetness of the journey. But when you’re living, you’re feeling each heartbeat. Life is a gift.”

      “It doesn’t always feel like a gift,” I said as we continued our stretches, me reaching a little bit farther than before, feeling my muscles loosen with every stretch.

      “It’s easy to get lost in surviving. But to live is to be conscious. To walk through a field of flowers and stop to feel the softness of each petal, to inhale the perfume of each blossom.”

      “You’re telling me to stop and smell the flowers?” I said, smiling.

      Tibb smiled back. “Exactly, but also that.” He pointed a finger at me.

      I looked around. “What?”

      “Smiling, laughing.”

      Whether it was because of something Luke had said in the field or some warm exchange like this one, the smiles kept showing up. They arrived without the guilt. Laughing too. I wasn’t used to that happening, being in a place where a smile broke through. But it had been happening more and more since I had been on the Flower Farm, and I didn’t mind. I had slowly discovered that I liked it, the warmth of a smile on my face, the way my heart lightened after a good laugh, and the reaction of those around me who noticed my smiles.

      “I haven’t always had a reason to smile.”

      “Do it anyway. Be present in every moment. Only then will you start to enjoy yourself.”

      His words hung in the air like a promise. Doubt still crept along the edges, but the idea captivated me. I stretched once more, savoring the deep sensation of my muscles. Every move felt like a gentle nudge from the brink of consciousness, urging me closer to a long-awaited awakening.

      

      I left Tibb and rinsed quickly under the lukewarm stream of the outdoor shower. My mind raced with anticipation: Breakfast awaited. The thought buzzed through my head like the hum of bees around the garden. I was finally going to cook, and I needed time to do it just right. I padded into the kitchen, the house quiet, punctuated only by the distant sounds of Tibb’s shower. Jackson and Luke were still in their rooms, the morning still theirs to waste.

      I opened cabinet after cabinet, drawer after drawer, gathering the ingredients: sugar, baking powder, milk, and eggs. White Lily flour. A small smile tugged at my lips as I held the flour in my hands—five years away from this, and I was still sure of the measurements. Still knew the perfect oven temperature for baking biscuits. Still remembered that cold butter was preferable over margarine. What was I going to do with this strange new life? Cook. The thought of it excited me. Cooking had always been one of my responsibilities at home, but unlike so many things, I felt an ownership of it. It was one thing that belonged to me, that I could control; one thing I could make right, even when everything else felt wrong.

      Stepping back into the kitchen felt like an act of redemption. Sharing two meals with them was the barest attempt at connecting, a shallow dip into the deep waters of belonging. I wanted to do more, something real, something beyond a gesture, something to show them my gratitude. Years ago, in the simple act of transforming raw ingredients into something, I found my voice, my place, when I thought I didn’t have one. And now, as I gathered ingredients, my hands moved with intent. I wasn’t just making biscuits. I was assembling something fragile, a bridge perhaps, putting something together that had been broken, something I didn’t know how to fix with words. I’d fold an apology into the mix, seasoning my regret with the only thing I knew how to give.

      I measured several cups of flour into a mixing bowl, the white powder falling like snowflakes in slow motion. I reached for the cold butter and cut it into the flour. Though it had been a while, my hands remembered, moving with a practiced grace, finding the rhythm of this simple step. It’s funny what you remember and what you forget. But the body knows, retains its own memory. The fork tines worked their way through the butter, breaking it into pea-size pieces that mingled with the flour.

      Ms. Byrd had taught me how to cook a decade ago, days after our first interaction with Deacon Ridley. Ms. Byrd knew there were lean and troubled times in our house. She had eyes; she could see. She had ears too. She knew that Mama left it to me to care for Lila, for the family to eat. But she did not harbor any judgments against Mama or Daddy. She had been married three times and divorced three times. She had no children of her own, though she’d tried, but her heart brimmed with maternal love that she sought to nurture. We became her unofficial daughters as she taught us the lessons that had slipped through the cracks at home, which included imparting her culinary skills to me.

      Nearing seventy, Ms. Byrd had a head full of long white hair, and high cheekbones seemed to sculpt her face into a permanent smile. She stood a short five foot one, but with a charisma that elevated her a few inches. In her trailer kitchen, surrounded by flour, I stood with my hands coated in white while Ms. Byrd hovered behind me.

      Now I poured in the buttermilk, the liquid swirling into the dry mix. I prepared to knead the dough, sprinkling a light dusting of flour over the counter. As I turned the dough out onto the surface, the soft mass yielded under my hands. I’d reached a critical step: kneading. I kneaded with gentle, deliberate motions, mindful of the texture Ms. Byrd had once guided me to achieve. Her voice seemed to whisper from the past, cautioning, “Too much flour will make your biscuits dry.” Her wisdom was imprinted on my fingertips. I folded the dough in half and patted it out several times before rolling it flat. Using a glass, I cut out the biscuits. “Don’t twist, or you’ll seal them and they won’t rise.” I slid the baking sheet into the oven.

      While gathering ingredients, my heart leaped at discovering thyme and sage, two key ingredients for making homemade sausage. I sprinkled them into a bowl of ground pork, along with fennel seeds and pepper, then worked the mixture into patties. As I placed them in a cast-iron skillet, the kitchen filled with the aroma of sage and pepper, the sausage crackling and popping as it turned golden brown. Grits bubbled on the stove, and I stirred them a few times to avoid lumps before placing the lid back on. I made scrambled eggs last.

      Jackson entered the kitchen just as I was stirring cheese into the bowl of grits. His eyes widened in astonishment at the spread.

      “Good morning,” he said, not pulling his eyes away from the table.

      “Good morning,” I said, with more nerves than I’d expected. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much I wanted their approval.

      His eyes finally met mine. “You made all of this?”

      Standing before him, I fidgeted, not knowing what else to do. “It was my turn.”

      “This must have taken you some time.”

      “I wanted to do this for you,” I said, with a space between the next words. “For you guys.”

      Jackson’s shoulders collapsed, and his face softened into an unguarded smile. A warm sensation blossomed in my chest, untangling the knots within me. I liked the sensation of it, the fullness; I liked the way his words, and his smile, made me feel. But behind the rising happiness, a small panic flared. I knew this feeling would not last, that it would be fleeting. Nothing good ever stays. Still, for now, I allowed it to work through me.

      Luke stumbled into the kitchen next, his blond hair a scattered mess on his head, his eyes barely open. “Something smells good,” he said.

      “Leigh made breakfast,” Jackson said.

      Luke’s eyes opened wide. “You did?”

      Tibb entered shortly after, joining the others at the table.

      Now there were three statues with gazes fixed on the food.

      “Well…aren’t you going to sit?” I said finally. “The food is getting cold.”

      Luke sat first, almost collapsing into a chair while, in the same motion, seizing a biscuit and cramming most of it into his mouth. As he chewed, his eyes closed in appreciation, and a moan of approval escaped his lips. He grabbed my hand and kneeled before me. “Marry me, Leigh,” he said, his mouth full, specks of biscuit flying like confetti.

      I laughed, the sound a warm tremor that rippled through the room. It surprised me, the laugh, how easily it erupted from inside me, like it had been waiting, ready to burst out and ease the tension I felt. Tibb and Jackson joined in the laughter, their chuckles mingling with mine.

      “Get up,” Jackson said, hooking a hand beneath Luke’s arm to lift him back into his chair.

      “I asked her first, Jack,” Luke said, spooning a generous portion of grits onto his plate. “Taste this,” he went on, his voice muffled by the food, “and tell me you wouldn’t marry a woman who cooks like this.” He heaped sausage on top of the grits and raked eggs across it all. “I mean…it don’t need no butter or jelly or nuthin’. You can just eat it.”

      Jackson reached for a biscuit and took a bite, chewing softly. His brows arched when he looked at me.

      “They are a little dark on the bottom,” I said. “I’m not used to this oven yet.”

      Jackson shook his head. “They’re perfect.”

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” I said, opening the refrigerator and removing a plate. “I made some butter.” I placed the dish on the table. “It should be cold now.”

      Tibb looked up at me. “You made fresh butter?”

      I nodded, a bit embarrassed. “We were running low. I used what we had for the biscuits.” Their stares pressed like a gentle, warming force. “It’s not that hard. And it tastes better than store-bought.”

      “You’ve known how to cook like this all this time?” Luke asked. “And you ate what we cooked?”

      “What you cooked,” Tibb amended.

      “Food is nourishment,” I said, looking at Jackson, recalling what he said to me. “In more ways than one.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve been holding out on us,” Luke said, mouth full. “What else can you cook?”

      “A little bit of everything,” I said. “It’s been a while, so I may be rusty.”

      “There’s nothing rusty about anything on this plate,” Luke said, shoving a spoonful of eggs and grits into his mouth.

      “When did you learn to cook like this?” Tibb asked.

      I took a breath, fully aware of the step I was about to take. My fingers traced the edge of the table, a small movement that kept my hands occupied. Sharing details about my life felt like an invitation to more questions, more curiosity I didn’t want to entertain. But sharing this detail didn’t feel like opening a door to something I couldn’t close. A stirring of pride crept through me as I remembered what Ms. Byrd had taught me. Her lessons weren’t just about cooking. They were about taking what I’d been given and turning it into something I could be proud of.

      “When I was about thirteen. It was my job to cook. Mama never liked cooking, so I had to.”

      I watched them as they prepared their plates, the clatter of silverware scraping against porcelain. Their heads bowed low as they ate, and their usual banter had been forgotten, replaced by the swallowing of food. I savored the moment for a second, grateful that I had finally done something right.

      Their appreciative sounds told me that at least the first part of my plan had worked and the meal was well received. Now I just needed to say the words. They were just men, after all, made of flesh and bone. And yet, uncertainty gripped me as I struggled to say the right thing. I cleared my throat and began, “I wanted to…”

      Three pairs of eyes fixed upon me, and I had the most sudden, vivid reminder of the bus crash, of being in the water. I stood quickly at the memory. My chair scraped against the floor, and dishes clattered. Jackson placed his hand over mine, an anchor that tethered me to the present moment.

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      With the warmth of his touch, the tenderness in his eyes, and nothing more than two simple words, he calmed me. In the moment, I believed him that I was going to be okay. It did not make sense. Nothing had ever worked quite like this before. But this did. He did.

      With a deep breath, I gathered myself, swallowing the lump in my throat before trying again. “I owe you all an apology. I haven’t been as friendly as you all have been. I appreciate you welcoming me here and being kind to me, being patient with me. I promise I will be better.”

      It was all I had to give, to offer, all I could say, the extent of my gratitude gathered into those words. I felt lighter, better, like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. The three of them remained silent for a heartbeat. Then Tibb leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on my forehead. Luke rose from his seat, wrapping me in a bear hug. Jackson, with a final squeeze of my hand, nodded before letting go.

      In that moment, my heart swelled with something. I didn’t know it, nor could I have foreseen, that my heart would come to love these three men with a depth and fervor I had yet to comprehend.

      Suddenly, Luke’s voice cut through the silence. “Farm vote,” he said, his mouth full as he grinned mischievously. “I vote that Leigh cooks all of the meals.” He raised one hand while the other shoveled more food into his mouth.

      “No way,” I said.

      I looked at Jackson and Tibb for validation, but Tibb slowly raised his hand.

      “Not you too. C’mon!”

      “Sorry, Leigh,” Tibb said. “You said you promised to be better.”

      “Are you going to let them outvote me?” I asked Jackson.

      “Sorry,” he said, his hand lifting into the air. “’Fraid so.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll tell you what: I’ll cook for a week. Then we are even. Deal?”

      An hour had passed, and the food was gone, the plates now bare. I started clearing the table and taking the dishes to the sink. Pausing for a moment, I turned my gaze toward the window. There, a quilt of white and gray clouds blanketed the sky, and the wind whistled against the window. “It looks like it may rain today,” I said, the observation hanging in the air.

      “So say the weatherman,” the three of them said in unison without looking up.

      “The way you say it, I feel like that means something extra,” I said, returning to my chair.

      “It means the weatherman thinks or says it’s going to rain, but he doesn’t know,” Tibb said.

      “Wouldn’t he know?” I asked, confused.

      “No,” they all said in a chorus.

      “Who would know, then?” I asked.

      “Not him,” Luke said.

      “That doesn’t make sense. Don’t they study radars and maps?” I asked, my confusion deepening.

      “Meteorologists make predictions. Nothing is certain,” Tibb said.

      “I know it’s raining when I feel the rain,” Jackson added.

      “But it looks like it’s going to rain.”

      “Clouds shift,” Tibb said as if erratic nature of weather was a well-understood, inevitable truth.

      “And weathermen are wrong,” Jackson said.

      “So, when a meteorologist says there’s a thirty percent chance of rain…” My sentence trailed off, interrupted by a collective groan erupting from the table. “What?”

      Luke dropped his spoon onto his plate, the clang reverberating through the kitchen. He centered himself to me with theatrical gravity, gently cupping my face with both hands before pulling them back and clasping them in mock prayer.

      Tibb groaned once more, standing and pouring a cup of coffee. “Not this again.”

      “Luke, don’t,” Jackson said, shaking his head, a hint of exasperation in his tone.

      Luke slapped his hand on the table, and the dishes rattled. “She doesn’t know, Jack. And if she’s going to be one of us, she has to know this.”

      A smile tugged at my lips, amused by Luke’s fake outrage.

      Tibb sat back at the table, whispering at me as he sat, “Luke isn’t a fan of meteorology.”

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” Luke said.

      Jackson pushed his plate to the center of the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “We have work to do today, Luke. Just tell her so we can go.” He had the face of a man who’d heard this before.

      I turned my attention to Jackson, but Luke turned my head back to him. I smiled wider. “This is important, Leigh. Pay no attention to these haters. They should be as upset about this as I am. Everyone should be upset about this. We are being lied to.”

      “We are? By who?”

      “The weatherman!” Luke exclaimed.

      The urge to laugh bubbled inside me, but I tamped it down. “I’m listening,” I said with as much seriousness as I could muster.

      Luke sighed. “If the forecast calls for a thirty percent chance of rain, it does not mean that thirty percent of the area will see rain, and it does not mean that it will rain for thirty percent of the day.”

      I nodded, trying to comprehend.

      “My whole life, I thought thirty percent chance of rain meant just that—that there’s a thirty percent chance of rain. But do you know what it really means?”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

      “It means they don’t know!” Luke said, his voice rising.

      “They don’t?”

      “No! Do you know how they determine the chance of rain?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “The coverage of rain in an area and the forecaster’s confidence that it will rain.” Luke sat up straighter. “What the hell does ‘confidence’ mean? And they use a formula to determine the chance of rain. Percent confidence times coverage.”

      “Where do they get the numbers from?” I asked.

      Tibb lowered his head in exasperation, and Jackson took another sip of coffee. But Luke jumped. “Exactly!” He turned to Tibb and Jackson. “See? She gets it.”

      “Please stop encouraging him,” Tibb said. “I’m begging you.”

      “What? I’m curious,” I said, smiling.

      “They make up the numbers,” Luke said. “The numbers are based on their confidence.”

      “So…they guess?” I asked slowly, the information coming together. “But they don’t really know for sure that it will rain.”

      “So says the weatherman,” the three said in unison.

      “I understand now,” I said. “They are lying to us.”

      Luke clapped his hand together once. “She’s going to work out just fine. She gets it.”

      Tibb rose and kissed me on the forehead again, whispering, “Now you’re one of us.”

      Luke followed Tibb’s lead, his touch light but full of meaning. As they both disappeared in the hallway, I stood there, basking in a sense of acceptance I hadn’t expected. It didn’t hurt, this press against my heart, but it was full in a way I hadn’t anticipated. I hadn’t known that kind of belonging could feel this solid, this real, like the ground beneath me had thickened, becoming something I could trust to hold me up. I never imagined I could feel this rooted, not here, not anywhere.

      A chair creaked behind me, and I turned just as Jackson rose, watching me with an intensity that suggested he understood more than he let on. “They mean that.”

      I waved a dismissive hand, the motion more reflex than intent, my mind still spinning from the unexpectedness of it all. But Jackson’s large hand encircled my wrist, a gentle grip, but firm enough to still the tremor I hadn’t noticed. I glanced down at our joined hands and back up at him. His expression was soft as he leaned against the table, steadying himself, or maybe steadying me.

      He didn’t let go. And I didn’t pull away.

      “It’s okay to struggle with belonging,” he said. I tensed at how easily he plucked the thought from my mind. “And it’s also okay to belong.”

      “I know,” I said, sighing.

      “Thank you, Leigh,” Jackson said. The warmth of his hand still holding mine sent a shiver through me. “It’s been a long time since I—since we—have had a meal like that. You outdid yourself.”

      “I should be the one thanking you.”

      He smiled. “But you don’t do that.”

      “I do,” I said, gesturing at the table. “I can show you something better than I could ever tell you.”

      He nodded. “I’m starting to see that.”

      Jackson released my hand, and I took an instinctive step back. “I better get this kitchen cleaned up and get outside.”

      “Nah,” he said, rolling up his sleeves. “I’ll help.”

    
  
    
      
        Thirteen

      
      I took my first walk with Jackson later that night.

      The evening was still young, but darkness had already draped the sky. Jackson waited just outside the cabin, exactly where he’d promised. Of course he was there. He meant what he said, was always where he said he would be. His face lit up with that warm grin when he spotted me, and I ran to catch up with him.

      I had made the decision to walk with him, but not that I would talk. I could walk. I could walk all day and night, if he wanted that. The rhythm of it, one foot in front of the other, felt effortless compared to the enormity of opening up about my past. There were so many risks involved, if only he knew. I had never told anyone what happened to my family or the events leading up to it. I could barely face that myself. That secret was mine to keep, my cross to bear.

      Yet I was tired of running from myself. I didn’t want to be this person anymore, and I longed to discover a different self. Life on the Flower Farm offered me that. Jackson promised me that. He, Tibb, and Luke wore the scars from the traumas of their pasts and had lived to tell their stories. If they could, maybe there would be hope for me too. I had walked away from the wreckage of the bus crash seeking freedom, a purpose, not merely from the bars that had confined me but from the bars in my mind.

      Walking was my start. I knew I had to keep moving, because I couldn’t stand the idea of standing still any longer. Later, the words would flow like a river—easily, freely. In time, I would learn that talking to Jackson didn’t hurt; it was the opposite. But this first walk, Jackson didn’t speak either. I looked over, and his head was tipped back, a faint smile on his lips as if he was perfectly at ease in the quiet. We walked side by side as the evening went from warm to cool, the only sound the river, the burbling of water over stones. Then:

      “They’re still talking about your chicken,” Jackson said. “Luke was reheating the leftovers when I left. He couldn’t get enough.”

      Earlier that evening, I’d stood in the kitchen, hands coated in flour once again, making fried chicken for dinner. Two meals in one day, and I was already starting to feel like my old self. The girl who cooked for her family. I still hadn’t gotten used to the idea that I could belong to a family again. But I didn’t let the thought bother me. I even liked it. I paired the chicken with creamy mashed potatoes, crisp green beans, and homemade rolls. The kitchen once again hummed with the sounds of appreciation and the clinking of forks against plates.

      “We just ate a couple hours ago,” I said.

      “He said he couldn’t get the taste out of his mouth. It’s that good, you know?”

      A modest smile tugged at my lips. “I’m glad everyone liked it.”

      Jackson’s brow furrowed. “You have a hard time accepting compliments. Why?”

      You are such a pretty girl. You are such a pretty girl. You are such a pretty girl.

      The words beat in my mind like a persistent drum.

      I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s not an answer,” he said quickly. He possessed an uncanny knack for reading between the lines, and I should have known a vague response would not satisfy him. “You know…you just don’t know how to express it.”

      I met his gaze, sensing the depth of his question, but my mind was elsewhere.

      “Where did you go just now? You tuned out for a second. Where did you go?”

      “How did you know that?” I asked, though deep down I already knew the answer. He could see through me, and it baffled me.

      “Take your shoes off,” he instructed softly.

      I looked at him warily. “What?”

      “Just take them off.”

      It was then that I noticed he was barefoot, his long toes wriggling in the grass.

      “Why?”

      “Try it.”

      I didn’t argue. Because if I was taking my shoes off, he wasn’t asking me to talk. This was better, easier, than that. I bent down and removed my shoes and socks. The blades of grass tickled my toes. I straightened up, slightly skeptical. “Now what?”

      Jackson began walking again, his steps quiet, each one sinking into the grass. “Let’s go.”

      I hesitated, holding my shoes in one hand and watching the ground. “I can’t walk without shoes.”

      “Why not?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “Because I may step on something,” I said, tiptoeing carefully through the grass. The prison floors had been disgusting; we hadn’t been allowed out of our cells without shoes anyway.

      “Then don’t step on something. Watch where you step.”

      I followed him, eyes fixed on the ground as I walked through the uneven terrain.

      “Feel that?” Jackson said, pausing to allow me to catch up.

      I stopped. “Feel what? It’s just grass.”

      He smiled. “It’s more than that. Think of it as a connection, a bridge between us and everything that’s real. When we’re grounded, we’re reminded of our place. How does it feel?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jackson stepped closer and looked down at me. “Close your eyes and tell me what you feel.”

      “I tried this with Tibb, and it didn’t go well.”

      “You’re not meditating. You’re just telling me what you feel. Close your eyes. I’ll talk you through it.”

      I took a deliberate step forward. The soft blades tickled my feet. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, letting the moment settle around me. For a second, I let go of everything that gnawed at me, blocking out Deacon Ridley’s voice and the anxiety about this walk with Jackson. Instead, I tuned in to the feel of the grass, the blades that wrapped around my feet.

      “What do you feel? Just start talking,” Jackson asked, his voice a guided hand.

      “I feel the grass between my toes,” I said.

      “And what does it feel like?”

      “Soft and scratchy.”

      “What else?”

      “It tickles a little.”

      “Do you like the feeling?”

      As if in response, a playful breeze stirred and the long grass brushed my feet, heightening the tickling sensation. A smile unfurled across my face, spontaneous and unexpected, and I heard Jackson’s smile, the slick sound of his lips sliding across wet teeth. And there was something in that sound that made me smile harder.

      “Why did you smile?” Jackson asked.

      I opened my eyes and found him staring at me. He was close now—too close. Closer than I’d realized, our bodies inches apart. The proximity made my heart race. “Keep your eyes closed,” he whispered.

      I shut my eyes again, feeling the warmth of his gaze even though I couldn’t see it.

      “Why did you smile?” he asked again.

      “I don’t know.” The words came slow. It was a silly thing to find funny, the sound of another person’s happiness. It tickled me but also surprised me, how freely my smile kept arriving without permission, the audacity of it.

      “Think about it.”

      “I heard you smile.”

      “Good, and why did that make you smile?”

      “Because…because…” I paused, searching for the words. “I thought it was funny that I could hear you smile but not see it. I didn’t know it was possible to hear a smile.”

      Jackson’s laughter, gentle and light, drifted and filled the quiet space between us. “Do you feel anything else?”

      I did. The rapid beat of my heart thrummed in my chest, and I wondered if he could see it. I felt nervous about his proximity. Nervous that I didn’t mind it—welcomed it, if I were being honest. It stirred up memories of our first meeting at the farmers market, a moment charged with attraction. But I couldn’t tell him any of that; I didn’t understand the feeling myself. So I waited a moment before answering. “No.”

      “Good. It worked.”

      “What worked?”

      “You are not thinking about whatever you were earlier. When you were walking, you were watching your feet. You were present in the moment. You were right here, right now. Not there, wherever it was.”

      He was right: It had worked. And even though I was now reminded of the memory, Deacon Ridley’s voice wasn’t as persistent. I immediately went back to thinking about the grass beneath my feet. And Jackson’s smile.

      “It’s called grounding. When your bare feet come in contact with the earth, free electrons flow into your body. Grounding helps us to harness Earth’s natural energies to calm us. We’ve become so separated from our bond with nature and from the very essence that once tethered us to the land.”

      “Did your uncle teach you that?”

      “In a way…yeah,” he said. “It started with our walks, but I discovered being barefoot by accident. I liked the way the earth felt under my feet and the way it centered me. I found it calming, almost meditative. Grounding reconnects us with our place in the world and reminds us to be where our feet are.”

      “I would have never taken you for the tree-hugger type,” I said, half amused.

      He chuckled to himself. “You sound like Luke. Some people dismiss it as pseudoscience. Maybe it is, but it works for me. It worked for you. Throughout history, our ancestors walked, sat, and slept on the earth. They farmed with their hands and lived in harmony with the outdoors. We’ve severed that bond. Reconnecting with this natural energy is essential if we’re going to counter the disconnection we’ve forced upon ourselves.”

      He was wise, and that immediately drew me in. “What did it feel like for you? The first time?” I asked.

      He sighed deeply. “It felt like waking up. It was as though the earth was speaking to me. It was a depth of intimacy that I had never known. When we lose touch with that, we forget how deeply interconnected we are.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “What?”

      “Know how you feel…be able to say it so freely.”

      “I didn’t always. It took years.”

      “But…you’re healed now.”

      Jackson smiled. “Who said I was healed? I still have my good days and bad days, just more good than bad. And I know how to regulate my emotions now, what works for me.” He looked at me. “You’ve experienced something or lost something; you’re never going to forget that. But you can hold grief and joy at the same time. You just have to learn how.”

      I took another step and allowed myself to sink into the sensation once again. “I used to run barefoot. Out of our trailer and down to the river. I never realized how much I missed it until recently, how disconnected I’ve become.”

      “It’s very easy to forget, but we can work on it,” he said. “You already practice a form of grounding.”

      “I do?”

      “Why do you think you go swimming?”

      I shrugged. “I just felt like it.” But even as I said it, I knew he was right.

      All those years ago, we took to the water to forget. Floating on our backs, nothing and no one could reach us there. It all made sense now.

      “Okay,” I said with a nervous chuckle, “come to think of it, I guess swimming has been my way of reconnecting. I can see that. How did you know?”

      “This is not my first rodeo.” He grinned. “You mentioned a sister. Did you swim with her? Lila, wasn’t it?” His question was gentle, but Lila’s name on his lips felt like the stab of a thousand needles against my skin. The blanket came off, ripped away. Everything came charging back. I no longer felt the grass under my feet or the safety of his proximity.

      “How…do you know…her name?” I demanded, the words catching in my throat.

      “You told me at the farmers market. Remember?”

      “I don’t want to talk about her. Ever.” The finality in my voice was clear.

      Jackson held his hands in a low “don’t shoot” pose. “All right.”

      “I didn’t mean to…” I faltered, my voice wavering. “I’m not ready.”

      “Whenever you’re ready. I told you I would listen.”

      My throat tightened as I swallowed hard, my voice dropping to a whisper. “I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.”

      Jackson’s gaze bore into me, gentle yet probing. He had a way of doing that, of never accepting the easy answer, forcing me to reach below the surface. “Why? Think about it. What’s stopping you?”

      “It’s like… I don’t know.” I stopped and refocused. “I don’t want to open that door. I don’t want to relive it all over again.” That answer tumbled out, a confession laid bare in front of him.

      “Sometimes it’s about confronting those fears and working through them. And learning to live with it in a way that doesn’t keep you from moving forward.”

      “It’s hard,” I said, my voice cracking like brittle glass. Heat rose up my neck at my vulnerability. I didn’t like the feeling of it. “Why does it have to be so hard?”

      “It’s about progress, however small. It’s about being kind to yourself through the process. You’re stronger than you know; I can see it. And each time you confront a piece of your past, it no longer has power over you and you move closer to healing.”

      As I looked into his eyes, hope flickered—not at the idea of confronting my pain, but at the fact that I would not be alone while facing it.

      And that was enough.

      I nodded, and the tightness in my shoulders eased. After taking a deep breath, I offered a sliver of truth: “Yes, my sister’s name was Lila, and we both loved to swim.”

      I waited for the discomfort to rise in me, to sting like it always did. But the moment passed, and it didn’t hurt. I couldn’t say it felt good either, but I was relieved to have cleared this hurdle. Jackson didn’t ask any more questions and didn’t press further. He accepted my offer and my silence that followed. It was enough for now. A start.

      In the distance, the rumble of Jackson’s truck sounded, and its headlights sliced through the dark. His attention shifted to the road, and we approached the fence. The truck screeched to a shuddering halt, its tires spinning, casting a cloud of dirt and dust in the air. The truck’s window rolled down with a groan, and Tibb’s face emerged.

      Something was wrong; I could feel it in the air, in my spirit, before Tibb began speaking. Jackson opened his mouth, but Tibb’s words came out first, fast and in Creole. The only word that I understood was Luke.

      “Leigh, go back to the house and wait for us,” Jackson said, turning back to me before jumping over the fence.

      “What about Luke? Is he okay?” I asked.

      “He’ll be fine,” Tibb said, his voice calm but firm.

      “Please let us handle this. Go back to the house. We’ll be back,” Jackson said, his eyes secretly asking me to understand.

      I stepped back from the fence as Jackson sped off, the truck engine’s growl receding into the distance, dust and debris swirling in their wake.

      I returned to the main house and, without thinking, started peeling apples for an apple pie. I needed to stay busy, and to not think or feel, and cooking was the only thing. A few hours later, as the pie settled into the oven and its sweet aroma rose in the air, I heard the sudden roar of the truck again.

      I hurried out of the house and onto the porch, my heart racing, and there they were: Jackson carrying an unconscious Luke draped over his shoulder, Luke’s arms dangling, his blond hair swaying. My breath caught in my throat as I rushed to meet them. Jackson didn’t speak when he walked past me up the porch and into the house.

      “What happened? Is he okay?” I asked Tibb, my voice trembling.

      “He got into a fight,” Tibb said.

      “Is he hurt? Why is he unconscious?”

      “He’s drunk,” Tibb said with a trace of exasperation.

      We followed Jackson into the house and watched as he eased Luke down onto the couch. Luke’s body sagged heavily, his weight shifting onto his back with a groan that echoed through the room. It was then that I saw Luke’s face for the first time. He’d been fine a few hours ago, laughing, devouring the fried chicken piled on his plate. And now his face was reddened, with one eye swollen shut and knuckles smeared with dried blood.

      “I’ll get some alcohol and towels,” I said, starting toward the bathroom.

      “Let him sleep it off,” Jackson said, walking past me. The wind of his exit brushed against my face as he stormed out of the house. The screen door slammed with a whack behind him.

      Tibb removed Luke’s shoes, and I covered him with a blanket. Luke stirred a little, and the sharp odor of alcohol crashed off him in waves.

      Tibb and I left the room and retreated to the porch. Outside, we heard a jarring crack, and then another, the cadence forming in the quiet.

      “What’s that noise?”

      Tibb deflated, his shoulders collapsing. “Jackie. He’s at the Outlet.”

      I nodded. I hadn’t seen or heard anyone there since my arrival.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “He got into a fight with his sister’s boyfriend,” Tibb said. His eyes followed the direction of the persistent thuds and cracks in the distance.

      “He told me he didn’t like her boyfriend, but…” I trailed off, not really sure what to say.

      “Yeah, he’s a real piece of work. Anyway, Heather and her boyfriend had a fight. He claimed he just pushed her, but the bruises on her face say otherwise. Soon as Luke saw her, he exploded, but she begged him not to do anything. Luke went to the bar to have a few drinks, and the boyfriend showed up.”

      I realized I wasn’t quite sure where Jackson’s anger lay. “Jackson’s upset about the boyfriend?”

      “Yes…but also, this is not the first time he’s had to drag one of us out of that bar.”

      I drew back. “You too?”

      Tibb shook his head with a rueful smile. “It seems to be a Flower-Farm-for-broken-toys tradition. Getting drunk and getting into a bar fight is practically a rite of passage. This was Luke’s second time. They just let him back in.”

      Tibb stepped down a stair. “I better go check on Jack before he chops down the forest.”

      “I’ll stay here with Luke,” I offered. Tibb flashed me a weak smile before vanishing into the darkness.

      There was no doubt in my mind about what I would do. Luke had been there for me, sleeping on the floor after I’d fainted, and I would return the favor. I would be there for him when he woke up.

