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The Ninth Toll
Klara Vens
Ava discovers her father’s note demanding a sacrifice to stop a bell that erases people. Confronting the stitched book’s rules, she chooses to answer so her daughter will remember. The town steadies as absences halt, while one witness keeps a stubborn, private memory alive.
ProseHub


    
Homecoming
Ava Hart had not expected grief to be so loud. It arrived before the church service, filling the car as she parked under a crabapple tree that had been pruned into apology. The town lay low and ordinary beneath a sky the color of old pews: flat, grey, and patient. She had driven back across the highway with an interview left unfinished and a small, stubborn guilt tucked under her collar—an absence she had learned to wear like a winter coat. Edgar Hart, who kept things that mattered and many things that did not, was gone, and the funeral felt like a hinge fastened half-open. The church, a squat thing of slate and damp stone, showed its ribs to the town the way an old dog shows its belly; people learned to read it and to be careful.
The bell tower rose like a knuckle at the church’s shoulder, a dark silhouette against the calm sky. Ava had not climbed that tower since she was a child; the rope had seemed to her then an organ of the house, something you pulled to make certain events official—weddings and warnings and long Saturdays. Her father had been privately proud of that rope. She pressed fingers to the worn wooden pews and let herself watch the congregation file in, letting faces pass like flickering honesty. There were the neighbors she had known once, the old schoolteacher who always smelled faintly of mothballs, the woman who brought lemon bars, stooped men who had been her classmates and were now merely fixtures.
Reverend Ellis moved like someone who expected ceremony to stitch grief back into order. He spoke with the voice the town liked to imagine God might have, and he wore clerical composure like a coat he had not yet learned to take off. Marta Coleman stood near the register table, arms folded. The town clerk had the permanent look of someone who had memorized the names of everyone who mattered and the faces of those who did not. Her eyes looked at Ava with a quick, professional pity that became a shield. They exchanged the careful condolences of people who had always known one another by the sound of footsteps.
Hollis Byrne waited outside by the stone stair when the procession let out. He was thinner than Ava remembered, his skin translucent like old glass. He kept his cap in his hands and looked at the bell tower as if it had teeth. Hollis had been the bell keeper these last decades; once, when she was small, Ava remembered him showing her the ironwork that circled the bell like a ring of names. Edgar had often joked that Hollis could hear the town’s history in the bell’s copper skin. Now Hollis’s eyes slid across her face and softened, but he said very little. "She’s back," he said only once, and it was more statement than question.
At the wake the room smelled of coffee and grief boiled down to its simplest form. People moved through it like items in a house being cataloged. Ava watched hands fiddle with trinkets on a side table and felt the faint electronic sense of being measured. Everyone spoke with the diplomacy of people pressed into small spaces together. She heard repetitions—stories about Edgar’s stubbornness, about his kindness with missing cats, about the way he had folded maps that no one used any longer. There was a photograph on the mantle that looked to Ava like an accusation: a black and white where her father stood with a group at a summer picnic. In the photo one figure—someone Ava had known as a neighbor and evening tea companion for years—was clearly in the frame. She saw the face as sure as breath, but the woman beside her, who had been in that group for decades, looked at the same photograph and refused the presence of that face.
"We moved," the woman said, as if place were a choice and not erasure. "They moved. Years ago." Her tone was flat; she expected Ava to move on. Ava felt the first, terrible tug of dissonance: memory against consensus. It pricked like a splinter. She found herself noticing things she had been trained not to: the way the town’s stories folded and smoothed over people. Edgar’s hand had always been good at folding things until their edges disappeared.
Later, alone in Edgar’s study, Ava opened boxes with the cautious ritual of someone unwrapping a stranger. His handwriting was everywhere—nervous, tidy. Lists for repairs, names of neighbors who had fixed roofs, stray receipts for things he insisted upon keeping. There was the small iron key, warm against the skin though it had been decades in a drawer. It looked almost ridiculous in its simplicity, a blunt, familiar thing with a hole at the end for a ribbon. She turned it over again and again like it might become a sentence if handled properly. The study smelled of dust and lemon oil and the faint, stubborn echo of him.
On the desk, beneath a stack of utility bills, a parish register lay with its cloth worn thin where hands had found it for years. Its pages were not as neat as the town records might have expected; names were inked in, some crossed out with a firm, practiced hand. Other lines had been left deliberately blank, spaces where dates and names should live but did not. Someone had folded a slip of paper into the binding and tucked it away, as if a secret might not like to be in the light. Ava recognized some of the names written there and felt a surge of something like anger. The blank lines felt offensive; they bore a deliberate geometry, as if absence had been measured and then placed with care.
Edgar had written small notes in the margins—abbreviations and a few cautions. One line had been circled twice, trembling with the pressure of his pen: a date with no name beside it. There was a word underlined, a single instruction she could not quite decipher. The register was not merely a record; it looked like a ledger kept for someone who assumed no one else would check. It hummed with a responsibility that now sat on his empty chair.
