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Ari and the Day the Colors Hid
Maribel Rowan
A gentle children’s tale about a shy child named Ari who notices the town’s colors dim. Following a trail of faded ribbons, Ari discovers a small, lonely creature who has gathered brightness to keep it safe. To bring color back, Ari invites the whole town to share, turning fear into belonging through a simple, brave plan.
ProseHub


    
Pale Morning
Ari woke to a very odd quiet. The birds were not singing the usual morning song; they were making soft, puzzled chirps, like someone had given them voices that forgot the words. For a moment Ari lay still and listened. The house smelled like the same toast and warm socks it always did, but something had shifted in the room—an invisible, gentle thing that made colors look sleepy.
Ari reached for the tin of crayons on the bedside table. The lid came off with a small click, and the crayons looked smaller and softer than before, as if someone had pressed them into a long nap. The red was more like a lazy rose. The blue was the color of a shallow puddle when the sun is hiding. Ari frowned. The pencil case, the poster on the wall full of dancing kites, even the bright sticker on the lamp looked as if someone had tucked the brightness into a pocket and zipped it away.
Down the hall, the front door was ajar. Ari padded barefoot across the wooden floor and peered out. The street outside had its usual cheer—bikes leaned against a fence, Mrs. Luma’s shop with its little striped awning sat on the corner, and the bakery sign bobbed gently in the breeze—but everything felt like watercolor that had dried a little too soft. Mrs. Luma herself stood by her window with a tray of tiny paint jars. She turned when she saw Ari and lifted a hand in a small wave, but from where Ari stood the jars shimmered like sleepy marbles rather than the bright candies they usually were.
“Morning, Ari,” Mrs. Luma called, and when she spoke her voice sounded the way the street looked: kind and a little puzzled. “Did you sleep all right?”
Ari shuffled outside and noticed the flowers in the row in front of the bakery. They were usually a bright riot—daisies and marigolds and a brave little sunflower that stuck out like a gold coin—but today each petal seemed to hold only a suggestion of color. Even the balloons tied to the bench by the playground looked as if someone had told them very nice things and then asked them to take a nap.
Children gathered by the benches whispered to one another. One boy held a toy car that was still the right shape but the paint had gone soft. An old man with a newspaper shook his head slowly. The baker wiped flour from his hands and tried to arrange pastries that somehow seemed paler than they should. The town had the same shapes and sounds, but the brightness that made everything feel like a celebration had withdrawn, as if it had stepped behind a curtain to rest.
Ari walked toward the square, where the town clock chimed a single, polite note. The note sounded smaller than it normally did, like someone had put it inside a pocket. Ari felt a small prickle at the back of the neck—the kind of prickly feeling that means something important is different. Curiosity and a kind of worry mixed into a determination that felt a little like the way a kite wants to fly even when the wind is quiet.
At the lamp post by the fountain, a tiny sparrow with a bright spark of mischief in its eye watched Ari. The sparrow hopped closer and tucked itself into the crook of Ari’s arm like it belonged there. Ari laughed softly despite everything; Pip, as Ari had named the sparrow long ago, was the sort of friend who could make any problem feel like something to explore.
“Pip,” Ari whispered. “Do you think it will come back?”
The bird tilted its head, ruffled its feathers in a way that still had a hint of color—just enough for personality—and chirped twice, as if to say: Let’s see. Ari took Pip’s encouragement like a small lantern and followed a line of tiny things that had not yet gone to sleep: a ribbon tied to a mailbox, a button on the fence, a bright feather tangled on the statue’s wing. Each one seemed to hold only a memory of color: a faded blue, a tired red, a whisper of yellow. They looked like clues left by someone who had been in a hurry or someone who wanted to be found.
The trail led away from the square and up a gentle slope toward the part of town where houses leaned together like old friends. Windows blinked in their frames. A cat washed its paws and yawned in the sunlight that still wanted to be warm, even if it looked paler than usual. The ribbon Ari followed fluttered in the breeze, and each time Ari reached for it, it had fluttered a little farther, as though it wanted to keep moving.
At the corner where Mrs. Luma kept her paint and ribbon shop, the striped awning was the color of a sleepy peppermint. Mrs. Luma stood inside arranging jars and tins, and for a moment Ari thought that perhaps the jars would lift their own lids and the colors would spill out like bright marbles. But the jars sat quiet and small. Mrs. Luma lifted an eyebrow when Ari came in.
“You look like you found a puzzle,” she said in that warm, practical voice that always made things feel fixable. She wiped her hands on her apron and handed Ari a small paper cone of leftover paint chips that still held a wisp of hue. They were the sort of trimmings she kept for crafts. “If you’re following something,” she said, “follow the bits that look like they were left on purpose.”
