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The Orchard of Borrowed Voices
Elvira Skarn
Evie Hart returns to her coastal hometown for her brother's funeral and discovers an orchard that speaks with the dead. Its fruit replay lost voices, but every listening exacts pieces of memory. Confronting guilt and a town hungry for closure, Evie faces a terrible bargain.
ProseHub


    
Homecoming
The town smelled of rain and old paper when Evie Hart stepped off the late bus and felt the damp press of home against her coat. She carried a small satchel of things that looked like proof: a city ID, a thin portfolio of conservation receipts, a carefully folded scarf that had nothing to do with Finn but everything to do with keeping her hands occupied. The train had blurred her—seatlights skipping like poor punctuation—but here the air was tactile, as if memory lived as a thing you could lean against. Her name after twenty years felt both like a card she ought to present and a secret she was ashamed to offer. Evelyn. Evie. Birdie, as Finn had called her once when they were too small to know how to name the ache of leaving.
The town had not changed much in the way towns seldom do: clapboard houses breathing under paint gone thin, a hardware store with a chipped sign, the grocery that smelled of coffee and cinnamon and the faint, constant hum of generators. The orchard was at the edge of everything, a ridge of dark silhouettes between the last houses and the marsh. People still said “the orchard” like it was a proper noun and not an ordinary place for fruit; they said it in low, quick voices when they thought no tourist would hear. Evie noticed the way the windows of the funeral parlor reflected themselves back—a town looking at its own reflection—and understood that she had returned to the place where looking and remembering had always been the same work.
The room for Finn’s wake was narrow and crowded. A row of plastic chairs faced a photograph on an easel: Finn with his crooked grin, hair windblown on a summer day, a camera strap across his chest like a promise he had meant to keep. People moved through the room in the same small economy as before: Connor at the hardware had his hand on the edge of the chair as if steadying himself; Mrs. Dallow, who used to ferry casseroles and gossip in equal portions, clasped a dish towel to her chest; Jonah Keene—grease under his fingernails, jaw pressed to a sad, practical line—stood too close to the photograph so that his shoulder nearly eclipsed it.
Evie drifted along the margins, offering the motions she had practiced in the city: a gentle press of the hand, a look that said I’m sorry, please tell me everything. Every such gesture felt, absurdly, like the handling of an old, fragile book: you do not force pages that will not open. The voices in the parlor were thinner than she expected, often trailing off as if someone had paused between thoughts and misplaced what came next. A woman recounted a fishing trip with Finn, talking about the tug on the line, the laughter splitting between them, and then stopped and said, "The dog—what was his name?" The name did not come. Someone else supplied a name that did not fit, and the woman smiled apologetically as if the gap could be filled by any familiar sound.
The small errors multiplied: neighbors who remembered the color of Finn’s raincoat but not why he loved that color; a cousin who could hum a tune he always whistled but could not recall the first line of the song. At times a story glowed with the right detail—Finn’s bent thumb from where he had cracked it as a boy—but the memory around it wore away like paper left at the edge of a river. Evie felt the pattern the way she felt a raised thread on a page: something had been stitched over the town’s past and the needle still trembled.
When the parlor thinned near dusk, Evie slipped out. Jonah appeared at the door and for a moment the two of them looked at each other like the last two people competent to hold an old map. "You okay to walk?" he asked. His voice was the same: direct, practical, not one to comfort with platitudes. She nodded, though she had no plan to walk anywhere except somewhere that might let her hear whether Finn had been present in those stories at all. Jonah fell into step, quieter than she expected, and when they crossed the street toward the ridge the last light painted the orchard in a bruised amber.
At the edge of the trees the air changed; it was as though humidity had weight here, pressing the smell of leaves and loam and a faint metallic scent that made Evie’s nose twinge—she thought of old coins or the kind of paper that takes ink like confession. Trees stood close, trunks knotted and black as if they had been darkened by a slow, inward fire. A wind moved through them without sound; no birds answered. Jonah’s silhouette stopped beside hers, a contained question.
"People say odd things after a funeral," Jonah muttered, referencing the misplaced words back in the parlor. "Strange nights, stranger dreams. We should probably go back." He meant it to be reasonable. She didn’t answer. The light had sugar-thin thickness and the orchard looked like a cathedral of trunks. She could feel that the town’s talk had gathered here as if the hill itself collected confessions.
She heard it first as music. It threaded through the trees like a ghost on the breeze—a lullaby half-remembered, the kind of small song men and boys sometimes hummed when they wanted to keep someone from trembling. The melody sat on the air like dust and then, unmistakably, a voice folded into it. The voice was not in front of her or behind; it seemed threaded through the sap and bark. Evie’s body responded before her mind: her chest tightened the way it had when she first learned to read a page that refused to stay still. The voice sang a line only the two of them had ever sung to each other when storms came at night: a nonsense rhyme about the river’s belly and the willow’s shoe. Her throat closed.
"Birdie," the voice said—soft and private, the nickname Finn had invented when they were four and believed small words had magic. It slipped out between leaves as if the tree had known the sound for years and was offering it back to her. The hair at the back of her neck rose. "Under the sycamore where we hid the coin, Evie. Don’t let them leave it alone. Don’t let them bury it on the wrong night." The voice carried a cadence she knew—half apology, half command—and the name of the hiding place was a small, dangerous key.