Ava carried the iron key like a small omen out into the yard. The afternoon air touched her face and the bell above thrummed faintly at the far edge of everything, as if a hand had grazed its rim. She had expected the town to welcome her back as a prodigal, or at least to test her as returning kin; instead, it seemed to hold itself in a closed fist around its own shape. People spoke, but only to the edges, as if there were an invisible rule about which subjects could be met in full. She found Marta in the municipal office with files stacked like small geological strata—births, deaths, property transfers, tax tabulations. Marta’s hands moved over paper like a woman trying to read a map she had once memorized and now found to be shifting underfoot.
"Names keep going missing," Marta said, low, before she could decide not to. Her voice was the sound of someone who had just realized an accounting error was actually a moral one. She pushed a stack of papers toward Ava, and their edges were ragged where they had been handled. "I opened the ledger to check on a property and—there are blank lines. People who were listed are not listed now. It’s like someone carved them out, and the paper closed back on itself." Her gaze held Ava as if looking for a witness.
Ava asked obvious questions. How long? How many? Marta could not say with certainty; the town had always had gaps, she admitted, but those were the sort that decayed slowly, not this immediate thinning. Ava felt the old journalist’s hunger—tactile and sharp. She wanted graphs and dates and witnesses. Instead she got the hollowing absence of neighbors who were now only referred to in half-remembered gestures. Marta spoke of a Mrs. Larkin who used to bring pies to committee meetings; the name dissolved as she spoke, and she seemed to knowing do it with the presumption that it was sensible.
At the schoolhouse, the inside smelled like old crayons and floor polish. Ava carried June’s backpack in one hand as if it were a talisman. She had expected the receptionist to greet them with exactness; instead, the woman behind the desk looked at her with an expression that was almost polite confusion. Ava asked for the class roll for the second grade. The receptionist tapped a tablet and frowned; she tapped again and scrolled, and then said, "There’s no Hart listed. Not here. Are you sure?" The words landed like an accusation.
Ava’s first impulse was to laugh, to point at the backpack and demand proof that her daughter had existed. But the room felt smaller, and that laugh withered. She asked to see last year’s class photograph, a laminated rectangle hung in a corridor. The photograph was a formal thing—children posed in rows, teachers smiling in that brittle way adults do when accepting the shape of an image. There was an empty space in the third row.
It was not an absence like a missing person whose stool sat empty. The space was a soft indent, as if some nameless weight had been removed and the souls around it had adjusted. Ava’s hand tightened around the strap of the backpack. She had taken that photograph; she had stood exactly where she was now and signed her name on slips and signed permission forms. She could see June’s braids in her mind, the way she chewed the corner of a pencil when concentrating. She could see the scar on her thumb from falling off the swing last year. When Ava mentioned these to the receptionist, the woman frowned in the way of someone trying to reconcile two different things that cannot both be true.
"We don’t have a record of her," the receptionist repeated, the words mechanical now. "We checked the enrollment lists. There’s no Hart entry for that year. Perhaps you transferred—" She offered explanations like a tray of small, polite denials. Ava felt her pulse rise into something sharp and bright. She found Hollis then in the schoolyard, hands deep in pockets, looking at a group of boys kicking a ball with the lethargy of people who had nothing better to do with their afternoons.
"June was in the second grade," Hollis said without preamble when Ava asked him, and his voice was an anchor dropped into murky water. "She sat next to me at the bake sale once and called my hat funny. I remember her laughing because she was the only one who did." He sounded certain in a way that made Ava’s mouth dry. He had the bluntness of someone who kept time for a living; his memory had been trained in bells and lists. "Name on the board, down by the door. I saw it myself." Hollis’s certainty made the receptionist’s flatness more like deliberate erasure.
Ava wanted to push, to demand proof, to produce enrollment cards, to make the school admit a mistake. Instead she felt a strange alliance forming: the two of them, one with the memory of a child’s laugh, the other with the poise of an institution that insisted it was whole. It was a small coalition against a town that already seemed determined to forget. Ava took a photograph of the class frame with her phone. The image glowed on the screen: an empty space, exactly as before. She stood staring at it until the battery protested and the screen dimmed.
That evening the bell rang as the sun flattened into a bruised color behind the church. She heard it from the parsonage street as if it had been a thing in her chest. The strike rolled out on the wind and then retreated, a sound that should have been ordinary and instead felt like a summons. People paused in doorways to listen, and in the pause the town rearranged itself like birds deciding which branch to take. Ava felt the old, animal prickle of being observed and also the sharper, professional awareness that something ritual was being performed.