      I knelt beside him on the couch. I felt off-balance, and my heart ached. Like déjà vu but…it couldn’t be. I resisted the urge to brush my fingers across his cheek, smooth his hair back. My hand hung close to his face, trembling slightly. All I had ever wanted was a comforting word from Mama, from Daddy, a whisper that everything was going to be okay. I curled my fingers back, hesitated, released them again. I could be a comfort for Luke. I wielded the power to give him something I had longed for myself, even if he would never know I’d done it. I would know, and that would be my comfort too.

      Deacon Ridley had grown bored of Mama. Why stay with the old used model when you could have the new better version? His casual brushes turned into his hands roaming across Lila’s breasts and butt, his fingers slipping between her legs. He pinned her in a corner, trying to kiss her, his full body pressing against hers. When I caught him, I pushed him off her, pulling her away, and growled at him. Deacon Ridley just laughed and adjusted himself.

      I wish I could tell you that I stopped him every time. That she always fought him off. That his brushes and kisses were all he tried and succeeded at doing. But that wouldn’t be the truth. He knew we were alone in the woods. That we were nonentities. He liked knowing that secret, liked knowing we had no one to help us.

      Not even Mama.

      She noticed Deacon Ridley’s advances but ignored my pleas when I begged her to make him stop. “He’s just a man,” she’d say, as if that somehow explained everything. “They do stuff like that. He’s just being nice. Don’t ruin this for us.”

      She needed Lila. Deacon Ridley had completely turned his attention away from Mama, and Lila became the main reason Deacon Ridley came around at all. Lila’s smile tightened whenever Deacon Ridley got too close but Mama couldn’t—or wouldn’t—see it. She turned a blind eye, let it happen, even pushed Lila to be kinder to him, to play along. So Lila did. She let him touch her because Mama told her to. Because Daddy wasn’t there and we needed food to eat. But that didn’t stop Mama’s jealousy; it slithered in like a snake toward its prey. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Deacon Ridley was supposed to be her ticket out. And Lila…Lila was standing between her and that dream.

      I stayed with Ms. Byrd a lot during that time, her home once again providing the comfort I needed.

      I traced my fingers across Luke’s bruised cheek. But he remained still, lost within the dregs of sleep. With a soft sigh, I brushed a lock of blond hair away from his eye, careful not to disturb him. I took his hand in mine and held it as I sat on the floor, my legs stretched out. The tears came next, dripping down my face, for the pain and the helplessness. And a few for Lila, too, also caught in the quiet wreckage of it all.

      The next morning, a hand shook me awake.

      For a moment, I felt out of place. Sleep clung to me. I vaguely remembered my dream; it had involved Luke and his battered face.

      “Leigh…wake up,” a voice whispered.

      I blinked away the last of my sleep to find my head resting on the couch, my hand still holding Luke’s.

      Not a dream, I realized.

      “Leigh,” Jackson said. He kneeled next to me, his face inches from mine. He hadn’t slept much. The dark circles under his eyes and the weariness in his face told me so.

      I moved to stand, my body stiff from too many hours on the wood floor, and a quilt slipped off my shoulders as I rose. Someone must have placed it on me last night. I didn’t have to think too long to know who’d done it.

      I liked Jackson’s understanding of me. That he hadn’t tried to move me or ask me to leave. That he had known this was where I wanted to be.

      I looked at Luke again. He had barely moved from where he had been placed last night. “Shouldn’t we wake him?”

      “Yeah…that’s what I was coming to do. But I wanted to wake you up first. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I’m just worried about him.”

      “Luke is going to be fine. This is not the first time this has happened, and it won’t be the last, as long as his sister is with that guy.”

      There was something about what he said that bothered me. “Are you okay?” I asked. “Because it’s okay not to be. I don’t know if anyone ever told you that.”

      Jackson looked down and then back up at me. “Yeah…” he said with a smile. “Thanks for asking.”

      About twenty minutes later, Jackson, Tibb, and I were in the kitchen. No one spoke, but when we all saw the apple pie sitting in the middle of the table, we just started cutting into it. A few minutes later, Luke, fresh out of the shower, padded into the kitchen, his bare feet scooting against the linoleum floor. He stopped for a moment, running his hand through his still-damp hair, then sat at the table. He looked better, considering his black eye and busted lip. I cut him a slice of pie and placed the plate in front of him. He picked up a fork and started eating without looking up.

      Luke leaned over the plate, his arms a solid barrier, as if someone might snatch it away. Then the words arrived in typical Luke fashion.

      “I guess I need to get in a fight more often if we get to have apple pie for breakfast.”

      Just like that, the tension was snuffed out. A joke was all it took, and they were back to normal. Tibb leaned over and ruffled Luke’s hair as Jackson grabbed him by the neck, pulled him closer, and tapped his forehead against his. I watched as Luke raised his elbows off the table and reached his fork over into Tibb’s slice, stealing a bite. He had come back to life, back into himself. I realized this was their way—their way of talking about it without words. Their way of telling him that they understood, that they loved him.

      My heart warmed at the display until Luke looked up at me. “When we get married, I vote we have apple pie for breakfast at least once a week.”

      I smiled, and the tears I had been holding escaped down my cheek. “Whatever you want,” I said, smiling through my tears.
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      December had arrived on the farm.

      But the weather had second thoughts. The crisp air still carried a hint of autumn, as if the season couldn’t quite let go. Still, as the days grew shorter, the shadows stretched longer. Luke worked his way down the row, planting. He paused, wiped his brow, and squinted up at the sky, watching the afternoon sun dip behind the trees. Then he spoke. “Bonfire nights aren’t far off.”

      It hadn’t taken long for Luke to find his way out of the mess at the bar. Spending some time in the Outlet had helped. The events had left their mark, but the guys never openly talked about what had happened—at least, not in front of me. Jackson worked out an arrangement with the bar owner, and the matter was settled. Life went on, but there was a subtle shift in the air.

      I still felt unsettled. I struggled to understand how Luke could go back to normal after something like that. How easy it was for him to turn the page, especially with the knowledge that a similar occurrence could happen again. That night held a lesson I had to learn on my own. Healing wasn’t a destination, but a winding road that never truly ends. I realized I couldn’t move on if I kept rereading the same page. One bite of apple pie and a joke later, and it was over for Luke. Because things can be nice too; Luke knew that. He also understood that escaping wasn’t the brave thing to do. Staying and facing yourself was. Luke, in his own way, helped me snap out of it. The only way out was through.

      So, I began.

      A little late.

      A little scared.

      I started telling Jackson everything I’ve told you up until now, starting at the beginning of my life. I was a leaky faucet, my story dripping out. I told him I was born off the grid, about my life in the trailer and as a nonentity. I told him I had recently learned to read and write. I told him about Mama and Daddy and their lack of parental guidance and participation. I told him about Deacon Ridley and his involvement in our lives. Lastly, I told him about Lila and her love for flowers.

      And he listened, as he’d said he would. His head bowed, hands clasped behind his back, he said nothing as we walked and I spoke. He knew not to, knowing that any interruption might stop the flow of words. He asked the right questions—simple ones, like about the flowers that grew around the trailer, my favorite survival trick Daddy had taught me, and Lila’s favorite color. There were things, of course, I couldn’t tell him: what had happened to them, that I was a convicted felon and a fugitive. He had to know there was more to my story. I spoke of them in the past tense, a detail he caught but didn’t mention. He knew I would get there in my own time, in my own way. With each story I shared, the weight lifted, my shoulders rounding back as I stood a little taller.

      I had found my rhythm on the farm.

      Finally, it was the night of the season’s first Bonfire, and I stood in front of my tiny closet, eyeing the few worn items hanging inside. I’d never had to think about what to wear for something like this. The thought made my chest tighten. It was my birthday too, though I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. I didn’t want the guys to feel obligated to do something or like I was expecting them to. Growing up, birthdays were just another day, another reminder that we never had enough. Especially with Christmas right around the corner, my birthday passed unnoticed, like everything else in my life. And later, in prison, time lost all meaning. The days blended into one, and birthdays became nothing more than a number on a calendar. Now I wanted to look nice, just a little, to mark the night in some small way, even if no one else would. But standing there with an open closet, choosing felt impossible, like trying to solve a puzzle with missing pieces.

      I knew I didn’t want to wear my usual work clothes. I recalled watching Mama stand in the doorway of her closet, contemplating what to wear, dressing with care. But even though I could now start to give thought to the things I liked, something I had never had the luxury of thinking about before—simple, little things, like what to put on, how to style my hair—my options were still sparse. I settled on a pair of well-worn jeans with holes in the knees and Jackson’s navy sweater, which I had yet to return and which hung off my shoulder. It still smelled of him despite the washing. For my hair, I styled it half up in a ponytail and half down, allowing my curls to cascade down my back. Two curls framed my face instead of being hidden in my usual bun.

      Bonfire—no the, capital B, as Luke had informed me—was held away from the main house in a secluded area not far from the Outlet. I smelled the smoke before I saw it, a tangy scent of burning wood, and then glimpsed its pale ghost billowing upward. When I finally saw the fire, I understood what they did with all the wood from the Outlet. I had assumed Bonfire would include people sitting around a small fire, roasting marshmallows and telling ghost stories. I was wrong. This was something both grander and more intimate. Bonfire was the stacking of wood into a pyre that reached up against the night, burning with flames that extended eight feet in the air and painted the dark. The flames danced and twirled wildly. Sparks flew upward with a spirited cackle, soaring high into the darkness like a constellation of stars, illuminating the surrounding area and then disappearing into the sky.

      I approached the small crowd, their faces bathed in the firelight, holding clear liquid in mason jars or bottles of beer. I noticed Tibb and Luke, with his guitar, sitting on a log. Luke was strumming quietly, a few notes, tuning here and there, waiting for the right song to come to mind. Even as he fiddled around, I knew that Luke hadn’t started playing guitar yesterday. That was evident in the way he held it, how he fingerpicked the chords so smoothly, as if it were an extension of himself. Eventually, as folks noticed, the crowd shifted and settled around him, the murmur of their conversations softening into a low hum. They were used to this. They’d heard him play before and welcomed hearing him play again.

      As the last echoes of his random plucking faded, Luke cleared his throat and started singing the opening lyrics to “Blackbird” by the Beatles.

      Luke’s voice was all gravel and smoke. My mouth fell open a little and I looked around, but no one was surprised—all eyes happy and on the singer. Luke had no business being so soulful at such a young age. He embodied the voice of an older man who’d been through some things, spent nights wrestling with demons and days soaked in the weight of experience, ancient and new. He needed no accompaniment; his voice was an orchestra all by itself, shifting from delicate and haunting to this powerful driving rhythm, perfectly matching his guitar. Listening felt like riding a wave.

      A group of young girls watched him with wide, attentive eyes, but Luke sang to no one in particular, his eyes closed, a soft furrow on his brow, absorbed in his own universe of lyrics and melodies.

      I found a spot on an empty log and sat. He often hummed and sang while we worked, but I’d had no idea of his talent, the level of range he possessed. Mesmerized, I didn’t notice Jackson had sat down next to me.

      “You have that look in your eye,” he said, handing me a glass filled with a clear liquid.

      My body tensed whenever I was around him, a reaction not only to his presence but him. The ruggedness of his handsomeness slapped me in the face like it was too much to take in all at once. His beard lay close to his face, framed by his full lips and the sharp lines of his jaw. He wore khaki carpenter pants with a cream-colored cable-knit sweater that contrasted with his mahogany skin, with the sleeves rolled up to reveal the corded muscles of his forearms and his tattoos. He extended the glass to me. “What look is that?”

      “The ‘I didn’t know Luke could sing like that’ look. It’s common for first-timers.”

      “I mean…I’ve heard him sing around the fields. But this…” I trailed off and took a whiff of the glass. “What is this?”

      “That would be Alabama’s finest moonshine.”

      I took a small sip, my face contouring at the kick. He laughed. “You’re not having any?” I teased to cover my cough.

      “Nah…I’m not much of a drinker. Not anymore. Just a beer here and there.”

      I thought about that a moment and remembered what Tibb had told me the night of Luke’s fight. “Spend some time at that bar yourself?”

      Jackson looked at me. “Tibb told you about that?”

      I shook my head. “He said it was a Flower Farm tradition.”

      “Let’s just say we’ve all struggled to control our emotions. Or”—he raised his palms, correcting himself—“express them healthily. Alcohol and trauma don’t mix.”

      We turned our attention back to Luke. Jackson let out a shuddering breath and looked up. “And yeah…he is,” he said. When I looked confused, he continued, “Luke is a surprising talent.”

      “Is that why you said you didn’t think he would stay? Because you think he shouldn’t?”

      Jackson kicked a stick on the ground between his legs. “I don’t.” There was a heaviness to that answer, and I could tell it pained him to admit that.

      “Because you think he’s talented enough to make it?” I asked. “Or because of his sister and his family?”

      “Both,” Jackson said. “He shouldn’t stay here. He should try, see what’s out there for himself. But he won’t. And no matter how much I try to save him, give him every chance, there will always be something that will keep him trapped. Because he won’t leave her, and she won’t leave that asshole. He’s stuck.”

      My heart ached for Luke, and for Jackson because I knew what that felt like. Knew it all too well. I had been there with Lila and my family.

      I looked at Luke. Even under the cover of night, I could still make out his newly reddened knuckles. His face had healed faster. “I can’t believe it.” I shook my head. “You can’t even tell that something happened.”

      “It has taken Luke a long time to do that. He hasn’t always been this way. It was hard in the beginning. He had so much hate for his stepfather. I just knew Luke would kill him one day. He came to live here and he’s fine for a while. Then his sister meets this asshole, and it starts all over again. But Luke has learned one important thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You can be sad and also allow yourself to enjoy the little things. He’s a great singer and guitar player. And he’s leaned in to those things for his joy while dealing with his anger and his trauma. His wounds are there, but he’s holding his joy higher than his grief at the moment.”

      “But I thought he was healed. I thought you all were.”

      Jackson smiled. “You will never be fully healed from something that hurt you. You can be like Luke and be fine like he is now, and then suddenly be transported to a different time and place. It never goes away. There will always be evidence of it. If you cut your hand and it heals, it still leaves a scar that you will be able to see forever.”

      I considered this just as Luke stopped playing. Two men, one with another guitar and the other with a keyboard, joined him. The air filled with whistles and cheers.

      “This is really nice,” I said, looking around. “The locals all coming together. How did it start?”

      “By accident. Mostly because none of us were allowed in the local bar, and we needed a place to relax after a week of work. Then one day, we were burning some brush and kindling and it got out of hand. Pyro Luke. Someone down the road saw the smoke and came. Then a couple more people came. We threw a few things on the grill. Luke got his guitar and started playing. We liked it so much that we decided to do it again the next week. More people came. Started bringing food and shine. Luke met Gus and Edgar, and then we had a band.”

      I surveyed the crowd. It was an interesting mix of people—young and old, Black and white. All coming together.

      “I like this,” I whispered to myself.

      “What did you say?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

      “Say what?”

      I pulled at a strand of hair, looping a curl around my finger. “That I like this.”

      “You can say that out loud. I like a compliment.” He bumped my shoulder, teasing.

      “Well, it’s more than that…” I plunged onward. “It’s just this stupid thing I’ve started doing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Making a list of everything I like.”

      Jackson nodded. This wouldn’t make sense to anyone else, me making a list of things I liked, but it did to him. “Tell me…what’s on this list?”

      “Oh no…I’m not telling you that. You’re going to laugh.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      Jackson crossed his heart. “I promise.”

      I took a deep breath. “Well…I like the sound of Luke’s singing voice. I like the way the dirt feels on my fingers. I like the hero stretch—but don’t tell Tibb.”

      Jackson laughed but quickly muffled it. “That laugh doesn’t count! Is that it?”

      “There’s more, but…some of them are really stupid.”

      “None of them have been stupid so far. Tell me one more.”

      I looked away, then back at him. I almost didn’t trust myself to answer, but I saw a spark in his eyes. “I like the sound of your smile.”

      Jackson’s grin spread wide, and the sound sent ripples across my skin.

      “See? That. You heard it too. I like that sound.”

      Jackson erupted, his deep chuckle rolling. I joined in, our amusement cresting and falling. As our laughter faded, he looked at me, and I tucked a curl behind my ear and when my eyes roamed up, they collided with his. The intensity of his stare warmed my face.

      “What?” I said, a nervous smile blooming.

      “You look nice,” he said. His eyes remained locked on me, as if he wanted to plant the compliment deep within me and watch its effect. “I like your hair like that.”

      My smile faded as my fingers instinctively reached up to touch a strand of my hair, feeling the softness of my curls. But the deflection didn’t work to shield me from his comment; his words pierced through anyway, and the impact spread a warm flush across my cheeks. “Yeah…but it can get hard to tame.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t try,” Jackson said, the bass in his voice vibrating his words.

      “Then it would be so wild.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “It would be hard to control.”

      “There’s nothing tame about you. And there’s nothing wrong with that either.”

      I looked down, my heart racing, and when I glanced up at him beneath my lashes, there was an undeniable knowledge, a heat, in those dark eyes. A recognition. An awareness. That same pull from the farmers market, from so many moments before, surged back. I didn’t look away, not this time, and neither did he. We drank each other, savoring, and we might as well have been out there alone.

      If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he was flirting with me. That casual compliment and smile could easily be misread as something else. What could Jackson see in me?

      That was the problem with a life like mine, being so used to the bad you couldn’t recognize the good. My experience with Deacon Ridley had taught me to distrust pretty words. But I knew Jackson better now, and the authenticity that defined him. He was being nice. Because this was who Jackson was—a nice guy. I imagined that he often said such things to women, his compliments flowing from a well of genuine warmth. He had that way, that charm, about him, I knew, and I felt foolish for allowing a simple statement to move me in such a way.

      Jackson reached around and pulled out a small bag, handed it to me with a smile. “Happy birthday, Leigh.”

      I blinked, caught off guard. “How did you know?”

      “You told me. You said…” Jackson paused, a thoughtful look crossing his face. “Your birth date said a lot about you. December twenty-first, the day with the least amount of sunlight. The winter solstice.”

      I stared at him. “You remembered?”

      “I told you. I’m listening.”

      Words caught in my throat. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Then don’t say anything. Just open it.”

      With shaky hands, I lifted the lid off the box. A glass candleholder sat inside, simple but beautiful, and the wax of the candle it held was a gorgeous shade of midnight blue.

      “You said you were a little dark. A little light. If you ever feel like you’re losing the light…just burn this. To remember you are light.”

      I didn’t have time to respond before Luke began singing “Happy Birthday” and the entire crowd joined in. Tibb appeared, carrying a crooked chocolate cake with candles flickering atop it. I stood as he approached me.

      “Happy birthday, Leigh,” Luke said, finishing the song with a grin. “I hope you like the cake.”

      I looked at Jackson, who had stood too, then at Tibb and whispered, “You let him bake the cake?”

      “I supervised,” Tibb said with mock seriousness, placing the cake on a nearby table. “Don’t let its looks fool you; it’s good.”

      I stared at the cake—its slightly askew layers, the flickering candles that were already so stubby that I suspected they were being reused, the frosting unevenly spread. It was perfect in its imperfection.

      Jackson’s voice cut through the moment. “Make a wish, Leigh.”

      I did, closing my eyes and allowing the moment to stretch a little longer. I opened them again and blew out the candles, the soft puff of air carrying my wish.

      An overwhelming rush of gratitude filled me, an emotion so large it left me almost breathless. I didn’t know what to do, what to say, or how to process such an emotion. Instead, I absorbed it, allowing the feeling to settle inside me, quiet but heavy.

      Without thinking, I took a step toward Jackson. His arms were there before I could second-guess it, wrapping around me and pulling me. I pressed my cheek into his chest, breathing him in—his warmth, his familiar scent. My body melted into his, a momentary surrender I couldn’t have stopped even if I’d wanted to. In that moment, nothing else existed. No past, no future, just this, the steady thump of his chest beneath my cheek, his arms holding me, and the softness in the space between us. We stayed like that for a moment, neither of us letting go right away. His breath tickled the top of my head, and I felt the steady rise and fall of it, a slow exhale that matched my own. My fingers curled into his shirt, and his hands slid down my back, a motion that made my breath catch. It wasn’t just the touch but the intent behind it, pressing me into him, like he needed me there, like he never wanted to let me go.

      Finally, I pulled back, feeling the shift as reality slid back into focus. The crowd, the buzz of voices, the cake on the table returned in a rush.

      “Okay, okay,” Tibb said with exaggerated exasperation, pulling me into a hug of his own. “I mean…I did help Luke.”

      His joke lightened the mood, drawing a chuckle from me, but didn’t break the tension churning around me and Jackson.

      At that moment, Carly approached, her voice breaking through the moment like a splash of cold water. “I’ve been looking all over for you,” she said, her gaze flitting between me, Tibb, and Jackson.

      Jackson’s response was a slow sip of the moonshine he had given me. “I’ve been right here,” he said, not looking at her, his attention now on the bonfire.

      “Happy birthday,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she assessed me. “I almost didn’t recognize you. Your hair and… Are you wearing Jack’s sweater?”

      “Yeah…” I said, suddenly feeling a pang of self-consciousness that she’d called me out in front of him. “He let me borrow it.” Turning to Jackson, I added, “I should probably give this back to you.”

      “Keep it,” he said, adjusting it on my shoulder. His fingertips brushed my skin, sending a small jolt through me. “It looks better on you anyway.”

      “You do look nice tonight,” Tibb said to me. He was a few drinks in, and his usual muted demeanor had given way to a relaxed one. He turned to Jackson and muttered a few words in Creole, prompting Jackson to look at me with renewed interest.

      “Ugh!” Carly groaned. “I hate it when y’all do that.” She turned to me. “Don’t you hate when they do that?”

      “Aww, Peanut. You look nice too. As always,” Tibb said, his tone playful.

      Carly rolled her eyes and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “If you need some clothes, I was about to donate a bunch to Goodwill. But you can have them. Consider them a birthday gift.”

      I balled my hand into a tight fist to stop myself from rolling my eyes. I had a little money now. I didn’t need her hand-me-downs. “That’s kind of you,” I said, forcing a smile.

      “Don’t mention it. A friend of Jack’s is a friend of mine.”

      Jackson caught my eye and mouthed, “Thank you.” I shook my head, stifling a laugh as he chuckled quietly to himself.

      Carly, obviously sick of the lack of attention, squeezed between Jackson and me, bumping me away as she did so. She pressed her chest against his as she looked up at him. “Do you want to take a walk?” she said, air in her words, soft.

      Carly was marking her territory, and I didn’t blame her for wanting Jackson. Anybody could see why. But I wish she knew I wasn’t a threat, that nothing could ever happen between us. I also didn’t want to get in the way of whatever was unfinished between them. I’d watched Mama and Daddy play such games, and it didn’t end well. I understood all too well the dangerous consequences of getting in the way.

      From the looks of it, Jackson didn’t want to play either, shifting his body away from Carly. But I still didn’t want to stick around to find out. Luke stopped playing, and a few claps and cheers rang out. “I want to go thank Luke and cut this cake.”

      Before I could move, Jackson reached around Carly and grabbed my hand. It surprised all three of us. “I thought we were talking,” he said to me.

      “I’ll let you take that walk with Carly.” My tone was peaceful. More things than not about this night could be added to my growing list of likes. “But thank you,” I said, stopping and staring deep into his eyes. I wanted him to know it, to feel my sincerity. “This is the best birthday I’ve ever had.”

      Jackson nodded, his face somber as I turned to Tibb. “Come with me?”

      Tibb extended his arm, and I hooked mine through. We walked away and I didn’t look back.

      

      Later that night, I didn’t remember waking up and leaving my cabin, my memory and vision shrouded in a haze, but there I was, walking through the field, my bare feet grazing the dewy grass, wearing Jackson’s sweater and nothing else. I had worn it all night, not taking it off after Bonfire. I liked the way it felt against my skin, liked that his scent still clung to the fabric. This sweater was the closest I could get to him, so I slept in it. But the chill of the late-December air whispered up my legs, a reminder that the world outside had grown too cold for such a flimsy shield.

      And then he was there, Jackson, standing in the field as if summoned. I didn’t call out to him, my presence a magnetic pull, drawing him to me without the need for words. I lifted my head, my eyes peering up at him, and he was just as beautiful at night as in daylight.

      “Leigh?” My name was a question on his tongue, like he didn’t know who I was. Of course he knew me. He had just seen me a few short hours ago, told me how nice I looked, told me I was light and understood the true wild woman within, and that thought sent an ache of arousal through me.

      Without permission, I ran my hands up his chest, feeling his firm, taut muscles beneath his shirt, an intimacy that spoke more than words could. I was dreaming, and I could do whatever I wanted in a dream. There were no consequences. No hurdles. I had been waiting to do that, and the moment didn’t disappoint. Jackson’s hands covered mine with a tender possessiveness. “You’re freezing.” He pulled me closer and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me into a tight cocoon. Our bodies pressed together, one shaped to fit the other perfectly.

      In his arms, I wasn’t cold anymore; the chill had vanished, replaced by the warmth of his body. “I’m going to take you back to the cabin,” Jackson promised, lifting me with ease, one arm hooked under my knees, the other one secured around my back, his hold a steadfast anchor of safety. I would go anywhere with him.

      Nestled against his chest, I surrendered to the comfort of his embrace, allowing myself to be enveloped by his warmth and the smell that was all his own. That smell. It was the reason I still wore his sweater. But now it was here with me, fresh, a gift directly from the source. I inched closer, cradling my face deeper into his skin. As he walked, the tip of my nose and lips lightly grazed the sensitive curve of his neck. Jackson moaned, and I liked that sound from him, liked knowing I’d caused it. I wanted to hear it again. I wanted to—needed to—get closer to him. My lips brushed the skin of his neck, my bottom lip lingering, skimming, tracing an invisible path ever so slowly. It was where the scent was the strongest, and the smell filled my nose, intoxicating me.

      “Leigh…” Jackson whispered. It was not a word but a sound, air laced with pleasure. I liked this too, the sound of my name on his lips. This name. I wasn’t the girl in my waking life, but a new woman, this woman with a new name, made over. The woman in this dream wasn’t afraid of feelings; a woman bold enough, free enough, to explore whatever she wanted. And I wanted him.

      I kissed his neck, pressing my full lips deep into his skin, taking my time working up to his jawline, savoring each kiss slowly. He tasted like he smelled—of lavender, of wood, of light. Goosebumps rose on his skin as we approached the cabin. His breath sawed in and out, hard, and not from the effort of carrying me. My kisses were a thief to his breath and the creator of his moans, a sound that left a trail. The door was already open—odd, but I felt no unease. In Jackson’s arms, nothing and nobody would hurt me.

      Jackson placed me on the bed and backed away, severing the connection. I missed it instantly, missed his warmth, the feel of his body, the taste of his neck. He stirred the fire in the woodstove and added a few more pieces of wood while I moved against the bed, squirming against the sheets, my body aching for him. I rubbed my hands down my breasts and down to the space between my legs. Jackson stood at the edge of the bed, watching me. His sweater inched up my legs, and his eyes followed its movement, my hands. I could barely make him out through the haze. He was too far away. I wanted him closer, on top of me, inside me, the ache almost unbearable. I extended a hand to him, and he took it, lying next to me.

      I pounced on him before he knew it, before he’d even settled into the bed, kissing his neck again, my hands exploring everywhere, touching everywhere. My hands moved down his body slowly, to the waistband of his pants, feeling his hardness bulging, pressing, begging to be released. Jackson groaned, cursing under his breath, and grabbed my hands, one of his big enough to hold both of mine. He whispered, “Let me hold you.” He was breathless, his voice calm and soothing. And suddenly, I was tired, remembering how heavy my eyelids were, how my body stung with exhaustion. I turned onto my side and tucked his hand across my body. From behind, he held me tight, both arms locked around me, his body pressed against me, and the heat pulled me into the depths of sleep. He nestled his head on my neck, his breath tickling. The last thing I remembered was Jackson’s lips close to my ear. “Rest,” he whispered, running his fingers through my hair. “I’ve got you now.”

      I blinked, my eyes closed, and when I woke, he was gone.

    
  
    
      
        Fifteen

      
      It was a dream.

      Of course it was. I rarely remembered my dreams in such detail, with such clarity. And yet, I remembered every second of this one, as if it were real, as real as the air in my lungs. Jackson hadn’t been here last night. He hadn’t lain next to me. He hadn’t held me close. He hadn’t whispered in my ear. But as I lay there in the predawn light, staring at the ceiling, I allowed the memory of the dream to unfold like a movie.

      I didn’t mind it, nor did I mind my actions in it. Nor the wetness between my legs. And I was not filled with shame or regret, but of a desire I had barely known before. I couldn’t recall the last time a dream had moved me in such a way, or if one ever had. Sex was not something I allowed myself to think about. And yet, there I was, happy at this newness with me and aroused by the thought of Jackson touching me.

      A smile still clung to my face as I stepped out of the cabin. When I opened the door, there was Jackson, sitting on the porch.

      “Hi,” I said slowly.

      “Hi,” Jackson said, pushing his body off the porch railing. He wore the clothes from last night, the same ones from my dream.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, tilting his head.

      “I’m going to yoga with Tibb. He thinks my wrist has healed enough for me to be able to put weight on it.”

      Jackson’s face softened. “Oh.”

      “And you?” I asked.

      “I came to check on you,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Me? Why? I’m fine.”

      “How was your night? Did you sleep okay?” he asked, studying me.

      I shifted my feet, my thoughts drifting back to the remnants of my dream. “Yeah… Why?”

      “You left Bonfire so suddenly. You didn’t say good night.”

      “Well…I got sidetracked,” I explained. “I wanted to thank Luke for the cake, and Tibb introduced me to Teresa. I also saw you walk off with Carly.”

      His jaw clenched. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. It’s none of my business.”

      “I shouldn’t have gone with her,” Jackson said, his voice filled with honesty.

      “You don’t have to explain. I understand.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” He was still studying me hard.

      “Yeah… I better go,” I said, walking down the steps. “I don’t want to be late.”

      “I’ll walk with you,” he said, following me down the path. “Did you have a good time last night?”

      “I did. Luke killed it. He gave me chills. It was nice. Different. I see why he loves Bonfire so much.”

      “Bonfire is definitely the Luke Show. But he’s earned it. His talent is on another level.”

      The conversation felt awkward, forced, when it shouldn’t have.

      “How much more of that moonshine did you drink?” Jackson asked.

      “Not much more. I didn’t like it. I’ve never really liked the taste of alcohol,” I said. My brain scrambled to find anything to say to dampen the charged air between us. “Did you have a good time?”

      Jackson exhaled, the sound more of a groan. “Not really. Carly—”

      “You don’t owe me an explanation,” I repeated.

      He paused as we reached the clearing where Tibb was already stretching on his mat. He looked at me, his gaze steady. “We’re not together. She wants to be, but we’re not.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Jackson continued, “We were for a long time. I thought she was the one. But she went to college and met Benny’s father. He ran off when he found out she was pregnant. She dropped out of school and came home to raise Benny.”

      “She was young. She made a mistake. It happens.”

      “I forgave her, but things haven’t been the same. She shattered what I thought we had. I see her differently now, and I can’t change that.”

      “She still loves you.”

      Jackson’s expression shifted, a sigh escaping him. “I know. And I appreciate her help with the expansion and allowing me to use her land. But I don’t love her. Not anymore.”

      “I think you need to tell her that.”

      “I have.”

      “So why are you telling me?”

      “Because I don’t want you to think there’s something between us or that I’m leading her on.”

      “Okay,” I said, taking in his words.

      “Okay,” he said with finality, nodding as if reinforcing his point. “And you’re okay from last night?”

      “Yeah…I’m fine.”

      Jackson tucked his hands into his pockets. “Well…I’ll see you at breakfast.”

      I watched as he walked away before continuing the rest of the way to Tibb.

      “What was that all about?” Tibb asked.

      “I have no idea. He was waiting for me outside of the cabin, asking me about last night.”

      A slight grin rose on Tibb’s face.

      “I take it things went well with Teresa?” I asked.