Evie looked at Jonah, but his face was blank save for that honest, contained alarm that he had always kept for broken things. He mouthed, "Did you—" and the sentence fell away. The orchard had become a hinge. The sound vanished as if it had never been, leaving in its place a thinness like a page with a torn corner. Evie’s feet stayed planted on the path, even as she felt the old reflex—two decades of leaving—to step back and board the bus before the town could ask too much of her. But the voice had said the one thing meant to draw her in: a secret only she and Finn had hoarded, a knot of two small hands in a world that had given them little. Evie realized, with a clarity that was more pain than thought, that the reason she had come home was not to say farewell. It was to answer whatever remained unanswered by him.
Jonah waited for a decision the way a person waits for rain—patient, inevitable. Behind them the orchard breathed, a subtle movement of branches as though someone were rubbing the whole place's sleeves between their fingers. Evie felt the tilt of the moment: leave now and carry the neat, unpaying ache of a city funeral back to conservation labs and cataloging; stay and risk being tangled in whatever the town had become. Her job in the city had been to mend pages, to stitch ragged edges into cohesion while leaving the scars visible. She had believed then that conservation was a kind of fidelity. Here, fidelity had its own gravity, and it tugged at the small pocket of her chest where Finn's face lived in soft focus.
She took one step toward the trees. The ground beneath her boots softened, the smell of leaves folding into the scent of old paper until the two were indistinguishable. Jonah’s hand hovered in space as if remembering to take someone’s elbow was the height of comfort. "If you want me to come in—" he began.
"No," she said, more quickly than she intended. "I don’t think you should." The words surprised both of them. She had thought she wanted to drag Jonah into whatever was happening here, to have someone practical anchor the strange. Instead she found herself wanting something private: to meet whatever this voice was alone. It felt like a small, defiant kindness she could still offer Finn.
She moved beneath the canopy, and with each step the light dimmed until the orchard was a gallery of muted trunks. Moss padded the base of each tree like the pages of a book slightly dampened at the corner. The lullaby returned in fragments, a thread skimming the bark, and once, unmistakably, Finn’s laugh like a misplaced punctuation. Evie’s feet found a rut that had once been a path; the town had not cleared it, and old hands—Finn’s hands, she thought—had meant for the place to hide secrets.
At the center of a small ring of trees the air felt warmer, as if something in the roots had drawn heat from the dark earth. There was no visible source of sound, only the sense that memory was pooling here, a quiet reservoir. She remembered a childhood summer when they had stolen a coin to buy a box of chalk and buried it beneath a sycamore so that their theft would be safe from adult logic. Finn had declared that anything hidden beneath the sycamore belonged to the two of them forever. That secret felt simple and holy, a private liturgy that had kept them from feeling disposable.
When she crouched to press her palm to the earth where she and Finn had once pressed theirs, the voice came again—closer this time, if sound could be said to have a direction. It spoke in pieces, not sentences, like a book with cut lines: small images folded next to other small images to make something that almost meant. "Don’t let them bury it on the wrong night," it repeated. "The wrong night folds it away." There was fear in the phrasing, and within that fear a restraint that might have been tenderness: keep them from making the wrong choice.
Evie laughed out of a place that hurt. She had been away for years; her hands knew the language of glue and linen more comfortably than the grammar of this town’s grief. She tried to think logically—maybe the wind had caught someone’s radio, maybe a man inside the parlor was humming in his sleep and the sound was drifting on the breeze—but rational thought folded under the weight of that private nickname and the mention of their sycamore.
She allowed herself one small, selfish hope: maybe Finn had been present for more than an absence. Maybe he had leaned over a page of the town’s life and written a note in the margin, and that note had been waiting for her to read it. The idea was an ache that steadied instead of unmoored.
Somewhere back near the ridge, Jonah exhaled, one breath of town-skeptic to the wind. When he stepped forward, it was only to touch the hem of the orchard where light still leaked through in ribbons. He left a space between them, which felt like a small, respectful distance appropriate to two people who had known each other through too many winters. Evie understood that Jonah expected monsters to be practical: burned, felled, cut down with chain saws and posted notices of danger. The world Jonah inhabited made quiet things answerable by blunt instruments.
A rustling passed through the trees as if some creature took offense at their presence. For a moment Evie imagined that she saw shapes beneath the bark—pockets where sound had been tucked away, like folded letters. She heard an indistinct chorus then, a layering that made the voice more than Finn’s alone: there were other timbres threaded through it, older, younger, the hint of many people's speaking rolled into one fabric. It raised a question that had not yet formed into words in her mind: if the orchard could speak as Finn did, whose pieces had been used to make him? She touched the place at the base of the sycamore and felt old roots like knuckles.
A memory she had tried to lock in the attic of her mind loosened like a moth. The last argument she and Finn had had—small, stupid, sharp—like a torn page between them: she had left that night because cowardice looked like pride, because the city felt like a place where she could say that she met deadlines and kept things intact. The recollection hovered, half-lit, and the orchard, in its indifferent, unmapped way, seemed to know the edges of it. For the first time since she had stepped off the bus, Evie acknowledged the thin, merciless truth: she had not come only to see. She had come because somewhere in her bone she hoped a voice could bridge what her body could not.