She checked her phone, half-expecting a flurry of social messages. Nothing like that came. Instead she received a message from Marta—two curt lines that read like a clerk’s dispatch: "You should come to the office in the morning. We—there was a change to the census. Mrs. Delaney is no longer listed." The name belonged to a woman who baked bread for the Sunday morning coffee hour; she had been a fixture for as long as Ava could remember. The briefness of Marta’s message seemed to admit a kind of unsafeness in saying more.
The next day, Ava and Marta sat in the municipal office and opened a file drawer that had a comforting, administrative weight. The drawer was supposed to be a monotony of facts. Instead there was a blankness on the page where Mrs. Delaney’s details should have been. Names around her stayed intact: birthdates, tax records, property lines. The gap was neat and clean as if a page in a ledger were missing and the edges had closed.
Marta’s face had lost something of its professional calm. "You’re not the first to notice," she said. "People have found lines gone, pages empty. It’s recent. It’s like someone decided certain entries are not allowed, and the paper obeyed." Ava thought of the parish register and the blank lines she had seen there that afternoon in her father’s study. The town used its papers to remember itself; if the papers were being altered, then the story the town told itself was changing, invisibly and definitively.
The neighbor whose photograph had been blurred at the wake came to Ava’s house the next morning with her eyes rimmed red. She told a story about stepping away to care for a sister and returning to find the front room rearranged. She spoke as if apologizing for her own persistence in remembering. "People nodded," she said. "They said, 'Oh yes, you moved years ago.' It’s easier to decide that than to admit you forgot someone entirely." There was a small, defenseless anger to her voice that made Ava ache. The town had developed a habit of smoothing the jagged thing that is absence into a more palatable shape.
Ava realized then, with a clarity that felt like a key turning, that her father had been keeping watch over more than a bell. His attention had been a kind of armor against a forgetfulness that had its own appetite. She thought of the iron key in her pocket and of the pages she had seen with empty lines. The house felt colder, the shadows longer. The bell in the tower seemed to thrum with private purposes. If a town can lose someone on paper, she reflected, what else can it lose without anyone noticing? She thought of June’s hair and of the small scar on her thumb, and of all the details that tether a person to the world. Memory, she understood in a way that made her chest ache, is sometimes the last place a person lives.

    
Counting Silence
Ava slept with the light on and woke to a town that seemed to be breathing differently. The ache from the funeral had not diminished; it had sharpened into a purpose with edges. She made coffee mechanically and reviewed photographs on her phone until the colors washed out. The class picture still showed the vacant space where June’s image should have been, and the municipal files Marta had brought the morning before still had neat, impossible gaps. She felt like someone who had found a missing paragraph in a book and could not decide whether to tear the pages back into order or set the volume aside entirely.
She met Hollis by the church steps with the key folded into the palm of her hand like an accusation. His skin was creased like antique paper and his hands trembled when he accepted the metal. He had the look of a man who had long ago learned to behave as if time were a predictable thing. He listened to Ava with a careful patience that bordered on ritual, his eyes returning to the bell tower the way a sailor glances at a lighthouse. "There are things the bell does when it is left unattended," he said finally. "Things smell of old rules. Edgar kept it steady for a long time. He spoke of a ledger, of names sewn between the frames. I never saw it up close. I rang and kept a watch, that was all. He did other things I did not ask about." His voice was small with the weight of things that had been left unsaid.
They climbed the narrow stone stair into the belly of the tower while afternoon light slanted across Hollis’s shoulders. The climb itself was a kind of confession: each step creaked like an answered question. The bell above them hung like a patient animal in its cradle; metal scarred by the times it had been struck. The rope that ran the length of the tower looked like a tendon, knotted and worn where hands had learned to coax sound out of iron. Hollis produced an old oilcloth and set to work moving in a manner that seemed both ceremonial and clerical. He found a small hatch, hidden beneath an accretion of dust and old paint, and handed the iron key to Ava with a simple instruction: "Be careful what you look for."
Inside the hollow where the bell’s structure met the tower’s wood, there was a narrow cavity. Hollis fitted a metal hook and drew out a bundle wrapped in oilskin. When they unrolled it, a stitched book slid out: its pages were thicker than ordinary paper, its binding rough and browned. Names were written in a hand that changed over decades—the letters grew tighter, then looser, then careful again. Many names had been struck through with a clean, decisive line. Others were left blank after dates; some entries bore small symbols at the margins. More than one name had been encircled, as if whoever maintained the book wanted to mark not just a fact but a demand. Ava ran a fingertip across a crossed-out line and the ink seemed both recent and ancient at once.
She had expected the book to explain everything, to provide the satisfying mechanical solution a reporter loves: a rule, a reason, an algorithm of cruelty. Instead it behaved like a memory. The entries clustered during certain periods—years that the town remembered as heavy with loss—and then thinned as if some pressure had gently excised whole families. She traced a column of marks and realized the bell had a counting about it: small ticks in the margin beside certain names, tallies that could be read as either devotion or inventory. Hollis would not say the words aloud, but the implication was this: the bell was not simply chiming time. It was keeping accounts.