Ari tucked the tiny paint chips into a pocket and noticed more clues. A postcard on the notice board had one corner as bright as a whisper. A child had dropped a balloon string, and the knot showed a thread of color. It was as if someone had been collecting bright pieces and had been careless just enough to leave a trail out of town.
“Do you think someone took all the color?” Ari asked Mrs. Luma.
Mrs. Luma considered, her fingers still dusted with paint that refused to show very boldly. “Nothing really disappears. Sometimes it feels like it does. Sometimes it’s somewhere else waiting. But if there’s a trail, that’s a very good place to begin.”
Ari felt oddly brave at that. The idea that color might be somewhere else felt like a mystery that needed a friend, and Ari was always better with a friend. Pip fluttered onto Ari’s shoulder, cocked his head, and peered down the lane where the ribbon seemed to flee. The trail snaked between hedges and over a low stone wall, past Mr. Hobb’s bicycle shop and a postbox that had a faded sticker on its corner. People moved about their mornings, but there was a hush to it—a kind hush that pulsed a little with worry.
At the end of the lane, where the roofs began to tilt and the chimneys made crooked hats against the sky, the trail turned upward. Tiny shreds of brightness fluttered toward the rooflines: a scrap of ribbon, a single bright bead, a small square of painted paper. They collected along the shadowed eaves as if waiting for someone to notice.
Ari looked up. The attic hatch above the bakery was always closed, and little pigeons nested up there sometimes. Today, where the hatch met the roof, a single bright ribbon slipped through a narrow crack and vanished. Ari could not tell how long it had been sticking through the wood, but its color seemed to glow in a small, stubborn way, as if it were saying: I am still here, paying attention.
Ari felt a tug in the chest, a mix of wonder and worry that made the legs want to climb. Pip chirped as if agreeing. The rooftops were not a place Ari visited often; they were for chimney sweeps and bold cats and for the town roof-runners who scurried along the tiles to fetch a lost coin or rescue a kite. But the ribbon, small and determined, wanted to be followed. Ari began to look for a safe place to climb.
There was a narrow alley beside the bakery that led to a door with a lopsided step. A ladder leaned there sometimes, though usually it was tied and put away. Today, the ladder was at the ready, as if someone had thought of climbing and then left it. Ari checked the step for loose boards and tested the ladder with one careful foot. It felt steady enough to try. Pip fluttered above, doing small circles with the kind of confidence only a sparrow could carry.
Climbing was a slow, careful thing. Each step on the ladder creaked and told a small story. The air smelled of sugar from the bakery and old wood and a far-off sun that promised warmth. Ari kept the feet firm and moved hand over hand until the rooftop flattened and the tiles made a soft pattern beneath the soles of the shoes. From up here the town looked like a patchwork quilt, gentle and stitched, and the faded colors blended into a hush that was somehow still comforting. Ari felt the whole thing like a secret shared.
Pip hopped ahead along the ridge, peering down into chimney pots and over the edge. The ribbon’s tail twitched near the attic hatch. Someone had left the hatch a little open, and a breath of quiet air moved from inside like the hush under a blanket.
Ari set a hand on the roof and edged closer to the hatch. Up close, the ribbon’s color was still a ribbon’s claim to brightness: stubborn and small and a little afraid. It curled through the crack and disappeared into the shadowed wood. There was the faintest sound—something like a soft shuffling—inside the attic, but it was quieter than a whisper. The attic smelled like old paper, dried flowers, and something else that was sweet and strange, like the memory of a festival.
Ari leaned in and called, word careful and gentle, “Hello?” The sound bounced against rafters and made the dusty light look as if it were listening. For a moment nothing happened. Pip’s feathers ruffled with a tiny alarm, and somewhere below the town someone dropped a tin and apologized twice.
Then the hatch shifted. A small, careful movement, as if the thing inside had decided whether to answer. The ribbon slipped further through the crack and disappeared. Ari felt the whole chest squeeze with a mix of anticipation and a new, small fear. The town’s colors seemed to hold their breath along with Ari.
A small voice, not angry but very shy, said from the darkness, “Who is there?” It was as soft as a secret and trembled at the edges. Ari swallowed and told the truth, because the truth felt right in the moment: “It’s Ari. I’m following a ribbon.”
There was a pause that stretched like a rubber band. Then a faint scraping, like someone pulling a blanket tighter around themselves. The attic hatch moved a little farther, and a sliver of light reached in. The light revealed a patch of something bright inside—a careful pile of ribbons and scraps and a few jars that still showed hints of color—but the pile was arranged with the care of someone who protected things more than shared them.
Ari’s heart did a small, hopeful flip. The attic was full of things that had once been lively and loud and had somehow been rearranged into a quiet nest. The ribbons looked as if they had been smoothed and folded like letters. The paint jars sat in a circle. Little trinkets—beads, buttons, a paper sun with a smile—were stacked like treasures on top. It looked alive with other people's colors that had been gathered like a collection of smiles.