      “It’s new. But I like it. We had a nice night.”

      “She seemed like a nice woman. She would be good for you,” I said, stretching. “If you don’t ruin it.”

      Tibb gave me a mischievous grin. “Now, would I do something like that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think Jackson had a good night.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I think it has something to do with Carly. I don’t know; he was weird just now.”

      Tibb rolled his eyes. “Peanut has always had a way of ruining things.”

      “You know…she hates it when y’all call her that.”

      “And that’s why we do it. I don’t hide my feelings for her.”

      “She hurt him that bad, huh?”

      “It wasn’t just the betrayal. I never thought she was the one for him. Carly never wanted this life, and she left as soon as she could. She was one of those people who leave and don’t come back. But she did, and now she’s settling for a life she never wanted and she’s miserable because of it. Trust means everything to him. She broke his trust, and she’ll never get that back, no matter how hard she tries and how much land she gives him.”

      I swallowed hard. “Do you think that’s why she’s doing this?”

      “I think she’ll do anything to win back his heart. She knows how important this is to him. I wouldn’t put anything past her. He loves it here, wants to help grow this area, so he would do anything to accomplish that. But he needs to be with someone who understands that vision and wants to help him, who doesn’t mind living in the middle of nowhere. I don’t want him to settle for anything else.”

      “Do you think he would do that?”

      “No,” Tibb said firmly. “I know he would rather be single for the rest of his life than to live a life he doesn’t want. Jackie wants a family. The family he never had.”

      I thought about this as we finished stretching, and Tibb stood up with a look of determination in his eyes. “All right, Leigh. Yoga is all about connecting breath and movement. Ready to give it a try?”

      I stood. “I suppose. I’ve never really been the flexible type.”

      “Flexibility is just a side effect. The real goal is to find balance and calm.” Tibb walked over to me. “Let’s start with the sun salutation. Stand with your feet together and arms down at your sides. Squeeze your thighs inward, like you’re trying to pinch a piece of paper between them, and lift your chest. Imagine a string pulling you up from the top of your head.”

      I moved with his instructions. “Like this?”

      “Perfect. Now, take a deep breath in and reach your arms over your head. Try and touch the sky.” I stretched toward the cool light breaking through the clouds. “Now, breathe out and relax your arms.” I looked down and saw Tibb bent at the waist, his palms on his shins. “Relax your neck and bend your knees if you need to.”

      We held that position for a few seconds. “Next, I want you to place your hands on the ground and step your feet back into a plank pose. Keep your body straight from your head to your heels and engage your core.”

      I shifted my feet back. I looked to Tibb for validation, and he mimed that I needed to lower my behind. “What about you? What do you want?”

      “What do you mean?” Tibb asked, moving again. “From this position, I want you to lower yourself down into a chaturanga. Bend your elbows and lower your body until it’s right above the ground. Watch your wrist. If it’s too much, stop.”

      I followed along, lowering my body carefully. “This is hard,” I said, my arms shaking as sweat formed on my brow.

      “That’s okay. You’re doing great. Next, slide forward into the cobra pose. Press both of your hands into the mat and lift your chest up. Keep your elbows slightly bent and your shoulders pushed back away from your ears.”

      I lifted my chest and relaxed my shoulders away from my ears. “I mean…is this what you want to do for the rest of your life? Do you see yourself settling down? With Teresa, maybe?”

      Tibb slowly breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth. “I’m going to live here for the rest of my life. Probably buy a few acres down the road, build a house, and have a few kids.” Tibb angled his body upward. “From cobra, tuck your toes and push your hips up and then back into downward dog. Spread your fingers as wide as you can, and press your heels toward the ground.”

      I raised my hips, creating an inverted V shape with my body. I felt the stretch in my hamstrings. “With Teresa?”

      “Hold this position for a few breaths,” he said. “Oh, no. She’s the one for now. Not then.” He stepped forward. “Step both of your feet forward to your hands and come back to the forward fold. Then slowly rise and reach your arms overhead.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “You just know. There’s something about her.”

      “So…that’s it? It’s over?”

      Tibb winked. “I didn’t say that. We’re still having fun. Lots of fun.”

      “Poor girl,” I said, shaking my head.

      “She didn’t seem to mind last night.” Tibb looked at me. “Or this morning.”

      “I had a sex dream last night,” I said, closing my eyes and stepping into the forward fold. I was afraid to open my eyes, but when I did, Tibb was moving into the next position, unfazed. “Please don’t ask me about it. It’s already embarrassing enough that I’m telling you about it.”

      “There’s nothing embarrassing about sex, Leigh. Why do you bring this up?” he said, in what he called mountain pose, looking at me with one brow raised.

      My heart hammered and heat rushed up my cheeks. “Oh, you know, just wondering if it could be connected to all the…stretching, the yoga?” The excuse landed clunkily between us, but thankfully Tibb didn’t call me on it.

      “Yoga can sexually charge a person in many ways. You’re getting stronger and stronger every day. You are coming into your own. This doesn’t surprise me.”

      My hair had come loose from its bun, and curls hung in my eyes. “Well…it surprised me.”

      “Your body knows what it wants. It’s partly circulation and relaxation. But it’s also acceptance. Allowing your body, your mind, to be, to feel, to do what it can without judgment or hesitation is kind of like sexual freedom, without sex.”

      “I didn’t know that dreaming like that was going to be a side effect.”

      Tibb laughed. “Having a sex dream is not a side effect of yoga. Dreams can be repressed desires.” We moved through the routine again. “They’re often things we yearn for but don’t allow ourselves to acknowledge in the light of day. What did you do after the dream? When you woke up?”

      “Nothing. I came here.”

      “You know it’s okay to explore that.”

      “Explore what?”

      “Masturbation.”

      “I am not talking about this with you.”

      “Your body wants it; you should listen to it. Allow yourself to explore these feelings.”

      “We’re not talking about this,” I said again, standing.

      “You brought it up.”

      “Please don’t tell them. I can’t sit at that table and know that they know that I’m…you know.”

      “What we discuss here, I don’t share with them.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Really?”

      Tibb crossed his heart. “You have my word.”

      “I’ve been numb for so long. I didn’t know I was capable of feeling anything. Then I came here, and I feel as if I’m waking up.”

      “How did the dream make you feel?” Tibb’s voice quieted.

      “Alive,” I whispered. It was the strangest word for me, yet I’d said it before I knew I was going to.

      I don’t know why it took me so long to realize it but, in that moment, I understood that the farm was beginning to change me in ways I hadn’t even noticed. The farm and all its players were working their magic.

      Like all sessions, Tibb ended with meditation. I hesitated. Every time, I saw Deacon Ridley, felt that familiar spark of fire. But it wasn’t as sharp anymore. Less jarring. Still, I had to keep trying. Lila could be there. She was worth reaching for. But this time, something shifted. I saw Mama’s and Daddy’s faces. Younger versions, frozen in time, back when Mama had lived for Daddy, when she unspooled her life for him. Back when his absences were less frequent and everything was still whole. They just stood there, silent. Watching. No warmth in their eyes, just a steady distant gaze. I reached out to touch them, but they flinched as if my presence burned them. I tried again, and they turned and walked away, their backs cold and final.

      

      I was still reeling from the vision when, for the second time that morning, I found a visitor waiting on the porch of my cabin. As I approached after yoga, I saw Carly pacing the small distance of the porch, a bag at her feet.

      “Carly?” I asked. “Can I help you?”

      “I wanted to bring you these clothes.” She eyed me warily. “I know you need them.”

      “Oh.” I walked up the steps. “You didn’t have to. I could have walked over and gotten them.”

      “Well…I was coming over anyway. I need to talk to Jack.” She paused. “Where are you coming from, dressed like that?”

      I looked down at my sweatpants and long-sleeve shirt. “Yoga with Tibb.” As soon as I said it, I wondered if what she’d seen in my yoga clothes was pajamas, as though I were walking from having spent the night somewhere else.

      Her relived laugh told me I was probably right. “He does pretend to be a yogi. I see he’s roped you in too, huh?”

      “He’s helped me quite a bit.”

      “A criminal turned farmer turned yogi. You couldn’t make that up if you tried.”

      “Tibb’s not a criminal.”

      “Oh…they didn’t tell you that?”

      “Well…it’s none of my business. And I don’t care if he was.”

      “You should make it your business; you’re living out here with them. You should know who they are.”

      “Carly…”

      “He almost killed his foster father. He jumped on him and kept punching and punching him. Then he ran away. It took them two weeks to find him. Then Jack brings him here to live with that other hothead, Luke. Jack loves taking in strays.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I’m starting to wonder who you are, Leigh. This place does attract a type. What’s your story? Where did you come from?”

      A cold prickling ran down my spine at the challenge in her tone. It was here I knew I needed to walk a fine line with Carly. She saw me as competition, and animals attack when backed into a corner. I didn’t need her to be curious about me and start digging into who I was.

      “I’m just passing through. I’ll be moving on after this initial extra work Jackson needs.”

      Her perfectly trimmed eyebrows lifted. “Oh…I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah…you can rest easy, Carly. I’m not staying, and I’m not a threat to you.”

      I’d heard this before. Lila had become a threat, and Mama couldn’t bear to lose Deacon Ridley’s attention, no matter the cost.

      It didn’t take long for the tension to snap. One night, Mama cut Lila’s hair. She said it was an accident, that she’d just intended to give it a trim. But Lila’s once-long hair was hacked unevenly, strands hanging like broken threads. But I knew better. The look in Mama’s eyes said it all.

      Lila couldn’t understand the sudden shift in Mama’s behavior, how Mama could dote on her most of her life and then throw her aside with such ease. Especially since she had listened to Mama, allowed that bastard to touch her. But she dismissed it as one of her ever-changing moods. But this was different. I just didn’t have the word for it back then. Things eased up between them when Lila met and fell in love with Robert. She was too young for such a serious relationship, but Mama encouraged it, often inviting Robert to the trailer and allowing him to spend the night in our room. I wanted Lila to be happy. Like me, she was a simple girl who knew of nothing else but the world around our trailer and who craved the sweetness of love. At first, I didn’t see the harm in it for her. Until she missed her period. Until Daddy came home for good.

      Carly laughed again. “You think I think you’re a threat? I don’t. But I saw the way you were looking at him at Bonfire. The hug.”

      My cheeks warmed, but I kept my voice steady. “It was my birthday, and I hugged all of them for my cake. Jackson is a nice guy, but he’s also my boss, and we were winding down after a long week. That’s all you saw.”

      “Good. I just want to make sure you know how important Jack is to us, to this community. This project will help put Wilcox County on the map. He doesn’t need any distractions.”

      “I’m not a distraction.”

      “You’re leaving…when the expansion is completed?”

      Looking at her, I realized she was holding her breath. “I’ll tell you what: I’ll let you drive me to the next town with a Greyhound bus stop.”

      Carly’s chest lowered, a breath exhaled. “Deal.”

      I picked up the bag and opened the door. “But I don’t think Jackson will take too kindly to you calling his brothers strays.”

      “Brothers?” She spit the word out as if it were lint on her tongue.

      “Do you know why they don’t like you? Why they call you Peanut? Because of this. You of all people should know just how important Luke and Tibb are to Jackson. Because if you did, you would have never called them strays.”

      I closed the door and pressed my back against it. Carly’s footsteps descended the porch and walked away. Only then did I start breathing again. It was the first threat since I’d gotten here that my cracks were showing. No one else seemed to care who I had been—not really. But Carly did. More importantly, she believed she had reason to care. And I knew she would do anything to protect Jackson. From me.

    
  
    
      
        Sixteen

      
      The new year brought not only colder weather but also a new routine. Our work changed from the hectic pace of the fall into something more relaxed. As the ground rested for the winter, so did we, though, as I quickly learned, farmers never fully rested. We put up the hoop houses. The new building’s foundation was poured. Soon, Tibb would have more room to work on his bouquets, no longer cramped in the small makeshift space. The new building would also serve as a home for the seed business. During this time, Tibb carefully curated an inventory of seeds and bare-root plants for the new field and ordered everything from seed-starting mix to buckets to trays. Luke and I still primarily worked outside, overseeing the inspection of the dahlia tubers in storage, ensuring they remained plump and viable, and stayed protected from mold and dehydration.

      Jackson had different responsibilities. After dinner, I would often find him at the kitchen table, his notebook open in front of him, filled with numbers and diagrams. He would see me and smile. But there was strain in his eyes. Without even snooping in his book, I could guess the reason. With the expansion and the additional flower fields, I knew he couldn’t afford to hire help for the spring and summer. He worked hard to make up for it, often the last one to settle in at night and the first to begin his day. I knew he had borrowed against the farm, and I could tell the thought ate away at him. He had everything riding on this idea. It had to succeed. Watching him push himself ignited a fire within me. Tibb and Luke too, I noticed. Jackson’s dream had become more than just his own; we wanted this with a drive that went beyond supporting him.

      The farm’s expansion mirrored changes within me. Yoga sessions with Tibb became one of my favorite activities. With every deep breath and slow stretch, I felt a change—not just in my muscles, which tightened and strengthened, but in the way my chest opened, as though I were letting something deep inside me finally take root.

      And then there was Jackson. Our nightly walks were a constant now. Every night, he was there, just as he’d said he would be. The air would grow cool as we headed down our path. Sometimes words poured out of me, fragments of my past, memories of Mama and Daddy, moments from a life lived far from the world. Other nights, I stayed quiet, letting the sound of our steps do the talking. Jackson knew when to push and when not to. He listened and absorbed every detail of my life. I opened the story to him, as slowly as a blooming flower and just as sure. At a certain point, I wasn’t going to stop.

      You may be wondering, I made it all this way only to betray myself? No. I gave him one flower, not the whole field. My imprisonment and the truth about my family remained hidden. I suspected he guessed there was more, as Carly did, but unlike her, Jackson always respected my boundaries and never pushed beyond them. I didn’t fear he’d try to dig in.

      Not a day went by that I didn’t think about how I was still a fugitive. I was aware that every moment I spent here was a quiet gamble, a risk to Jackson and his business. But my new life on the farm had me in its soft grip now. Some days it barely brushed against my thoughts, and I even began to wonder if a normal life could be possible. I had promised Jackson I would remain until the summer. I wanted to see the expansion through and honor my commitment to him. I owed him that, and I would do everything I could to pay that debt down.

      What was muddier for me was my connection with Jackson. We spent long days working side by side, and every night, we walked together. We were growing close despite myself. Each moment with him, I found myself drawn to him, a gravity I couldn’t resist. But I didn’t trust it. For so many reasons, including one important one: It didn’t feel real. I guess because I didn’t know what real felt like for me. I didn’t trust that my feelings were based on anything concrete. Jackson had taken me in, offered me a home, a job, a safe place to rest. More importantly, he had given me a purpose. Who wouldn’t fall for a man who had done that?

      So, I tried to focus on one thing I knew was true: To experience feelings like these, even if they weren’t something to follow, seemed like a victory in itself. It was a sign that I was healing. The peace of the farm, the walks with Jackson, the yoga with Tibb—everything was working. I told myself that had to be enough.

      

      One particularly chilly evening, Jackson and I didn’t part at our usual spot midway between our homes, but instead he walked me back to the cabin. He stirred the fire and brought in a few extra logs.

      I watched him for a moment. “Can I ask you something? Are you worried that it won’t all work out?”

      Jackson picked up a stick, breaking it into small pieces with a sharp crack and throwing them one by one into the fire. “No.” The word slid off his lips without hesitation, as if he had already asked himself the very question, worked it out in his mind, and come to that conclusion.

      “That easy, huh? You can just admit that?”

      “Sure, what’s there to be afraid of? I’ve leveraged everything for this, taken out a mortgage on the house and the farm.” He laughed. “If this doesn’t work out, I’ll be broke, jobless, and homeless along with Tibb and Luke.”

      “Jobless? Homeless?” I repeated the two words that stuck out the most. I knew Jackson had a lot riding on this expansion, but not that much, that the failure not only meant so much more than his reputation.

      “I’m human. I can’t completely hold off anxiety. I stopped being afraid a long time ago, but I took that step, shaky legs and all. This project is worth it.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said.

      “Are you staying warm in here?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “It only gets cold at night when the fire dies down.”

      Jackson considered this for a moment before excusing himself with a finger held aloft, indicating he’d return. A few minutes later, he did, holding a beautiful quilt with concentric squares of red and white strips, with four large blocks made of four smaller blocks. “Here,” he said, handing it to me. “Use this.”

      I held the quilt in my hands, marveling at the craftsmanship before unfolding it. Each block had slightly different arrangements, and the strips around the border were made of different fabrics. “Is this one of the Gee’s Bend quilts?” I asked, knowing it was.

      He nodded. “My grandmother made it.”

      “I can’t take this,” I said, handing it back to him. “It’s too special.”

      “Please,” he said. “I want you to.”

      “It’s really beautiful,” I said, running my hands across it. “The stitching and the patterns. Ms. Byrd sewed quilts, but nothing like this.”

      “Ms. Byrd…the woman who taught you how to cook?” he asked.

      “Yeah…she was a great woman.”

      “Where is she now?”

      “I don’t know. We lost touch.” It was a version of the truth.

      Jackson turned to leave but stopped. “You know what? Come with me.”

      Half an hour later, I found myself in a dusty closet with Jackson. The air was heavy with the scent of aged wood. Jackson wrestled with an old refrigerator box, its battered surface a patchwork of fading labels and creases. Inside lay stacks of quilts.

      “I can’t believe you stored them in here,” I said, peeking inside.

      “It’s where my grandmother and aunt kept them,” he said as he maneuvered the box. “I just never moved them.”

      One by one, Jackson pulled out quilt after quilt. The fabrics were a mosaic of colors and patterns and stitches. He paused for a moment with each one, his gaze distant, remembering something about it. “When I still lived with my mom, we’d visit here sometimes… I don’t remember much about those trips, but I remember standing in this very box, helping my grandmother mash them down. She would pick me up and put me inside.” A soft smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as he spoke.

      “What a memory,” I said, grateful for the private glimpse into his past. “You should at least display them.”

      “I do,” he said. “Every year, the Airing of the Quilts Festival. I always have to tell people they’re not for sale; she never wanted that. My aunt wanted them to stay in the family—but always said they could be an insurance policy.”

      “No…” I looked over the intricate patterns and colors of each quilt. “Please don’t ever sell them.”

      “I don’t think I could ever bring myself to,” he said. “It would have to be an emergency, and I can’t imagine what that could be.”

      “But it does feel wrong, keeping them in here like this most of the year. They should be used, celebrated.”

      “You’re using one,” Jackson said.

      I nodded and pushed myself to hold his gaze. “Yes…why?” My tone was gentle. Before, I would have asked relentlessly, worried about a Trojan horse. Now I asked to understand the gift and the giver. “Why allow me to use one when you don’t even show them, usually?”

      Jackson’s expression softened. “You asked me earlier if I was afraid.” He ran his hands over a quilt. “Most of the people here still carry the name of the man who enslaved our ancestors. We have lived through many hard times, and it seemed at one point the world had forgotten about us. My family started making quilts as a way to keep themselves warm. They used old work clothes and fertilizer and flour sacks as their materials. But the people of Gee’s Bend endured. They had no idea that these quilts would become as famous as they are. That’s what these quilts are all about. Why I’m not afraid. Proof of determination. That sometimes a curse can become a blessing. Gee’s Bend quilts are in exhibitions and museums all over the world. Now thousands of people come to see our quilts, learn about our history, or visit the festival. We have a place, a purpose. We educate, we help others, and we teach from our struggles.”

      Jackson’s words resonated deeply within me, and a ripple moved across my chest. I recognized a shared experience of abandonment and rediscovery, a struggle akin to my own.

      My face warmed as he looked at me. I turned away, redirecting my attention back to the quilts. “Which one is your favorite?” I asked, eager to shift the conversation to something else—anything else.

      “The one I gave you,” Jackson said.

      My eyes widened. “Really? So why give it to me?”

      “I think you know why,” he said.

      And he was right. I knew why. Of course I did. I tried to convince myself that it was just me, that he didn’t feel the connection, that I was delusional, but the heat in his eyes told me the truth, what he was feeling. What we both felt but had been too hesitant to acknowledge it. Until now.

      “It’s getting late,” I said, standing. “I…I better go.”

      “Leigh…wait… Don’t go.” His voice was almost pleading. It trapped me where I stood, caught between staying and going.

      But I couldn’t look at him. One look could crack my composure. “I can’t.”

      “What’s going on?” a voice asked.

      Jackson and I both startled. Carly was looking around the closet doorframe. Her timing, as always, perfect.

      Neither Jackson nor I spoke, and the silence stretched awkwardly. Finally, I said, “Jackson was showing me his family’s quilts.”

      Carly’s eyes darted between me, Jackson, and the quilts, a frown knitting her brows. “You never take these out,” she said, moving toward them and running her fingers over the fabric.

      “It’s because of me,” I said, my fingers moving slightly, trying to casually brush off the moment. “I made him show them to me.”

      Carly dug through the box, but Jackson stood close, his jaw clenched. The closet wasn’t big enough for all the unsaid words between us and the feeling left unexplored.

      “Well…I was just heading out.” I walked out without looking back.

      

      The next morning, I stumbled out the door to yoga. My body felt heavy, as though I were moving through molasses, moving through swampy humidity, conflicted with thoughts of Jackson and what happened yesterday. And something else. Something was coming. I felt it in the air, but I didn’t know what it was. What I know now that I didn’t know then was that I had reached a certain point in my healing. As I struggled to adjust, stretches and poses that usually flowed felt strained, every motion weighed down.

      “What’s going on?” Tibb asked. “I taught you better than this.”

      I shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      “Jackson showed me his family’s quilts,” I said.

      Tibb’s expression shifted from puzzled to understanding. “Ah, so that’s why the box was out of the closet. He doesn’t really take them out.”

      “I know.”

      “And?”

      “And…nothing. Never mind. I shouldn’t have said anything,” I said.

      “Now you think you have feelings for Jackie.”

      I blanched. “Yeah… Is that wrong?”

      Tibb laughed. “There’s nothing wrong with having feelings for Jack. I’m glad you do because he’s crazy about you.” Tibb stopped and looked at me and, when I failed to react, said, “But you already knew that.”

      I nodded. “We’ve been spending a lot of time together. And we live in a very unique situation here.”

      “Is that what you think? Our living and working environment has something to do with this? I have watched Jackie try to hide his feelings for you since the first day you got here. Do you know what I said to him when I met you for the first time? I told him that he was in trouble because I could already see it in his eyes.”

      “You saw it then?”

      “Of course. No one knows him better than I do.”

      “But he didn’t know me then.”

      “You think that matters? He saw enough. He saw a beautiful woman. He saw a woman who practically walked here. He saw a woman who didn’t mind working in the field or being out here. He saw something he’d never seen before.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t, Tibb. I’m leaving this summer. This was always temporary. I don’t want to start something.”

      “Why not?”

      Two simple words. One difficult question I couldn’t answer.

      “Because…” I hesitated, then took a deep breath. “Carly came to see me. She asked me to stay away from Jackson.”

      Tibb’s brow furrowed. “And is that what you’re doing? Staying away from him for her?”

      “I don’t want any trouble. He’s got a lot going on with the expansion. I don’t want to add to that. And…I…don’t know if I’m ready.”

      “Come on. Get up,” Tibb said, standing and starting to walk. “I think we need to try something different.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, following. Then I realized: “The Outlet?”

      “Yup. You’re blocked. I think it will help you.”

      My steps slowed just as we reached the woodpile. “I’m glad that it works for Luke and Jackson, but I don’t know.”

      “You’ve never tried it, so you don’t know.”

      “You’ve never used the Outlet.”

      “That’s not true. I’ve spent quite a bit of time here before I found yoga.”

      Tibb picked up an axe leaning against a tree stump and handed it to me. I gripped the wooden handle and lifted it. “It’s heavy.”

      “So is whatever you’re carrying. Transfer that from your hands into this piece of wood,” he said, standing up a log on the tree stump. “Don’t think about it. Just do it.”

      I lifted the axe and swung it down onto the log, splitting it into two pieces that scattered in opposite directions.

      “Good,” Tibb said. “How do you feel?”

      My chest pumped up and down from the effort. “Okay.”

      “Do it again.” Tibb positioned another piece on the tree stump. “Chopping wood, believe it or not, is a form of meditation. It requires a singular focus, just like meditating. Now…think about whatever had you distracted. Channel that into your hands and out through the axe.”

      Just before I lifted the axe, Carly’s face flashed in my mind, as quick as a blink. Then Deacon Ridley’s firelit face appeared, just as it had before, right as I lowered the axe onto the log. I chopped another piece, then another one, the rhythm steady. Then Mama’s and Daddy’s faces emerged, the younger versions of themselves. But before I could reach them, they slipped away, leaving only the bite of the axe against the wood.

      I swung again.

      Suddenly, Lila was there, sprinting through the field, her laughter ringing in the air, and I was chasing her, just like we used to do. The sun kissed the grass, turning the world into gold. Her legs outpaced mine. My hand reached out, my fingers desperate to grasp her.

      I kept chopping. Swing. Reach. My heart thundered in my chest, my breath shallow.

      She turned, her face just a blur of light, and I leaned forward, aching with anticipation, to see her again, her face, to catch the smile I missed.

      But when the haze lifted, it wasn’t Lila’s face I saw.

      It was mine.

      

      Later that night, sleep eluded me. Being at the Outlet had worked something loose within me. I tossed and turned, the bed feeling like a battleground. The quilt pressed down like a suffocating weight, while the cold air raised goosebumps on my skin.

      I turned over again, eyes wide open in the dark.

      I’d expected to see Deacon Ridley’s face. Mama’s. Daddy’s. Not mine. The Outlet helped me realize something I had buried so deep it had turned to stone. Something I hadn’t known was there, not until now: I was angry. Not just at Deacon Ridley, Mama, or Daddy.

      I was angry at myself.

      That anger had been there all along, buried beneath everything, hidden in places I refused to look, and now I had to confront it. It was like the work on the dahlias that Jackson taught me all those months ago. I had surrendered, cutting back my foliage by walking with Jackson and working with Tibb. In doing so, I’d signaled that I was ready for this, my eye visible. But I wasn’t finished. Now it was time for me to reach into the dirt with my bare hands and dig up what I had buried. Only I didn’t know how.

      I rolled out of bed and reached for Jackson’s candle on the nightstand. I struck a match and watched the wick catch. The flame flickered before catching and spreading soft light, pushing back the shadows in the room. For a moment, I watched it burn. Though the light was faint, it was enough. Enough to temporarily cast away the darkness that had settled within me. Enough for me to remember. That I am light.

      I decided that some fresh air would be nice. I wrapped the quilt around my shoulders and opened the door. The moon bathed the porch in light, casting a shadow over Jackson. I jumped before I recognized his shadowy hulk. He was sprawled on the old bench, his long legs draped over the railing, his hands resting folded in his lap. Despite the uncomfortable position, he looked relaxed, and when I moved closer, a creak from the wood floor woke him. He shot up, blinking hard.

      He stood there for a moment. Finally, he took a small step toward me, his arms outstretched as if to grab me.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      He stiffened, his eyes widening as he stammered, “I—I…” His voice faltered as he searched for words.

      “Were you sleeping out here?” I asked, noticing the blanket bunched up beside him, his notebook resting on the edge of the bench, and a half-empty bottle of water at his feet.

      He ran his hands over his face before exhaling a deep breath. “Yeah.”

      “Why?” I asked, but I knew the answer. I knew before he said it. I could see it in his eyes, a look that Daddy had given me the first time he caught me sleepwalking. “You know,” I said, barely hearing the words myself. “You know that I sleepwalk. Did you catch me doing it?”

      Jackson nodded.

      “How long have you known?” I asked, my heart pounding in my chest.

      Jackson hesitated before responding. “Since the first bonfire.”

      Noises blurred and my throat tightened. Jackson couldn’t know this about me. I thought I was being careful, barricading my door at night. “Why didn’t you say something? How many times have you caught me?”

      Jackson moved toward the door. “Let’s go inside.”

      The warmth of the room contrasted starkly with the chill of the night air. I collapsed onto the bed, my mind racing as I faced him. “What happened?” I asked, my voice laced with embarrassment.

      “Leigh…”

      “I want to know. Please.”

      Jackson settled into the chair next to the bed, his arms resting on his knees, his expression serious but soft. “I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a walk. I looked up and you were there, standing in the field.”

      “What was I doing?” I asked, gripping the edge of the bed as if it could anchor me.

      “Nothing,” he replied quickly. “You were just standing there, staring into the darkness. I came over to you, and you put your hands on my chest. You were freezing, so I carried you back here.”

      “And then?”

      “I put you in bed.”

      “Is that it?” I asked, fearful of the answer.

      He looked away. “You were sleepwalking. You didn’t know what you were doing.”

      “What did I do?” A shiver ran down my spine.

      “You kissed—”

      I raised my hand to stop him, my face warming. “We didn’t—”

      “No, of course not,” he said quickly. “I would never take advantage of you like that. I didn’t touch you,” he said. His emphasis on the pronouns suggested my fear was correct: My dream hadn’t been a dream after all.

      “I’m so sorry, Jackson.” I lowered my head in shame.

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. You haven’t sleepwalked since then.”

      I furrowed my brow, looking back up at him.

      “I come check on you a few times during the night. Sometimes I stay.”

      “You did that? It’s been a month.”

      “I don’t mind. I wanted to. I want to.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “I want you to be safe,” he said. And I knew he meant every word. I felt it. Jackson had been my silent guardian all this time, protecting me in ways I hadn’t even known. He had been so many things to me—a friend, a protector, a confidant, and so much more. But I couldn’t handle his goodness. It triggered me because I wasn’t good. I remembered I was angry at myself. Jackson was what good looked like. Not me.

      “Please stop doing that!” I started pacing the room.

      “Stop what?”

      “Being…being so good. I don’t deserve it.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I don’t. I’m not a good person. You don’t know me, Jackson. You don’t know what I’ve done.”

      “Leigh…what’s wrong? Why are you so upset?”

      I couldn’t stand still. I paced the room, feeling the walls close in. “I didn’t want you to know that about me. Not that.”

      “What? That you sleepwalk? There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      I stopped, turning to face him. “It’s not the sleepwalking. It’s why I started sleepwalking in the first place.”

      “Leigh…talk to me. What’s wrong?”

      “I saw myself today at the Outlet. Not Deacon Ridley. Not Mama. Not Daddy,” I said, the words tumbling out in a rush.

      “You went to the Outlet today? Why?”

      “Tibb said I was blocked and that he thought it would help.”

      “That’s why you’re so upset,” he said to me but more for himself. “What did the Outlet show you?” He knew I’d learned something, because he’d been there himself.

      I took a shaky breath. “That…that I’m angry. I’m so angry!” I clenched my fists, the rage simmering underneath my skin. My entire body tightened with the pressure of emotion rising from deep within me.

      Jackson stepped toward me. “Why? Why are you angry?”

      “I don’t know!” My voice cracked as I shouted, my breath in ragged bursts. I wanted to scream but the words wouldn’t come. I felt as if I was choking on my own emotions, drowning in them.

      “You do know,” Jackson insisted, his tone firm. “Feel it and let it come up. Why are you angry? Tell me.” It was the harshest he had ever been with me, the most pressure he had ever applied. But I knew it wasn’t out of anger. It was from knowing the hardest part of the journey was the moment you faced the truth.

      “Because…because…” The words and the truth fought to break free, but they were stuck, tangled, caught in a place I couldn’t reach. “I don’t…”

      Jackson positioned himself directly in front of me. He stared into my eyes, and I saw the quiet determination in them. He wasn’t going to let me off the hook. “This is it, Leigh. What you’ve been working toward. And we’re there. You are there. Say it.”

      “Because I couldn’t save them!”

      There it was—what had been lodged deep inside me. What the work, the walks, the yoga, everything had worked loose. What the Outlet uncovered. I was angry with myself because I couldn’t save my family.