Night unspooled thicker as the sky went black; when the last color folded away the orchard’s trunks became monoliths cut against a velvet. The town’s windows glimmered faintly in the distance, thin rectangles of normalcy, and somewhere among them a radio hummed a late-hour station that sputtered news about a highway closure. Life went on around the orchard with the stubbornness of people who had things to keep doing. Inside the trees something more patient waited.
Evie sat with her back against a trunk and let her hands be quiet in her lap. The act felt ceremonial in a way that had nothing to do with religion and everything to do with boundaries: she would sit, listen once, and then leave. That promise—so tidy in the telling—felt like paper folded into a pocket. The voice came again, softer, threaded through sap and root as if the tree itself spoke. It did not sound like a human stepping out of shadow. It sounded like a chorus attempting tenderness through mimicry: a lift of breath, a borrowed cadence. But the cadence held Finn’s small inflections, the way he had dragged certain vowels on like a smile.
"Birdie," it said, and then, "We kept it safe for you, we kept it thinking on the days you left. Don’t let them take what belongs to the two of you." The grammar was wrong in a way that did not feel accidental, as if the speaker had learned to assemble sentences from borrowed parts. Behind that crooked speech there was intent, and Evie felt as if someone were reading aloud from a notebook that had been stitched from many pages.
She imagined for a sliver of a second that she could reconstruct the sound: the orchard had learned to play the town's voices by finding the threads that linked hearts together—shared places, small nicknames, favorite jokes—and knitting them into an impression of someone. It was a terrible, sensible hypothesis, and it explained the way the wake had been full of accurate facts that dissolved when anyone tried to place them into narrative. The orchard could return a face but not the memory of a first kiss; it could give a laugh but not the context of why the laugh belonged. Its kindness, if one could call it that, was partial and greedy.
A movement near the roots snapped Evie out of the theory. She crouched. Something small lay half-buried in the dirt where their sycamore’s roots had once forked: a coin dulled by years, edges worn. Her fingers, which knew the language of threads and adhesives better than bodies, closed around the metal with a reverence she did not expect. The coin clicked a small, honest sound against her palm; it was heavier than it looked and warm, as if some small current ran through it that had nothing to do with the weather.
She had the sudden absurd conviction that if she left the coin here it would be safe and wrong, that someone might come and bury it on an importune night and the town would ring the change into a different pattern. She thought of Jonah’s pragmatic hands and Marta Lyle’s lined face, a woman from church who nailed shut old trunks but who had also brought pies to wakes for decades. She thought of Reverend Theo's certainty, which could have lit a building as easily as a sermon. The town was full of people who wanted to order chaos into something that fit them.
Behind her, branches whispered like pages turning. As if answering the thought, the orchard’s voice unspooled another phrase: "If no one remembers, a thing is undone. Keep it whole; keep it yours." The sentence landed with the rawness of command. It was a theft shaped like a plea. Evie felt the tug to protect the coin with all the ferocity of someone who will not allow the last line of a story to be stolen.
She thought of the last evening before she left, when Finn had banged on her apartment door in the city, breathless and eager to drag her to a town picnic, when they had fought about flight and duty and what it meant to build a life in one place. She could not, even now, dredge that night’s details without the sentiment curdling into shame: his face over the smallness of her plans, her voice folding into a decision that became a departure. The coin in her palm felt like a contract she had once signed without reading. She had been a bookbinder then, binding herself to distance.
The orchard’s lullaby frayed and reknit around the last syllables like a seamstress mending a tear. Evie sat in the dark with her coin and the terrible smallness of things you cannot keep merely by wanting them. She thought of all the ways grieving people construct props to hold their losses and how sometimes those props become the loss. She placed the coin back near the root but not in the hollow where it had been buried; she left it slightly above, visible and raw like an unfinished note.
As she rose the voice threaded a final thing—a line of sound that felt, awkwardly, almost pleading. "Don’t leave it for nights that forget. Come back before they decide the right way to bury what you claim." That sentence carried an edge: it wanted her involved. It wanted a choice from her. Evie felt the pull as if a current had her in its eddy.
She walked back to the rim where Jonah waited, and the town's distant lights felt ordinary in a way that hurt. Jonah’s eyes scanned her face; his question hung. She had no neat answer; she only had the coin in her pocket and the private nickname warming the inside of her ribs like a small ember. When he reached for her hand at last, she did not pull back. She did not explain. Some promises, even the dangerous ones, are kept in silence.
They left the orchard that night under a sky that seemed too wide for the town to fill. The wake’s candles were guttersmears against windows; someone inside called a hymn with an unsteady pitch. Evie felt an old instinct of cataloging swell in her—she noted the tilt of the sycamore trunk, the depth of the hollow, the coin's dull face—and she understood that she had crossed a threshold. She had come back to answer a voice that used to be human, and the answer it needed was not merely the retrieval of a small metal token. It was a decision. The orchard had opened a space where memory could be traded like fruit, and that space now had her name written on its margin. She did not yet know what it would ask, only that the asking had begun.

    
The Listening
By morning the town had folded itself back into ordinary motions: the bakery slid steam into the street, deliveries rattled, and the post office stamped letters like a metronome. But near the ridge the orchard held a different schedule—a quiet, patient time that people slipped into the way travelers slip into an unfamiliar room. Evie and Jonah went early, before the church bells blurred the small noises into liturgy. The orchard’s trunks were columns in a cathedral where the sermon had always been private.