Back at Marta’s office Ava laid the stitched book on the municipal table between stacks of official forms. Marta’s eyes darted across the pages like someone testing for toxins. She tapped a crossed-out name and closed her mouth in a way that made the room seem suddenly colder. "Those names match things we have lost in other ways," she said. "Sometimes the town claimed to have moved them or misfiled them. Other times a death was entered, but these—these are different. Entire lines of descent vanish. Deeds disconnect as if a string had been clipped." The bureaucratic vocabulary she used to put distance between feeling and fact failed her; her voice carried the tremor of contact with something that had the logic of an animal.
Ava pushed further, and the pattern grew less neat but more terrible. She pulled town minutes and old meeting notes from a cabinet that seemed to breathe with dust. There were references to times when the bell had tolled in a particular cadence after certain events—floods, fires, periods of hunger—and in the ledger those events clustered. A name, a mark, and then nothing. She began to map dates and notices against the stitched book. It became a lattice: a sound, a listing, an absence in the public record. The town’s stories had always been made of measured absences, but this was deliberate: the bell’s activity seemed to follow a ritual one could reconstruct if one could suffer the pattern long enough.
Ava’s attempts to spread the story met physical resistance. She wrote a draft for an online column that night and found the copy in her drafts the next morning reduced to a sentence that said nothing. Her email to a former editor returned with attachments stripped of content, as if some force protested the transmission of certain phrases. She tried to post a short note to a community forum and watched it vanish within hours, replaced by friendly posts about a lost dog or a church bake sale. The erasures were not subtle; they were emphatic in their gentleness, an institutional choice made to soothe. When she pressed Marta about that, the woman shrugged and reluctantly admitted she had seen similar things—obituaries that never appeared, minutes removed from meeting books. "It’s like the town wants to keep its wounds neat," she said.
When Ava suggested that perhaps someone in the paper or the web crew was censoring for reasons of taste or fear, Marta’s look hardened. "This is not a person with a vendetta," she said. "This is the town itself cooperating with its own forgetting." The phrase lodged in Ava’s mind and thudded against the ledger’s pages: cooperation with forgetting. If a community collided with a force that made absence tidy, then the question was not only who was being taken, but who decided to let those names go.
Hollis said little about the ledger’s mechanics beyond what the stitches suggested: someone had kept the list up through care and constant attention. Edgar’s handwriting appeared at the bottom of a page, compact and slanted in ways Ava recognized. Beside a date, her name appeared. A line with a mark beside it. A notation that made her hands go cold, a clipped phrase like the stub of a warning: "Answering required." She reread it until the letters blurred under her eyes. The page carried a cadence of someone who believed a routine had to be followed to keep the thing in balance. Whether Edgar had wrenched the bell back from appetite or had negotiated with it was unclear; he had certainly believed in the power of ritual.
Late into the night Ava sat at her kitchen table with the stitched book open and the iron key cupped like a talisman. The bell had a sound you could feel in bone, a resonance that seemed unrelated to the human ear. She thought of the tallies in the margin and of dates where the marks clustered after funerals. She thought of the way the town treated absence like housework—tidy, unremarked when done well. The idea that a sound could decide who remained in the ledger of the living felt obscene. If the bell had been counting, then the tally suggested a limit, and limits require choices. She tried to imagine what Edgar might have meant by "answering required" and could not. Whatever it was, the notation read like a request: an instruction whose consequence was a person’s disappearance.
Ava began to look for people who retained memory when others did not. There were a few—Hollis among them, Marta in fits, an elderly teacher at the school who could still hum the tune children used when they formed lines. These remembrances were like footprints in soft dirt: proof that someone had once been there. But as she sought witnesses she found the circle narrowing. Friends who had once shared stories about summers with Edgar now offered schematic versions that avoided discrete faces. A neighbor would recount a tale and then apologize for the gaps as if memory itself were a social embarrassment. "You are not the only one who remembers," Hollis told her in a whisper on the church steps one morning, but there was a tiredness to the claim. The town seemed to have divided into segments of remembering and ones of practical amnesia.
In the midst of this, June’s presence wavered in ways Ava had not yet fully accepted. Some afternoons the child would recall in detail a conversation about a boy at school or the name of a character in a book, and then, in the next household visit, that same detail would sit like an exhausted actor knocking at a closed door. Ava found herself correcting teachers quietly, rehearsing June’s birthdate and the small scar on her thumb like evidence in a court of intimacy. It hurt to keep stating simple facts over and over. She began recording the child’s words late at night on her phone, playing back snippets to herself like a ritual of verification. The recordings seemed to carry more weight than a town ledger; their grainy fidelity felt like a protest against smoothing and erasure.