Pip chirped and hopped closer to the hatch, steady as if to say: We are here with you. “Hello,” Ari said again, trying to make the voice friendly and small. “Are you all right in there?”
The voice answered in a whisper that was almost a sigh. “I am keeping them safe.”
“Keeping them safe?” Ari repeated, puzzled. “But everyone’s missing them. The square is... quiet.” The word quiet felt heavy.
Another tiny sound came from the darkness, something like a breath and a small, embarrassed sniff. “I thought if I kept them,” the voice said, “they wouldn’t be taken away or stepped on or dropped. They looked frightened on the ground. I put them up here where they could sleep.” The voice rattled with the ache of being very careful for a very long time.
Ari peered in harder. The light did not show a face, only the soft curve of someone small who had tucked themselves behind a stack of scarves. It was the kind of figure you might imagine under a quilt—patchwork and small, fingers busy arranging ribbons. Ari felt something turn warm in the belly: pity and a little sympathy, because when someone guarded things out of fear it often meant they were lonely.
The attic smelled like a storybook that had been closed and loved. Ari imagined the bright things inside the nest: a button that had once been the center of a coat, a ribbon that had been tied to a child’s hair before it got lost, a bead that had come off a bracelet in laughter. All these bright pieces had been gathered, and someone had made them into a soft, careful home.
Ari crouched by the hatch and lowered a small hand toward the crack, careful not to frighten. “I’m Ari,” Ari said softly. “My name is Ari. We miss the colors. They make the town feel like itself.” There was a pause that felt like listening to the sky.
“You called to me,” the voice said, throat small and earnest. “I heard someone come. I was afraid. I have been afraid a long time.”
“Will you... will you tell me why you kept them?” Ari asked. It seemed important to ask because questions were the gentle tools that could open a closed hand.
The attic answered with a small rustle, like fabric being smoothed. The ribbon’s tail twitched outside the hatch as if it were waiting. The person inside the attic did not answer right away; their silence had the weight of a secret tightly held. Ari could tell that whatever came next would shape the rest of the day, and perhaps something about how the town felt for a while after that.

    
Rooftop Discovery
Ari held their breath as the hatch moved and the ribbon slipped away into the shadows. Up close, the attic smelled like a box of old celebrations: dried petals, the faint sugar-scent of something that might have been a fair treat, and the warm, folded smell of cloth. The small voice came again, quivering as if it were made of paper. 'I keep them safe,' it said.
Ari lowered their head so their eyes could be level with the gap. A small face peered out: a round, careful face with ears like soft little leaves. The creature—no larger than a basket—sat wrapped in layers of fabric that looked sewn together from many blankets. Patches made a gentle pattern, and in the soft light two button-clear eyes blinked like small coins. It had fingers that ended in thin, gentle tips, perfect for folding ribbons and tucking beads into pockets. It looked, Ари thought, as if someone had sewn a quiet afternoon into a friend.
Pip hopped to the rim of the hatch and ruffled his feathers, making a tiny sound of encouragement. Ari smiled a little. 'Hello,' they said. 'My name is Ari. I followed the ribbon.' Their voice did not shake; it felt like a small rope of courage.
The creature’s hands paused on a spool of thread. There was a tremble in them, not anger but worry. 'Who will take them? Who will step on them? They were always dropped. People walked past them like they were nothing. I could not let them be ruined,' the creature said in a voice soft as a folded note.
Ari knelt and held out a hand, open and empty. 'We miss the colors. They make the town sing. I thought maybe—maybe you would like to be alone with them, but some of them... some of them are from everyone.' The words felt like small seeds. The creature blinked and looked away, as if the truth had landed like a pebble in a quiet pond. It drew closer into its collected things and hugged a scarf to its chest, as if the fabric were a friend that could answer back.
The attic was a careful world. Scarves were folded like sleeping swans, jars with lids were lined in tidy rows, and ribbons were coiled into tiny nests. There were buttons of every story: a glossy red button that had been a coat’s bright eye, a cracked blue one with a tiny white moon on it, a button shaped like a shell. Beside them lay small things that told of children who had laughed and tied up their hair with those ribbons, of a baker who had wiped jam on the edge of a cloth, of a street performer who had once juggled shiny beads.
Ari reached forward, very gently, and took the tiniest ribbon from the edge of the pile. It felt like taking the corner of somebody’s smile: bright, shy, and careful to the touch. Ari did not want to frighten the creature. 'I will give it back, I promise,' Ari whispered, picturing the ribbon tied again on a child’s wrist.