People had come to stand like parishioners in front of the bark. Some pressed their foreheads to the wood and closed their eyes; others cupped fruit and held it to their ribs with the sort of reverence one sometimes gives to a keepsake or a charm. The fruit was not uniform—apples with a faint translucence, pears with veins like a map—and they glinted damply in the morning light. The ritual people performed was small and procedural: lean in, listen, offer something to the bark—sometimes a name whispered, sometimes a scrap of song—and then wait. In the waiting the town's grief braided itself into patterns.
A man near them—Frank Larkin, who ran the livery—had his cheek against a trunk and rocked slowly on his heels. When he drew away his face was slack with an exhaustion that seemed older than his years; his wife reached for his hand but he could not find the shape of her face in his memory. "I can tell you where we used to fish," he said in a voice that tasted of sand, "but not the look she makes when she says my name." There was a hush. Jonah's face went tight; he hates theatrical sorrow and suffered this quietly. The scene made Evie feel like someone looking at a specimen under a glass: the object was whole, and yet someone had removed its labels.
They found Marta Lyle at the orchard's edge, as if she had grown from the roots there. Marta was smaller up close, hunched like a book read often, hands stained the color of soil, eyes that gleamed with the kind of intensity that used to be called knowledge. She moved like a person who knew what costs meant, and her voice was practical. "The trees don't give back whole people," she said when Evie and Jonah greeted her. "They stitch from what they find. Nicknames, a smell, a favorite tune—that's how they learn a voice. They don't knit motives. They don't do chronology. They are pattern-minders. If you ask them for a man, they will give you a pattern of him pulled from whatever the town keeps close. That is mercy to some. It's theft to others."
Marta showed them the ritual as if teaching the rules of a game. Lean the head to the bark; press an offering—a ribbon, a coin, a scrap of paper—into the roots; hum or whisper something that belongs to the person you are asking for. Some people drank the dew like a sacrament; some set down a child's shoe. People believed the method mattered because the orchard listened along associations. If you offered a brand of cigarette, it might knit a laugh that smelled of tobacco into the voice; if you offered a recipe card, the voice might name a dish and with that small anchor stitch open other things.
Evie watched and catalogued. Her training as a conservator had taught her to watch for seams, to mark what had been altered and what remained original. Here the seam was living. Jonah balked at the intimacy of the process. "This is how people get pulled in," he murmured. "Once you let the tree make a voice for you, it will keep wanting threads. It learns to ask." He meant it as a warning and spoke it like someone who has seen machines tire out and demand more fuel.
A woman sat a while away, clutching an apple like a rosary. After listening for the night she could not name the color of her son's eyes, though she could hum his favorite song perfectly. A man who had visited the orchard three nights in a row could no longer recall the texture of his wedding dress; he could tell you the date and where they'd gone for their honeymoon, but not the way his wife leaned into him at the table. The cost was not random. It worked like a scalpel on the connective tissue: the orchard seemed to take the meanings that made facts into a beloved person. People defended their choices with gentle rhetoric—closure, mercy, a little grace—but those words sat next to faces that had traded specificity for comfort.
As the morning moved on, clusters of townspeople argued in low voices. Some called the orchard a mercy: "It lets us hear them be alive again for a little while," a neighbor said, her hands folded as if in prayer. Others called it an indulgence that hollowed out real mourning and left people with a sentimental prosthetic. Evie heard both sides and catalogued the arguments the way she catalogued papers: careful, wary, slightly despairing. She thought of fields where people had learned to preserve dead things so they would not figure in the living. None of those strategies had been perfectly moral; they had been pragmatic.
Jonah took them to see the aftermath of a night's listening. Mr. Peale, a short man with salt-gray hair, had arrived the previous evening expecting only a comfort. He had been a fixture in town for decades—an earnest face and a neighborly manner. The next morning he wandered aimlessly, fingers pressed to his temples, and when his wife asked him to describe their wedding day he could tell her the tune that had played as they left the reception but not the look on her face when she first saw him in his suit. "It's like the color's been washed out," she said. "There are outlines, but nothing to go with them." He had listened to a voice that sounded like his wife and in the bargain had surrendered the connective smell that allowed him to picture her laugh.
Evie had never seen such slow attrition, the way a life can be trimmed by being loved back into sound. The orchard offered solace in a form that worked on the body of a town, but the convenience was not without consequence. When Martha—Marta—showed Evie the boxes in her shed where offerings were kept, Evie saw an inventory of small sacrifices: a child's ribbon, a camera strap, clippings with names. Each item looked mundane and holy. Marta touched the strap Finn had used, and for a heartbeat Evie saw, in the old woman's face, a guilt that wasn't only about this generation. "This thing learned because we taught it to listen," Marta said. "It took what we put at its feet. We are as culpable as the tree. Don’t pretend it’s a miracle separate from our yearning."
The more Evie watched, the harder it was to keep mechanical curiosity at bay. She wanted to know the orchard's grammar; she wanted to see which threads made a voice. That curiosity shifted, uncomfortably, into a sharper desire: the question that had pulled her home in the first place. If the orchard could make Finn speak, could it also make his death make sense? Could it assemble the pattern of his last hours from the fragments the town had kept close? Marta's face hardened a little at the question.