The bell’s counting bled into other things. At the small grocery, old receipts no one had thrown away were missing lines, certain transactions absent as if they had never happened. An elderly shopkeeper Ava liked—who had once traded gossip for bread—looked at her and asked, quietly, whether she had come to ask about things that never were. When she showed him the stitched ledger he shivered and pushed his hand across the counter as if to put away a knife. "It has teeth," he said. "You hear it and you think you can fix it. You cannot fix everything that remembers itself wrong. Sometimes the town must make space for the living, and those who do not fit are made to go." The notion that the town might have a deliberate policy of expulsion repulsed Ava and yet fit the observed facts too neatly to dismiss.
Ava wanted to test the ledger’s claims with something verifiable she could not later deny. She made a list of names she knew and checked them off against municipal records and the stitched book. The coincidences threaded like black wire: a death recorded in a county note and a struck-through name in the stitched register; a family line missing from taxation lists and a margin mark next to an ordinary Tuesday. The pattern held with a dreadful clarity. The bell’s tally could be read not as random but as consecrated: a mechanism that accepted offerings in a language of sound and page. Whoever had maintained it had tried to keep it honest through notation. Whoever had stopped keeping it honest had made the town’s absences tidy.
On a damp morning that smelled of iron and the sea, Ava found a folded note in Edgar’s handwriting tucked into the back of the stitched book. It was small and creased, as if folded many times by nervous hands. The words were clipped and uneven as if written between strikes of the bell. The note read, simply: One final toll. One chosen to step into the hush. The phrase was a blade of clarity in the fog. The implication was immediate and private: someone answered the bell so the town could remain. She thought of the neatness with which paper could remove a person from the ledger and felt the depth of a father’s secrecy like a tide pulling her under. Edgar’s refusal to explain left Ava with worse knowledge: the bell’s appetite could be negotiated with, and that negotiation required a sacrifice that had already been considered in the margins.

    
The Last Toll
The folded scrap of Edgar’s handwriting had the blunt authority of a father who had tried to bargain with something older than fear. Ava read the line again in the thin light of her kitchen: One final toll. One chosen to step into the hush. It sat on the page like a verdict. For days the notation had been a shape she could not look at directly; now, with the town unraveling quicker than polite explanations could stitch it back together, the words were a tool she had to learn to use.
She moved through the morning like someone wearing a borrowed face. The stitched book was under her arm when she went to meet Hollis. Marta followed with municipal papers folded into her hands like flags of complaint. They convened by the churchyard where the stone steps were damp and the bell’s shadow fell long and black across the grass. Hollis touched the iron key in her palm without asking. He had the sort of small, steady anger that belongs to caretakers who watch things fall apart because someone else neglected a routine.
"He kept a balance," Hollis said. "Your father did more than ring. He answered. He kept count with names, not just strikes. I never knew what that meant. I only heard him go up there and hum to the bell. After he died—" His voice thinned. He glanced toward the tower as if it were a mouth.
Marta pulled a thin set of pages from her bag, a chronicle of municipal absences laid out in tidy columns. The gaps were too numerous now to be dismissed as clerical error: a baker, a schoolchild, an elderly neighbor. People who had existed in receipts and photographs had been excised. When Ava showed them Edgar’s note, Hollis closed his eyes and let the air out of his lungs in a long, slow line.
"If there is a thing called an answer," Marta said, "then it will demand a kind of payment." She had the blunt pragmatism of someone who knew how records could be coaxed back into order—but not how you replaced a human presence. They argued for the rest of the morning: theoretical solutions, legalistic fixes, ways to publicly shame the bell into submission. Each suggestion dissolved when faced with the stitched book’s patient tally. The ledger’s spaces had minds of their own; the bell accepted sound and returned absence.
In the end Hollis said what the stitched page suggested but no one else would voice: there was a way to stop the bell, but the bell required an answer, and an answer had always been a person. The town could offer itself, they said in different tones—collective surrender, a dozen anonymous volunteers—but the rhythm of the stitches suggested otherwise. The tally looked for a single line and then closed. For reasons the paper could not explain, the mechanism wanted a singular, willing presence.
Ava’s first response was disbelief, then fury, then a tight, cold clarity. She thought of June—her daughter’s small hands that worried the strap of a backpack, the way she sang half-turned lullabies invented in school. The thought of June turned every theory into arithmetic. Ava wanted to bargain like her father had, to find a loophole, a clerical exception, a way to trick a bell into thinking it had been appeased. But the stitched book had been precise and Edgar’s last line was a grammar of finality.
They convened a town meeting that evening in the old community hall, the wood smelling faintly of varnish and old promises. Reverend Ellis stood at the lectern, his face a parchment of diplomacy, and the room filled with people who had chosen either to remember or to forget. Marta presented the paperwork with the bluntness of a woman reading aloud from a ledger that had become a list of grievances. Hollis sat with his hands clasped as if holding an invisible rope.