But the creature did not understand the promise the way Ari meant it. Its fingers closed around a small wooden box with a lid that had been painted in a careful blue long ago. The creature’s eyes widened, and it pulled the box close as if shielding a secret. There was a sudden, sharp movement, quick as a gust. The small friend scrambled backward, knocking into a stack of tins. A little pile of beads clattered like tiny rain. The sound startled Ari; the creature looked smaller inside the shadow of the attic, more frightened than before.
'Please,' Ari said, voice small and steady. 'I promise I won’t take it away. I just want to—' The words caught. The creature had already decided something else. It leapt to its feet with an urgency Ari had not expected.
For a moment the attic looked like it was about to spill over. The creature scooped the little blue box and a handful of the brightest ribbons and tucked them into a sack that seemed to have been waiting. It moved with frantic care, wrapping one ribbon round and tucking another under its arm, as if each piece were a heart that needed two hands. 'No one will take them from me,' it said, the voice quivering. 'I will keep them where they can rest.'
Ari reached out, thinking quick and gentle. 'We can keep them safe together. We can make sure they are not—' But the creature misread the movement. It thought Ari’s open hand meant to take, and that misunderstanding lit the small creature’s face with a panic that made it clench and pull tighter. With a flurry of small leaps it scrambled out through the hatch.
The creature hopped onto the rooftop like a frightened squirrel. In its hurry it knocked a handful of marigold petals free, and they tumbled down like golden confetti, dotting a roof tile before drifting away. For a breath the town below looked like it might brighten, but then the creature clutched its sack and ran, heading away along the ridge toward the taller roofs where chimneys made jagged teeth against the sky.
Ari scrambled after it, ladder clattering, feet finding the tiles. Pip darted ahead as if to say, Follow me, and flew a few steps past the fleeing patchwork shape. 'Wait!' Ari called. Voices rose and fell in the alley as people noticed the motion above. The small creature was fast, nimble where the roofs tilted like waves. It was carrying the box of brightest things—things whose colors had seemed to Ari like small suns—and with every step it took those colors were being pulled farther from the town.
As the creature ran, a kind of hush grew over the square. People who had been murmuring about missing bright things looked up and saw the patchwork figure slipping away. A child at the fountain clutched a pale balloon tighter. Mrs. Luma, who had been filling jars with a hand that seemed almost steady despite the dimness, paused and pressed flour-dusted fingers to her mouth. The baker’s pastry cases that had been duller than usual now looked like someone had taken the brightest pastries and tucked them inside a box that had been carried away.
Ari slid along the tiles, breath loud in their ears, and felt a new urgency pinch the chest. The town had been quieter since morning, but now it felt as though the brightness itself were running away with the creature. 'Please don’t take them so far,' Ari panted. 'Please don't hide them away where no one can see.' But the creature did not answer. It kept moving, and the sack bulged with color—ribbons, a spool of neat blue thread, a painted wooden bead. Each item seemed to pull a little light out of the square as it vanished into the distance.
Toward the old bell tower the roofs rose higher and the tiles became slippery with the dust of long rain. The creature hopped from ridge to ridge, as practiced as a cat. Ari found themselves slower, careful, thinking about balance and grip. Pip flew just above, chattering in sharp little bursts. 'Keep up! Keep up!' he seemed to say.
Ari reached a chimney and peered around it to see where the creature had gone. The figure darted between two roofs and slipped into a narrow alley of eaves and vents that led toward the back of town, places where people did not often notice the sky. In the distance a bright scrap of ribbon vanished behind a tall maple tree that shaded a row of houses. The town’s colors seemed to draw their breath inward, a little retreating gasp.
As Ari moved, trying to keep sight of the patchwork friend, the town felt different. Colors began to falter in places that had seemed steady. A child's painted bicycle helmet looked like the pale shell of something once bright. A lady's hat that had been lilac yesterday showed only the memory of lilac. The square's bench, where neighbors left letters and little notes, looked as if someone had erased the edges of its paint with a soft rubber.
Ari's stomach twisted with responsibility. They had not meant to frighten the creature, but now the creature had run with what might be the last of the truly bright things. If those bright things were gone, for a while the town would feel quieter, less like itself. People in the street began to notice little bits missing: the baker’s napkins seemed paler, the child's ribbon at the playground was nothing but a gentle suggestion.
Pip landed on Ari's shoulder and pecked gently at their ear, a small, feathered insistence. 'Think,' Pip seemed to say. 'Think how to help.' Ari thought of the tiny drawing they had seen where two small creatures were sharing a ribbon. It vexed Ari that fear had made the creature run. They wanted to go after it and demand the colors back, to put them down in the square and shout, 'Look! See? They belong to everyone!' But the creature had fled because it was afraid. Forcing it might only force it to run farther, perhaps to places the town could not reach.