      Without saying a word, Jackson pulled me to the bed and sat in the chair next to it. He didn’t push me to speak but offered an invitation to share. It was a steady presence, trust, he extended. It was as if he was waiting for me to open up, to share the burden that had been choking me for so long.

      That was when I knew I would tell him what had happened to my family. Maybe I’d known the moment I set the axe down at the Outlet. Maybe even earlier. He had given me the space to do so, the opportunity to finally let it go. We had reached the end of this journey together, and it was now time for me to trust him.

      “They’re dead.”

      “Who?” he asked.

      “My entire family. I watched them die.”

      I curled up on the bed, drawing the quilt up to my chin. “I’ve been sleepwalking since I was twelve years old,” I began, my voice trembling. “After Mama started sleeping with Deacon Ridley.” Jackson already knew some of this, was already aware of the Deacon Ridley chapter of my life, but not everything else. “Sleepwalking has always been my body’s way of dealing with stress and new environments.”

      “Leigh…tell me what happened to your family.”

      “Daddy said he would get help for the voices. And that he was done gambling. But it was a lie. He claimed he wanted his family back. But it was too late. We had already unraveled and the threads of our family frayed years ago, after Deacon Ridley’s first visit. Mama didn’t want Daddy anymore, and he was a stranger to me and Lila. Then one day, there was a knock on the door. More like a bang. Daddy went to open it, and then—” My voice stopped as the scene replayed in my mind. “A gunshot rang out. It didn’t hit him, just grazed him, but the blood—it was everywhere. I can still see it sometimes when I close my eyes, the redness of it.” I avoided looking at Jackson, but I could sense him flinch.

      I swallowed hard and continued, “Three of Deacon Ridley’s men burst in. They dragged me, Lila, and Mama from our rooms and into the living room. They tied us up, except for Lila. I had been tying knots my entire life, so I could get out of mine; they didn’t know that, though.”

      I looked down at my wrists. “Deacon Ridley paced back and forth. He had on a suit. I found that to be so weird at a time like this. He said he was there for Lila. That was his price. If she agreed to marry him, then he would wipe away all of Daddy’s debts. Daddy didn’t move when he heard it. This didn’t come as a surprise to him. But Mama screamed her refusal. Deacon Ridley shut her up by saying that this wasn’t the first time Daddy had used his family like this. That’s why he came home, why he promised to stop gambling. He owed Deacon Ridley a lot of money. This was happening now because he had said no to Lila before.”

      Jackson moved from his chair to the bed and eased next to me. He placed his hand over mine. It felt as if he were bracing me, as if he knew the worst part was to come.

      “Mama looked at Daddy and started screaming at him. She had no idea that Daddy and Deacon Ridley even knew each other, that Daddy had been borrowing money from him. What’s really sad was, even then, I didn’t know if she was upset because he wanted Lila or because he didn’t want her. But what she didn’t expect was that Daddy had already given Mama to Deacon Ridley. She didn’t know she was being used as a pawn to pay Daddy’s debts. Now Deacon Ridley wanted Lila.”

      The tears began to flow down my cheeks now, and Jackson’s grip on my hand tightened. “Lila agreed to the marriage. She had watched Mama be used before. This was what she felt like she had to do, what she thought beautiful women must do. Plus, it was the life she wanted, everything we didn’t have. A nice home. Money. She could have those things and help her family. She couldn’t see Deacon Ridley for what he was. She told him she would do it if he cleared Daddy’s debts and if he would help us get birth certificates and Social Security numbers.”

      I snuffled and continued, “But Daddy shook his head, holding his side, the blood all over his hands. He said he couldn’t have her, that Deacon Ridley would have to kill him first. Lila was sixteen, too young in South Carolina to get married without parental consent. Deacon Ridley just laughed. He knew he only needed one parent to sign off. He turned to Mama. He kneeled before her and put her chin in his hands. He looked at her for a moment, and I wondered what he saw. If he saw the woman she used to be—the woman he at one time wanted. Mama didn’t move. And I wondered what she saw too. I couldn’t help but blame her for everything. She started this. There would have been no Deacon Ridley had she not brought him into our home. Mama told him to take her, that she would go with him. That Lila was just a child. It could be like it once was, she said. I could tell she meant it. But Deacon Ridley just laughed again. He looked at his men, and they laughed too. He didn’t want her. She was old now, used and dried up, he said.”

      I readjusted my position on the bed, and Jackson placed his arm around me. “Then Mama’s expression changed. It hardened into something I had seen before, and I braced myself for what would come. She called Deacon Ridley a fool and laughed in his face. Told him that Lila was pregnant and that it wouldn’t look good if she showed up pregnant so soon after the wedding. His face dropped, and he slapped Mama so fast she didn’t see it coming. Daddy tried to move, but Deacon Ridley’s men started punching and kicking him. Deacon Ridley grabbed Mama’s face again, pressing his fingers into her chin, and he slapped her cheek again and again. Mama took the hits, laughing. Deacon Ridley was breathing hard and sweating from the effort. Then he stood, wiped his forehead with the handkerchief he kept on him, and walked over to Lila, kneeling before her. He looked hurt, but he didn’t say anything. He rose, looked at his men, some silent instructions passing between them, and left.”

      I stood, pushing myself out of Jackson’s embrace, and paced the small cabin, feeling the sadness rising within me. The tears arrived, but I spoke through them. “We knew they were going to kill us. But we didn’t know how, didn’t expect it to be by fire. They took us back to our bedroom and locked us inside. I’m not sure how they started the fire, but it got hot quickly. I freed myself and began trying to open my door. I wanted to save Lila. I got the door open, but the flames were too high. So I had to retreat and go out of the window. That’s how I got the scar, by jumping out. Once I got outside, I saw that Deacon Ridley and his men were still there, watching the trailer burn. There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t make a scene trying to get Lila from the outside. I ran and hid in the woods, hoping Lila got out. But she didn’t. None of them did.”

      I stopped talking abruptly. I had reached the limits of what I could safely reveal. You know there’s more—much more. But that was enough. My heart could take no more.

      Jackson stepped quickly to me, pulling me square in front of him. His eyes burned into mine. “Leigh…you couldn’t have saved them.”

      His statement hit me like a slap, and I pulled back sharply, shaking my head. “How can you say that? If I had…”

      His voice was steady, almost too calm. “You couldn’t have saved them.” He repeated it again like he wanted me to know this, wanted to plant the thought deep inside me and wanted it to root there. “You couldn’t have saved them.”

      I shook my head more fiercely, tears already stinging the corners of my eyes. “I watched them burn to death! I heard Lila’s screams. She was waiting for me to come get her, protect her like I always did! They died because I didn’t save them. I should have gone back into the house. I should have—”

      “If you had gone back in, you probably would have died too,” he cut in, his grip tightening around my shoulders. “You couldn’t have saved them.”

      When his words finally sank in, a sob escaped me, blasting the dam I had been holding back for years. Tears poured from my eyes and my shoulders shook. Jackson didn’t let go, pulling me into his arms, allowing me to cry—for the pain I had been holding, for my family, for Lila, and for the life I’d lost after that night.

      “What happened was not your fault,” he whispered, smoothing my hair back, the hold of his other arm tight. “You hear me? It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Without them, I’m invisible. Lila was the only person who saw me.” The ache of the loss of her now more real than ever. “She’s the only person who knew me, who loved me. I wasn’t invisible to her.”

      Jackson pulled me away from him and forced me to look into his eyes. “You aren’t invisible. I see you. I see you, Leigh.”

      I broke even more, like a thunderstorm. I cried in Jackson’s lap until the tears ran dry, until the ache in my chest started to ease. Eventually, he guided me back to the bed.

      “Don’t go,” I whispered, trembling. “Please.”

      “Never,” he said, a soft promise as he tucked in behind me, pulling the quilt over us.

      The last thing I remembered was his warm body close to mine and the comfort of knowing I wasn’t alone in the dark.

      

      I blinked my eyes open slowly, and the world came into focus. Jackson lay beside me. For a moment, I wondered again if I was dreaming. But as the memory of last night surged through my mind—my confession, the rawness of it—I realized it was no illusion. I had spilled my truth. And Jackson was here, with me. He’d never left.

      “You’re still here,” I whispered into the air.

      “Where else would I be?” he said sleepily, startling me. I hadn’t realized he’d heard me. His fingers brushed a stray lock of hair from my cheek. My heart fluttered.

      “I don’t know… That was a lot to learn about me,” I said. And I wasn’t done. There was more to my story, and I wondered if Jackson suspected it. If he would ask questions.

      He didn’t right then. Instead, he draped his arm over my hip. “That was a lot for you to share,” he said softly, his fingertips tracing a path along my hip bone. “To carry that for so long… How do you feel this morning?”

      How did I feel? I had slept better than I had in months. Maybe ever. And I now know that was true. After that night, I never sleepwalked again. I took a deep breath, and the exhalation felt long and simple. It wasn’t effortless, but easier. I reached for the memories, the pain, and they did not return void. They were still there but lessened and quieter.

      “Free.”

      I didn’t know if that was the right word for it, if that was what freedom felt like. It seemed too simple for what I had shared. But I would have been lying if I’d said I didn’t feel different, feel a burden lift, even if only a little.

      And now I know that was the right word.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said, pressing a kiss to my forehead, his lips warm against my skin. “It feels good, doesn’t it? To let it all go. To take a full breath and it not hurt.”

      I looked at him, astonished by his ability to know exactly what I was feeling, know the rhythm of my thoughts, the space between what I’d said and what I hadn’t.

      And in that quiet moment, in the early morning just before the sky began to lighten, the darkest part of me, splintered, scattered, and broken, began reconvening and mending. And everything taken from me, I reclaimed. My heart. My soul. They belonged to me again.

      And a tiny seed inside me had finally started to sprout.

    
  
    
      
        Seventeen

      
      Our relationship unfolded the way winter melts into spring: It doesn’t announce its arrival—it slips in imperceptibly, the subtle rise in temperature, the tender return of the grass, until you’re standing in the middle of it. In the weeks after my catharsis, Jackson refused to leave me alone at night. After his own breakthrough, the nights were the hardest for him, he said, and he didn’t want me sleepwalking, so he stayed in my cabin. It wasn’t something we discussed, only the unspoken understanding that neither of us wanted to face the solitude that the night brought.

      Every evening after dinner and our walks, Jackson would return to the main house and shower. Soon after, a knock would echo throughout the cabin. It was just a knock, the kind I’d gotten used to, the kind that signaled his return. But as the days passed, it sounded different, lighter, softer, than the knocks of earlier days. It wasn’t the same casual tap, this one filled with an acknowledgment of what had shifted between us. What had shifted in me.

      I’d had a breakthrough, a significant one. The fog of grief and guilt, the pain of the fire, the loss of Lila, had draped itself over everything, every thought, every step I took. It clung to me like skin until I stopped questioning its presence and accepted it as part of me. But in the weeks that followed, when I thought about the flames, about Lila’s face, it still hurt. Some wounds never fully heal, and this one never would. But it hurt a little less.

      “How did you forgive your mother and start grieving her?” I asked Jackson one night on one of our walks.

      Jackson sighed. “When I realized that she wasn’t perfect. I learned how to remember her fully, hold on to the good things, the good memories of her and her imperfections.”

      “It’s hard to think of Mama and not blame her for what happened to my family.”

      “You may never stop feeling that way, and that’s okay. Grief is tricky, especially in our case, because of how things ended with our mothers. We never got closure. But you have to make your peace with her and what happened.”

      “Tibb said the same thing. I told him its easier said than done.”

      “Yeah…it is. You numbed yourself, and there’s no shame in that. It’s how you survived. How I survived. But so much that holds us back is self-inflicted. I used to think that I could rush through my grief, that I could somehow bypass the pain. Until I saw grief for what it was. Not something to get rid of but love holding on to.”

      “I just want to get back to myself.”

      Jackson laughed. “You’ll never get back to your old self. That person had a sister, a mother, a father. They were part of who you were. You can’t go back to her. You have to learn to be this new person and live without them. It’s not just missing them but mourning the part of yourself you lost. Part of you died too.”

      He would never know the truth of these words, words I had uttered just months ago when I walked away from the bus crash.

      “What happened to you was unfathomable,” Jackson continued, “so you have to dig deeper, into love, hope, and purpose. And that’s what you hold on to with everything you’ve got. And every day, you’ll get stronger, and a new person will emerge.” Our nights together were extensions of our walks. We recounted the day and what we wanted to accomplish on the farm tomorrow. Jackson often spoke about his mother—told her stories, described her laughter. I pushed myself to see Mama as a person instead of a list of offenses, to recall the good things about her, like her beauty, her love for Daddy and for us. Each night, as the hours slipped away, our words decreased. Then Jackson would pull me close, and we would rest. When morning came, it found us still tangled together.

      We didn’t have sex. What was building between us was much deeper than that. Jackson never pressured me for more; his patience was as deep as the ocean. We never placed a label on what we were doing, never tried to define it. I think that was what made it so magical. That it just happened. We just were, and it felt as natural as anything in the world. We existed in a bubble of our own making, where the only rules were those we chose to follow.

      And this intimacy, the comfort of being in each other’s presence, became just as thrilling as the act of making love. What I know now that I didn’t know then was that Jackson’s love language was physical touch, and when our conversations had dwindled, his hands became the language he used to continue our dialogue. We lay together, face to face, his touch slow and deliberate, a careful exploration of every inch of my skin. His fingers traced the contours of my face and slid across my lips. He didn’t just hold me, he folded me into him with his entire body, his arms and legs around me, his face nestled into the curve of my neck, and he would breathe deeply. My body melted against his, comforted by the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Even in our more intimate moments, when we spooned or our bodies intertwined, his hands would rove gently, moving across with a tenderness that contradicted the hardened exterior he presented to the world.

      And yet, in the midst of our connection, I was aware of the danger of being with him, of giving myself to him. Every glance, every touch felt like a thread pulling me deeper into something I knew might unravel me. I softened under his touch because he made me feel safe, not because he would push the shadows away but because he taught me how to do it myself. It wasn’t just an attraction but the igniting of a spark first lit at the farmers market. I liked him. And when our fingers brushed, I saw in the way he held my gaze a little longer than necessary that he, in turn, felt the same.

      It was as simple and complex as that.

      The night of the next Bonfire marked a turning point for us.

      I stood at the edge, the fire warming my face, watching. Tibb’s laughter rang out while Luke’s voice and the strum of his guitar drifted through the air. Then through the crowd, I saw him. For a moment, he stood apart from everyone else, his gaze tracing the flames. My heart raced, a flicker of heat spreading through my chest that seemed to reach places within me untouched. Nothing compared to the fire building inside me, a flame hotter than the one crackling in front of us.

      Jackson moved through the crowd, exchanging words with others before he spotted me. And when his eyes met mine, there was a newness, and the smile he offered arrived slow, knowing, like he’d been waiting for this moment as much as I had. He made his way over, excusing himself from those he passed with a few quick words. When he reached me, without a word, he extended his hand.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as I placed my hand in his.

      “Dance with me.”

      “Jackson…”

      He leaned in, his breath warm against my ear as he whispered, “I think you can stop calling me Jackson. We’re past that now.”

      I nodded and smiled. He was right. It was a small but a significant step, a breaking of a barrier between us. Calling him Jack was like stepping into the deeper connection we now shared.

      And we both knew it.

      “Just say it,” he said. “Say my name.”

      “Jack,” I whispered, releasing the word as easy as a breath.

      Jackson grinned wide, one that covered his entire face. “See? That wasn’t so hard.” His voice dropped an octave. “Now, dance with me.”

      I glanced around. “Nobody really dances. People will stare.”

      “So what?” he said, pulling me close. “Just look at me.”

      In answer, the music swelled. Luke began strumming the opening chords of “Wild Horses” by the Rolling Stones, his own version, slower and stripped. But as Luke played, I stopped hearing most of it, the sound fading into the background, and my attention turned to Jackson—his scent, the pressure of his hand on the small of my back, the way his body filled the space between us. We moved as one, not just to the rhythm of the song but to the beat of our own hearts.

      Impossibly, Jackson pulled me closer, the space between us vanishing, and guided my hand to rest gently against his chest. His lips brushed my ear, his voice a soft echo to Luke’s singing.

      Something frayed inside me. It all made sense now, why people threw themselves into the arms of lovers, how so many things could fall away in the embrace of someone you loved. In the warmth of Jackson’s touch and the steady beat of his heart beneath my palm, everything fell into place.

      Then it hit me, like a rush of cold air, sharp and sudden. I was no longer just a passive observer of love. I was trapped in it. And in that moment, I understood the truth that had been unfolding within me all along.

      I was in love with Jackson.

      And then, the moment between us cracked, splintering like glass. A wave of doubt and fear crashed over me. I can’t do this, I thought. I shouldn’t. The voices buried deep inside me for so long returned.

      I stepped back, shaking my head. “I can’t,” I whispered, the words shaking as they left my lips. “I’m sorry. I just…can’t.”

      Jackson closed the distance between us, his hand reaching out, but I backed away again.

      “I just need a minute, okay?” I said, my voice tight as I turned and walked away.

      Out of view from the bonfire, I started running, away from the laughter, away from the music. The ground blurred beneath my feet, and my lungs burned. I pushed past the main house, past my cabin, not stopping until I reached the water’s edge, where I had come to swim all those months ago. I collapsed on a log, my chest heaving as thunder rumbled a warning, and a bolt of lightning split the sky, illuminating the world in white light.

      I kicked off my shoes and dug my toes into the cool earth. The dirt was soft, the grass slippery against my feet, grounding me in a way that nothing else could. The air hummed with the energy of the impending storm, a charged, electric tension that pulsed through my skin. I closed my eyes, breathing deep, and let the chill seep into my bones, numbing the chaos that twisted inside until I could hear the storm inside of me too. Slowly, I forced myself to face it, let the rising wind and dark sky and storm stir within me, instead of running from it.

      My thoughts wandered back to our dance, his eyes on me as we moved together. That moment widened into others: nights spent in his arms, his safety surrounding me like a shelter. A wave of realization surged within me, so powerful it almost knocked the breath from my chest. I wanted Jackson. More than anything in the world, a desire that eclipsed anything I had ever experienced, one that surpassed physical attraction. I wanted him. Not just him—every part of him. His body, his mind, every piece he was willing to give. It was a longing unlike anything I had ever known.

      Looking back, it makes sense. We had been building to this slowly, piece by piece, ever since we met. My mind felt lighter now, my heart steadier, after confronting the demons I’d kept hidden for so long. With the curtain drawn back, the world blurred back into focus again. I could see the entire forest now, not just the few trees I had been fixated on, not just the shadows that kept me trapped. Life stretched wide before me, and I could finally see what had always been there, what and who stood in front of me. For months he had been watering the dry places of me, tending to the parts I never let anyone see. It was no wonder, then, that I would bloom for him.

      The first raindrop fell. Then the rain came, a gentle patter that barely broke through the dense canopy above. I stayed still, letting the few drops that reached me mix with the tears I couldn’t hold back anymore. In the distance, the rumble of a truck cut through. I knew it was him—Jackson coming to find me, check on me, as he always did.

      The truck stopped, and its door opened and closed, followed by the crunch of footsteps on damp grass and underbrush. “Leigh,” Jackson called, his voice carrying over the sound of the rain. “Are you out here?”

      I remained still, my back to him, the raw ache in my chest mingling with the chill of the night. If I looked at him now, I knew I would shatter.

      The sound of his footsteps reached me before he did. I turned to face him with a small smile. Running had always been my reflex, my escape. You stop when you reach your destination, and I was there. And he stood in front of me.

      We had talked so much, said all that needed to be said. But there are some conversations you can’t have with words, only with your body. I’ll never be quite sure what happened first, because it seemed to happen all at once: me stepping to him, me jumping into his arms, wrapping my legs around his hips, kissing him. I do know that we received each other, an instant mutual recognition, the understanding that the time for words had passed. He pressed his lips against mine.

      I had thought about kissing Jackson, and what I had imagined—what I had known in the hazy dream that had turned out to have not been a dream—was nothing like this. He tasted like the night air, of earthy smoke, the sweetness of wildflowers, an intoxicating blend that made me spin. Though I had kissed a few men, I sensed an undeniable difference in him. He kissed like he lived—unrestrained, impassioned, and wholly open. The kiss reached deep, slow, filled with yearning that seemed to stretch beyond the reach of time. Each second lingered, every second stole my breath, and, for a moment, even paused the rain.

      We kissed until I pulled away, breathless, dizzy, my mind spinning. This was a mistake. There would be no turning back from this. “We can’t.”

      Jackson’s response was immediate and firm. “Yes, we fuckin’ can.” he said, pulling me back into his arms, his lips crashing into mine once more. Then the world disappeared as we lost ourselves in the kiss, the rain immediately forgotten and the night ours.

      Jackson paused, the downpour around us a symphony of raindrops. “Let’s get out of the rain.” It wasn’t a question but a command, and he was already moving, carrying me back to the truck. The sudden separation of our lips left me yearning for more. As we moved through the rain, I tugged at his shirt and pressed kisses to his neck, the warmth of my lips mixing with the rain. I started trembling, tiny shivers, that was how good it felt, how much I wanted him, the need to feel his skin unbearable. The distant thunder paled in comparison to the ache that had been building between my legs, its own storm of emotions that demanded more than the storm could ever provide.

      With one hand, Jackson opened the door, holding me close with the other, as though afraid to let go even for a second. He placed me inside, and I lay back against the seat, my heart pounding with anticipation. I unbuttoned my jeans, tugging them down with a sense of urgency that mirrored the storm outside. There was no question what I wanted, and Jackson’s gaze, fierce and hungry, reflected that he, too, was consumed by the same need. In a single fluid motion, he yanked my jeans free, the force so hard that I scooted with them. His eyes never left mine as he pulled down his suspenders, the sound of them slipping from his shoulders slick, and jerked off his shirt. I lifted up on one elbow and watched him unbutton his pants, pulling them down as the thick hardness of him jutted proudly erect. As the rain intensified, now falling in a relentless cascade, for a brief second, he stood there, a sculpture of male beauty, as the water slid down, like tiny tributaries, all over his dark, muscular body. He slid into the truck, closing the door with a firm click that sealed us off from the world. The storm’s fury raged unabated, the trees moved, but inside the truck our own tempest was just beginning to unfurl.

      Once inside, he pulled me on top, and I straddled him, the hard length of him pressing between my legs. We kissed again, all teeth and tongue, breath and air. He held me tightly, his hand sliding up my rib cage and caressing my back before reaching for my shirt and tugging on it with both hands. It ripped like paper. He moaned in appreciation at what he found, my bare breasts and firm nipples now in view. His hands found my aching breast before his mouth did, my nipples peaking and pebbling, and I arched back against the steering wheel as he took them, one and then the next, into his mouth, and his finger slipped inside me. I ground into him, moaning low and soft, feeling something building between my legs, an itch begging to be scratched.

      “Jack…” I whispered. “I want you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Please,” I said, moaning.

      Jackson rolled me forward and reached back to slide himself inside me, thick and throbbing. My body clenched around him as white-hot pleasure shot through me. We paused, me to take in the length of him and him to take in the feel of me. Jackson’s hands gripped my hips as we began to move, but it was me riding him, wild and hard, controlling the speed, searching deep, and soothing that need. And Jackson allowed me to lead, burying his head in the curve of my neck and breasts.

      “Fuck…Leigh,” Jackson moaned. “You feel so good.”

      I could feel it again, a bottomless well of desire, and all I knew was I wanted to reach it. I moved faster. A deep moan caught in the back of my throat, and his hands tightened around me, anchoring me from flying away. Then I erupted, my entire body shaking. The edges of my vision blurred, and sounds vanished as throbbing pleasure, intense, rolled through me. My release came hard and quick, an explosion, and I liquefied as my mind danced between reality and a dream. Somewhere, through the mental fog, just before he found his own release, I heard Jackson encouraging me, talking me through the eye of my storm. “Let it go. Feel it. Feel all of it.” And I did. I felt every throb, every pulse. And it was amazing.

      Exhaustion, pleasure, and embarrassment arrived at the same time. Three different emotions that produced one outcome: tears. “Shh…” Jackson said, rubbing my back and putting me back together. “I know. I know,” he whispered. “That was so good. You felt so good. It’s okay. It’s okay.” I collapsed my head against his shoulder, limp but oh so satisfied.

      “Jack?” I whispered after a few seconds.

      “Yeah?”

      “I like this.”

      His smile crackled in the dark before he said, “Me too.”

    
  
    
      
        Eighteen

      
      The morning sun filtered through the kitchen window as I made cinnamon rolls for breakfast. The aromas of butter, cinnamon, and sugar filled the air. I had promised Luke that I would make some, and despite last night—really, especially because of it—I wanted to honor that. I knew Luke and Tibb had been eyeing the subtle shifts between Jackson and me. And after last night, I didn’t want to give them any additional suspicion. I slipped away quietly from the cabin, leaving Jackson asleep in my bed.

      The rhythmic motion of rolling the dough helped me center myself. Last night didn’t seem real. But it had been. It was only when I moved that I knew it was. My body ached with the lingering traces of pleasure from making love. Jackson had driven us the short distance home with me still in his lap. He never stopped touching me, talking to me, never allowed doubt or shame to creep in. Once we reached the cabin, he rushed inside, retrieved the quilt, and wrapped me in it, my clothes damp and abandoned during the frenzy of our need. By the time we settled into the cabin, I was ready for him again, my desire ignited again, pulling us back into each other’s arms with undeniable gravity.

      “Hey,” Jackson said, stepping into the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I said.

      Jackson crossed the kitchen in a few strides. He approached me from behind, his head lowered, and his lips grazed the tender curve of my neck. His hands slid across my waist. “Good morning,” he whispered, his breath caressing my skin with a softness that sent a shiver through me.

      Goosebumps prickled along my arms, and my eyes fluttered shut as I felt myself being drawn back into the orbit of his embrace. “Good morning.”

      His lips continued their exploration along my neck, each kiss a flame. His hands roamed slowly, as if mapping out a landscape he knew by heart. Because he did. Every inch of me was known to him, every curve and line touched and etched into his memory. I reached up, my hand finding his neck, and drew him closer. I marveled at how easy, how effortless it was to get lost in him. In the quiet intimacy of the kitchen, surrounded by the fragrant promise of cinnamon rolls, we held each other.

      Until Tibb walked into the kitchen, abruptly interrupting our moment.

      We broke away quickly, retreating to opposite sides of the kitchen. Tibb clearly noticed but did not say a word. Jackson excused himself to go take a shower.

      “What’s going on?” Tibb asked once Jackson left.

      “Nothing,” I said, removing the cinnamon rolls from the oven. “What do you mean?”

      “What happened to you last night?” he asked, making coffee. “I saw you walk off.”

      “It was…just too much…” I started, struggling to find the right words. “I just needed some fresh air.”

      Tibb’s eyes narrowed. “Does this have anything to do with what we discussed? Or your dance with Jackson?”

      I managed a faint smile as I spread icing over the cinnamon rolls.

      “So…y’all finally…”

      I bit my lip as visions of last night flashed in my mind. “Yeah…”

      “Good for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re not surviving anymore. Jackie helped you out of that mode. Made you feel safe. And now you can enjoy everything else.”

      “Everything else?”

      “Joy, playfulness, and intimacy.” Tibb paused. “And it’s about damn time,” he said, taking a seat at the table.

      “Time for what?” Luke’s voice came from the doorway as he strolled into the kitchen. Seeing Tibb’s beaming face, he guessed, “Something good with you and Teresa?”

      Tibb laughed. “We broke up.”

      “You broke up?” I asked. “What happened?”

      “There’s something wrong with her,” Tibb said.

      “Like what? You two seemed really into each other,” I said.

      “Yeah, man,” Luke said. “What happened?”

      “She didn’t like ice cream.”

      The kitchen was silent as Luke and I stared at Tibb.

      “You broke up with her because she didn’t like ice cream?” I asked. “You’re impossible.”

      “Think about it,” Tibb said. “Who doesn’t like ice cream? Everyone likes ice cream. That’s strange.”

      “What if she can’t eat ice cream?” Luke asked.

      “She can eat it. She said she doesn’t like it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said. “How you can give me such great advice and then say something like that?”

      “Her not eating ice cream tells me all I need to know about her. She told on herself.”

      “And what did she tell you?” Luke asked.

      “That there’s something strange about her. She probably doesn’t return her buggies at the store either.”

      We laughed as Jackson reappeared, freshly showered and looking refreshed.

      “Laugh all you want, but I don’t trust anyone who doesn’t like ice cream. She’s hiding something.”

      The laughs continued around the table until Tibb spoke again. “I see the opposite for you two.”

      My face heated and I fixed my gaze on my plate.

      “Who?” Luke asked.

      “Jackie and Leigh,” Tibb said.

      “What about them?” Luke asked, his attention divided as he piled cinnamon rolls on his plate. He took a bite, icing smudging the corner of his mouth, and he moaned in contentment.

      Tibb gave him a look that Luke didn’t catch at first.

      “What?” Luke asked, his mouth full, glancing from me to Jackson to Tibb. It finally hit him. “Oh…” he said, his voice trailing off as understanding spread across his face. “Oh!”

      “Well,” Tibb said, grabbing a cinnamon roll, “I’m glad. Because now we can get back to normal and stop pretending we didn’t know anything. You guys were doing a terrible job at hiding it.”

      I looked at Jackson, whose gaze met mine with a sympathetic look. In the hours since it had formed, we had not discussed what our relationship would mean for the dynamics of our shared living space and work environment.

      “I’m not glad,” Luke said. He turned to me. “I thought you were going to marry me.”

      I smiled. “My heart will always belong to you.”

      Luke raised his middle finger at Jackson, who slapped him across the chest.

      “Listen…” Jackson started. “I… We appreciate your support, but this is new.” Jackson looked at me, reaching for my hand. “We don’t know anything yet, so just give us some time to figure it out.”

      

      I didn’t see Jackson for the rest of the day. With spring’s upcoming arrival, the farm buzzed with renewed life. The fields demanded attention. Jackson was at the heart of it all, his hands in every task, his decisions shaping our work. I knew he would be immersed in the flurry of the new demands, and I wasn’t surprised that I didn’t see him. Not that I was avoiding him; I needed time to think about the enormity of the step we’d taken and catch my breath. All winter we had been moving toward something, and now that it had arrived, the reality of it settled over me. I yearned for what we had, for what was to come, yet I found myself unprepared for the magnitude of it all.

      As night fell, we finished our tasks, but Jackson missed dinner, off in Camden. I cooked a meatloaf for Tibb and Luke, setting aside a plate for Jackson, before retreating to my cabin. Hours later, there was a knock at the door. Even now, after everything, after last night, he still respected my boundaries and my need for space. I had never wanted to see someone and not see them at the same time. My heart jumped at my love for him, but a thread of anxiety spun through me.

      I opened the door, and there he stood. Without hesitation, he stepped into the cabin, and as it did last night, the world narrowed to the space between us. The scent of earth and wood clung to him, a smell that had become so familiar. He placed a hand on both sides of my face and kissed me senseless, his tongue sweeping, searching, reaching all of the sweet spots, and I shattered at the seams. When he pulled his lips away, the warmth of his kiss lingered, burning on my skin, and I melted beneath the heat of his affection.

      “I’ve been waiting to do that all day,” he whispered, a tickle against my skin. “I can’t stop thinking about you, about last night.” His words and arms wrapped around me, soothing the frayed edges of my resolve and reminding me of our connection. He sat on the bed and pulled me between his legs. His hands reached up and cupped my face, cradling it with a tenderness that made me shiver. “God…you are so beautiful. I love looking at you. And I’m glad I can finally say that. Do you know how hard it was to look at you at the table or from across the field and not stare? It was agony.”

      I blushed under the weight of his compliment, my cheeks warming. I took his hands into mine. This, being with Jackson, was easy—almost too easy. And that butted up against everything I had ever known. The train of my thoughts picked up speed, and I knew I needed to stop it.

      “How was your day?” he asked.

      Jackson grimaced but relaxed his face just as quickly. “I don’t want to talk about that,” he said, kissing my stomach, his hands moving up my thighs and butt, like he couldn’t help it, like he couldn’t resist. “I don’t want to talk at all. I want to lose myself in you. Bury myself in you.”