Ava spoke last. She did not use rhetoric; she used detail. She named the missing—names that had become fissures in the town’s social tissue. She held up a photograph of June’s class and let the quiet fill the hall until people could feel the absence at the center of it. She explained Edgar’s note and the stitched book and the way the bell’s tally matched municipal blanks. Some scoffed. Some wept. A few tried to make jokes to keep panic at bay.
There were arguments: let the town decide by vote, let a council pick the person, let a random draw decide fate and cheat the pattern. Reverend Ellis offered a compromise of prayer and extra vigilance. Marta insisted on a registry of volunteers, as if bureaucracy could harness grief. The meeting ended with no decision but with the bell’s next scheduled toll looming like an accusation.
Ava left with the iron key in her pocket and the knowledge that indecision would kill people in slow erasures. She could feel the town’s weight as a pressure on her chest. If the stitched book had demanded an answer, then someone would have to step forward. Ava imagined names she would not utter in public, the lives she would not take; she imagined, more painfully, the life she would refuse not to protect. She thought of the tiny scar on June’s thumb and felt the old, devastating certainty that you could not bargain love into being cheap.
She told June that night, because secrecy felt worse than the act of telling. They sat on the edge of June’s bed with the lamp low and the rooster-printed curtains folded into soft clams. Ava tried to keep her voice steady and found that steadiness came in short breaths and honest facts.
"There’s something wrong with the town," she said. "People are disappearing from paper and memory. Your grandfather tried to keep it at bay. He left something behind that might stop it, but stopping it will cost someone to answer the bell."
June’s eyes went wide but she did not cry. She put her small hand in Ava’s and did not pull away. "Will it take you, Mom?" she asked with the bluntness of a child who had not yet learned how to negotiate pain.
Ava had rehearsed a dozen evasions. There were lines about plans and community and committees. None of them felt true. She found herself saying, "I don’t know." Then, with a steadiness she did not expect, she added, "If it has to be someone, I would rather it were me than you."
June rubbed her thumb on the blanket where the tiny scar from the playground still bumped the skin. "Can I come?" she asked.
Ava shook her head at first. The tower was not a place for a child, not in the way it mattered now. But then she saw the set of June’s jaw, the way small children sometimes decide to be braver than the adults around them, and she thought of the town’s rules about who retained memory. If someone present at the bell would remember, then being there could be a kind of promise. Being of the witness might be the only way to guarantee that Ava would not be completely erased. The thought of June as a living ledger steadied her. She told June to sleep and then let the girl decide in the morning.
When June climbed into bed she hummed a tune she had learned in class and Ava listened until the sound thinned into the measured hush of midnight. She sat with the iron key in her palm like a sacrament and tried to press the shape of it into her mind so that it could be reproduced by memory alone. She thought of how her father had left things unfinished and how often caretakers assumed the world would remain hospitable to omissions. If the stitched book demanded an answer, then the choice to answer it had to be voluntary.
The next day they prepared the tower. It took a small, awkward coalition to do the work: Hollis with his oilcloth and a careful hand, Marta with a stack of new pages and a tremor that came from trying to hold bureaucracy steady against myth, Reverend Ellis with silent prayers folded into the pockets of his coat. They cleaned the metal and greased the gears until the bell moved with a smooth, categorical authority. Ava climbed with the iron key in her hand like an anchor and the stitched book tucked under her arm. The tower smelled of cold iron and old dust, of rope fibers and the faint, lingering warmth of repeated strikes.
They sealed the door at the base of the stairs and placed a single chair near the bell’s cradle. Hollis explained the mechanics in the practical way of someone who had tended rituals by default: there was a way of weighting the bell and a cadence you could pull the rope to make that the metal answered in the pattern the stitched book seemed to prefer. What it did to people was the strange half of the story. He avoided the metaphysical and spoke about knots and pulleys as if a simple engineering explanation could make the hunger feel less like a moral choice.
Edgar’s notes, folded into the stitched book’s seam, provided the closest thing they had to a script. The handwriting was hurried but legible: a pattern of strikes, a holding between each toll, a whispered line—Answer with voice, step through the hush. There was also a margin note that read like a father’s last concession: If you must choose, choose the one who will keep remembering. The sentence landed on Ava like a mandate and a mercy.
They argued about who should stay below and who should go up. Hollis insisted he would remain in the tower until the end, but his hands shook when Ava placed the iron key in his palm and said, "Hold this for June. If I go, I want her to have it." Marta hesitated but folded herself into a practical acceptance. The people who gathered at the base of the tower grew silent as the ritual’s time drew near, each person trying to hold the shape of their memories like paper against the wind.
They set a rule, awkward and tender: whoever went up with Ava would not stay for the final toll. The stitched book’s grammar hummed with exclusion; it sought a single consonant line. Ava negotiated that June should be present, to guarantee a memory that would not be swallowed. Hollis protested. "She’s a child," he said. "This is not a story for children."