On the next rooftop the creature paused, just for a second, and Ari saw its face. It looked not like a villain but like a child who had been left out of a game. There was a small crease between the button eyes, a soft puckering that felt like loneliness. Ari slid closer and tried to call in a voice that would not sound like chasing. 'I am not here to take them, I promise. We only want them so they can be shared—' The creature's back was turned. It hugged the box and hump of fabric to itself and, with a decision that looked like both fear and stubbornness, it climbed higher still.
Ari followed, heart beating a steady rhythm. The rooftops rose into a part of town Ari did not know well, where chimneys were older and the spaces between houses were narrower. The path narrowed to narrow ledges and pipes. At one point Ari lost the creature for a breath and then saw the flick of fabric as it slipped under a narrow eave between two houses. There, tucked away like a secret, the creature squeezed into a small gap that led along the tops of houses to a place where people rarely climbed.
Ari pressed close to the edge and peered in. In the shadowed crawlspace, lit by a waning sky, the creature had made a tiny, protected tunnel. It moved with a practiced nimbleness, a keeper in midflight. The box in its arms was the brightest thing left on the run; as it advanced the town below seemed to dim, as if color could be measured in footsteps and the creature was walking away with most of the day's light.
Aari remembered Mrs. Luma’s hands and the paper cone of paint chips she had given earlier. 'Follow what was left on purpose,' she had said. Ari scanned the rooftops and found faint places that had been left almost as if they were breadcrumbs: a small patch of paint clinging to a drainpipe, a bright bead lodged in the crook of a gutter, a scrap of ribbon snagged on a nail. They were clues to the creature’s path and the places it liked to shelter.
But clues were not a plan. Ari felt small and oddly enormous at once—a little person with a large idea and small arms. They could not tackle the creature by force. If speaking had caused the creature to run, then perhaps the way forward required something gentler. Ari thought of the unfinished drawing they had glimpsed in the creature’s nest: two creatures sharing a ribbon, hand in hand. Whoever had drawn it had understood something very simple: that sharing could be gentle and brave at the same time.
Ari imagined calling to the creature not as an opposite but as a friend. They could not make the town bright again all by themselves, but perhaps a single bright thing returned in the right way might be a start. For a moment Ari pictured a line of neighbors standing in the square holding small bright things, smiling as the creature looked and felt that its treasure could be admired without being taken. That image was warm and felt like the way a blanket warms when you are very cold.
But before Ari could make a plan, a sudden rustle in the eaves made the creature bolt. It shoved the box further into its sack and with a little squeak slipped from the crawlspace into the open wherever the roofs led. The sack caught on a tile and a bright circle of ribbon spun loose, falling away into the night and leaving the creature’s footsteps echoing toward the back lanes. Ari could do nothing but watch as the patchwork figure disappeared among chimneys and skylights.
Down in the square the change from missing color to nearly gone felt like a curtain being drawn. Lamps that had been washed in cheerful shades now shone more softly. Mrs. Luma set down her jar and pressed a hand to the counter. 'It isn’t just that things look dull,' she murmured to the baker, who nodded and wiped at his eyes though his hands moved to arrange pastries. 'It feels smaller.'
Children sat on the steps by the fountain, holding things that now looked as if someone had washed them in moonlight. A boy stroked the side of his toy, which had lost the bright stripe that used to make it seem like a racecar. The bakery used to smell like sugar and sun; now it smelled like warm bread and a small, steady sorrow. People glanced at one another with a new question lingering in their looks: Where did our brightness go?
Ari climbed down from the rooftop with the feeling of weight in their chest. They had not meant for the creature to run. They had thought kindness might coax the colors back. Instead, fear had tightened the creature's grip and it had run farther away with the things the town missed most. Ari carried a small ribbon they'd managed to keep, the one they had carefully pocketed before the creature fled. It was a thin thread of promise, bright and stubborn even in a dim world.
Pip hopped onto Ari's shoulder and pecked at the ribbon as if to say, 'You still have something.' Ari pressed the ribbon between their fingers and felt its softness. They knew that whatever plan came next needed to be different. For now, the town had dimmed, the creature had fled, and Ari had only one small bright thing and a very big question: what could they do that would not frighten the creature further but might help everyone, including their frightened friend, feel the colors coming back?
Ari thought of the unfinished picture again—the two creatures with a ribbon between them. It was a simple drawing, but the message it held was larger than any panic. It suggested that even creatures who were frightened could find a way to belong if someone noticed and chose to be gentle. Ari had tried a gentle voice, but the creature had heard the quick motion of hands and fled. The problem, Ari realized, was not that the creature did not care for the things it had gathered. It cared too much. It treated each ribbon like a memory that could break if mishandled.