      Desire flooded his eyes, and he kissed me again and my thoughts scattered like petals on the ground. He was the only man I’d ever wanted, and if I didn’t stop him now, he’d have me naked soon. And I would welcome it because my body had become a stranger to me, an imposter wearing my skin, as waves of want I had ridden flooded me. I wanted an encore, but tension and doubt coiled my body tight.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

      I took a hesitant step back, putting a little distance between us. “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

      “I’m…not. I just…”

      His expression darkened with worry. “You are, aren’t you?”

      “This is new.”

      “This is new for me too,” he said, taking my arms back into his and kissing them. “I’ve never felt this way.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but he silenced me with a gentle finger placed over my lips.

      “Never,” he said. “Now, tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I don’t know,” I said weakly.

      “Leigh…you know better than that. Feel your feelings and express them. Is it me?”

      “No,” I said quickly, resisting the urge to reach out to him. The thought of him believing he was the source of my doubts pained me, but I didn’t know how to tell him, what to say.

      “Was it Tibb and Luke? I’m sorry if that was awkward. I didn’t think about what we would say to them.”

      “Maybe we should.”

      “Should what?”

      “Think about what we are doing.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re my boss.”

      “I’m not your boss,” Jackson said, his tone firm but gentle. “I’ve told you before. Nobody works for me; we work together.”

      “People don’t know that. How will it look that we are together?”

      “It’ll look like we are a couple, that we like each other and just so happen to work together.”

      “It’ll look bad.”

      Jackson stood abruptly and started pacing the cabin. The tension in his posture was noticeable, his shoulders drawn tight. “You don’t believe any of that,” he said, his voice laced with annoyance. “You’re making excuses.”

      “I’m not,” I said, turning away from him. I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t see the disappointment in his face.

      “How are we back here?”

      “Back where?”

      “You…avoiding. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Nothing,” I said too quickly. “Last night was great, but I don’t think it should happen again. That’s all.”

      “Because…”

      “Because you’re my boss.”

      “I’m not your boss!” Jackson said, exasperation crashing off him. “I thought we had moved to a new place.”

      “We did.”

      “You’re not being truthful with me.”

      “I am.”

      “You’ve been working so hard at feeling and being present and expressing yourself, and you can’t tell me the real reason why you are doubting this, so I will. You’re scared.”

      His words struck me like a dagger to the heart, the raw truth of his observation cutting me deep.

      So I lied.

      “I’m not scared. I’m…”

      “What?” His voice rose, his patience wearing thin as he demanded an answer. I had never seen him this way. The air between us crackled with tension. His frustration was a mirror to my own inner turmoil, and I stood there, torn between the safety of my guarded heart and the leap of faith required. “Stop denying that you don’t feel this as much as I do. Because I know you do. What happened to that woman from yesterday? Who kissed me in the rain? Where is she?”

      “I’m right here.”

      “Then why can’t you look at me?”

      Hesitantly, I looked up at him, my chest heaving, my eyes filling with tears. Jackson stepped closer to me and lifted my chin even more. “Last night was…beautiful. You were so sexy and wild and free.” He rubbed the back of his head. “But I get that it was pretty intense. Especially if you haven’t felt that…those kinds of feelings before.” His eyes probed mine.

      “It’s too much for me.” I said, but it was a lie. “I think we should take a step back.”

      “Is that the way you really feel?”

      I nodded, despite my mind screaming the opposite.

      Jackson exhaled heavily. “Do you think I want to be here right now? Thinking about this right now?” His voice rose. “We are months away from the new season. I have poured every dollar I have, and a lot more that I don’t, into this. My business has to work. That should be what I’m thinking about. But all I can think about is you.”

      “That’s why we should stop now, before it gets too hard. Before we let this get out of hand.”

      “It’s already out of hand!” Jackson said, the bass in his voice echoing around the room. “Last night was the start of something, not the end of it. Can’t you see that?”

      He had never raised his voice at me. I had never seen him in so much anguish. It pained me to see, to know that I was the cause of such turmoil.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Why would you think you would hurt me?”

      “Because—”

      “You know…when I first saw you, I couldn’t move,” he said, his voice lowered. “I physically could not move. You were that striking. You were looking at the flowers, and the way your face lit up took my breath away. Then I saw the bruise on your face; I knew that you were in trouble. But you smiled and I could see you whole. I could see past the woman with the bruise on her face. I saw this beautiful soul who loved flowers and needed just a little help. And I wanted to help you. It didn’t matter that you had a few cracks; I didn’t see that. I saw you whole.”

      “Jack…” Every word was a sledgehammer against my defenses.

      He raised his hand. “Then you came here, and I watched you work on yourself. Get stronger, confront your demons, and make yourself at home here with us.” Jackson sighed. “I didn’t expect this. I didn’t expect you. And if you were honest with yourself, you didn’t expect this either, and that scares you. I’m scared too. You scare me to death.” He reached over and pressed my hand against his chest. His heart banged beneath my fingers. “This is what you do to me. And I don’t know what to do, but I know I don’t want to run from it. I want to run toward it, toward you.”

      When I didn’t speak, Jackson walked to the door, his hand hovering over the doorknob. “If this is what you want, I can live with that,” he said with his back to me. “I want this, but only when you are ready. I’m a patient man, and when you feel comfortable and safe, I’ll be here.”

      

      The next morning, I braced myself as I walked into the kitchen, mentally preparing for the awkward encounter with Jackson after what had happened last night. But what struck me first was the silence. It was Sunday, our usual day off, but the house was unusually quiet. I turned the corner and saw Luke sitting at the table alone, a bowl of cereal in front of him.

      “Where’s everybody?” I asked.

      “They went to Birmingham for supplies,” Luke said, not looking up from his cereal.

      “On a Sunday?” My eyebrows rose in surprise. “Jack went too?”

      “Yup,” Luke said with a shrug, finally meeting my gaze. “And he went to the Outlet this morning too.”

      “He did?”

      “Early this morning. He didn’t look good. And neither do you.”

      I knew what he saw, the dark circles under my eyes from the lack of sleep. I had tossed and turned all night, spent hours waking to the sound of imagined footsteps on the porch, only to find silence and emptiness awaiting me each time. Jackson wasn’t there. Because of me.

      Luke’s face softened as he noted my fatigue. “What happened with you two?”

      “It’s complicated,” I said, reaching for the box of cereal, pouring a small amount into a bowl.

      Luke rolled his eyes and scooped another spoonful into his mouth. “This is why I’m single,” he said, chewing thoughtfully. “What’s so complicated about two people who clearly like each other? You like him, right?” Without waiting for my response, he continued, “And I know he likes you. So…what’s the problem?”

      I stabbed at the cereal, watching the milk overtake the flakes, soaking them into soggy submission. “I’m scared.”

      Luke lifted his bowl and started drinking the leftover milk but paused, shocked by my openness with him. “Scared of what? Jack?”

      “All of it.”

      “I can see that. I bet you didn’t expect this to happen when you got here. I know I didn’t. Not the way you used to get under Jack’s skin,” Luke pushed his bowl away. “But maybe it’s scary because it’s what you’re supposed to do.”

      There it was: the truth. Laid out and simple, from the mouth of a man with a milk mustache. As I sat there, the realization struck me with an almost dizzying clarity. I had been here for six months. My path had led me here in what felt like serendipity. Jackson and I had lived our entire lives not knowing the other existed on Earth, yet from the moment I met him, I felt as if I had known him my entire life. Our lives were intersecting, attached by an invisible string.

      Maybe I was exactly where I was supposed to be. With him. Even now, as I look back, the signs were there. What other explanation is there for it? I’d made a choice when I walked away from the bus crash. I’d made a choice that I wanted to learn how to live. A choice to find a purpose. I did that. It was then that I understood: I had found a home. With him.

      “But nothing about this should be scary,” Luke continued. “Jack is very protective of his heart, but he let you in. There’s nothing he wouldn’t do for you. Despite his size, Jack’s a big ole softy. Don’t tell him I said that.”

      A faint smile tugged at my lips. “Are you afraid of anything?”

      Luke considered this for a minute, twisting his lips. “Spiders and dry counties. In that order.”

      My smile turned into a genuine laugh, and the levity of the moment lifted me.

      “You’re not the same person you were when you came here, Leigh,” Luke said, turning serious. “You’ve changed. This place does that to people. This is where the wildflowers grow.”

      I stood and gave Luke a hug and kissed him on the cheek. “You will always be my favorite.”

      Luke blushed. “Of course I am.”

      I dumped my forgotten cereal into the sink.

      “What do you have planned for today?” Luke asked.

      “Nothing really. Why?”

      “Ride with me into Camden. I’m going to see Heather.”

      “No, thanks. I’m good here.”

      “Come on,” he said. “A drive would do you some good.”

      

      A few hours later, Luke pulled into the boutique’s parking lot. Inside, the soft pastels of the walls created an inviting atmosphere. The clothes were neatly arranged, each rack carefully curated. The shop was empty except for Heather, who stood behind the counter, folding a stack of shirts.

      When Heather saw Luke, she ran from behind the counter and hugged him tight. Luke’s laughter echoed through the shop as he hugged her back. Watching them, a knot twisted in my chest, a pang of longing for the bond I’d once shared with Lila.

      I walked away, letting them have a little space. My fingers skimmed the racks of the dresses, and one of them, a long yellow floral one with puffy sleeves and delicate ruched trim across the chest, caught my eye. Its soft color hinted at the upcoming summer.

      “You should try it on,” Heather said, walking away from Luke. She pulled the dress from the rack and held it up to my body. “It would look great against your skin.”

      I shook my head. “No…I don’t need a dress. Where would I wear it?”

      “To Bonfire,” Heather said. “It’s nice to get dressed up every now and then.”

      Before I could protest further, Heather guided me toward a dressing room and hung the dress on a hook. “Come out and let us see it.”

      I turned and faced myself, taking in my full-length reflection for the first time in months. Luke was right: I wasn’t the same person I was when I arrived. I blinked, giving my mind a second to catch up to the image in front of me. The hollows in my cheeks had filled with a natural curve, the sharpness replaced by softness. My skin glowed with a coppery hue, and my arms and legs were toned with sculpted muscles rippling beneath the surface. My curves had shifted, and the soft roundness of my breasts had poured back in. My body had evolved into something both familiar and new. I was a new woman made over.

      I ran my hands down my naked body. This was the version of myself that Jackson had seen, not the fragile woman of my arrival. This was the woman he’d pleaded with last night, who’d kissed him in the rain. And as I looked at her, I found myself liking her too.

      Heather’s voice called from outside the dressing room, “Come out! We want to see!”

      “Just a second,” I said, carefully slipping into the dress. The fabric was soft against my skin. I took one last look in the mirror, marveling at the beauty of the dress and my body in it, and felt a thrill of self-discovery. It is a great thing to realize you still have the ability to surprise yourself. Makes you wonder what else you can do that you’ve never known.

      I stepped out, and Luke looked up from his magazine. Heather stood by the dressing room door.

      “Holy shit, Leigh,” Luke said, his eyes traveling from my head to my toes. “You look incredible.”

      “I think it’s too tight,” I said, tugging at the fabric that has melted over my body. The dress wrapped around my waist tight, drawing it in, my cleavage spilled over the top, and my leg peeked out from the thigh split.

      “That’s how it’s supposed to fit,” Heather said. “It’s perfect.”

      I continued pulling and stretching the material.

      “Trust me,” Heather said, stepping closer with a smile. “You look so good. Jack’s going to love it.”

      The thought of Jackson seeing me in this dress sent a rush of excitement through me, the anticipation curling through every inch of my skin. I could almost feel his eyes on me already, the thought thrilling and arousing. My fingers tightened around the fabric, knowing I owed him an apology, something more than just words—but the idea of showing him, of proving it somehow, felt like a good to start.

      As I stood there, it all became painfully clear. I had been blind and stubborn, convinced I could protect his heart by pushing him away while simultaneously shattering it. We were in this now, and there was no turning back. I didn’t know what the future was; it loomed ahead like an uncharted sea. But despite what was to come, one truth remained unshakable: I wanted this. I wanted Jackson.

      My time left on the Flower Farm felt like a gift, already borrowed and ticking away. In that moment, I vowed to immerse myself in the present with a passion that bordered on recklessness. What had I walked away for if not this? To find myself, to be reborn. Falling in love, though, had never been part of the plan. It had come like a storm—wild, unexpected, and overwhelming. Yet there I was, realizing that perhaps the very heart of my journey wasn’t in avoiding these feelings, but surrendering to them.

      “Do you really think he’ll like it?” I said, glancing once more at my reflection.

      Luke stood, leaning against the wall with a smirk. “Of course he will. I don’t know what you’ve done to him, but Jack would like you if you wore a potato sack.”

      Heather slapped Luke across his arm.

      “What?” Luke said, raising his hands defensively. “You women dress up for other women, not for us. We don’t care about dresses and makeup. You think we do, but we don’t. You don’t have to go all out for us. We’re simple.”

      Heather gave him another playful slap. “Don’t listen to him.”

      “All I’m saying,” he said, protecting himself from her gentle slaps, “is that he’s going to like that dress better on the floor.”

      Heather pointed a finger toward the door. “Out!”

      “See what I get for trying to help?” Luke said, shaking his head as he headed toward the door. “I’ll be in the truck.”

      As the door closed behind him, Heather turned back to me and smoothed out the dress one more time. Then she touched my hair. “You know…a friend of mine has naturally curly hair, and she puts this stuff in it to enhance it. I can get you some if you’d like.”

      

      An hour later, we were back in the truck, headed for home after making one final, quick stop at Piggly Wiggly to pick up a few things for dinner. We didn’t usually eat together on Sundays, but I wanted to cook a special meal for Jackson. When we arrived home, I set to work. Soon, the sizzle of pork chops, the aroma of smothered potatoes, the earthy scent of greens, and the buttery smell of cornbread filled the kitchen. Luke, ever opportunistic, popped in and out of the kitchen, tasting and stealing bites.

      After putting the final touches on the meal, I retreated to the bathroom for a long shower. The hot water cascaded over me, and I applied the conditioner Heather had given me. She was right. As I massaged it into my curls, I marveled at how dehydrated they were. The cream seemed to breathe new life into my hair, coaxing out a bounce I had never seen before, and I let them tumble freely, unruly and wild. Finally, I slipped on the dress and went back into the kitchen, feeling as if the reflection in the mirror was no longer the only thing transformed.

      “They’re still not back yet?” I asked.

      Luke, already fixing his plate, glanced up. “No, and I’m starving. I’m eating without them.”

      “Don’t you want to wait? They shouldn’t be much longer now.”

      Luke let out a resigned sigh. “We’re not eating together. Not when Jack sees you in that dress and I’m too hungry to wait for y’all to figure your shit out.”

      “Go ahead,” I said, smiling despite myself. “I’m going to get some fresh air. I’ll be back.”

      Just then we heard the familiar rumble of Jackson’s truck in the driveway.

      “No, you won’t,” Luke said, already digging into his plate. “See you in the morning. Oh…can you make some more cinnamon rolls?”

      Outside, I smoothed my dress and my curls, then took a deep breath before heading toward the truck.

      The door swung open—it was not Jackson but Tibb who stepped out. He tossed his gloves into the truck bed with a lazy flick and leaned against it, his eyes fixed on me with an approving nod. “Damn, girl,” he said, a smirk spreading across his face. “You look good. Healthy. Strong.”

      “I have you to thank for it.”

      He shook his head, a grin on his lips. “You did all the work.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Where’s Jack?”

      “Jack?” Tibb said, crossing his arms and nodding, seeming to understand the significance in my calling him that. “He wanted to check on a fence. He’s walking down from across the field. He’s in a mood, but you in that dress will help.”

      I turned to see Jackson’s shadow approaching. “I’m going to go and say hi.”

      Tibb chuckled. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      I smiled to myself as I walked toward Jackson, the moonlight casting shadows on the path before me. Each step I took felt like treading on fragile ground. The closer I got, the more the butterflies in my stomach stirred, fluttering with an intensity that bordered on panic. I didn’t know what I wanted to say; the words were still a jumble in my mind. All I knew was that I had to make this moment right.

      Jackson didn’t notice me at first. His hulking body moved slowly, his attention on the budding plants stretching toward the sky, their green tips moving in the breeze. He seemed lost in the beauty of the night until he noticed me. Then he stopped; his eyes blinked once, twice, sluggish, and his breath drew in sharply. Slowly, his gaze shifted toward me.

      “I cooked,” I said, my voice catching as I pointed back to the house. “I made pork chops. I know those are your favorite. I figured y’all would be hungry.”

      Jackson stepped closer, but he remained quiet.

      “Luke and I went to Camden today,” I continued, my words spilling out. “We saw Heather. She convinced me to buy this dress.” I tugged at the fabric. “She also gave me this stuff for my hair too.” My fingers brushed at the ends. I was talking too fast, too much.

      Jackson’s quiet felt like an impenetrable wall. I couldn’t read him, and that gnawed at me.

      “You were right,” I said, my voice trembling slightly. “I was—am—scared. I’ve never felt this way before. I don’t know how to accept love from something that scares me.” Each confession felt like medicine to my ill soul. It was all I could do, all I could offer him, all I could manage. “Say something, please.”

      His ravenous eyes devoured me as he took both of my hands into his, kissing them, and the space between us vanished as if it never existed. “Look at you…” His voice stuttered in a mix of awe and disbelief. His thumb traced the curve of my cheek, and his other hand moved up the nape of my neck and into my hair. “I saw you in the field, and I thought I was dreaming.”

      I slid my hands up his chest, pressing them there, feeling the rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my fingers. I touched his face. “I’m real.”

      “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” He closed his eyes, exhaled, and opened them again. “I’m in, Leigh. I meant everything I said yesterday. All of it and maybe a little more. But I need you to be in it with me. I can’t be alone in this. Let’s be scared together.”

      Jackson never acted on impulse. Every movement, every decision, was deliberate and considered. This moment was no different. He had weighed our possibilities and had chosen this path. All that remained for me was to make the same choice. It seemed unfair that he had come to this conclusion without knowing the full extent of my truth. If he had known, perhaps he would have chosen differently. But what he did know—my flaws, my insecurities—was enough for him. I was enough for him. He wanted this—me, as I was, and all my broken pieces.

      “What are we going to do?” I whispered.

      Jackson cupped the sides of my face with both hands, our foreheads touching. “I don’t know,” he whispered back. In that uncertainty, I knew he felt it as much as I did. “We will figure it out together.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said, my last ounce of fight roaring to the surface.

      He smiled, and it was maddening. “You keep saying that. You can’t hurt me. I’m a big boy. I can take it.”

      He stared at me, his gaze intense, lingering on my face as if he were seeing me anew, the wholeness he spoke of yesterday. His eyes slowly drifted to my lips, then back to my eyes as if weighing something unspoken between us. He wanted to kiss me but took his time, drinking up all the details of my face, the newness that was me. Because he had all the time in the world. Because time stops when two people give themselves over to a force stronger than themselves. I held my breath, unsure whether to move or stay perfectly still. He leaned in closer, his thumb brushing the soft skin of my cheek, his touch featherlight yet impossibly grounding. His breath brushed my face, and I melted into putty in his embrace, every part of me surrendering to his touch, as if my body no longer belonged to me. His lips hovered over my lips, floating, soft, before he pressed them against mine. Only it was not just a kiss. It was a promise that I was safe with him, that my feelings were not a misstep. In this kiss was everything I had and everything we were handed over to each other. Our souls ripped wide-open and our whole hearts on display. I kissed him back, and I fell to a place I had never known I was waiting for.

      There was passion.

      There was lust.

      There was love.

      And then there was this.

      Jackson pulled back and looked down at my dress, before lifting me and spinning me around, his face buried in my neck. “This dress,” he growled. “You knew exactly what you were doing.”

      “Like it?”

      His confirmation vibrated through his lips.

      “Promise me something,” I whispered.

      “Anything.”

      “No matter what. Remember this. Remember me standing here in this dress. Remember everything about this moment.”

      He looked at me. “I’ll never forget it.”

      Jackson placed my feet back on the ground, took my hand, and started walking toward my cabin.

      “We should tell them we’re not eating with them.”

      “Did they see you in this dress?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then they know.”

      I laughed. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “Not for food.”
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      By April, by the time the first buds broke, we were in love. It didn’t take long for us to get there, for us to reach that place. We were destined for it, the way our hearts gravitated toward each other, drawn by some invisible thread that defied everything we knew to be true. Love, as I’d discovered, was a mysterious, shape-shifting force. Jackson’s love was a potion that was as safe as it was exhilarating, as tender as it was untamed, a love materialized before he said the words. Waste not.

      Within this whirlwind, we had a farm to plant, an expansion to oversee. Each day was a ballet of labor, our hands deep in the soil, our minds focused on growth and progress. The days blended into a sameness that we all enjoyed—craved, even. Jackson and I promised ourselves we would take it slow, savoring each moment, to allow things to unfold at their own pace. That was what we told ourselves. Most nights, after our walk, we would say goodbye with a sweetness that bordered on ritualistic.

      But it was a lie, a facade we maintained while knowing deep down that there was no slowing this force between us. One evening, at the kitchen door, Jackson drew me close, his arms encircling me. The kiss he placed on my lips was more of a prelude than the night’s final note, an open-ended conversation to be concluded later, not the “good night” it was. As the night deepened, I slipped out from my cabin and back into the house, quiet so as not to disturb Tibb and Luke. I found Jackson’s door open, the room empty, the bed made and undisturbed. On my way back to the cabin, I saw him on the porch, standing still in the soft glow of the light. The night around him seemed to bend, a sight that made my heart leap. His presence reached out to me, subtle but undeniable. His body relaxed as he saw me. Without a word, I rushed into his arms, and he lifted me effortlessly, his lips finding me in a kiss that was urgent and demanding. “I can’t do it. I don’t want to sleep without you,” I said between kisses. The words surprised me with their bluntness, a raw honesty laid bare.

      “I know,” he said as he carried me inside the cabin. “We don’t have to.”

      Minutes later, we were tangled in each other, limbs entwined, faces inches apart. With heavy-lidded eyes, he stared down at me. “Where have you been?” he whispered as he slipped the strap of my dress off my shoulder and kissed it, each word layered with a double meaning. Because he wasn’t talking about this moment. He meant his entire life.

      “Looking for you,” I whispered, the words tasting like truth. Deep within me, my body had known all along, even before my mind caught up that this, the farm, with Jackson, right now, was where I was supposed to be.

      His hands stilled for a moment, then tightened around my waist as his forehead rested against mine. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “You have?”

      “Oh yeah…” he breathed, his voice a soft rasp as he laid me back, removing the dress and my panties. There was desire in his eyes but also rampant emotion. “I would have waited forever.”

      “You don’t have to wait anymore. Take me. I’m yours.”

      “Damn, Leigh,” he said, looking down at my naked body on display. “You are so perfect. So wild. Your body. Wearing the scars of everything you’ve lived through.”

      “Touch me,” I asked, running my thumb across his lips.

      He trailed a finger on a slow journey down my stomach, stopping at my slightly raised scar. His lips followed, pressing a tender kiss to the mark. I inhaled sharply at the touch. My fingers moved without thinking, skimming over the roughness of my own scars before I leaned up and brushed my lips against them. We were bound by those scars and healed by them too. A lump formed in my throat, but I managed to whisper, “Jack.”

      He groaned, low and long, a beautiful sound. “I like that. Say it again.”

      I moaned his name again. “Is it always like this?” I asked. Because I needed him to tell me, help me make sense of these feelings that had taken root so deep inside me. I had never felt anything like this. My body and soul turned inside out.

      He looked up at me with those eyes that have always seen right through me. He knows what I mean, and the softness in his eyes made my heart ache even more. “Never,” he said, his voice low and certain. “Only with you.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered, barely able to find my voice. I couldn’t fully grasp it, but at that moment, I didn’t need to. It was enough. He was enough. “Only with you.”

      “The more you open up to me, the more I want you,” he said, hooking his forearm behind my knee and sliding into the tight clutch of me. “God…I can’t get enough of you,” he said as he moved inside me.

      “I don’t want you to.”

      I discovered I liked sex. And Jackson was all too happy to allow me to explore what I liked. He allowed me to explore, with my fingers, lips, and tongue, him and his powerful body, which came honestly through hard work and years of chopping wood, and the thick and long lower part of him, which came from genetics and the Almighty. And he explored me, his fingers and tongue serving as an alarm clock, awakening areas that had never been active. There was no one way, one position, I preferred over the other. He was a luxury I couldn’t seem to sip. But I loved straddling him, face-to-face, holding his eyes with mine, and rolling my hips deep while he pressed me close to him, raking his fingers down my spine.

      Something had broken loose inside of me, inside of us. The clues were in the kisses on my neck and across my breasts, in the soft words of praise he whispered in my ear when I climaxed. He couldn’t stop loving on me. And we couldn’t stay away or keep our hands off each other, often sneaking away for afternoon romps in my cabin or unrolling a blanket in a field among the early wildflowers starting to bloom, to satisfy our need, me clothed in nothing but his bare arms. Our need at turns wild and tender, rough and ripe. The feelings of him a tattoo on my skin. A gift.

      It wasn’t just the sensations of sex but what accompanied it. What it meant to be human, to hold a capacity for both pleasure and pain, was laid bare before me. I had sipped from the cup of suffering, but never had I felt such a depth of desire. It seemed unfair that such bliss was concealed beneath the surface, waiting to be revealed. I knew then what it felt to be human, to feel it all, to live within the full spectrum of emotions and sensations. And that as a human, I was capable of so many things. I became more aware of my body, more than I ever had—what it held, what it gave, what it took. It absorbed, it released, it ached. It breathed and lived in the back-and-forth of pain and joy, the ebb and flow that makes us alive.

      I knew all the ways love could hurt, but none of its pleasures. Until now. In the stillness of those nights, after Jackson and I made love, when sleep came for him, I’d lie there, wide awake, pressing my ear to his chest, his heartbeat steady beneath my cheek. My heart swelled with the love I felt for him. Lila had known that feeling too. In her short life, she tasted the joy of love with Robert. She’d come home still smelling of him, his scent lingering in her hair, in the air, as if he were in the room with us. She’d bite her lip, a soft smile playing at the corners of her mouth, and stare, unfocused, caught in a world of her own, a world with him in it. Now I knew what she saw, what she felt. She’d found love where it wasn’t supposed to be, and now I had too. I wanted to tell her about it, this new kind of happiness, the kind you could never quite explain but only feel.

      I thought of Mama too. She had her own history, her own ancestors. In these quiet moments, I began to understand the person she became, the way she had lived, and something began to shift inside me. I could see it now, the pull that had kept Mama in that trailer, the way love had wrapped itself around her like a chain, making the impossible feel simple. It didn’t make sense—not really. But somewhere in that understanding, the sharp edges of my anger toward her softened. Love makes you do wild things, with a lack of reason that makes it feel flawless. It didn’t make her actions right, but I had finally reached a place where I could at least understand, that love could bend you into things you never thought you’d be.

      Jackson slept through all of it, unaware that even the quiet moments with him were stitching the cracks in me I hadn’t realized I needed to fill. As he slept, he mended me a little more. He had guided me here, but this part of the journey, I had to discover on my own. The door had been opened and what walked through wasn’t just understanding but clarity. The truest moments of my healing were not just with him, they were because of him.

      Luke and Tibb pretended not to notice how disheveled we were before dinner or that we arrived late for breakfast. Until one evening, when we were in another haste to have each other. A knock sounded through the cabin door, accompanied by footsteps pacing along the porch. Muffled noises, a hushed conversation, filtered through the door before another knock and Luke’s voice.

      “Uh…Jack?”

      “Go away, Luke,” Jackson said, removing his shirt and lowering to his knees at the foot of the bed.

      The pacing started again, louder and harder. Luke knocked again. “Jack…I need to talk to you.”

      I touched Jackson’s face and whispered, “Maybe you should go see what he wants.”

      “Leigh,” Jackson said, pulling off my pants, “I get on my knees for three things: to pray”—he held my waist and pulled me closer to him—“to plant”—he kissed my inner thigh—“and to pleasure, and I don’t get up until I’m done.”

      Luke knocked again and Jackson growled. “No. Whatever it is, it can wait.”

      The footsteps hurried off the porch. A few minutes later, they returned, followed by the clearing of a throat. But I could barely make out the sound: Jackson had spread me apart, exploring the depths of me. I licked my lips and twisted my hips, coaxing him further. My back arched, and inch by inch, I lost control, floating above the sounds, lost in pleasure, moving to the rhythm of his tongue as Jackson licked and sucked the heart of me.

      “Jackie,” Tibb called out, followed by a string of Creole words, just as I grabbed Jackson’s head and cried out his name when I reached my climax, a series of whimpers and moans. Normally, Jackson liked to watch or stretch out my orgasm as long as he could, but whatever Tibb said shifted Jackson’s demeanor, and he rolled off the bed, reaching for his shirt with a sense of urgency. “Stay here,” he instructed, his voice laced with a warning I couldn’t quite decipher.

      Before I could ask what was wrong, the door closed behind him with a thud. I cleaned up and folded clothes in an attempt to distract myself from the pleasure still rolling through me and the anxiety that had settled in my chest. I thought maybe something had happened with Luke or even Tibb, but they had both been here. I knew at least that they were safe. An hour later, Jackson returned.

      “What’s going on? What happened?”

      “Carly,” Jackson said as he shed his boots with a weary sigh, the creak of the leather loud.

      “What about her? Did something happen?”

      Jackson didn’t answer right away. Instead, he leaned closer, his breath warm against my ear and whispered. “At the end of this week…go somewhere with me.”

      I blinked, caught off guard by the abrupt change of subject. “Where?”

      “West Blocton.”

      “What’s in West Blocton?”

      “A surprise.”

      “You know I don’t really like surprises,” I said.

      “Trust me,” he said, his fingers brushing a stray lock of hair from my face, “you’ll like this one.”

      “Should we be leaving at such an important time? The grand opening is a few weeks away.”

      “Tibb and Luke can manage,” he assured me with a dismissive wave of his hand. “It’ll be just for one day.”

      The prospect of being with him, wherever that might be, excited me. So I said yes, the word escaping my lips as if my body had already decided. A familiar weightlessness swept over me, like stepping into the unknown with a grin. I surrendered to this feeling, this spontaneous rush, but it now felt sharper, as if something was slipping through my fingers and I couldn’t help but grasp it.

      “Are you going to tell what happened with Carly?”

      “She knows,” he said with a breath that seemed to carry the weight of the world.

      “Knows what?”

      “About us,” Jackson said as he began to undress, his shirt muffling his words.

      “And?”

      “And nothing.” Jackson fell back onto the bed, propping a pillow behind his head.

      “So…” I tried to puzzle it out. “The guys came here to warn you?”

      “She was looking for me.”

      I was silent, asking for more information with my eyes but not sure what, exactly. I hadn’t stolen Jackson from anyone.

      “I don’t want to talk about this right now,” Jackson said, grabbing me from behind and pulling me down onto the bed. He rolled on top of me and lifted my shirt, kissing my breast. “I’m a little busy at the moment.”

      I grabbed his head, forcing him to look at me. “I want to talk about it.”

      He growled into a pillow, the sound muffled and filled with frustration.

      “She still loves you.” The words tasted bitter as they left my lips.

      “Nah…she wants what we had.”

      I considered this for a moment. Carly didn’t make that distinction. Or didn’t want to. And she wasn’t the type to accept a revelation that hadn’t involved her without a fight.

      “I made it clear to her before you got here that it was over between us. Now she knows about us.”

      I picked at the quilt, my fingers restless. Jackson noticed and furrowed his brow. “What?” he asked.

      “Did something happen recently between the two of you? In the months before us?”

      He thought for a second. A memory clearly crossed his mind. “We did kiss.” He held my hands as I blanched, and his soft eyes urged me to listen. “It was your birthday and the first bonfire. You were wearing my sweater and had your hair down. You looked so beautiful. Then, you hugged me.” He sighed. “I was so turned on. I wanted to kiss you. Remember that Carly dragged me on a walk? Well, she kissed me, and for a second, all I saw was you. But then I stopped because I knew it wasn’t her that I wanted.”