"She’s the reason I’m doing this," Ava replied. "If she is there, she will remember. I will go because I want her to have someone who remembers the voice that read her stories, her small accidents, the way she liked peanut butter on toast. If I am to be an absence, I want at least one presence to refuse the silence."
June would not be moved by argument. She had the unvarnished courage of someone who could not yet see the full dimensions of loss. She climbed the tower steps with Ava’s hand in her own, and they paused at the hatch while Hollis and Marta closed the door behind them and the sound of people’s murmurs fell away into the wind. Ava tightened the knot on the rope with hands that trembled but did not fail. She felt the bell’s weight like a heartbeat beneath her palm.
The ritual required song and speech. Edgar had written a phrase you had to say exactly. Hollis mouthed the words for them a final time, his voice cracking on consonants as if he had practiced then abandoned the comfort of the exercise. Ava repeated the line slowly, feeling it form as much in the silence between each syllable as in the sound of speech itself. The bell’s metal looked ordinary close up—pitted, a little crusted with the sediment of long rains—but the air around it felt charged, like the moment before lightning breaks the sky.
June stood close enough for Ava to see the way her small fingers folded around the iron key Hollis had given her, a pale compression that made the metal seem almost to hum. "If you remember me, promise me you will tell someone sometimes," Ava whispered. "Don’t be afraid to tell stories that make people uncomfortable. Don’t let them fold you into their polite amnesia."
June nodded with a solemnity that made Ava laugh once, a small, stunned noise that sounded like air being pushed from a lung. "I will tell them about your scar on your wrist," she said, naming an intimacy that felt absurd and perfect. Ava had been meaning to show that small crescent of thin silver to her daughter but had never found the right moment. Now the promise took on the density of a sacrament.
There was no dramatic thunderclap as they began. Hollis took the rope and pulled with a rhythm measured by the stitched book and the slow calculus of grief. The first toll rolled out into the sky like a voice calling another’s name. The whole town inhaled and the sound filled places that had not been allowed to remember until now. With each strike the tower seemed to vibrate through bone, and the air in the wooden chamber thinned as if someone drew the breath out of the world.
Between the bells Hollis chanted the sequence Edgar had written and Ava repeated it back. Her voice felt small and precise and then—by design—diminishing. The hush the note had named was a quality, not merely silence: a pressure that rearranged the edges of things, that made omissions tidy. When the bell struck a certain cadence, the stitched book’s pencil marks glowed in Ava’s mind like beacons. She had expected pain to come like a blade; instead the change arrived as a slow unthreading, as if a seam were being slipped out of the fabric of herself.
Ava felt the first loosening like a tremor behind the eyes. Her edges felt slippery, like a figure drawn in chalk against a screen of rain. She said June’s name aloud and felt the syllables cling to her like moths. She held her daughter’s small hand and let the last of her voice be a kitchen list, a memory of a scraped knee, the noise of a laugh. The bell answered with a round, merciless dignity and then the hush moved in like a tide.
June’s grip did not falter. From the doorway beneath them someone shouted, though the sound seemed to belong to the world that was closing up and not to the small chamber where two people stood facing the thing that took. Ava felt reality constrict to a pinhole and then—curiously—broaden again into a long corridor of images: her father’s hands folding maps, Marta pushing paper across a table like offerings, Hollis’s quiet face in church light. For a moment she was everywhere and then she was simply small, and then she stepped.
Standing in the bell’s immediate shade was like stepping inside a silence that had shape and temperature. There were no bright lights, no splashes; everything became a color of memory like paper that has been left in the sun. She heard June’s voice once, taut and precise, saying something about the toast and the scar. And then she felt the pull that her father had written of—an answering that was not violent but absolute. Her name did not strike the records. It folded from the margins into the quiet air.
When the bell finished its final pattern there was a sort of recoil—sound tightening back into skin as if the air was giving up a secret. The stitched book did not change in their hands; the crossing out that had been expected did not occur. Instead the blankness that had haunted municipal ledgers stopped advancing. The swell of erasures that had been taking people slow and polite and clean finally stilled. Town records that had been going empty again last week remained complete when Marta checked with trembling hands. The hunger, whatever it had been, had been satiated—or at least paused.
Silence crowded the tower after that—the kind that presses on a body and makes the blood sound loud. Ava tried to speak and could not find the edges of her sentences. June said her name and the sound made everyone who had been at the base of the tower look up with an odd confusion that was almost like remembering a dream that evaporates in daylight. People who had argued about ballots and registries and volunteers stood in the churchyard and tried on grief as if it were a coat.