"It will build a story from what the town gives it," she said. "But a story is not an answer. A story fits pieces together the way a tailor fits a patch. It sometimes looks very convincing. Sometimes it lies. The tree will do what you ask, and in doing so it will accept something as payment. That payment is not always a coin. Sometimes it is a name, a smell, the ability to feel a certain way again. You will notice what you have lost by what returns different. People come back with a voice, and later they find that they cannot place a face. They have a voice for a life but not the scaffolding for the life itself. You are not buying truth; you are buying an impression."
There were practical warnings: the tree's mimicry was excellent but not subtle. Voices came with splices and overlay, with awkward seams where the orchard had patched from two different mouths. It might put a sentence in Finn's mouth that he had never said. It might, in trying to console, supply an accusation that did not belong to him. People defended that as if denial were a virtue; others called it manipulation by a natural intelligence that cared only for patterns. Evie felt the edges of both claims like a cut. Her fingers moved invisibly over the list in her mind: betterness, proof, cost. In the space between those words the orchard waited with patient hunger.

    
The Bargain
Marta’s shed smelled of dust and vinegar and the kind of domestic regrets that settle into a house and refuse to leave. Evie had been there before, when she was too young to understand that some cupboards hold more than jars and tools. This time Marta opened the door and regarded Evie as if she were a fragile object someone thought better of returning. Her fingers closed on a wooden box like she was pinning a ribbon to a folded flag.
"You asked for answers," Marta said, and there was no softness to it; grief in this town had learned to speak like a tradesman. "So you’ll get them the only way there are answers here—by the ledger we’ve all been signing without reading." She led Evie inside where the light slanted through a high window onto stacks of notebooks, shoeboxes, and a low shelf of jars labeled in a cramped, patient hand: names, dates, little things that looked like proof. Each box smelled faintly of lavender and the iron tang of long-buried coins. "We started small," Marta said, flipping through a notebook like a midwife checking for a pulse. "A whisper, a ribbon, a child's shoe. People leaned in and the trees leaned back. They learned to stitch what we put there. They make voices the way a seamstress makes a doll from whatever fabric she has."
Evie listened like someone trained to notice glue stains on vellum. Marta’s confession settled into the room with a credibility that made the air colder: the orchard had not been a miracle sprung from empty ground. It was an artifact of a practice—a decades-long, communal refusal to let the dead lie fallow. Every person who heard a borrowed voice had fed it with something smaller than a soul but more important than coin: association. A laugh and a smell, a nickname and a rhythm. "They build a face from pieces but they don't build the scaffolding that held the person together," Marta said. "That scaffolding is memory, child. You can put the face back on a body, but if you cut the ropes it won’t stand."
Evie wanted to ask the practical things—How many? What does it take?—but Marta had already anticipated the question. She reached to one of the boxes and pulled out an object wrapped in yellowed tissue. Finn’s camera strap lay in her palms, worn where fingers had gripped it. Marta’s thumb traced the leather like a benediction and for a second a soft, angry sorrow passed across her face. "He came three times," she said quietly. "More often than most. He argued with us about it, you know. He said it would eat the town if we let it. He kept notebooks—many of us do—and he tried to catalog the patterns. I'm ashamed to say we didn’t listen to him until it was too late."
The word too late landed with a weight that made the shed seem smaller. Evie’s throat closed. "He tried to stop it?" she asked, as much to the boxes as to Marta. The old woman’s eyes flinched away like a person avoiding broken glass. "He wanted to bind it. He thought—" Marta’s voice broke and she swallowed. "He thought some stitch could hold a place between here and gone. He went into the orchard the night he died. I remember seeing him cross the ridge, and he carried a journal. He left a note in my shed. It said, ‘If this goes wrong, forgive me.’"
Evie felt the floor shift the way a conservator feels a page that has been soaked and then dried wrong: wrinkled, fragile, impossible to flatten without tearing. If Finn had tried to contain whatever lived in the trees, then his death was not only a personal loss; it might be an unintentional hinge in the town’s history. Marta set the camera strap down and looked at Evie as if measuring whether she was still the same small girl who’d once asked too many questions at a supper table. "You need to know what you’re asking for," Marta warned. "If you lean in, the tree will answer, and the answer will want a shape for itself. It will always prefer a living roof over a memory chest."
They did not wait long. Word unfurled through small channels—whispers that move from one porch to the next and become a rumor with the speed of kindness—and people clustered at the orchard by afternoon like a congregation arriving late. Evie watched the ritual repeated with the same solemnity each time: someone pressing their temple to bark, a sliding of an offering into the roots, a thin murmur of something intimate. The offerings varied wildly: a scrap of ribbon from a prom dress, a camera film roll, a baseball signed by a son—objects that ironed a person into place by association alone.
Jonah stood by with his arms folded and the look of a man who once thought life could be repaired with clamps and honest work. He had become the town’s posterior, closing up leaks. "They’re giving pieces away without knowing the price," he said, low. "This isn't consolation—it's salvage. You can't salvage a person the way you salvage an old window. There's a difference between honoring loss and mortgaging yourself to nostalgia." His bluntness was a kind of armor; beneath it hung a sincerity that refused easy metaphors.
In the late afternoon heat a familiar voice threaded through the orchard like a seamstress humming. This time it was not merely a borrowed hint; there was depth to it—layers that suggested long practice. Evie recognized Finn's cadence the way a conservator recognizes a maker’s hand. He spoke in fragments that fitted together in a kind of patchwork logic: small confessions and warnings. The voice admitted, or seemed to admit, that it had learned to assemble people by stealing the associative threads. "A name will be the hinge," Finn—or the voice—said plaintively. "Give me the name and I will hold the shape. Don't feed it what you cannot spare."