      “You wanted to kiss me that night?” I asked, my heart racing. “All the way back then?”

      He rolled over on top of me again, showering kisses on my neck and shoulders before sliding his entire body down. “No,” he whispered. “I wanted to do this.” He licked the underside of my breast, kissing the curve. “And this.” He pressed his hands inside my thighs, widening them.

      Passion pinned me to the bed, but I gained enough control to giggle, “Jack…again?”

      He lifted the heels of my feet on his shoulders. “And this.” He kissed the space between my legs, and his words were lost, drowned out by my moans.

      The next morning, after Jackson left, I stayed in bed. The room was quiet except for the push of the wind against the window. Naked and lost in the aftermath of pleasure, I lay in a trance, feeling the aftereffects of our lovemaking seep into my soul. My body buzzed with the memory of sensation. Aches from last night and this morning mingling with unexpected joy created an experience that only the body could offer.

      A knock at the door disturbed me from my daydream. I glanced at the clock, its numbers blurred by my sleepy gaze. I smiled, a subtle curve of my lips as I imagined Jackson’s quick return. Wrapping myself in his quilt, which barely covered my naked body, I crossed the room, the soft fabric rustling against my skin. Yet when I opened the door, the familiar face I’d expected was replaced by Carly’s.

      With our new sleeping arrangements, we were a real couple. It was the little details, a pair of toothbrushes side by side, the faint scent of Jackson on the sheets lingering with my own—that made it real. Carly barely met my gaze before her eyes swept over the cabin’s interior, taking in evidence of Jackson’s presence—his boots by the bed, his jacket on the rack. Her attention flickered to the quilt, then back up to me. Her composure faltered, but she quickly corrected. “I’d like to talk to you,” she said, her tone even. “Put some clothes on and come outside.”

      I dropped the quilt onto the bed and dressed in a hurry, slipping on a pair of jeans and a sweater. Carly paced the front porch when I opened the door.

      “How did you get that quilt?” she asked abruptly.

      “What?”

      “The quilt you were wrapped in. How did you get it?”

      “Jack gave it to me.”

      “Jack?” Her eyes narrowed slightly.

      “Yes, Jack.”

      “Oh…he’s Jack now.” Her lips curled into a frown.

      I rolled my eyes in exasperation. “Why are you here?” It felt strange to talk to her with Jackson’s fingerprints still on my body, his scent still on my skin.

      “He gave you that quilt?”

      “He didn’t give it to me; he’s letting me use it. Why? What is this all about?”

      Finally, she sank into a chair and stared off into the distance, her posture tense. “His grandmother made that quilt. It’s his marriage quilt.”

      Shock coursed through me like an electric current, leaving me paralyzed and speechless. Jackson had told me it was his favorite, but he hadn’t mentioned the significance. “It doesn’t mean anything,” I stuttered. “It was cold in here and—”

      Carly cut me off, shaking her head, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “You don’t know anything. It does mean something. He loves that quilt. It’s his favorite. The one he holds closest to his heart.” She fixed me with a piercing look, and tears puddled in her eyes. “Jack and I were together for six years. He barely let me look at that quilt, and he gives it to you. You’re sleeping on it. With him,” Carly said, her tone softening as a tear escaped down her cheek.

      “I’m not going to talk to you about Jack. What we do is none of your business.”

      Carly, undeterred, pressed on as if she hadn’t heard me. “He hasn’t come to me since you showed up. He did that, you know? He would show up at the house and fuck me, and I would pretend it was real. That he still loved me. You can convince yourself of anything, you know. If you try hard enough.” A humorless laugh escaped her. “He has a healthy appetite, if you know what I mean. If he’s not getting it from me, I knew he was getting it from somewhere. I almost didn’t care. I thought he would have his fun with you and come back to me when he was done. But he’s in love with you.” She wiped her face with a swift, almost mechanical motion.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Carly’s voice rose over mine. “He is. You don’t have to deny it. I’ve known Jack most of my life.”

      “Why are you here?”

      She stood, gripping the porch rail as though it were her last anchor to composure. “You work well with the guys and with him; I’ll give you that. And this expansion is going to work. He’s going to do it, and I guess I have you to thank for that, in part. But I have a favor to ask of you. Woman to woman.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I need you to leave. Now.”

      “What?”

      “You said you were leaving in the summer. If you’re going, please go now. Before there’s no chance for me.”

      “You’re asking me to leave so you can be with him? Do you think he’s just going to come running back to you?”

      “Do you love him?” Her voice was soft, but her question struck like a bolt of lightning. When I hesitated, she continued, “You do. Of course you do. He’s that guy, one of a kind. That perfect guy who only exists in fairy tales and on flower farms in beautiful Alabama. But if you truly love him, you will leave now before you hurt him. Trust me, I made that mistake. I hurt him, and I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it right. But I can’t do that if you’re here.”

      “Are you kidding me? You have some nerve asking me something like that.”

      “I know we got off on the wrong foot,” Carly said, her voice trembling with regret. “I could have been nicer to you, been a friend to you. I regret that. I’m sorry about that. We could have been one big happy family.”

      “Don’t be like this. If you truly love him, then you would want him to be happy. Whoever that’s with.”

      “My family’s farm and Benny—and Jackson—are all I have. Jack is my future. I have nothing without him.”

      Her desperation was intense, and it only hardened my resolve. I wouldn’t be swayed by her jealousy and allow it once again to ruin my life. I loved Jackson. And what I felt for him was real. No amount of envy could erase that truth.

      And yet, as I looked at her, my heart softened. In her tear-streaked face, I saw in her a reflection of my own pain, a glimpse of a woman who had been consumed by the same emotions that had once eaten away at Mama, leaving her unrecognizable. I couldn’t change Carly’s situation, but perhaps I could offer her something she desperately needed—a sliver of understanding.

      “There’s someone out there for you.”

      “I won’t find another man like Jackson.”

      “I love him, Carly,” I said. It felt strange to utter those words to her before Jackson himself had heard them. The fact that she was the first to know seemed a cruel twist of fate. “I don’t know what the future holds or how long I’m going to stay. But that’s a question for me to answer. For Jack and me to answer.”

      Carly’s eyes, brimming with desperate hope, fixed on me again. “Are you going to tell Jack about this?”

      “No,” I said without hesitation. “I’m not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it will change the way he sees you forever, and that…you can’t get back. This expansion means so much to him, and he’s going to need your support. Your friendship means something to him still. Just not what you want. Because you don’t mean any of this. And you don’t know what you’re doing. You’re going to regret this. But you’ll regret it less if he doesn’t know and it stays between us.”

      “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Because whether you believe it or not, I understand you. You love him, even if you know you two shouldn’t be together. That love means you would do anything for him. But love doesn’t mean tearing down the walls of someone else’s world. This is not the way to show it. Trust me, I know. Go home, Carly.”

      The words I had kept locked inside spilled out, filling the quiet space where Mama’s absence had once echoed. Goosebumps rose on my skin as the heaviness in my chest melted away. Tibb was right: I felt lighter, like something that had been suffocating me was finally able to breathe.

      I had finally made peace with Mama.

      In another world, Mama never became a mother. I was not born. Lila either. We didn’t exist. She had a whole life before us, before Daddy, her own dreams. In that other world, she pursued becoming a model. Her beauty didn’t go to waste. She was invited to walk the runways and grace the covers of all the top fashion magazines. She traveled the world and spoke several languages. Maybe, in Paris, by chance, in a café, she met and fell in love with a man who became her husband. A man who could see and appreciate her for the woman she was. He supported her, never raising his hand to hit her, never banishing her to live in a trailer in the woods with two daughters she wasn’t sure she wanted. She never had to worry about the what-ifs in life. Never a survivor—in another world, she lived and was loved.

      Carly rose from her seat and walked down the steps. She stopped for a moment, her eyes drifting over the farm. With a resolute breath, she continued her descent, her determination evident in the careful placement of each footstep. What I know now that I didn’t know back then was that a month later, I would find myself at her doorstep. This time, it would be me who sought a favor. And Carly would grant it. Because in the end, love is defined not just by what we say but in the acts of sacrifice we offer willingly for those we hold dear.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty

      
      Two weeks before the farm’s grand reopening, Jackson and I headed to West Blocton. He still hadn’t told me what we would be doing, and I surprised myself by realizing I didn’t care. With Jackson, the comfort of routine and the moments we created together became my world, my everything. I guess that’s what happens when you’re happy, when you’re as happy as you’ve ever been in your entire life. Because when you’re happy, the only direction you can look is forward. But Carly’s visit snapped me out of the romantic bubble I had encased myself in, and now, with the grand opening fast approaching, I wanted to cherish every remaining minute that I had with him.

      I sat close beside him in the truck’s cab, close enough to rest my head on his shoulder, for his arm to curve around me, pulling me tight against him. We rode with the windows rolled down, the wind blowing through my hair. I’d given up on taming it, letting the curls coil down my back. I told myself to remember this, the hum of the engine, the gentle rise and fall of Jackson’s breath, and the occasional sweet surprise of his kisses as he drove. I tried to lock it all away, to remember this perfect piece of time.

      Hours later, the truck rumbled into a small, unassuming town, and Jackson cut the engine with a definitive turn of the key. I glanced around, taking in the sleepy street with small shops. My gaze fell upon a vibrant banner arching across the main street. The words CAHABA LILY FESTIVAL fluttered in the breeze, bright against the clear sky.

      “A flower festival?” I asked, teasing. “What’s a Cahe…”

      “Kuh-hah-buh,” Jackson pronounced, extending his hand to help me out of the truck. “Not just any flower festival. It’s the only festival that honors the Cahaba lily.”

      “What’s a Cahaba lily?”

      Jackson smiled, the kind that made his eyes light up. “My favorite flower.”

      “I never knew you had a favorite flower.”

      “Now you do,” he said, winking.

      “It must be some flower if there’s an entire festival dedicated to it and its your favorite.”

      “You’ll see.”

      We stepped onto the buzzing sidewalk. People moved around, and the air filled with conversation and laughter as kids darted around the bouncing house. A small crowd gathered around a local news reporter, his microphone extended.

      From the crowd, a slender man with a balding head broke away, his face breaking into a wide grin as he hurried toward us with an outstretched hand.

      “Glad you could make it this year.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Jackson said, gripping his hand. “And I wouldn’t miss Miss Mae’s banana pudding.”

      At the mention of pudding, a few of the people nearby laughed, nodding in agreement. It was clear that Jackson was a familiar face here. I stood back for a moment and watched the exchange. This place, and these people, were important to him.

      “Dr. Davenport, this is Leigh. Leigh, this is Dr. Larry Davenport. He is recognized as the foremost authority on the Cahaba lily.”

      Dr. Davenport extended a hand to me, and I shook it. “This young man is one of a kind. He’s been coming here for the last eight years. We always think it might be the last, but he keeps coming back.”

      Jackson waved off the praise with a casual flick of his hand and leaned in to whisper to me, “I told you its Miss Mae’s banana pudding.”

      We stepped into the Cahaba Lily Center just as the first speaker approached the podium. The room buzzed with chatter, and volunteers handed us programs as we made our way through the crowd. Jackson, clearly a favorite visitor, greeted several familiar faces with smiles and handshakes.

      “They really love you here.”

      “It’s not about me,” Jackson said, his gaze sweeping over the crowd with admiration. “It’s about them—the people who’ve spent years, even decades, working to preserve the memory and history of this rare flower.”

      I scanned my surroundings. “So…where is it?”

      Jackson kissed my forehead. “Just wait. It’ll be worth it.”

      The first speaker took the stage and discussed the significance of the Cahaba lily. One by one, representatives from various environmental organizations followed, each one passionate in their presentation of new findings and conversational efforts. They spoke of the flower’s resilience in the face of dwindling habitats, the painstaking efforts to protect its fragile ecosystem, and the unique history of the Cahaba River. I listened intently, drawn deeper into the narrative of the flower and its place in the local culture, feeling an appreciation for not just the lily but the people working to safeguard it.

      Then came Dr. Davenport’s turn, delivering his presentation, “Romancing the Lilies.” Jackson leaned close and whispered, “He does this same presentation every year, and it never gets old.”

      As Dr. Davenport began speaking, I could see why. His presentation was a blend of humor and history, delivered with an infectious enthusiasm that had the whole room engaged. He clicked through the slides, brimming with breathtaking images of the Cahaba lily and its delicate white petals framed against the flowing water of the river. As he spoke, I learned that they only bloom overnight between Mother’s Day and Father’s Day and last just one day. They thrive best in swift-moving waters and are found only in Alabama and parts of Georgia and South Carolina.

      As his presentation wrapped up, I turned to Jackson and said, “Now, do we get to see them?”

      “We eat first,” he said, nodding toward the corner where women were lining tables with large bowls and pans. “It’s a potluck lunch.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of a gathering so rooted in community. A long line formed, and we joined in. At the end, two women holding bowls and collecting donations greeted us. Jackson slipped them a twenty-dollar bill, and we moved through a spread of homemade dishes: mashed potatoes, chicken fingers, corn, chicken salad, and an entire table of desserts, including Miss Mae’s famous banana pudding.

      Jackson and I ate outside at a picnic table, surrounded by locals and visitors from across the state. The meal was a warm reflection of the town’s spirit, hearty, unpretentious, and made with love. As we ate, the hum of conversation created a comforting atmosphere, and I realized that, much like the Cahaba lily, this gathering was a perfect blend of beauty, nature, and the care people invested in preserving both.

      “This is what you want, isn’t it? Why the expansion is so important? I mean…I don’t think I really understood it until now.”

      Jackson put his fork down slowly and looked around. “Yeah…West Blocton has about eleven hundred people. You shouldn’t know about this place. None of the tourists here should. But the people of West Blocton are determined not to be forgotten. This festival gets bigger every year. They’re not just surviving but leaning into what’s right in front of them. They are staying alive and relevant by being true to themselves.”

      After we finished eating and disposed of our trash, I noticed a small group of people climbing into white vans around the corner.

      “What are those?”

      “Shuttles to the river.”

      “Now we get to see them?”

      Jackson’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “Yes, but we’re not taking a shuttle. I’ll drive us there.”

      We followed one of the shuttles for a short distance before turning off the main road and veering down a narrower, less-traveled path deeper into the woods.

      “I know of a special spot,” Jackson said with a wink.

      Jackson drove for a few more minutes and turned down an unmarked dirt road that wound toward the river. He parked and reached into the truck bed for a woven basket with wine and glasses inside, then tucked his grandmother’s quilt under his arm.

      “Ready?” he asked, extending his hand.

      I took it, and he guided us down a narrow trail that opened to a secluded spot beneath an oak tree with branches sprawled out wide. From here, the river stretched out before us, its waters gleaming in the late afternoon light. In the distance, the white blossoms of the Cahaba lily dotted the water, the distant petals like floating stars.

      “Is that them?” I asked.

      “Yeah…” Jackson said, staring.

      In that moment, it all made sense, why there’s a festival dedicated to them and why everyone loves them so much. They aren’t just rare and beautiful. They are resilient, their stems anchoring them to the riverbed, while their blossoms stretch outward, their petals unfolding toward the sky as if reaching for something greater.

      Jackson spread a blanket first, then the quilt on top, underneath the oak tree, and we sat down, side by side. The world around us stilled, the only sound from the rustling of the wind and the splash of water as the lilies swayed.

      “I could stare at them all day. They’re beautiful,” I said.

      “We’ll have some lilies on the farm soon. Not these but as close as we can get. I’ll make sure we keep some in the cabin so you can always see them.”

      “Good.”

      “I knew you would love it here. This…” Jackson said, wrapping his arms around me. “This is what life is all about. The people, the land, everything. It’s all connected.”

      I closed my eyes and tilted my face toward the warmth of the sun. The light poured over me, and I breathed, letting the moment fill me, the green of the leaves, the flutter of a butterfly passing by, the way everything in nature flowed together, unhurried and natural.

      “When I came to Alabama, I didn’t feel connected to nature like I once did. I was struggling to feel as if I belonged, but I do now. Working on the farm helped me with that, and being here, learning about the Cahaba lilies, was the last piece.” I turned to look at him. “Thank you for bringing me here. Thank you for helping me feel this connection to nature again. Thank you for inviting me to work on the farm with you.”

      “Thank you for saying yes.” Jackson kissed my neck before saying, “I’m not surprised you feel such a connection here. After I said to my uncle that real men don’t work with flowers, the first thing he did was bring me here, and by the end of the presentation, like you, I couldn’t wait to see them. I couldn’t believe that such a flower existed. They thrive under the worst conditions and survive when they shouldn’t. They bloom despite everything. They’re a reminder that nothing’s impossible.” Jackson paused and looked out at the lilies again. “That’s you, Leigh.”

      “Me?” My voice trembled in disbelief.

      “Yeah…you shouldn’t be here. Just like the lilies shouldn’t be here. But they are. And so are you.” He paused. “And you bloom, just like they do.”

      The comparison left me breathless. I didn’t know if I’d ever been likened to something so extraordinary. The realization that Jackson saw me that way filled me with a sense of wonder, grounding me in the moment, as if everything I had struggled with had led me to this place, this person, this connection.

      “I…I don’t know what to say, Jack,” I said, tears forming out of not sadness but the way his words made my heart swell.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Leigh,” Jackson continued. “That you made it. That you made the choice to not let what happened to you hold you back.”

      I leaned into him as the tears fell. I had never felt more seen, more understood. More alive.

      Jackson held me for a moment, and then, in a quieter voice, he said, “When my aunt gave me this quilt and explained why my grandmother made it for me, she said I’d know who to give it to. I never wanted to give it to anyone. Until you.”

      “But this is your marriage quilt,” I said.

      Jackson’s gaze never wavered. “Does that scare you?”

      My eyes widened. It was the one topic we’d never covered. The future. “Is that something you’ve thought about?”

      “I think about it all the time,” he continued, his lips brushing my neck. “I want you to stay on the farm with me. I want to build a life with you. One day get married and have a houseful of kids.”

      “A houseful?”

      “However many you want,” he said with a chuckle, hope lifting his words, “but at least two, a boy and a little girl who will be the spitting image of her mother. She’ll have your beautiful eyes, curly hair, and that feistiness of yours.”

      I stayed quiet, his words painting a picture I could never touch. A future that wasn’t mine to live. It wasn’t a formal proposal, but it carried the weight of one, a promise that lingered in the air. I had come to learn that Jackson didn’t say anything he didn’t mean. He wanted to marry me.

      “I guess that makes sense because…” Jackson’s voice faltered as he stood, extending a hand to help me up. He looked unsettled, like a stiff breeze would blow him over. “I love you.”

      I stared at the ground, unprepared by the force of those three simple words. Jackson lifted my chin, his eyes earnest and vulnerable.

      “I mean it. I don’t say those words often, and I haven’t said them in a very long time. But it feels so damn right to say them to you now. I love you, Leigh. I’ve loved you longer than you know, longer than I’ve wanted to admit. I love you. I want you. All of you. For the rest of my life.”

      “Jack…I—” I never thought hearing those words would hurt so much.

      Before I could respond, Jackson said, “You don’t have to say anything now. Tell me when you’re ready.”

      “I love you too, Jack.” The words tumbled out unforced, a heartfelt confession that needed to be spoken.

      Jackson scooped me up in a hug, lifting my feet off the ground. The world spun as he twirled me around, his laughter mingling with mine, his joy contagious.

      “As a matter of fact…” His voice trailed off, the playful tone fading into something deeper, more intimate. He set me down, his hands lingering on my waist before he slid my sweater off my shoulders. His lips followed the trail of fabric as he kissed the exposed skin of my collarbone. “Let’s start on that family right now.” His hands cupped my face, and he kissed me with a hunger that left no doubt, only the feeling that he was ready for what came next. For the future he’d spoken of, the one he now wanted to create.

      I was too shaken to embrace the moment. “Jack, we can’t. Not here.”

      “There’s no one out here but us.”

      He kissed me again, unzipped my dress, and unhooked my bra. We tumbled uninterrupted to the ground, and Jackson rolled me on my back. The remaining sun warmed my chest and bathed my face in amber. And yet that heat paled next to the fire radiating from Jackson’s soft kisses on my neck, breasts, and stomach. I wanted to stop him but decided sex would be a welcome distraction. If we were making love, we couldn’t talk about children, the future, or the fact that he loved me. That I loved him. That the life he envisioned for us was not possible.

      And so, I gave myself to him, and he covered me with his love. There was no place I would rather be, no moment I would rather live. A lifetime of decisions, of tiny, unnoticed choices, led me here, to the place of my hard-won happiness, a place where joy didn’t feel like an illusion but something real, earned, and deep. There was no longer a world of impossibilities—only this. This day. This man. And the clarity of the now where our love took up all the space and every breath. We made love with the urgency of never again. With abandon. With the fullness of our emotions. That day I forged my own reality. And Jackson, the man that I loved, stood at the center.

      

      The next day, I floated to meet Tibb, still lost in the afterglow of our trip to see the Cahaba lilies. But happiness rarely lasts, and it was time for it to all come crashing down. I arrived a little early to find Tibb pacing the area restlessly, his steps rapid and uneven. I had never seen him like that. He clutched a crumpled piece of paper in his hand, his brow furrowed deeply.

      When I approached him, he suddenly turned toward me, pushing the paper at me. My eyes fell on it, and my breath hitched in my chest. On it was a face I both knew and didn’t: my own. The picture stared back at me, a version of myself that now looked like a stranger. The edges of the paper shook in Tibb’s hands.

      “Please,” Tibb begged, “tell me this isn’t true. Tell me this is some kind of a joke.”

      Tibb’s words blurred together, distorted by the rising panic in me. My vision spun, the world tilting beneath me. I staggered, my knees buckling under the stress of the moment.

      Tibb shook his head. “No…this isn’t it… No…it can’t be.”

      I remained silent, my mouth dry, my chest too tight to even breathe.

      “Oh,” he said, laughing, the sound jagged and hollow, as if it had been ripped from him. There was nothing funny about this moment; it was him cycling through a range of emotions. “It makes sense. Appearing from nowhere. The broken wrist. The bruises. It is you, isn’t it?” Tibb’s voice broke through the fog, his eyes wide with disbelief and desperate hope. “Tell me it’s not true.”

      Words still eluded me. Instead, I nodded, a helpless and grim confirmation. The taste of bile surged up my throat, sour and acrid. The space around us suffocated me, as if it were collapsing inward, my chest tightening with each strained breath.

      “You survived a bus crash. Holy shit! You survived a fuckin’ bus crash. The article said the bus went off a cliff, and you survived that? How?”

      I swallowed hard as the memories of that day come flooding back. “I can hold my breath for very long periods of time.”

      “What the fuck, Leigh? What the fuck?” Tibb’s voice crescendoed into a frantic pitch as he resumed his pacing. “Wait…that’s not your name, is it?” He glanced back at the paper again. “Leandra. Your name is Leandra.”

      “Tibb…” I began, my voice faltering, my throat tight, but I pushed the words out anyway. “Where did you get this?”

      I braced myself for the answer, my mind whirling with possibilities. The enormity of the moment loomed over me like an oppressive cloud.

      Tibb stopped pacing and took a deep breath. “I was online, ordering seeds and supplies, and when I finished, I was just clicking around, and this article caught my eye. Hard to scroll past a headline about an escaped convict. I didn’t expect to see your mug shot.”

      “What else does the article say?” I asked hesitantly.

      Tibb breathed loudly, his tone leveling. “They know that you didn’t die in the bus crash. They searched for your body and didn’t find it but found traces of you around the river.”

      I stared up at the sky, a bitter taste of reality settling into my chest like a stone. I had been a fool to think that to be forgettable was the same as being invisible. That feet didn’t leave footsteps and fingers didn’t leave fingerprints, that you can erase an existence. And now the truth was out.

      “Does the article say what I was convicted of?” I asked.

      “No, just that there’s a reward of fifty thousand dollars for information leading to your capture and arrest. They are looking for you.”

      “Does Jack know? Did you tell him?” My heart raced in my chest, fear intertwining with the very air I breathed.

      Tibb looked at me for a second, his mouth agape, before closing it. “I can’t believe you’re thinking about Jackie and not of being recaptured.” He stepped closer. “They’re looking for you.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “You should care! If they find you, you’re going back to prison. Even longer this time.”

      I shook my head. “I can handle prison,” I said, though it felt like a lie. But the thought of that cold place, the endless silence, the concrete walls closing in—none of it scared me as much as losing Jackson. “I can survive it. I can’t handle losing him.”

      Tibb’s face flickered with anger, but underneath it, I could see fear. His eyes were wide and his voice cracked as he spoke. “It’s prison, damn it! I’ve been there. That’s years of hell. The kind of hell you won’t get another chance to walk away from again.”

      “I know,” I whispered. I didn’t want to talk about prison. Jackson was the only thing that mattered. “I know what prison is.” My breath hitched. “I love him, Tibb. But I can’t be in there knowing I hurt him.” I exhaled and held it. “Have you told him?”

      Tibb stepped back and paced a little, then stopped before answering. “No.”

      “Why not?” I asked, the air returning to my lungs in ragged gasps. “Why haven’t you told him?”

      “Because it would destroy him.”

      My heart ached at that bit of truth. “I’ll leave today.”

      Tibb’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Just like that? You’re going to leave? You just said that you loved him. Did you hear what I said? It would kill Jack.”

      “I can’t stay here. I can’t jeopardize the farm, Jack, and you all. I have to go.”

      “And where will you go?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s not a plan, Leigh…” He stopped and regrouped. “After Jackie left me in foster care, I ran away five times. The last time was when that bastard got drunk and hit me and I jumped on him. I almost killed him, Leigh. I saw the blood and I ran away. They caught me two weeks later. You know why? Because I didn’t have a plan. I ran without thinking about where I would go and what I would do. I wasn’t prepared. So I’m asking you: What’s your plan?”

      “I don’t have one!” I shot back, frustration boiling over. “I didn’t plan any of this. I thought…I would stay in Camden long enough to make a little money. But then I met Jack, and he offered me this job. He brought me here and I met all of you. Then me and him… I didn’t expect any of this.”

      “So you thought they would never find out that you didn’t die in the bus crash? That you could remain hidden forever?”

      “I hoped so, I guess. Isn’t that what you did? What Luke did? It was easy to forget who I was out here, to hide.”

      “Are you serious?” Tibb was speaking more loudly, irrationally repeating his question. “Did you think you could just hide out here forever?”

      I thought of Jackson’s face, his love. “No,” I said softly.

      “You can’t just leave,” Tibb said firmly, his voice filled with a mixture of anger and anguish. “Not before the opening. Tell him. He deserves to know. From you.”

      “I can’t!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” I whispered. “what if I tell him the truth, and he can’t handle it? What if he sees me for who I really am—what I’ve done—and it’s too much for him?” My hands shook. “I can’t lose him. Not like that. Not knowing I pushed him away because of what I did.”

      “He knows who you are. I watched him fall in love with you. Not the woman you used to be. Not Leandra. But Leigh.”

      “Leaving is the best way. Telling him would put him in the position of having to choose between me and the farm. I can’t…I won’t do that to him. Have him make that choice. I’ll leave after the grand opening,” I said, not sure if I was protecting him from the truth or protecting myself from the pain of losing him. Either way, it didn’t matter anymore.

      Tibb didn’t respond immediately. He just stared at me, weighing the cost of what I’d just said. His expression softened, and sympathy flooded his eyes. “You can’t protect him from the truth forever.”

      I didn’t say anything because there was nothing left to say. Instead, I turned and walked away, knowing I was walking into the unknown.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-One

      
      On the morning of the farm’s grand opening, I awoke with the first light, my mind tingling with anticipation. I settled onto the porch of the cabin, away from Jackson, who remained asleep in bed, and took in the way the morning woke up—the sun inching above the horizon, its golden beams prying away the last remnants of night. It was almost surreal to finally be at this moment after months of preparation.

      I swept my eyes over the farm, a landscape that had undergone a remarkable transformation. It can be hard to see progress when you’re in the middle of making it. The farm was almost double its original size. The two new greenhouses stood proud in the distance, and a newly erected building awaited its purpose for the seed business. After a long winter, the farm had finally awakened to an explosion of life and color.

      One thought relieved the tightness in my chest, easing the ache in my heart. This was where I would leave Lila. I had never thought of leaving her anywhere but here; the hum of the earth beneath my feet, the scent of flowers in the breeze—the place felt like hers. I didn’t know why I hadn’t thought of that before. It was because of her I was here in the first place. I would have never noticed or cared about the flowers in Jackson’s truck, but Lila made me see them, made me care. She wanted me to be here; she led me here to this place to heal. What better place to let her go, allow her memory to roam free?

      I had never meditated anywhere other than where Tibb and I met; I wasn’t afraid to do it anymore, wasn’t afraid of what I’d find there. The usual faces drifted into my mind. There would be no peace for Deacon Ridley, but I had made peace with myself. The guilt, the blame—none of it was mine. It wasn’t my fault. Those words came now, like a steady pulse, my new mantra when their deaths haunted me. It wasn’t my fault. I could say them now without the sting. Because I knew deep down that it was the truth. And I could now allow the full vision to play out.

      I sank into the chair and closed my eyes again. In the quiet, Lila was there. Sounds around me faded, replaced by the echoes of a memory, of her laughter. Lila, running through the field, the wind pulling her hair back; Lila floating on her back, eyes to the sky; Lila smiling, always smiling. Tears streamed down my face. Lila reached toward me, and I reached back, our fingers aching to touch, but the space between us remained. Then she turned, a flower swirling in her hand, and walked away, fading a little with each step. She would be safe here.

      I came to the Flower Farm searching for a place to hide, but I found something more than I could have ever imagined: connection, peace, and purpose.

      And now, it was time for me to leave.

      That thought filled me with so much sadness. I had not been that sad in a long time, but now, as the time to leave approached, the old grief began to resurface, pushing against the strength I had erected to keep it away.

      Tibb’s words echoed in my mind: I needed a plan, a new one. But in the weeks since Tibb had learned the truth about me, I avoided coming up with one. The idea of plotting an end while still immersed in the middle felt premature. I also avoided Tibb. At first, we maintained a cordial facade, keeping things as normal as possible, careful not to raise any suspicions with Jackson or Luke. But an obvious strain pulled between us. Our yoga sessions continued, but we rarely spoke through them. Until one morning, unprompted, I told him everything, the truth I’d shared with Jackson and everything I hadn’t: why I had been in prison. It was enough to erase the tension, enough to spark a shift, enough for Tibb to start helping me strategize my escape.

      But as the days slipped by, I refused to allow fear and uncertainty to take root. I didn’t want to focus on dread and despair while surrounded by beauty and grace. I had done that before, and I was different now, and my mind had adapted. When I did allow myself to think about a possible plan, the thoughts lifted whenever Jackson’s presence or a tender kiss would sweep through, dispersing the dark clouds with his affection. I found myself caught in a quiet tug-of-war, holding both joy and grief simultaneously. Jackson had said himself, his wisdom ringing true, that a person could hold both at the same time. And somehow I did.

      The cabin door creaked opened, revealing Jackson’s broad body, shirtless, as he stepped out into the morning air. Each time I saw him, even after all of these months, my heart betrayed me with a skip. His presence never ceased to captivate me. But these lazy mornings were ending.

      “Hey,” he whispered, his voice thick with sleep.

      “Hey,” I said, rising from my spot on the porch and walking toward him. The cool early-spring air brushed against my skin, but the warmth of his embrace melted me as he pulled me close.

      “Why are you up so early?” he asked, resting his chin on my shoulder.

      I inhaled. Of all the things I had come to love about Jackson, this, I realized—his smell—would be one I would miss the most. I pressed my face against his chest. “I was just thinking.”

      He pulled back slightly to look at me, tilting my chin up with his fingers. “About what?”

      I swept my eyes across the farm again. “Today,” I said. “The farm. I just want everything to go well.”

      “It will,” he said, his arms tightening around me.