That night the town slept in paler colors. Streetlamps glowed softly and windows looked like pale jars of light. Ari lay awake thinking and planning, feeling the small ribbon tucked into a pocket like a secret promise. There were other people in the town who noticed small things, people who had kind hands like Mrs. Luma and a gentle way of speaking. Ari thought of how those people might help if they could be persuaded that taking by force would do more harm than good.
Still, the immediate worry was the creature itself. What had made it so frightened that it would run with other people’s color? Ari thought of lonely afternoons; of finding a small thing lost and keeping it because the world had seemed too busy to pay attention. The creature had fashioned a home of salvaged brightness, and in its fear it had turned the brightness from a shared joy into a private hoard.
Ari knew that the path ahead would not be to chase with shouts or to try to snatch back what the creature had taken. The creature had hidden where it felt safe. Ari needed a plan that would reach into the creature's safety without breaking it, a plan that might show the creature that colors could be safe when people treated them kindly rather than simply taking them back.

    
Sharing Day
Ari woke with the small ribbon pressed like a promise into the palm. The square had become a quiet place of gentle shadows, but when Ari smoothed the ribbon and tapped it against their knee the color held, stubborn and true. That little thread of brightness felt like a starting bell. All morning Ari thought about the drawing they had left the day before on the bakery step: two small figures sitting shoulder to shoulder, a ribbon draped between their hands like a bridge. The picture had been tentative—wiggly lines and hopeful colors—but when Ari looked at it again the drawing felt like a map.
Ari decided that today would be different than yesterday’s chasing and frightened footsteps. Instead of moving toward the attic with quick hands, Ari would invite the town to move toward the idea of sharing. They sat down and wrote a few simple lines and folded them into square notes: Be part of Sharing Day at noon. Bring one small bright thing to leave at the square. Share a smile. The notes smelled faintly of pencil and courage. Ari took the notes with a careful breath and went to Mrs. Luma’s shop.
Mrs. Luma, who kept jars of ribbon and paper and kindness, read the folded notes and smiled, pressing a gentle hand on Ari’s shoulder. 'That’s a good plan,' she said. 'Don’t ask anyone to take things back by force. Ask them to bring a small bright thing and leave it so anyone can enjoy it.' She fetched a tiny stack of flyers she’d printed long ago for children's crafts—remnants of afternoons when paint found its way back into pockets. 'And I know a quick game we can play,' she added, 'a two-minute sharing game that helps strangers see each other’s faces.'
Ari felt the plan settle like a warm scarf. They walked through the lanes and slipped notes under doors, handed others to neighbors who had faces like familiar windows. The baker promised jam tarts with swirls of color, the boy with the toy car said he would bring a painted pebble, and the woman who always swept the porch said she would hang an apron with a bright pocket. People nodded and murmured about the odd quiet the town wore, but the idea of gathering at noon felt possible—like a tiny light you could hold between both hands. When noon came, the square would be waiting.
The square smelled of warm pastry and the soft dust of morning when people began to come with small, deliberate things. Mrs. Luma stood by the fountain with a cloth bag of paint chips and ribbons. Her game was gentle: everyone would close their eyes for two breaths, think of a color that made them feel brave or calm, and then open their eyes to pass a bright object to the person on their right. The rule was simple—give, do not take. Pass along a piece of color as though handing over a kindness.
People gathered hesitantly, like a chorus tuning itself. A child handed a red ribbon to a neighbor and the neighbor smiled in a way that was almost surprise. The baker set out a tray of small pastries; each tart had a tiny dab of jam on top that looked like a little sun. A line of neighbors stretched a washing line between two lampposts, and as they hung bright things—scarves, painted stones, a sun-yellow sock—the line looked like a cheerful banner. The town moved slowly toward color as if it were remembering how to breathe again.
Ari stood near the bakery step with Pip asleep in their hair and watched colors twitch back in small places. The ribbon Ari had pocketed lay soft and waiting. Ms. Luma clapped once and the two-minute game began. Breath in, breath out. Eyes closed. Everyone pictured a color they loved—some chose blue like a pond, some chose green like leaves, some chose the exact shade of a laugh. When people opened their eyes the square looked like a festival in miniature: ribbons exchanged hands, beads were passed, and even the smallest offers felt like a promise.
A few times the movement faltered. A child reached for a ribbon that had been hooked by accident, and an older neighbor’s fingers twitched as if to snatch it back. When that happened Ari stepped forward and spoke in a voice that had learned courage. 'We’re not taking anything back. We’re sharing so everyone can have a little.' It was a small correction, but it set a new rhythm. The town learned to pass and to place and to watch one another’s faces light up.
From the shadowed rooftop the attic creature watched. At first Nim (for that was the name Ari had given the patchwork friend in their mind) sat curled against the rafters with the sack of colors snug. He watched the square with the careful stillness of someone peering through a keyhole. At first he thought these people would only take what he had kept. His heart tightened like a hand around something fragile. But as the two-minute game unfolded, Nim saw things he had not expected.