Evie stepped closer, heart beating like a hand tapping a careful rhythm. "It’s his voice, but—" she began, and Marta shook her head. "That's the danger. It's stitched from pieces. You can hear Finn, but you might not hear Finn's truth. The tree will be generous in the way a child is generous with someone else’s toys: it will hold them to make a character. It will not always keep the context. Listen longer and it asks for more to make that voice richer."
Evie pressed a palm to the trunk, feeling the rough bark under her fingers like the edge of a page. For a sliver of a moment she wanted to demand everything from it—an accounting of Finn’s last hours, the confession that would fix the jagged seam left in her life. But the question of what she was willing to lose in exchange hovered between her ribs like a second heartbeat. She had been trained to understand that restoration required loss as well as repair; sometimes, to make something whole, you had to remove a discolored patch and accept the hole it left. Here the potential hole was a memory that braided her identity to another person’s face. If she asked too much, would she still be Evie afterward?
That night Jonah took her through the alleys away from the town's center and spoke in short, practical sentences. "We could cut them down," he said. "Chainsaws and fire. Burn it out and make the place a field again." He didn't sound bullish so much as exasperated, the sort of exasperation that dreams of clear solutions in a world that rarely allowed them. Evie pictured tree trunks smoldering, the orchard collapsing in a wheeze of embers, voices choking into charcoal. The image tasted like what Reverend Theo would counsel: a purging by flame. But Marta's words—about boxes and offerings and a ledger of small payments—had warned of a second cruelty. "Burning will not give the memories back to the living," Marta had said. "It will destroy what remains of them in the only place they've been allowed to be. You’d ash the last voice into nothing."
Jonah snorted. "So we chop them down and we suffer the consequences of our choices together. Better that than watching the town walk itself empty. People keep going in there for the comfort of a voice and come out losing the things that make those voices true. That's not mercy." His jaw worked. He imagined himself the man slashing at a rope and freeing a child from a bell tower—but Evie saw in his face a dissonance: he wanted to be the rescuer but feared he might become an executioner.
In the night the town's sleep peeled in thin layers. People began to walk without remembering why they rose. A woman named Lacey—who mended socks and taught first grade—left her house one night and stood quietly at the orchard until dawn. When her husband woke her at midday she could tell him the words she had been given but not the face of the person who had once called her steady. "It’s like I have a book of her life that’s missing one page—no picture, no edge," she told them, fingers worrying at a tea towel as if touching the texture might conjure a shape. Others went missing for hours and came back with a thinness around the eyes, as if their dreams had been turned into a kind of paper that no longer held ink.
There were rumors too: a man who had gone in to hear his wife again and returned able to recite the cadence of her voice but no longer able to call the names of his children; a teenager who came back after spending a night wrapped around an apple with a voice in it and could no longer remember the smell of his mother's perfume. Stories multiplied, each one a serrated fragment of what was being lost. The orchard did not merely return sound; it reshaped what it touched, remaking people in its image of what grief should be. For some, that image was a mercy; for others, it was a slow erasure.

    
Unraveling
The town’s patience, like old paint, began to peel the week after Finn’s wake. Voices that had been dreams at first grew sharp and litigious; neighbors who had once nodded through ache now stood in the street arguing about the very ground where the orchard rose. Reverend Theo, whose sermons had always favored decisive verbs, called an emergency council meeting in the church basement and arrived with fire in his throat. "We cannot let a natural thing—whether miracle or malady—eat our people," he said, palms flat on the folding table as if steadying the world. "We cut it down now, we burn it clean, and we do not let grief become a commodity." A murmur of assent rose and fell like weather.
Jonah listened with a look like a man watching a slow leak and thinking of the simplest possible repair. He respected faith but distrusted absolutes. "Burning will do one thing certain: it will stop the voices. But it will also destroy what is left of what people have given away," he said later, when the meeting bled into smaller conversations and hands folded into pockets for want of an answer. Marta stood at the edge of the church’s huddle like a woman who had kept a ledger of small sins. "You can render things to ash," she said quietly, "but you don’t give them back to the living by fire. The orchard holds what we fed it. Take that away with a pyre and those echoes are gone. That’s not closure; that’s murder."
Between the two imperatives—destroy and preserve—the town found itself unmoored. Sleepwalkers kept being found at the tree line at dawn, smelling of leaf mold and rain. A man named Peale could name the tune that had played at his wedding but could not, weeks later, call to mind his wife’s laugh. Lacey, who taught the first grade, would walk into a room and search with a thin, distended panic for a face she knew intimately enough to forget; she held a borrowed lullaby like a rosary and could not place the eyes that had once looked back. Rumors multiplied with the speed of a contagion. People who had visited the orchard often came back smiling and hollow; those who’d refused it worried they had been spared nothing more substantial than illusion.