      For a few minutes, we stood together, taking in the landscape before us.

      “I can’t believe we actually pulled it off,” he said finally.

      I drew back, meeting his gaze with a smile. “You pulled it off. It was your vision, and you did it.”

      Jackson shook his head slowly, his gaze locking on to mine. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Leigh. I mean that.”

      “I didn’t do anything beyond what the whole team did.”

      “You were what I needed,” he said. “Your presence, your support—it made all the difference.”

      In that moment, I realized that the end of this chapter, however bittersweet, was just another part of my journey. And as Jackson held me close, the future seemed to soften into a more forgiving light.

      

      Later that morning, we dressed in silence, the anticipation of the day hanging over us. The kitchen was quiet, not the usual hub of noise. Luke was the only one who ate with any real appetite. All of us were lost in our thoughts until we heard the blare of a car horn outside. We exchanged puzzled glances and looked at the clock—too early for customers. Tibb sprang to his feet and looked through the window. A slow, satisfied grin spread across his face.

      “You should come see this,” Tibb said, beckoning to Jackson, who had already risen to investigate.

      Jackson joined Tibb at the window, and Tibb wrapped an arm around Jackson’s shoulders. Jackson’s head fell forward in a mixture of disbelief and awe.

      “What the hell is it?” Luke asked, joining them. As he caught sight of the scene outside, his laughter burst forth, unrestrained. “Well, I’ll be damned. Come look, Leigh.”

      I rose from my seat and made my way to the window. The sight that greeted me was beyond anything I had anticipated: a line of cars and trucks stretching from the Flower Farm’s entrance down the road and merging with the main highway. People were gathered, eager and expectant, waiting to see the farm, experience it for themselves.

      We stood there together, the four of us, taking in the sight before Luke pulled us all into a heartfelt hug, a wordless celebration that felt as if he was trying to hold the moment itself. And we stayed there, basking in it. No one quick to let go. No one quick to speak. There was something sacred in the shared recognition of what we had accomplished. We knew we had a long way to go before deeming the expansion a success. But this was a good start. We had come so far. The late nights, the endless planning, the constant hustle. Every bead of sweat, every speck of dirt under our fingernails, every drop of blood in the trenches of this dream, Jackson’s dream, had led us here. To this moment. And now it was done.

      Jackson opened the farm a few hours earlier than planned to satisfy the crowd swelling faster than we anticipated. We expected a modest turnout—people had been here before, after all—and we prepared for one. A simple banner strung above the entrance, welcoming customers to the new Flower Farm. A few planned tours of the grounds. A couple of floral-arranging demonstrations. Nothing extravagant, just a modest day to mark the farm’s grand opening. Word had spread faster than we realized. The day matched the enthusiasm of the people—bright and warm and buzzing with life. Hundreds of people walked the grounds, their chatter and laughter carrying over the fields. Baskets swung from their arms as they wandered, admiring the flowers, pointing, cutting, and reveling in the colors surrounding them.

      I know what they saw. The sun showed up for us, releasing a blue color across the sky unlike any I’d ever seen. Fields of flowers stretching as far as the eye could see. A rainbow of colors dancing under the sun. I watched as people stood in awe, just as I had the first time I saw it. Places like this weren’t supposed to exist outside of imaginations. A heaven on Earth in rural Alabama.

      Jackson was in his element, giving impassioned tours of the seed building and the expanded fields, describing the future he had envisioned and was now building, brick by brick, petal by petal. Tibb gave the floral-arranging demonstrations, sharing tips on how to mix and match flowers, how to care for them, and how to bring out their natural beauty. And Luke…Luke was everywhere. His infectious energy and enthusiasm radiated out from him like a beacon. He played with groups of kids, brought Tibb more flowers, and helped Jackson with the tours. I stationed myself at the front, taking orders for bouquets, managing the steady stream of customers eager to purchase flowers for their homes, businesses, and upcoming events. I also made reservations for photo shoots and weddings, and kept everything organized with a smile. We needed a dozen more people, but somehow, we made it work.

      “You did it,” I said to Jackson during one of his breaks.

      Without a word, Jackson swept me up in his arms and hugged me tight, holding me for a moment before pulling back with a grin, his eyes sparking with the same enthusiasm and vision that had driven him from the beginning. He didn’t need to say anything. His smile said it all. Then, he released me and was already moving, ready to give another tour, and I beamed because he paused long enough to share this small, fleeting moment of joy with me.

      “So this is where you ran off to,” a familiar voice behind me said.

      I turned, and Walt stood in front of me with both hands gripping his cane tight, the lines around his eyes crinkling as he smiled.

      “You came,” I said, a grin spreading across my face as I walked to him. Without a second thought, I pulled him into a hug.

      He laughed and wrapped an arm around me. “Of course I did,” he said, looking around the farm. “Had to see what the fuss was all about. It’s all everyone’s been talkin’ about.”

      I pulled back slightly, a tinge of regret in my voice. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      “That’s all right. I ain’t never been good at goodbyes. I’m glad to see that you’re doin’ good. I figured you’d land on your feet. I just didn’t think it would be here.” He stepped back and gave me a long, thoughtful look, taking in every detail, as if cataloging all the changes in me. “This place agrees with you.”

      I smiled. “Yeah…it does.”

      Walt raised an eyebrow, and there was a knowing, almost mischievous gleam in his eyes. “And from that hug I just saw, I’m guessin’ Jackson has something to do with that?”

      My cheeks warmed, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “You don’t miss a thing, do you?”

      “I knew it. I knew it when he brought you those flowers. I could see it in his eyes then and yours when you saw them,” he said, grinning. “I’m not wrong about these things.”

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “I’ve lived long enough to know how to spot when something’s right. And you…” He gave me a pointed look. “You’ve got a spark in you that wasn’t there before. I’m glad to see it. To see you happy.”

      I swallowed, moved by his sincerity. “Thanks, Walt. That means a lot to me”

      He nodded and extended his arm to me. “Now…I reckon it’s time I take a proper look at this place. Y’all got me all the way out here and all.”

      I took his arm and gestured toward the fields. “Come on. I’ll show you around.”

      As we walked together, I thought of my early days with Walt. In a short period of time, he had been a steady presence, someone who felt more like the father I wished I had, someone gentle and wise. I thought of the father I did have, the one who shaped me in ways I never fully understood. I don’t know if I made peace with Daddy in that moment, not in the same way I had with Mama. But I felt a connection between the past and present, the way my journey was so deeply rooted in everything that had come before it. Daddy had taught me how to survive. I knew that. He had prepared me, mentally and physically, for the rough road ahead, whether he meant to or not. He pushed me to be strong, to face adversity head-on, and to keep moving forward always. His lessons had been tough, practical, and often delivered in a way that made me feel more like a soldier than a child. But those lessons had stuck. They had become part of me and deeply embedded in my bones.

      I was here because of him, but I also wouldn’t be here, alive, if not for him. I couldn’t deny that. It was a complicated truth, one that I learned to accept over time. In that moment, I understood that Daddy had given me the tools to survive, but he hadn’t given me to tools to live. He hadn’t taught me how to trust or embrace the softer side of life. But at the same time, I realized something else, that part of my strength, the part that allowed me to thrive, had come from the things I didn’t learn from him. Those things I had to learn on my own or find elsewhere. Here on the farm, Jackson, Tibb, and even Luke taught me how to build my own version of peace and rest, one that blended with the hard lessons from Daddy with the compassion and understanding I’d found in others.

      The rest of the day, and the days that followed, blurred into a whirlwind of activity. We helped customers, locals and tourists alike, showing them around the farm and processing the endless stream of orders that flooded in. We ran on fumes, but the energy of the farm, of the people who came to experience it, kept us going. Every smile, every thank-you, every look of wonder, fueled us. By the end of the week, one thing was crystal clear: the farm was a success. The skeptics who had questioned Jackson’s vision, were now eager to get involved and learn more about the co-op.

      It was impossible to ignore the contrast between the doubt and skepticism that had clouded the early days and the reality we were living in now. The first week of the farm had exceeded our wildest expectations, drawing people not just from our community but from all over. People were coming to Gee’s Bend and Camden to experience what we had built. The farm and the area busted with possibility. We knew it wasn’t the end. It was only the beginning. The seed business was just starting and still had a long way to go before its potential would be realized. During that first week, as I watched the farm flourish and the excitement continue to grow, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride. Jackson’s dream wasn’t just viable—it was thriving. And I knew deep down that this was only the beginning of something much greater than any of us could have ever dreamed.

      “How do you feel?” I asked Jackson one evening just before sunset. We were on one of our last walks together and had wandered farther than usual, our bare feet brushing against the swaying grass, until we came upon a wide field of wildflowers.

      A splatter of soft oranges and pinks painted the sky, and the sun sat low, casting golden rays over the field. We stopped and sat, the earth cool beneath me as I lay back among the flowers, allowing my body to melt into the ground, becoming part of the landscape, each petal, each blade of grass blending into me. Jackson sat next to me. A slight breeze stirred the petals, and the air smelled of sweetness. I turned my head to look at him, wondering if he, too, was trying to preserve the moment. His gaze was fixed on the horizon as though he was trying to read something in the fading light.

      “Like these wildflowers,” he said after a long pause. He reached down into the grass, running his fingers over the petals before plucking one and holding it out to me. “Among these fields, they look like they belong. No one would ever know they didn’t.”

      I took the flower from his hand, its fragile stem delicate between my fingers. I held it up to the fading light and smelled it. “That’s how you feel?”

      “Maybe,” he said, turning his attention back to the sky. “Maybe, sometimes, we find ourselves in places where we feel like we fit, even if we don’t really. But no one asks. No one has to know.”

      I didn’t press him for more. It was enough to be there with him, surrounded by the beauty of the evening. We both understood with he meant, even if the words hung unfinished between us. There, in that field of wildflowers, was a kind of belonging we could both feel, something fleeting, like the sunlight that faded by the second. The flowers, the sunset, the quiet of the evening, seemed to know that time, like everything else, was transient. And we couldn’t hold on to it. As I lay there, I glanced up at Jackson again and wondered if he felt the same pull. But he had turned his attention back to the horizon, his eyes tracing the colors of the fading sky.

      We stayed there, in the growing dusk, watching the scenery change around us with each passing moment. The sun dipped out of view, and dark clouds moved in. A stillness wrapped around us, and that seemed to stretch forever, as if the world had slowed down just for us, to let us breathe in the beauty of the evening before everything changed. Then, the air shifted, the warmth of the day replaced by a cool breeze that ruffled the wildflowers around us. Jackson stood first, slow, almost reluctant, as if he didn’t want to leave. He extended his hand to me, and I took it, letting him help me to my feet. Just as I stood, the first raindrops fell.

      A hurricane was coming.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Two

      
      So, how does it all end? The way all things do: with an easy decision.

      The rain began gently but continued through the night and into the next day. It started slowly, a steady patter against the tin roof of my cabin. But as the day wore on, the rain grew louder and more insistent. What had been a trickle turned into a series of continuous claps against the weathered metal. The old roof began to leak. Small rivulets appeared, dripping down in a constant stream from the seams of the ceiling. A brown puddle blossomed and expanded outward in a web of moisture that betrayed the roof’s condition.

      The hurricane was still in the Caribbean with a track that charted it up the Alabama coast. The weatherman had forecasted rain for the remainder of the week. As much as we joked about his accuracy, his prediction proved to be a certainty this time. The storm showed no signs of passing through quickly, clinging and hovering over the region and leaving its mark. A handful of customers with umbrellas braved the weather and stopped by, but most stayed away as the wind picked up and the flowers wilted under the heavy curtain of rain.

      “We’re going to be okay, right?” I asked on the second day while we ate breakfast.

      “We’re about several hundred miles from the coast, but it’s not unheard of for hurricanes to make their way up here,” Jackson said, his brow furrowed with concern.

      “But hopefully it would just be a tropical storm then,” Tibb said.

      “Has a hurricane ever hit here?” I asked.

      Jackson nodded. “Hurricane Dennis, about twenty years ago. It dumped about thirteen inches of rain in Camden and flooded the rivers. Made the roads impassable.”

      “It’ll turn,” Tibb said with confidence. His voice, though strong, did little to ease the tension that hung heavy in the air.

      We all wanted to believe it and tried not to let our unease show. I didn’t want to keep asking questions, didn’t want to allow my concern to spread. We kept busy with our usual tasks, but the rain made it hard; there was only so much we could do. Jackson tried to put on a brave face, masking his worries with weak smiles and forced conversation, but the truth never left his eyes. He had been a rock against many storms, but this real one was wearing him thin. Neither the camaraderie of the guys nor my cooking could lift his mood. It was as though he knew something big was coming, had braced himself for it and grieved in advance.

      He was right.

      The hurricane turned from its projected path, but a new threat of tornados took its place. That was when we knew we wouldn’t get out of this unaffected. Hurricane-force winds were expected. All work stopped, and we huddled around the television, watching and waiting, though none of us needed to. We knew from the shape of the clouds, the howl of the wind, the color of the sky. We knew because we had all been through them before.

      The following day, Jackson and I moved into the main house. The cabin, too old and fragile with its compromised roof, could not withstand strong winds. That same day, Jackson made the difficult decision to dismantle the two greenhouses. Doing so would mean the loss of at least some of the flowers. But Jackson didn’t want the metal frames of the greenhouse to become dangerous projectiles. We carefully moved many of the plants inside the new building, boarded up the windows, and anchored anything that could be lost during the high winds.

      That night, the storm intensified. Rain pounded the roof, and wind shrieked through the crevices of the house. We stayed hunkered down in the dimly lit living room, but Jackson, restless, paced back and forth, his face a mask of worry. Then, just before the electricity flickered and we lost power, swallowing the room with darkness, a tornado warning sounded on the television. A tornado had been spotted in our vicinity, and we were advised to take immediate shelter. My heart pounded in my chest, a wild rhythm as we retreated to the bathroom. I had been afraid before, but this was different. It was a fear of so many things that gnawed at me: I feared for our safety. I feared for the farm. I feared what this tornado would mean for Jackson. What if this storm wiped away everything we’d worked so hard for? Everything Jackson had worked for?

      I squeezed my eyes and held on to Jackson as tight as I could. The house groaned and trembled under the assault and the high-pitched whines that shook and pressed down on us from every direction. We braced ourselves. It wasn’t until Jackson’s arms encircled me, pulling me close, that I realized I was shaking. He pulled back, and his eyes met mine. In them, I saw the strength that had always drawn me to him, a promise that no matter what the outcome of this storm, we would weather it together.

      And then it was over, like most things, as quickly as it began.

      The tornado had touched ground for less than a minute, but that was all it needed. The farm was completely destroyed, except, by some miracle, the house. In the reawakening after the storm, we moved around like ghosts, silently surveying the damage. The fields once teeming with colors and fresh blooms were now unrecognizable. Petals that had swayed in the wind days ago were now ripped from their stems and scattered like confetti across the ground. Trees stood like shattered skeletons, stripped of their leaves and branches. The fragrance of the air was replaced by the sharp, bitter scent of broken wood and crushed metal. The renovated barn sagged inward, its roof crumpled and the walls splintered. A massive tree lay sprawled across the cabin’s roof, crushing it into pieces. Tears streamed down my face. My home had been destroyed—a bitter omen. And yet, I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving now. Not when everything we had worked for—everything Jackson’s uncle had worked for—was gone.

      But we were not alone. Word spread fast, as it always did in Camden and Gee’s Bend, and soon, residents, loyal customers of the Flower Farm, and members of the nearby communities arrived to help us. Faces I recognized from the town meeting months ago now stood beside us, offering their support in whatever form they could. Some brought their wallets; others brought strong backs and supplies. Some brought promises for later. But they came, their presence a lifeline thrown to us in the midst of the storm’s aftermath. It was an overwhelming task. Yet, somehow, we managed to make progress. Once again, we worked long hours, side by side, cleaning up and piecing together what we could. A week later, the farm had begun to take shape again, though a far cry from what it had been.

      Even with all of the support around us, I still felt helpless. I didn’t know what to say to Jackson, how to comfort him, how to ease the pain I knew he felt. He had always been there for me, for all of us, with unwavering strength and steady hands. Now, it was my turn, and I wasn’t sure how to be there for him. As usual, he threw himself into the work with determination, his jaw clenched, his eyes focused, and ended each day in exhaustion. He would collapse into bed, his body heavy with fatigue. But even as he lay there, I knew he wasn’t truly at rest and that his mind was still racing, still trying to make sense of it all. He would fall asleep in my arms, unmoving, until the morning light came to pull him from his dreams and back into the chaos of our new reality.

      “What can I do?” I asked him.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” he said. “I’m waiting to hear about the insurance.”

      The insurance company was slow to respond to Jackson’s claims. It took them a full week to send an insurance adjuster to even look at the damage. In the meantime, the farm was empty of flowers and customers. Without the revenue from the farm, Jackson was unable to pay on the loans. The bills had started to pile up, and every day felt like another step toward losing everything. Days stretched into weeks, and the silence from the insurance company continued. Finally, news arrived a few weeks after the tornado: Insurance would cover some of his losses but not all, less than half of what Jackson needed to cover the damage.

      “That’s bullshit,” Luke said at dinner when Jackson told us.

      “How could it cover some things but not everything?” I asked.

      Jackson shrugged. “That’s the way insurance works.”

      “That’s not fair,” I said.

      “They take your money, and when you need them, they are nowhere to be found,” Luke said.

      “So…what do we do?” I asked.

      Jackson shrugged again, his eyes never leaving his plate. Later that night, while in the bathroom brushing my teeth, I caught a glimpse of him through the open door. He stood at the threshold of the closet, his fingers trailing over his grandmother’s quilts. He moved slowly, silent, admiring, as if caught in a memory before closing the door.

      Jackson didn’t hear me as I approached.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Jackson didn’t turn and face me right away. He just leaned against the door, his shoulders hunched. And when his eyes met mine, his brow was furrowed, his lips pressed into a thin line, I saw the battle waging inside of him, the fight between what he knew he had to do and what he wanted to avoid at all costs. He didn’t have to say it but I knew, and the idea of selling his grandmother’s quilts floated between us, unspoken but undeniable.

      My heart cracked a little more. “Jack…you can’t do that. You can’t! You love these quilts. You promised her. You told me you would never sell them.”

      “I don’t want to, Leigh, but I’m running out of options here,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “The loans, the commitments, the people who believed in me…it’s all on the line. These quilts could save everything.”

      “We’ll find another way. We will. I promise.”

      Jackson flung open the closet door and pulled one of the quilts out of the box. “This one is worth thirty thousand dollars. Thirty thousand dollars! And that’s probably a conservative estimate. I hate that my mind keeps going there. But this quilt…these quilts…are the answer to my problems.”

      I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat growing. “Jack…no. I can’t let you do this. There’s got to be another way,” I said. But doubt gnawed at me. I knew the sacrifices he’d made to make the expansion work, the loans he had taken, the promises to others he had made.

      Jackson looked at me, his voice trembling now. “I don’t want to do it, Leigh.” Jackson held up the end of a quilt. “This…is the only way.”

      “We’ll find another way,” I repeated, though the words felt hollow now. The doubt that had been creeping in all day had finally gripped me. The quilts were so much more than fabric and thread—they were his family, his history, his grandmother’s love stitched into each seam, a piece of her soul. And I knew the emotional toll it was taking on him to even consider this.

      Just two weeks ago, we had celebrated the grand opening, basked in the promise of what the farm could become. The idea that against all odds, it might actually work. He got soft commitments to join the co-op from a few landowners and was on the cusp of something incredible. But it’s funny how fast life changes, how it slaps you in the face. How you can be up one day and then down the next. But you can’t anticipate a tornado.

      I felt dizzy, as though the ground beneath me was giving way. I staggered forward, trying to steady myself as Jackson sank to the floor. He pulled his knees to his chest and held his head in his hands. Quiet sobs escaped him, each one a crack in the foundation he had built. My heart shattered as I sank to the floor beside him, my arms wrapping around him as I held him tight. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” I repeated. Because I didn’t know what to do, what else to say. He had been strong for me, for everyone else. And now our rock had broken.

      “I’ve failed everyone who was counting on me,” he choked out, his voice cracking, and it was more than I could bear.

      “No, Jack, you didn’t fail,” I said as my own tears fell. “You did it. You created something real, and we’re so proud of you.”

      He shook his head once. “None of that matters,” he whispered. “None of it.”

      “You did not fail,” I said, cupping his face, forcing him to meet my gaze. “Don’t you dare say that! This isn’t the end. We’re going to fix this.”

      Jackson pulled back to look at me, his eyes dark with pain, but then something shifted. His gaze softened, just a little. “I love you, Leigh,” he said and before I could answer, his lips crashed into mine, desperate and hungry. It was as if he was trying to pour all the love he had into that one kiss—like he needed something to hold on to before everything slipped away.

      I kissed him back with everything I had, with all the strength he had given me. It was my turn to comfort him, to pour back just a little of what he poured into me, to remind him that we weren’t done yet. That we were in this together. That I wouldn’t give up on him. On us.

      When we pulled apart, he rested his forehead on mine, his breath shallow. “I can’t see my way out of this, Leigh. I’ve tried and I can’t.”

      I didn’t want it to be true. But it was. And as I felt the rise and fall of his chest, his heartbeat strong but strained, his breath deeper but labored, the sound of his pain pierced my heart. I knew then that I would do anything to take away his pain, to go back and push away the storm if I had to.

      And in the silence that followed, I knew what I had to do.

      

      As I walked toward Carly’s house, I half expected to change my mind. That my feet would stop moving forward. That the weight of the decision I had made would eventually stop me in time. But with each step, certainty crystallized within me. Crossing over this invisible barrier was it, my linchpin. Moments of our becoming are never easily identified. They often come unexpectedly, like stumbling upon a choice—a golden pinkie ring, a deer in the road, a truck full of flowers—that alters our lives in the most profound way. We learn to carry on, to make the best of the relics we gather along the way, even if there’s a price to pay.

      I raised my fist and knocked with a sound that seemed too loud, too jarring in the early morning. Carly opened the door almost instantly, swinging it open without thought. She tilted her head and widened her eyes when she saw me.

      “Is there something wrong with Jack?” she asked with a hint of worry in her tone. In the background, I heard the faint sounds of Benny playing along with cartoons on the television. Carly stepped out onto the porch and closed the door behind her.

      “I need your help,” I said.

      Carly’s brow furrowed deeper.

      I drew a deep breath, the spring air cool and sharp in my lungs, then exhaled it slowly, feeling the finality of what I was about to confess. There would be no going back after this.

      “My real name is Leandra Wildes. I’m an escaped convicted felon.”

      Carly’s face froze. It was only when she blinked that I knew she’d heard me. She sank into a chair, her mouth falling open, breathless with shock.

      “Does Jack know?” she finally asked.

      I sat in the chair next to her, the wooden slats creaking. “No. That’s why I’m here.”

      She drew back suddenly, her hand pressed against her chest. “What do you want me to do? Do you want me to…hide you or something?”

      “No,” I said firmly. “I want you to turn me in.”

      “What?”

      “I need you to turn me in.”

      Her lips curled as if this were a joke, but the seriousness on my face wiped the smile from hers.

      “For Jack. The insurance company is dragging their feet with his claims, and even when it comes through, it looks like it might not be enough. That farm means everything to him.”

      “I don’t need you to lecture me on the importance of his farm and business. Nobody understands that more than me. He’s using my land.”

      “I didn’t come here to argue with you. He appreciates that you did that for him.”

      Carly’s face hardened. “And don’t talk to me about him either. Who do you think you are? I knew there was something not right about you. You come here and jeopardize him and his business. I should call the police right now.”

      “Good! That’s what I want you to do.”

      She crossed her arms. “Why? Why do you want me to turn you in?”

      “There’s a fifty-thousand-dollar reward for information leading to my capture and arrest. I want you to turn me in and give Jack the reward money for the farm.”

      Carly stared at me, her mind racing as she tried to grasp the full scope of what I proposed. “And that’s supposed to make everything right?”

      “The reward money combined with the insurance money should be enough.”

      “That’s not what I mean. What about Jack? Have you thought about him? How he’s going to feel about you lying to him?” She swallowed hard. “He loves you.”

      “I know,” I said softly, my heart aching in the truth of her words. “I love him too. Which is why I’m doing this. For him.”

      “I knew you were trouble but not this kind of trouble,” she said, her voice easing the tension, if only slightly. “I wanted you gone but not like this.”

      “Take care of him for me,” I said, handing her Officer Madison’s driver’s license. “When you call, tell them you have this.”

      She took it, reached her hand over, and placed it on mine as she picked up her cell phone.

      I found Tibb first when I arrived back at the farm. He was sweeping up glass in the new building, and the sharp sound of the broom scraped against the floor. I walked inside, my footsteps heavy against the dust- and glass-smeared floor. He didn’t look up, but the movement of the broom slowed, then stopped.

      He finally turned to face me, already knowing. “Now?” he asked.

      “Now.”

      He leaned the broom against the wall, his hands lingering on the handle. “I’ve been meaning to come talk to you about it, but since the tornado, everything—”

      I cut him off. “It’s all going to be okay.”

      Tibb rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes drifting to the floor as if searching for something he couldn’t find. “What’s the plan?”

      “I talked to Carly. She’s helping me.”

      “Carly? What can Peanut help you with?”

      I swallowed, my throat tight. “Turning myself in.”

      Tibb’s face paled, his expression frozen, his body rigid. “No, Leigh. No. This…this…”

      I stepped closer to him, my voice steady. “This is my plan.”

      “When I said you needed a plan, that’s not what I meant,” he said, the words rushed. “I didn’t mean for you to turn yourself in. There must be a better way.”

      “He needs the money, Tibb. This is the best way.”

      Tibb’s jaw clenched as he processed this information, remembering the reward. Then the sadness moved into his eyes. “How much time do you have?”

      “Shouldn’t be long now.”

      Tibb recoiled, his face twisting in disbelief. “What? They’re coming right now?”

      “I watched her make the call.”

      “Leigh…” Tibb started, shuffling and pacing.

      I offered him a small reassuring smile. “It’s okay. Really, it is.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” he said, stopping and grabbing my hands.

      “You don’t have to say anything. Thank you for welcoming me here, for introducing me to yoga.” I paused as the ache rose. “I’ll miss you.”

      “Miss who?” Luke’s voice cut through the sadness as he walked in. “What’s going on?”

      I wiped away a tear before it fell. “I’m leaving.”

      “Where are you going?” He tilted his head, eyes narrowing with confusion. He looked at Tibb. “Where is she going?”

      I took a slow step toward him. “I’m leaving the farm. For good.”

      Confusion whipped across Luke’s face, his brow furrowing as he shook his head slightly. “What? Why?”

      “I’m not who you think I am.”

      Luke blinked, a frown tugging at his lips. “I know who you are… You’re Leigh.”

      His words hit me harder than I’d expected, and my vision blurred as tears slipped down my cheeks. I reached up and touched Luke’s face. “I don’t have time to explain right now, but the police are looking for me. I’m turning myself in.”

      Luke’s eyes spread wide. “No…shit. Really? What did you do?”

      “It’s…it’s a long story. I’ll let Tibb explain to you. I’m sorry, I have to go.” My hand dropped from his face, and I stepped back, my eyes lifting to meet his. “You are the brother I never had.”

      “You don’t have to go,” Luke said. “You can stay here with us. We don’t care who you are. Nobody would ever know.”

      “I’ll know.”

      Without thinking, Luke pulled me into a tight hug, his arms strong around me. “Just say the word, and we’ll get you out of here.”

      I chuckled through my tears. This was Luke. My Luke. “Thank you for being you.”

      Luke didn’t say anything, just hugged me tighter. Eventually, I pulled away, my heart heavy, and looked at Tibb.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      

      I found Jackson at our usual spot down by the water. He was sitting on a log, the sun slipping down behind him casting a bright glow across the still water, his focus on the movement of the ripples. The sight of him there, calm and relaxed, squeezed tears to my eyes. I remembered meeting him here all those months ago, after my impromptu swim. The laugh we’d shared when I found out that there were alligators in the water. His admission that he was nervous about the farm’s expansion. It was a turning point for us. That felt like a lifetime ago now.

      I stepped on a stick, and the sharp crack sliced through the woods. Jackson’s head jerked toward the sound, to me.

      “Hey,” he said, standing. “I was just thinking about—” He stopped when he saw me, the redness of my eyes, the tears streaming down my face. “What’s wrong?” And he was at my side in an instant, his hands cupping both sides of my face.

      I couldn’t find the words at first. I just stared into his eyes, wanting to remember this moment, capture this in my memory before everything unraveled. I wanted to hold on to his stability before I let go. It was what Officer Madison did before she died, the look I’d collected for safekeeping. I wanted to remember this look, a reminder that strength is not always physical.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked again. In the distance, the wail of police sirens cut through the woods, urgent and unnatural, and Jackson’s eyes snapped toward the sound. “Is it Luke?”

      “No…” I managed to say, heart thundering in my chest “It’s me.”

      “You?”

      I nodded quickly, my hands shaking as I reached for his. “I don’t have much time to explain, but I want you to know…I did it for you.”

      “Did what? What are you talking about?” His gaze darted between me and the sound of the sirens. “Why are the police here for you?”

      “My name is not Leigh. I’m an escaped convicted felon.” The admission felt like casting stones into a river. Jackson took a huge step back, his eyes wide with disbelief, but I kept talking. “They know that you don’t know anything, that you’re innocent. But promise me you’ll go talk to Carly. She knows everything.”

      “Carly? She knows what? What’s going on?” His voice cracked.

      “I have to go,” I said, taking his hands in mine. “But I want to say I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything, but I’m not sorry for falling in love with you.” I touched his face, tracing the lines that had become so familiar. “Tell me that you love me. I need to hear you say it.”

      Jackson pulled me into his arms, his chest rising and falling with each hurried breath. “I love you. You know that. But I need you to tell me what’s going on. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

      The sirens grew closer now, their shrill merging with the pounding of multiple footsteps crashing through the woods. We turned to see Tibb and Luke emerging from the trees.

      “The police are here,” Tibb said, his voice steady despite the situation.

      “Why are the police here?” Jackson demanded.

      “Fuck that!” Luke said, walking to the edge of the water. “We can hold them off. Leigh…you could swim this and be gone before they even know you were here. Dogs can’t track you in the water.”

      “Leigh is not swimming in that. She’s not going anywhere,” Jackson said.

      “I told you. I’m done running.” I turned to Tibb and Luke. “Go to the house and tell them I’m coming. I just need a minute.”

      I hugged them both again, one last final embrace, before turning back to Jackson. I extended my hand in a plea for understanding. “I know none of this makes sense. But it will soon. I promise.”

      “I’m not letting you go.”

      “Do you love me?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Then do me one last favor. Walk with me? One last time.”

      Silently, completely confused, he did. He nodded once and took my hand knowing nothing, understanding nothing, but that was what I needed, a few more seconds in this world with him. And, as always, he delivered. He stood in the gap for Luke, for Tibb, for me, giving us what we needed. The truest kind of love is the one that awakens the soul, ignites a fire within you, and cools the chaos in your mind. That was who Jackson was, that fire and that calm, all at once.

      We walked together, hand in hand, side by side, just like we first did all those months ago. I didn’t speak and neither did he. I never thought we would find ourselves here, at the end of words. We had shared so many, crammed them into every crevice since we met. But, standing on the edge of goodbye, none remained. All we had left were the memories and the silence.

      When we saw the police, Jackson pulled me in and kissed me, a kiss filled with every emotion he possessed and every ounce of love he had. A kiss that conveyed everything we hadn’t said and every promise we would never fulfill. A kiss made of everything we had been and everything we were. Of all the times we kissed, this was my favorite, a kiss that bent me at the knees. It was everything I needed it to be. A kiss that sealed our story in the most bittersweet way.

      “Remember me standing in the field wearing that dress you loved. Not this.”

      Jackson nodded. “Do you want me to walk with you the rest of the way?” The strain in his voice thick with emotion.

      I shook my head. “I need to do this alone.”