People were not snatching or marching away; they were gentle in the way they passed bright pieces into other hands. Someone tied a ribbon around a little girl’s wrist and the girl laughed and ran, and the laughter made a bright petal of light float up toward the roofs. Nim’s buttons of eyes blinked slow and then slower. He had folded and folded colors like leaves to keep them from harm, but he had not thought about how colors might bloom if they were looked at by more than one face.
Ari noticed a flicker on the roof and turned their head. For a moment they saw a dark shape disappear behind a chimney. 'There you are,' Ari whispered, not wanting to scare. Nim crouched, clutching the sack, and for a breath the old fear returned like a shadow. Ari did not run or leap; instead, they took a step forward and held up the small drawing—the same drawing they had left by the bakery step earlier. 'I made this,' Ari said. 'It shows someone like you. Would you like to see?'
Nim tilted his head a fraction, curious but wary. He loved the quiet of his collection and feared the crudeness of a town that could break bright things by accident. Ari set the drawing out on the rooftop where sunlight could touch it. The picture was small, but Nim peered until his nose almost brushed the paper. The drawing showed two creatures sharing a ribbon and smiling—a simple promise drawn by a small, steady hand. Nim’s fingers loosened around the sack a little as if the lines in the picture were a different kind of net, one that held gentle things rather than pinched them tight.
The square was filled now with tiny festivals of color. A string of painted stones made a pathway, a child squealed when a returned ribbon flapped above their head, and one old man hung a bright handkerchief from a lamppost that had been plain all morning. The feeling in the air was like soup warmed on a low flame—soft and filling. Ari noticed faces that had stopped looking puzzled and were beginning to look like they remembered how to grin.
But the story was not instant. Nim still had a hoard of color that he could not bear to leave at once. He feared that if he gave everything away it would all be gone in a gust or a stumble. So he did what timid hearts sometimes do: he released the smallest things first. A satin ribbon slipped from his sack and floated down like confetti to the square. A bead rolled free and clinked on the cobblestones and a child scooped it up with wide, grateful hands. With each small return a small spark of bright light returned to the town, like a string of tiny lamps being turned back on.
A gentle crisis arrived when a gust of wind sent a flurry of lightweight scarves into a tumble that threatened to scatter them beyond reach. Nim’s hands went white with fear. He moved as if to run and grab what he could, but Ari called out across the roof in a voice that did not sound commanding: 'We’ll catch them. We’ll keep them safe.' People below rushed and formed a human net—neighbors with open shirts and aprons, children with outstretched arms. The scarves fluttered down into waiting hands. Nim stayed on the roof and watched his treasures land in safe palms that did not look like thieves. That sight softened something in him.
Ari felt the crowd’s mood shift into a steady warmth. Seeing the scarves saved without anyone snatching made Nim less likely to flee. Still, he held back the bulk of his sack. He stayed where he could watch, smaller than the skylight. Ari climbed down and walked again through the crowd, feeling braver with each step. Ms. Luma had tied a bright ribbon to the lamppost and suggested a simple way to make the attic feel included: 'Anyone who has a small bright thing for the attic can write a tiny note and tie it to their offering. We’ll make a path of kindness up the ladders so Nim can see who returns what.'
The idea felt right. People began to write neat, short notes—'For Nim, thank you for keeping these safe'—and tied them to ribbons and pebbles and beads. The notes were not demands; they were welcomes. Slowly, quietly, a ladder of color and words formed, leading a bright trail from the square up toward the roofline and the hatch. That ladder did not force Nim; it invited him.
At first Nim peered and did not come. He watched faces from the shelter of his gap and counted the notes like little stars. His small body trembled between wanting to keep everything safe and wanting to know what it felt like to see faces look at his things and smile. He gripped the sack and tucked it deeper to his chest. Ari waited a long time in a spot where sunlight warmed the stone. They had learned that patience could be as strong as a rope when it was used to hold a promise. Slowly Nim eased to the hatch and peered down.
For a long moment Nim did nothing. Then, with a motion like a breath released, he eased one ribbon out of his sack and let it slide down the ladder of notes. The ribbon unrolled into a neighbor’s hands and trembled like a small bird finding its wings. The crowd below gave a soft cheer, not loud enough to scare but loud enough to lift. Nim drew in a shuddering breath and, bit by careful bit, returned more: a spool, a painted bead, a scarf that smelled faintly of attic dust and sunshine. Each thing they set down seemed to breathe color back into a place that had been holding its breath.