Evie felt the fray of community as if a seam in herself had been put under strain. She kept returning to Marta’s workroom and the boxes of offerings with their brittle tags, reading the little inventories as if they were contracts she had the right to interpret. Marta finally pulled out a slim notebook, edges softened by years, and opened it to a page in a hand not entirely hers. Finn had written in it; the scrawl was quick and worried. "If you must bind this place," Marta read aloud from the page, "you must bind it with a giving that is more than an offering. It answers to names because names are keys. If you give a name freely, the lock will open. But the key costs you what it fits." The line landed like a bell in the room. It described a thing Marta hadn’t wanted to name: a release ritual, a way for the orchard to return what it had borrowed—if someone agreed to a final, irrevocable trade.
They tested that line in the only sensible way they could: with a small, careful experiment. Jonah found a man named Wilkes, a man of tidy habits and a fondness for pickled things, who admitted to feeling hollow after a single night in the orchard. Wilkes volunteered to try a miniature version—he would give up, by consent, the memory of a trivial, beloved detail: the exact recipe his mother used for pickles, something he could plausibly live without if that could mean restoring a neighbor’s lost recognition. The ritual as Marta described it was modest: at dusk they wrapped a sample in linen, set it at the tree’s root, and recited small phrases that sounded more like vows of intention than any incantation—language that acknowledged trade and asked for mercy. Marta pressed Wilkes’s hands into the earth and told him to speak the name he would relinquish.
When they were done, Wilkes returned to the town and, for a time, the thing seemed to have worked. He could no longer name the exact spice ratio in his mother’s recipe; his memory for that particular pinch and simmer slid out like a coin from a slot. At the same time, an elderly neighbor who’d spent the night listening at the orchard reported with a sharp, grateful sob that she could suddenly remember the precise look her son had given her on the day he left for the navy. The trade, if that was what it was, had returned more than they expected. But it came with an obvious cost: Wilkes felt lighter, yes, but there was a small gap in his private archive that he could not fill no matter how many questions he was asked. "I gave it because I thought it was nothing," he said, brow knotted, "and then I found it mattered because it tied me to my mother."
If a small exchange could return a lost piece, then the stakes were simple and almost unbearable: someone would have to give up the last, irreplaceable anchor—the living compass of another’s life—to restore a community that had been sharing its pain in a way that had become parasitic. Marta’s face folded into lines that were older than her years as she outlined the terms. The ritual could be scaled. It demanded a sincerity that could not be faked. You could not claim to forget; forgetting had to be an opened palm. "You will feel the loss before you make the promise," she said. "That’s how the place knows the giving is true." Jonas—Jonah—argued until his voice frayed that no single person ought to shoulder such a cost. "We either burn the orchard or we live with the consequences," he said. "I will not let you become martyr for a place that feeds on us."
Marshalling the town to consent to anything felt impossible. Yet the alternative—leaving people to hollow themselves to hear a borrowed voice—felt monstrous. In the end, the choice came down to a small, terrible arithmetic of love: how many faces were you willing to let become indistinct to keep the comfort of sound? For Evie that question did not hover as theory; it landed in the place of bones. She thought of Finn’s absurd grin, the coin they buried under the sycamore, the last furious silence between them. When Marta looked at her with an old, clear pity, Evie understood the only honest answer she could give.
The night they chose was raw with weather. A wind moved through the orchard like a finger along the teeth of a comb, and a scatter of fruit fell from the trees as if to announce their readiness. People came in twos and threes, some to bear witness, others because the ledger required community presence for the greatest exchange. Reverend Theo attended with a face gone thinner; he had objected to the ritual and yet the idea of destroying everything with fire had also made his fingers go cold. "If this is to be a binding," he said, standing with his hat in his hands, "it must be done honestly and with the consent of the living. If the town wishes to heal, we will do it properly."
The orchard itself hummed with a patient expectation. Marta guided the ceremony like a midwife. They formed a ring in the hollow where the sycamore’s roots made a bowl. Items that had been collected as anchors—the strap of Finn’s camera, the dulled coin, a worn glove, some pressed photographs—lay on a cloth at Evie’s feet. Each object felt like an accusation and an invitation at once. Marta instructed Evie to wrap the items in linen and to place them into the earth herself. She told her how to speak: not to recite names as an owner might claim them but to release them as one releases birds. "Say the name and let it be untied from you," Marta said, "or it will remain chained and hungry."
Jonah’s jaw worked as Evie crouched beside the sycamore. He tried once more to pry her from the decision. "We’ll find another way," he whispered fiercely. "There are other options—scholarship, community archives, recorded remembrances. We can build memory places that don’t trade pieces of us for phantom voices." Evie’s fingers closed on Finn’s camera strap until the leather creaked. She felt guilt like a small stone lodged behind her sternum; it had been there since the night she left. She imagined Finn going into the orchard alone, journals in hand, trying to hold the place together. The note Marta had read earlier—Forgive me—seemed now like a plea and a legible confession. If Finn had gone into the trees to try to bind it, what possibly noble or hated purpose had he hoped to serve? If he had tried and failed, perhaps the only way to honor him was by doing what he had feared someone would not do.

    
Aftervoice
The first morning after the binding felt, absurdly, like the simple dawn after a storm. Birds returned in hesitant patches and the bakery's morning line threaded itself into habit. People moved through their routines with a look they had not had for weeks: a small steadiness as if some long, leaky thing inside had been mended. Wilkes spoke of pickles and could not name the spice; an old neighbor found the face of her son in her memory and sobbed into her palms like someone who had been handed back a photograph. Marta kept to her routines and blinked at the restored names the way a midwife examines newborns for signs of life. Reverend Theo gave a measured sermon about stewardship and grief, and his voice did not carry the fever it had the week before. The orchard itself went quiet as if it had been cued to hush.