Marta ran to the municipal office, papers clutched like talismans, and began reading entries aloud. Names that had persisted returned to form and stayed. Receipts and tax lines that had been bitten out by the town’s mysterious appetite did not vanish further. The town steadied like a boat that had righted after a wave. But as the days passed, an odd thing happened: faces smoothed over with the soft, social kindness of communal amnesia. Those who had not been up close to witness the bell’s answering found themselves unable to summon a precise image of the woman who had been at its center. Some called her Edgar’s daughter for a while with a polite, generic nod. Others began to forget which funeral had been for what relation, as if a ledger in the mind closed.
June continued to remember.
She remembered the smell of the tower wood and the taste of the iron key’s metal when she had nervously put it to her lips. She remembered the tiny crescent of scar on Ava’s wrist that she had traced with a childish thumb and promised to keep. She remembered the sound of her mother’s voice modulating into a hush and the small laugh when Ava had told her to keep poetically stubborn about the truth. But the most ordinary of things became talismans: a half-eaten slice of toast left in the kitchen, the slope of a coat hook in the hallway that no one else seemed to recall belonged to Ava specifically. June kept these things in a small shoebox beneath her bed and sometimes, when the town seemed to be moving on with its quiet re-ordering, she took them out and whispered their names aloud as if naming could keep a person from unmaking.
Hollis remembered the ritual with a sort of private ache. He had not been inside the bell’s shadow when the final answering happened; he had stepped back at Ava’s insistence so she could be alone with her daughter. For a time he thought he had done the right thing; later he found himself uncertain. Memory became an unsteady currency in the days that followed. Some townspeople who had once been firm in their denials found themselves unable to keep the image of Ava’s face steady. They had a sense she had been here and then not, like a public service that had been quietly decommissioned.
Marta continued to sit at her desk with a pile of papers and a new respect for the fragile economy of record. She insisted that files stay open if a living person could speak for them, and for a short while the municipal office became a refuge for testaments. Reverend Ellis preached a sermon about stewardship and about being present to the living. For many this was enough. For a few it was not. The town learned to live with the small, private discomfort of not fully accounting for who had been and who had remained.
Months passed and the stitched book lay quiet, returned to its hollow in the tower as if someone had folded a map and hidden it. The bell still tolled for weddings and funerals and a few loud afternoons, but no more names were taken. The vast machinery that had fed on absence seemed to have been satisfied. In the evenings the town smoothed back into itself and people resumed the delightful business of forgetting things to keep from being burdened. But inside a small house on a narrow lane, a child kept a key in a shoebox and a memory like an ember.
Years later June would say she never forgot the exact timbre of the bell that night, or the way her mother’s voice had shivered on the word hush. She kept the iron key wrapped in a scrap of cloth and a sliver of paper with her mother’s handwriting folded within. Sometimes she pulled the paper out and traced the letters, reading Edgar’s terse line until the paper’s fibers thinned under her fingertip. It did not bring her mother back. It did something else: it made the absence into a presence she could hold.
On mornings when the town’s memory felt particularly fragile—when someone at the bakery forgot an old neighbor’s name and the shopkeeper shrugged—June would take out the small box. Inside there was the key, a button from a coat, a photograph she had insisted on keeping that showed a slit of space where a person’s head had been. She believed in the odd arithmetic of remembering: that one voice in a room could be the difference between someone being erased and someone being mourned.
People asked her sometimes why she kept these tokens. They asked with the gentle impatience of a community that preferred tidy histories to messy loyalties. June learned to answer with a simplicity that had the weight of ritual. "Because someone has to," she said. "Because I was there." There were moments when the phrase felt like a scripture that only she and a few others could read.
On her dresser she kept one more thing: a tiny crescent of white where skin had healed into a soft line on the underside of a wrist. It was not an object; it was the memory of an object. She could close her eyes and see it with strange fidelity: the way the light had caught that scar in the tower, the precise angle of a mother’s hand when she squeezed a child’s fingers and told her not to forget. Time smudged the edges of all the town’s memories, but that small mark remained as real to June as breath.
The bell no longer took names. The stitched book slept. The town's ledger no longer grew emptier. But the place where Ava had been widened in the world of things June kept close. It was not the same as a person’s laugh or the warmth of a body beside you; it was a different sort of presence, a stubborn, private holding of what others decided to smooth away. In the quiet of her room, with the iron key warm under her palm, June became both witness and repository. She understood that remembering would be work—not glorious work, not public work, but a small stubborn labor akin to sweeping a hearth so the embers might not go wholly cold.
On an evening when the town’s lights blinked up one by one and the bell paused in its ordinary duties, June wrapped the key in the scrap of paper and whispered a sentence into the dark. It was simple and human and terribly small: "I remember you." The words did not change the ledger or the laws of the bell. They did not bring her mother back to the world that had smoothed her out of it. But the words made a place for memory to live, and in that place the absent woman had a name and a scar and a voice. The hush remained, but now there was one person who would not let it be absolute.
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