      Officer Madison and her brave last moments flashed in my mind, the grace and the strength she’d shown. This was the end. And I would surrender, meet my end, with the same grace. My birthday wish had come true.

      I released his hand and immediately missed the connection, the ground tilting below my feet, and took one step forward, leaving him behind. Then I took another step, each one easier than the last. Mama had once told me that there would come a time that I would have to make a decision for the one I loved, and it would be the easiest choice I’d ever made.

      She was right.

      I walked toward the approaching police and raised my arms in the air.

    
  
    
      
        Twenty-Three

      
      I spent two days in the Wilcox County jail. A small gray building stripped of color and any semblance of activity. The stillness pressed in from every angle, broken only by the occasional scrape of boots on the concrete floor. Just three guards, three pairs of eyes, watched me and one other prisoner. It’s strange how life has a way of repeating itself, of looping back, forming a vicious circle you don’t notice until you’re ensnared in it. The hours stretched on, each one dragging its feet, as if time itself were reluctant to pass and the walls inched closer with every tick of the clock.

      Being there should have hurt more. But it didn’t. I stared at the walls, and for just a moment, only a minute, I was somewhere else. The flat surface became a mirror to my soul, reflecting fragments of the woman I used to be and the woman I became. I watched her, the one who survived the crash, who chased down her demons, who dared to love, and waited. I should be more disappointed that I was here now. What should have felt like a slice through me moved like a sigh, a breath that had been released. Time, in a way it had never been, seemed like something I could finally hold, something that belonged to me. I would never again fear the future.

      With a wobble in her voice and her hands trembling, Carly called the local police first and explained the situation. The officer dismissed her call as a hoax, the scoff a hard sound that echoed through the phone. It seemed inconceivable to them that an escaped felon had been hiding out in Wilcox County for almost nine months. Things like that don’t happen in small towns, the officer snorted. Frustrated, she hung up and called the tip line in South Carolina, who was a little more receptive but not by much. They asked her a series of questions about me, my height, and other identifying features, and she responded, but they remained skeptical of her answers. After months of tips, the case had grown cold.

      For good reason.

      They didn’t believe that I had survived. Because I shouldn’t have. The evidence stood too overwhelming to argue with. Officials toured the sight of the impact and surveyed the wreckage up close. Saw the jagged rocks that jutted from the cliff and up from the ground like broken teeth. Saw the crushed and twisted remains of the bus, its metal skin crumpled like a piece of discarded paper. There was no way someone had lived through that. The others hadn’t.

      They believed that even if I had survived the crash, I’d have died of my wounds, been finished off by those wild dogs. And the same vultures that had circled me overhead carried my bones to the wind.

      They weren’t going to chase a flimsy lead all the way to Alabama without hard evidence. It wasn’t until Carly sent them a picture of Officer Madison’s driver’s license that they finally believed her. They called local authorities and asked that I be picked up and held until someone from South Carolina could arrive.

      Walt visited. I heard him before I saw him, his voice carrying through the walls of the small jail, his cane tapping like a leaky faucet on the concrete floor. He turned the corner with a Styrofoam container in his hand.

      “I figured you might be hungry. The food probably ain’t shit in here,” he said, rotating the container to fit through the bars.

      I smiled. Same ole Walt. “You didn’t have to come. I don’t want this to come anywhere near you.”

      Walt waved a dismissive hand as he moved a chair from the corner so he could sit just on the other side of the bars. “What are they going to do, arrest an old man?” A small grin tugged at the skin between his eyes. He pointed to the container. “Eat up. I hear they are moving you soon. May be the last decent meal you have for a while.”

      I opened the lid, and the smell of fried chicken and cabbage wafted up, transporting me back to those early days with him, our lunches, the kindness that he had shown me for no reason other than he could.

      “I never thanked you for what you did for me,” I said as a tear dropped onto the container in a splat.

      “And you don’t have to,” he said, a half smile crooking one end of his mouth. “I should be the one thanking you. You got the town all riled up. I ain’t seen nothing like it. And you know I love my gossip.”

      I laughed, a quick sound. “I do.”

      Walt’s face turned serious, and a shadow swept across it. “Is there anything I can do for you? Anybody I could call?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t have anyone. It’s just me.”

      He nodded. “What am I, chopped liver? Now…I’ll do my best to write you. I don’t see as good as I used to, but I’ll do my best.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “I don’t care what they said you did. You’re a good girl, Leigh.” He leaned in closer and reached out his hand. “If you don’t mind me still calling you that.”

      “I don’t mind,” I said, touching his hand. “I don’t mind at all.”

      With nothing left to say, Walt stood and tapped his cane on the ground. “You’re going to be all right,” he said with a quick peck to my hand. He didn’t look back, and I didn’t watch him leave. Neither of us wanted to see the tears in each other’s eyes.

      

      The next day, officials from South Carolina arrived. They compared my new mug shot with my old one, scrutinizing every detail, and took fresh fingerprints before finally confirming that I was indeed Leandra Wildes, prisoner #4545. They still couldn’t believe it. They spent the day interviewing me, drilling me with questions, asking me about every detail of the bus crash, how I’d survived, and my movements after. Each question recalled the memory of that day, of Officer’s Madison’s bravery, the chaos, the fear, and the choices I’d made in the aftermath.

      One of the officers chuckled to himself as he jotted in his notebook. “I must say…you were pretty lucky.”

      I cringed at the word.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      I was aware of my rights to have a lawyer present, but I waived them. It wasn’t out of bravado, though it may have looked that way. I wasn’t interested in a game of legal theatrics. I wasn’t innocent, and I wouldn’t pretend otherwise. I’d made my decision. That was me standing on it and facing whatever came next.

      I didn’t deny anything but one detail, one thing that gnawed at me every time they said it. That I ran. And I didn’t push back at first, allowing the statement to settle in the air, like a conclusion. They thought it was enough to describe me with that one word, carve me into something that didn’t fit. But it wasn’t true. Not exactly. Not in the way they meant it.

      I didn’t run.

      I walked away, each step deliberate and filled with purpose. The difference was subtle, but it mattered. The officers exchanged glances, narrowing their eyes at me when I corrected them. They were focused on the story, their version of events, completely oblivious to the meaning of my statement. They would never understand the distinction. I wasn’t running from them. I was choosing to leave on my own terms. Maybe you understand, though. Maybe you can understand the defiance and freedom in walking away.

      After Walt’s visit, I secretly hoped for another one. But deep down, I knew he couldn’t come. In my statements to the police, I made it clear that Jackson, Tibb, and Luke had no idea of my true identity. And a visit from them could cause doubts. But they were with me, in my heart, in my memories. My fellow wildflowers. They would always live there, have a home there, just like the one they gave me. It would be enough to remember them to get me through whatever came next.

      

      The night before I was scheduled to leave, the door creaked opened, and a figure walked in. I didn’t need to look to know that it was Jackson. I knew in the rhythm of his steps, the slight shuffle, the drag of his boots on the floor after walking with him every night for months. I knew in the way he breathed, the way the air shifted when he inhaled, having been nestled within his embrace for months. Despite the risk, he had come.

      He walked in dressed as usual, hands shoved in the pockets of his carpenter pants, a white T-shirt clinging to his chest, suspenders hanging on his shoulders. His face was darker now, with the skin under his eyes bruised with exhaustion, his mouth set in a hard line. As he took a hand out to touch the bars, a fresh cut, a thin line against his rough skin, ran across his knuckles, and I almost cried at the sight of it, something so small yet so in keeping with Jackson, so perfect.

      “Did they hurt you?” he asked, his voice gravel scraping against metal.

      Even now, my safety concerned him, and that cracked something inside of me, something I thought I’d sealed away. I thought I made my peace with not seeing him again, but the truth was, I wasn’t ready for this. I drew in a shaky breath, forcing it to fill my lungs, to still the tremble building inside of me. I had to hold it together, understanding that this would be the last time I saw Jackson. We needed a proper goodbye. One last moment that stayed whole.

      “No, they’ve actually been very nice.”

      He looked around, his eyes not focusing on anything, and paced the small space, his body stiff and rigid as a board, his jaw clenched.

      “Thank you for coming to see me,” I said, now approaching the bars and wrapping my hands around them, gripping them tight.

      He snuffed, an ugly sound that echoed. “I wasn’t going to come.”

      “Jack—” I started, but he raised a hand to silence me, and I stopped immediately.

      “It’s my turn to talk,” he said, his tone biting. He stopped pacing, approached the bars, and finally looked at me. “I listened before, and now it’s my turn.”

      I nodded, the burn of his words and the intensity of his stare sinking deep. I didn’t force myself to look away. I deserved every bit of it. Whatever he wanted to say, I would take it.

      Jackson sighed loudly. “I talked to Carly.”

      I hesitated before speaking. “You did?”

      “Yeah…she told me everything. What you did, your plan… It looks like they’re going to give her the money. So I guess I have to thank you for that.”

      “You don’t owe me anything. I told you, everything I did, I did for you.”

      “What am I supposed to say?” he snapped, his tone hard again. “How do you expect me to feel? Huh? I thought it was real. What we had was real.”

      I reached out to touch him, my hand sliding through the bars, but he recoiled. “You know it was. It was more real to me than anything in the world. It was real. It is real.”

      “Was I just a sucker to you? Was that all I was?”

      Tears pooled, blurring my vision before they spilled down my face. “Of course not. You know you weren’t.”

      “So why didn’t you tell me? Why all this? Did you just use me?”

      “Is that what you think? That I used you?” My voice rose. “You brought me flowers. You offered me a job. You brought me to the farm. I never wanted any of that.”

      “Well…maybe I did, but that was awful convenient for you. You saw an opportunity and you took it.”

      “The night of the town hall, I was leaving. I had just dropped Walt off, and I was leaving that night. Then I found out that the prison bus had been discovered. I didn’t know what to do. That’s when I ran into you.”

      “So you did use me.”

      “No, it wasn’t like that. I needed a place to hide out until the news died down, and I’m sorry if that makes it seem like I used you.”

      “Were you ever going to tell me? Or were you just going to leave after the summer? After everything? And just leave me wondering?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t plan on any of this. You have to believe me. I didn’t expect to stay as long as I did. I didn’t expect to meet Luke and Tibb. I didn’t expect to love living on the farm, helping you with the expansion. I didn’t expect”—I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat as the tears fell—“you. I wanted to tell you so many times. But I knew if I did, I would be implicating you. I would be forcing you to have to make an awful decision about me. You have every right to be angry with me”—I drew myself taller—“but what I did was for the best.”

      “You’re damn right I have every right to be angry with you!” This statement crashed out of him and ricocheted off the walls. “You allowed me to confess my love for you. You know how hard that was for me.” His voice cracked on the last word and dropped to nothing but a broken whisper. “And all that time, you knew we couldn’t be together—not really, not forever—and you didn’t say anything.”

      “I didn’t want to fall in love with you. That was the last thing I wanted, and I tried not to. I really tried.” I pressed my fingertips to my wet cheeks. “Luke told me that the Flower Farm is where the wildflowers grow. He was right, except…for me, it wasn’t just about the farm. It was you. You are the safest place for me.”

      Jackson’s boots thudded against the floor as he paced back and forth, his footsteps restless, before he returned to the bars, standing within reach, the silence between us loud.

      “I’m sorry, Jack. But I don’t regret any of it. When I survived the bus crash, I thought I was cursed. Daddy always said that we were survivors. Sure enough: I survived a bus crash that killed everyone else. I survived a fire that killed everyone else. Sometimes getting to keep living is to be cursed. But, see, that’s the thing: On the riverbank after the crash, I realized that I hadn’t been living at all. That I didn’t know how to live or what that even meant. All I knew after surviving the crash was that I wanted to take back control of my life. Experience things that I had never experienced. I was given an opportunity to do that. So…I don’t regret walking away from that crash and not calling the police. I don’t regret you or falling in love with you. You were worth every step I took.”

      Jackson’s tight jaw relaxed as he clasped my chin and tipped my head up to look at him. Gentleness flooded his eyes. “Finish your story.”

      My breath hitched at his unexpected touch. “I told you everything.”

      “You didn’t. I don’t know why I am talking to you through bars.”

      My face blanched, heat flushing through me. I assumed Tibb had given him the article. “You didn’t read about it?”

      “I want to hear it from you.” Jackson reached for the chair Walt had last sat in and eased into it. “I’m listening.”

      I opened my mouth, but no sounds came out. I could not get my tongue to wrap around that story. So I said, “I accepted my fate, my sentence, and I’ll accept whatever additional time I have to serve.”

      “That’s not good enough. I read what they said that you did, and I don’t believe any of it. I know you. What really happened that night?”

      “Why does it matter? Why do you want to hear about this?”

      “You still haven’t faced what happened. I watched you slowly open up at the farm. You opened up to Luke and Tibb. We started taking our walks, you started talking to me, and I watched you blossom. You are not the same person you were when I met you at the farmers market. But you’re not done yet. There’s truth you have to unearth. Finish it. I’m listening.”

      I marveled at how he stayed so steady, so undeniably himself, even in the midst of all this. I thought I was finished, that my work on the farm was done. But I wasn’t. And Jackson knew it. There was one more truth left to uncover.

      “So…” I drew in a deep breath, steadying myself. Jackson’s unwavering eyes gleamed with power, and I drew from that. I dropped my arms to my sides and opened myself up to him. “Hiding in the woods that day, knowing I’d failed my sister, failed all of them. I watched Deacon Ridley and his boys. Jack, I watched them smoke cigarettes while my home—while my family—burned. Like they were watching TV. And I was consumed with rage. I almost didn’t survive that day. I started to run toward them. And just then, a car came careening down the road. They tried to move out of the way, but the car hit them. All three of them went flying. The car hit a tree. It was Ms. Byrd’s car. I ran to it. There was no one inside.”

      I sucked in a shuddering breath, and Jack leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “I heard a snap of twigs and turned to see Ms. Byrd. As she hurried toward me, she said she saw the fire and came to help, but when she saw Deacon Ridley and his boys just standing there, she knew. She said she put the car in gear and jumped out. And then I heard a pop. She froze and her eyes stretched. Red bloomed across her chest, and I caught her before she hit the ground. She died in my arms.” I wiped the tears from my face. “It was Deacon Ridley. He wasn’t dead yet. He shot her. I laid her gently down, and then I walked over to him. After everything, he still had that smirk on his face. I sat on the ground next to him and watched him die, watched him take his last breath. I could have helped him, but I didn’t. Afterward, I buried the bodies and took pleasure in shoveling dirt over Deacon Ridley’s face. When I finished, at first I just sat there. I didn’t try to run. I had no place to go. But then I escaped into the woods and lived there for three months until some hikers discovered me. The police arrested me for murder. I tried to tell them the story, but they didn’t believe me. Daddy was a known gambler, and Deacon Ridley was a highly respected man in town, and I technically did not exist. They didn’t believe he would be capable of such things. And there were no witnesses still alive. So I was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to eight years.”

      Jackson processed this for a second, allowing the words to settle before forcing himself to his feet. “We can appeal.”

      I managed a small, pained smile. “There are no witness. No evidence. Just the word of the only survivor.”

      “You don’t want to fight this?”

      “I know the truth. And that’s enough. I can survive this.”

      Jackson looked down, his eyes burning into mine. “You are more than a survivor. You are more than what you’ve been through. Do you hear me?”

      My chest loosened just a little. Because his words felt real. It was true. “I couldn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to look at me differently.”

      Jackson cupped my face in his hands. “That doesn’t change the way I see you. The same Leigh I fell in love with. Nothing is going to change that.”

      Jackson’s hands slipped through the bars, pulling me toward him with the fluid grace of the wind. The world goes strangely and impossibly quiet. Our foreheads touched, the coolness of the metal between us forgotten, as we breathed in silence, each exhale blending into the other. His arms wrapped around me, and I closed my eyes, allowing myself to fall into him one last time. Enjoyed the pressure of his lips against mine one last time. I inhaled against him, savoring the warmth of his body and his scent one last time.

      “So, what now?” he asked.

      “I want you to take that money, rebuild the farm, finance the seed business, and do whatever you have to do to help Camden and Gee’s Bend grow. Continue to be there for Luke, for Tibb, for everyone else you may encounter. That’s where your focus should be.”

      That’s exactly what Jackson did. He used the reward money to save the farm. After the tornado, three landowners, inspired by Jackson’s work, took a leap of faith and joined the cooperative. A year later, another seven followed, transforming what had once been a quiet county into the flower farm capital of Alabama. Fields once left barren now burst with color, luring thousands of tourists to the area. The seed business quickly took root, evolving into a multimillion-dollar business, employing hundreds of Camden, Gee’s Bend, and Wilcox County residents. And Tibb and Luke were with him, every step of the way.

      “What about you?”

      “You let me go. And you let me let you go. You get up and you walk out that door and you don’t look back. In another life, maybe it was you and me. Maybe there, we loved each other and were happy together. Maybe we’re living together on the farm with those two kids, a boy and a girl. Maybe we’re happy. But we got this one instead.”

      “All of this was for nothing?”

      “No, what we had was everything, even if it didn’t last long. And now I’m letting you off the hook. I love you, Jack, and I will love you for the rest of my life. But you don’t owe me anything. What we shared was enough for me. What we had was real. And it will get me through today, tomorrow, and every other day. Love me from there, and I will love you from here.”

      The prison gave way to nothingness, swallowed by the darkness as we kissed and held each other as rain splashed off the window. We held each other long enough for me to capture every detail about this, our last kiss. And it was everything. Jackson tasted like fire and smoke, like the warmth of the sun and the cool of the moon, like rain on dry earth, and like snowflakes on the tongue. When I could stand it no longer, I numbed my body, released my arms, and tried to step back. At first, he refused to let me go, his lips finding mine again, urgent and raw, each kiss more desperate than that last, until he, too, knew it was over.

      Jackson released me and slowly crossed the room. My heart ached with each stride. He paused before the door, his hand hovering over the handle for a moment, and looked to the ceiling. He wrapped his fingers around the knob, yanked the door open wide, and stepped through, a soft creak echoing between us as the door swung but did not close.

      

      I cried myself to sleep that night, tears streaking down my cheeks until they dried on my pillow. When I woke, my eyes resisted opening. Light filtered in from the window above my cell. Morning had come too soon. The guards came early too, their keys rattling in the distance, growing closer, a reminder of the long drive to South Carolina.

      My transport differed this time. Not a bus but a van with no windows, only a narrow strip of light coming from the front windshield. Cold steel bit into my wrists, shackled tight, while my feet lay bound to a ring welded into the van’s floor. There would be no comfort this time.

      Despite the gravity of the day, my limbs found their rhythm, my feet shifted, and my arms swung. I wasn’t the same person I was when the bus crashed, and that had to account for something. I took a deep breath, knowing that whatever awaited, I could not just survive, but live through. I had been blessed with a rare opportunity—a second chance—and I would always be grateful for this second life, what I’d learned and what I’d gained.

      Nine months ago, the Flower Farm became my home, and there I met the love of my life, one I never expected to find. But sometimes the love of your life makes up a part, not the whole, of your life story. That was what Jackson was for me, a tiny part of what made up the sum of me. He cut through the tangled garden of my heart and met my trauma with empathy. He came right on time. He didn’t need me to be anything but what I was, even when I couldn’t see the beauty in my own heart. He saw me whole and was everything I needed him to be and, in many ways, everything I didn’t know I needed.

      I know now that even great love doesn’t last. Something from before it is planted or something from after it blooms will change it. Like the seasons—even the earth, shifting beneath our feet—love, I have come to understand, is hard to hold on to. And you shouldn’t expect to. Like a flower, it arrives, it blooms, and it fades, reaching its peak and then curling at the edges. Trying to hold on to it too tight only distorts its shape. The gift of Jackson’s presence was an important chapter in my life, but not the entirety of it.

      I fell in love twice on the Flower Farm. While I was falling in love with Jackson, I was also falling in love with myself, with the person I was becoming. His love made it possible for me to love myself with the same depth of feeling and compassion that he offered so freely. The loss of him marked not just an ending, but another new beginning for me. And while I faced the bittersweet reality of losing him, I would celebrate my own rebirth and love myself, fully and completely. I deserved that. And with an open heart, I would look to the future, which was as wide as the eye could see. I was finally ready.

      The van slowed to a stop, but the engine kept humming. The driver’s hand rested on the steering wheel, his knuckles whitening as he squinted against the morning light through the windshield.

      “What in God’s name is that?”

      The other officer leaned forward, his gaze narrowing too, as he tried to make sense of the strange sight before them. I could not yet see what they saw. “I’m not sure. It looks like…scraps of paper.”

      “I don’t think that’s paper,” the driver said, shaking his head. “It looks like…flowers.”

      “Those are rose petals,” the second officer said with awe in his voice.

      The truck moved again, and I craned my neck, finally able to see what they had, and my breath caught in my throat. Thousands of white petals danced in the wind, brushing against the windshield. Courtesy of Jackson. Tears spilled out, and their warm trails ran down my cheeks, unannounced and proud. A happy laugh escaped next, its sound mingling with the soft rustle of the petals against the van.

      “No,” I said softly. “Not roses. Lilies.”

    
  
    
      
        Epilogue

      
      Sixteen Years Later

      That’s the end of my story and the beginning of yours.

      Like I said, endings are impossible, and beginnings are hard to find. Especially if you’ve lived two lives. And birthed a third one.

      When the transport van pulled out of Camden, my world shrinking to the cold metal of that vehicle and the uncertainty that lay ahead, I had no idea that I was pregnant. You were born eight months later, conceived at the Cahaba Lily Festival, when your father told me that he loved me for the first time. I have many regrets in my life, but they all boiled down to one. That I could not provide a better entry into the world for you. But I’ve learned that beginnings are just one part of the story. That it is not how you start but how you end that matters.

      I liked to think that your father gave me life. But you gave me purpose. With you, the meaning of life became different. It became that run-on sentence. I was no longer living for myself but for you. I had been given not only a second chance at my life but also another life to be responsible for. I knew I had an even greater responsibility to break free of the chains of my past and forge a new path for us both, splintering the cycle forever.

      We are the last of the Wildes. Though that blood courses through your veins, it does not define you. Please know that. You are not an heir to a legacy of shadows and missteps but one that embodies hope and new beginnings. That’s what I want you to know. That’s why my story is important. That the cycle of despair and recklessness ends with us, and it is in this new chapter that we find our true selves, free from the past that sought to bind us.

      The shackles are now only in my mind.

      Your father never said goodbye. That door between us remained open. Because that’s what love is—an open door. It wasn’t an ending, but a pause, the in-between where love could still breathe. And he stood there, in that gap, and waited. From there was never too far. And days turned into months and months turned into five years. It continued on and we never said goodbye. And in the end, as he had always been, Jackson was there, waiting outside the prison. Then he took me home, our home, the Flower Farm. You were there too. Do you remember anything about that day? I never wanted you to see me behind bars, but your father, Uncle Luke, and Uncle Tibb made sure you knew who I was. And when I saw you, I thought you were Lila, so familiar yet so achingly different, running to me.

      I still think of Lila, see her in my dreams. It’s always the same vision—of running through an endless field of wildflowers, smiling, happy, and free. The dreams never last long, never to completion, always leaving a little on the bone for later. Just as I reach out to touch her, she slips away, leaving behind only the promise of a later reunion. The people we love don’t disappear, I know that now; they stay with us, quietly, in the corners of our days, lingering in ways we don’t always understand, unseen but always present. I know I will see her again, but for now I’ll settle for seeing her in you.

      It is in the presence of you and Jackson that I acknowledge my life. I am a wife, a mother, and a survivor. That word no longer feels like a curse. For Mama’s and Daddy’s shortcomings, in my own way, I’ve come to forgive them. I remember them now with both tenderness and pain. I told you that we are shaped and molded by those who came before us, even if those molds are broken. But I’ve learned that they do not define us. We have the ability to shape our own lives, to mold our own destinies from the clay of our own experiences.

      While in prison and now back on the farm, I’ve had a lot of time to think about my life. Sometimes I feel like I’m feeling everything all at once and it’s too much. My heart fills up like a balloon about to burst. And then I remember to stop trying to feel it all at once, to ground myself. And then the truth flows through me like rain, and I can’t feel anything but gratitude.

      I’ve experienced the lowest of the lows and the highest of the highs. My peaks have been significant because the valleys have been deep. But this is what I know: I know now how precious life is. I know the touch of love and its effects. And there’s nothing stronger—no crimes, no pain beyond it. Your father taught me that.

      This was a lot to take in, I know, and I will be here, my toes in the grass, waiting for you where your father once waited for me. I will walk with you.

      And I will listen.

    
  
    
      
        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	What is it about nature that makes it so healing? How has it helped you in your life? How does it help Leigh?

        	What was your reaction to finding out why Daddy kept Leigh and Lila completely off the grid? How would you feel if you legally did not exist?

        	Was there any character from the Flower Farm that you connected to the most? Who and why? What did they do to help Leigh? Who do you think would help you the most if you were in Leigh’s situation?

        	Tibb brings yoga to Leigh as something to help her deal with her past. Why do you think yoga helps? What activities or coping mechanisms do you lean on to manage trauma or stress?

        	Why did Jackson give Leigh his quilt? Why do you think it made Carly so upset?

        	Who did you think Leigh was writing to at the beginning of the novel? Were you surprised when you found out who it was?

        	What about working on the Flower Farm do you think was so healing for Leigh? Do you think she could have found healing somewhere else?

        	Consider the reason that Leigh is in jail. How did you react to learning the truth? Does it change how you think of her?

        	What was the cause of Leigh’s sleepwalking? Why do you think it happened the night of the bonfire?

        	It is only after talking with Carly that Leigh makes peace with Mama. Why? How are the characters of Mama and Carly similar and different?

        	Lilies are Jackson’s favorite flower because of their resilience. What else might you associate flowers with? Which flowers are your favorite? Why?

        	Discuss Leigh’s insistence that she walked instead of ran from the crash. What do you think is important about that distinction?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        What did your writing process look like for this book? Where did you start?

        I write the endings of my books first. I cannot start a book unless I know how it ends, emotionally and narratively. I knew from the beginning that Leigh would turn herself in to save the farm. That decision defined her character for me, and it gave the story its emotional core. In fact, the final chapters were two of the first chapters I wrote. However, the original ending did not include the epilogue and ended at the last chapter with the lilies. But as I kept writing and living with these characters, I realized that ending was too bittersweet, even for me. It left too much to interpretation, and after the response to the ending of One Summer in Savannah, I knew readers would want more. So I added the epilogue to give Leigh not only closure but a sense of purpose. Her struggle throughout the book is tied to identity, guilt, and redemption. The epilogue gave me a chance to show how she can move forward and make peace with herself. It softened the ending just enough without compromising what she had to do.

        The story is divided into seasons, starting with fall. Why did you want to divide it this way?

        Each season symbolizes a different phase of Leigh’s healing journey. Dividing the book into seasons mirrors the cycles of growth, change, and renewal she goes through. I started with fall because it represents a time of shedding and letting go. It’s a time of transition. For Leigh, this is where her story begins, where she’s in the midst of trying to learn what it means to stop surviving and start learning how to live. As the story progresses, each season marks a distinctive shift for Leigh. Winter reflects the stillness and coldness Leigh feels as she grapples with her grief. Spring symbolizes the renewal and hope that happens when she finally learns to trust again and opens herself up to love.

        Why did you choose to set the story on a flower farm? What about that setting called to you?

        The decision to set the story on a flower farm was very intentional and tied to the healing journey I wanted Leigh to undergo. The farm itself became a metaphor for her emotional transformation, reflecting the stages of growth, healing, and renewal. If you think about the life of a flower, it mirrors Leigh’s journey in so many ways. At the start, Jackson forces her to acknowledge that she needs help, much like planting the first seed. She has to make the decision to begin the process of healing and to acknowledge she can’t do it alone. Then, she had to dig in the dirt with her bare hands, literally and figuratively. It’s messy and uncomfortable, much like facing your past, your mistakes, and your trauma. Leigh digging up the dahlia tuber symbolized uncovering those buried parts of yourself that are often difficult to face. But once the seed is planted, the work is not done. From there, you have to nurture, care, and tend to it. For Leigh, that was through yoga with Tibb and grounding with Jackson. Flowers need time to grow, just as Leigh needed time to heal. That’s what the farm gave her, the space to breathe, to be still and reflect. Time is what allows her to process what happened to her and come back stronger. Finally, the seed sprouts, and Leigh emerges from her trauma with a new sense of purpose and hope.

        The book dives into the distinction between “surviving” and “living.” What do you make of the difference?

        Leandra (Leigh) was raised in survival mode. Everything taught to her was geared toward being strong, how to endure suffering, suppressing her emotions, and how to keep going when things got hard. Survival was about being strong, never stopping, never feeling too much. She was never given the tools to be still, to truly feel, or to let herself rest. For most of her life, her existence was about making it through each day. After Leigh arrives at the flower farm, she begins to understand the difference between surviving and living. As she says, “Living is a run-on sentence—never-ending, a collection of experiences that strengthen you along the way.” There, she learns that living isn’t just about endurance; it’s about living life fully. She learns to be vulnerable and to experience connection. She learns that trust and rest are not weaknesses but important components of a full life. For the first time in her life, she feels safe enough to dream, to trust, and rest. Not just to survive but to live.

        Southern lifestyle comes up often in your work. As a writer, what about the South inspires you?

        I am a Southerner by marriage, not by birth. However, I’ve now lived here longer than I have anywhere else. I love it here. There’s much to be inspired by, from the people to the landscape to the culture itself. The South has a unique energy, a rhythm, that’s rooted in tradition but also open to change and growth. It’s a place where history, contradiction, and modernity coexist in the most fascinating way, and I find that to be a rich source of inspiration, and it gives me much to draw from. The South almost feels like a character itself in my books, shaping both the story and the people in it. And I think that’s why I weave it in my writing.

        Grief is a recurring theme in the book and something Leigh grapples with throughout. What was it like diving into that emotion during the writing process?

        Grief is an incredibly complex and layered emotion, and it’s a tricky topic to write about. In both of my other books, I realized that grief had been an undercurrent, one that I’d never fully confronted. I felt like I was running from it because it was a subject I hadn’t quite been ready to explore. So I decided to tackle it head-on. But I wanted to go deeper and peel back the layers of grief, the discomfort, the confusion, the sorrow that doesn’t fit neatly into a box, and give a voice to the parts that are often left unspoken. Grief isn’t just about loss; it’s about the messiness of emotions that don’t have clear boundaries. How do you grieve someone who hurt you yet whose absence still leaves a void? How do you grieve someone for whom closure is not possible? How do you process grief when it feels unfinished, when the emotional work of saying goodbye never truly happens? Writing about grief was a journey for me. It was uncomfortable at times. But I wanted to honor it in all its forms, the rawness, the unpredictability, and the way it lingers in places we don’t expect. I hope Leigh’s journey gives readers permission to sit with their own grief, however messy it may be.

        If you could pick one song to encompass Leigh’s character arc, which one would you pick and why?

        It’s impossible to choose just one! How about I give you a few? I always create a playlist that reflects the emotions and themes of the book. Each one represents a different part of her journey, and I think of them as the soundtrack to her emotional growth.

      

      
        	Chris Cornell—“Seasons”

        	The Band—“The Weight”

        	Maxwell—“This Woman’s Work”

        	U2—“All I Want Is You”

        	Fleetwood Mac—“The Chain”

        	ODESZA—“Across the Room”

        	Jill Scott—“You Don’t Know”

        	Chris Stapleton—“Without Your Love”

        	The Rolling Stones—“Wild Horses”

        	Lynyrd Skynyrd—“Free Bird”

        	Lynyrd Skynyrd—“Sweet Home Alabama”

        	Gabriels—“In Loving Memory”

        	Billie Eilish—“What Was I Made For”

        	Hozier—“Work Song”

        	Sheryl Crow—“I Shall Believe”

        	Two Feet—“I Feel Like I’m Drowning”

        	Bon Iver—“Holocene”

        	Taylor Swift—“Wildest Dreams”

        	The Marshall Tucker Band—“Can’t You See”

        	Beyoncé—“16 CARRIAGES”
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