When Nim finally climbed down, the town held its breath with him. He came slowly at first, legs small, hands careful around the sack. No one surged toward him or pushed their faces too close. Instead a little girl stepped forward with a marigold in her hand and held it out. 'For you,' she said plainly. Nim hesitated and then took the flower as if receiving a gift the world had been too afraid to give him before. He smelled it, and something like a laugh—tiny and rusty at first—escaped him.
Ari stood close and took a deep breath. Their ears were warm from the sun and their heart felt like a kite finally finding wind. They took out the drawing they had made and, with a trembling bravery, showed it to the crowd. 'This is how I drew it,' Ari said. 'Two friends with one ribbon.' The townspeople gathered around and smiled; a few clapped in a small, respectful way. It surprised Ari to feel eyes on their picture and not to feel afraid. They had drawn for themselves at first, but now the drawing was a bridge that the whole square could cross together.
As Nim moved among the people, returning items and listening to names and small stories, he changed. His sack became less heavy because he did not have to hold every color alone. He handed back a spool of teal to the boy who liked blue kites and a ribbon to the baker who said it reminded him of a festival. With every returned object a patch of the town brightened: the pastry case glowed as if buttered by a sunbeam, a bicycle stripe found its color again, and the flowers in the planter seemed to sit up a little prouder.
When the last of Nim’s greatest hoard was shared, the square erupted—not with thunderous noise but with a comfortable bustle that felt like a house full of family. Children danced between feet, neighbors compared ribbons, and Mr. Hobb’s bicycle shop put a tiny painted sign outside that read: Colors are for Everyone. Ari felt a warmth in their chest that was both tired and wide; their hands were sticky with jam from the pastry and smudged with a bit of paint from the drawing, and they held Pip gently as people fussed over him.
The festival eased into a long, gentle afternoon. People sat on the fountain steps and told stories about where their bright things had come from. A woman spoke of a ribbon that had once been her grandmother’s, a boy explained how he had painted a pebble at school, and a man who liked to fix radios showed a button that had been lost from his jacket for years. Each small story made the returned colors more than objects; they turned them into living memories.
Mrs. Luma set up a small table where anyone could make a tiny note or draw a little picture for Nim. The table soon filled with squared cards, small scribbles, and earnest doodles. 'Thank you for keeping these safe' said one; 'You can share with us' said another in a child’s careful print. Nim sat on a low step and read the notes like a novel, smoothing edges with fingers that had never been encouraged before. He looked up at Ari with a softness in his eyes, and the town, which had held a sort of anxious quiet for a day, exhaled.
Yet not everything returned at once. There was a small patch of color that remained faint—a corner of a scarf Nim had kept that shimmered like a dream you half remember. It felt right that not everything should flood back all at once; some mysteries can be tender and slow. Ari noticed that small faintness and smiled. It was a reminder that the world would always have small shadows and new things to discover; it was not a flaw but a little invitation.
As the sun tilted low and painted the rooftops gold, people began to drift home with pockets fuller and footsteps lighter. The square hummed like a beehive that had found spring. Nim, now accepted and careful not to clutch, walked with Ari and Pip near the bakery, helping to carry a small basket of returned ribbons. He looked smaller than before, but braver. Ari, who had been quiet and careful with their art, found that they could stand in the center of a crowd and not feel invisible. The town felt whole again because people had moved together to make it so.
That evening the town held a small surprise for Ari. Mrs. Luma had taken a strip of one of the now-returned ribbons and tied it into a tiny crown. She placed it on Ari’s head with a laugh and said, 'You helped us see.' Ari felt both shy and wide as if someone had opened a window in a house they’d always lived in and let in a new breeze. Nim sat nearby and wove a tiny bracelet with some beads he had returned; then he slipped it into Ari’s hand as a gift.
The air smelled of baking and warm bread and the kind of contentment that follows a work well done. Lanterns the town kept for evening glowed softly; the colors hung around them like feathers. People lingered late, trading small stories and offering to keep an eye out for lost things. Mr. Hobb, who never missed an occasion to be steady, promised he would pin a small notice on his shop offering to mend anything that came back a little worse for its travels.
Ari walked home under a sky that had found its blue again. Pip fluttered ahead and circled like a small comet. The ribbon around Ari’s hand kept a steady warmth. They thought about Nim and the way patience had worked like a rope across a small gap. The plan had not been grand or loud; it had been a drawing and a note and a town willing to be gentle. It felt like a long string of tiny lights leading to a place where people chose to be kind.
Before sleep, Ari thought of the faint corner of scarf that had remained just a little less bright. It felt like a promise rather than a failure. There would be more days with small mysteries and small chores. Sharing Day had not fixed everything forever, but it had found a way to make colors grow brighter when they were seen by more than one pair of eyes. The town would sleep in its renewed colors, knowing that bravery sometimes comes in quiet steps and that sharing had turned a frightened keeper into a neighbor.
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