Evie walked through the town and watched the small restorations happen in private pockets: a woman who had been hollowed by listening now cooking the breakfast she had once forgotten to make; a man weeping at a photograph that had become real again. It looked, from a distance, like healing. But the private price Evie had agreed to pay opened like a wound she could not stitch. The act of naming—of speaking Finn’s full name and wrapping his things in linen—had done what Marta promised: it had given a full weight to the trade and allowed the orchard to find and return some pieces. The town's faces brightened. Her own memory did not. Instead there was a peculiar, clinical blank where Finn’s shape used to be. Where she expected a cascade of images—his laugh, the tilt of his head, the sound of his shoes on the porch—there was a calm, featureless room of feeling. She could remember loving him as one remembers the existence of a city you once lived in: the fact of its having mattered, without the street names.
She carried that absence like a foreign object. Some mornings she would wake and search for the taste of a particular quip he used to say, and it would be gone. Other times a smell would snag at her—coin oil, old film—and she would reach for the memory and find only the warm, anonymous sensation of affection without contour. Tokens became anchors to feelings she could not map. Finn’s camera strap felt like a comfortable weight in a drawer, though the photograph of him looked like someone in a different book. The town, relieved and busy, tended to move on as if a problem had been cleared from a ledger. Evie could understand that impulse; yet grief had not disappeared so much as been folded into the town’s daily life in a different shape.
Jonah did not pretend the cost had been negligible. He stayed close those first weeks as if proximity could be a remedy: running errands with her, making tea, arguing gently about absurd practicalities that had nothing to do with memory—who had left the van key on the counter, whether the plumbing at Evie’s house needed repair. He listened when she tried to name the edges of her loss and did not make her account for what she could not say. "You did what you thought was right," he told her one evening, hands deep in dishwater, and the banal domesticity of it felt like a blessing. Evie watched him and saw in his face the same stubborn refusal to let grief calcify into a shrine. He had wanted to cut the orchard down and had not; in the end he had become someone who tended the town after the storm.
The community's response surprised her in quiet ways. Instead of erasing the orchard entirely, they fenced off a section and began to build an alternate way to remember: the library created an archive where people could donate letters and recorded conversations with the dead; schoolchildren planted labeled saplings and wrote notes to the people they could not meet; a weekly gathering at the town hall became a space to tell small, ordinary stories, the kind memory needs to stay true. Marta taught consent practices at the orchard edge—how to listen only with permission, when to take and when to refuse. Reverend Theo, chastened by the complexity of what they faced, organized vigil circles where people were taught to sit with silence as a form of respect rather than filling it with imitation. The town learned a new set of rituals, not as substitutes for sorrow but as tools to live with it.
Evie found herself doing the harder work at home. She set aside a table and began to write, not as a conservator repairing a book but as someone reconstructing a life from the outside in. She made lists: the foods Finn liked, the jokes everyone remembered, the small gestures that once made him recognizable. She catalogued his gloves, the coin in a shallow dish, the camera strap that she would not throw away though it no longer summoned him. She wrote to him in letters she left in a drawer—pages full of the sort of plain, stuttering affection people give to absences. Sometimes she read those letters out loud, hearing her voice name someone she could no longer see. The act of writing became a ritual in itself: a slow building of scaffolding so that her love would not simply be anonymous warmth but something she could point to and say, this belonged here.
Friends and strangers responded in ways Evie did not expect. People left notes at the new memory garden—an installation of marked saplings by the town hall—small pieces of paper pinned with thumbtacks that said things like Remember the small things and It’s okay not to keep everything. Jonah and Evie tended that garden together, planting new trees and stapling names in waterproof sleeves to stakes. Their work was physical, honest labor that felt like a barter against forgetting. Sometimes they would laugh about a trivial memory someone had shared; sometimes they would sit quietly, listening to wind in leaves and to the hollow in Evie’s chest that remained unspoken. Nothing could bring back the private contours of Finn entirely, but the town was learning to honor absence without letting an orchard do the work of mourning for them.
Months passed and the orchard’s hunger dimmed. Without the constant offerings and with the town’s new practices in place, the trees lost some volume of voice. A single tree remained cantankerous and noisy on stormy nights; Marta tended it like an old patient, talking to it in practical phrases and leaving small, consenting offerings in its roots—her telling of names now a ritual of discipline rather than surrender. The yesterday when the town had traded pieces of itself in return for speeches of the dead felt like a fever dream they discussed in cautious terms. People were kinder to one another, perhaps because they'd seen the cost of having grief made easy.
Evie learned to live inside her erasure. She could not picture Finn’s face, but she could make his presence honest in other ways. She told stories that held the truth of him without pretending she had his features. A neighbor would ask for a memory of Finn and Evie would offer a small anecdote: how he could coax a reluctant outboard motor into starting by whispering at it, or how he once painted a birdhouse the wrong color and laughed about it. Those stories were enough to anchor him in the town's recollection without impersonating his voice. In the evenings Evie sometimes stood at the edge of the orchard and listened to the far-off hush of trees that no longer named people without consent. She could have turned away from that sound forever, but a part of her had been rooted there; to deny the place entirely would have been to deny part of what Finn had been trying to keep.
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