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Jes liked opening the glass shop before the rest of Luminous Hollow
had quite made up its mind about morning.

Early spring still kept a little cold tucked into the corners, even after
the sun had climbed over the trees. The lock turned stiffly in the front
door, and the brass handle held the night in it. Inside, the air met her
with its familiar blend of glass dust, old wood, and yesterday’s cooled
tea. She stood for a moment just inside the threshold, letting the quiet
settle around her. Then she set her satchel beneath the long worktable,
crossed to the lamp by the register, and pulled its chain.

Lamplight opened slowly across the room. It warmed the edges of
things rather than chasing every shadow away. The wrapped
ornaments on the shelf caught the glow through their tissue paper,
each one tucked in like something waiting its turn to be named. On the
worktable, yesterday’s tools still lay in a patient row beside a folded
square of blue cloth and the little china teacup that had come back
again.

Jes stopped with one hand on her apron pocket.

The cup sat where she had left it the evening before, just to the right of
the lamp. Cream-colored, thin-walled, with a pale green line around
the rim and one tiny chip in the saucer. It was not hers. That much she
knew. Someone had borrowed it weeks ago from the shelf near the
back wall, where she kept odd little pieces that had drifted into the
shop over time. Since then, it had begun returning on its own.

Not by magic. Jes was not foolish. Luminous Hollow was a place
where people left jam on porches and mended mittens on one
another’s fences and put spare buttons in old jars by the grocer’s till,
but teacups did not float through windows in the night.

Still, the borrowed cup had developed a habit.

It came back after she had decided it was gone for good. Then
someone borrowed it again without asking. Then it returned once
more, each time clean, each time set neatly on the worktable, each
time with a different flower tucked inside.

This morning it held a violet.

Jes came closer and bent over it. The bloom was still cool from
outside. A little bead of water clung to one petal and shone in the
lamplight. Yesterday it had been a sprig of white heath. Before that, a
single primrose with its face half-open. Whoever was doing it knew
where the cup belonged and arrived before her. That narrowed the



field in theory, but in Luminous Hollow it did not narrow it by much.
Half the valley seemed to move around before sunrise, tending ovens,
feeding goats, checking greenhouses, walking dogs, sweeping stoops,
carrying baskets from one place to another for reasons that often only
made sense three days later.

Jes straightened and looked toward the front window, where the
morning still sat gray-blue against the glass.

“All right,” she said softly to the empty shop. “What are you for?”

Her voice sounded companionable in the quiet. Not lonely. The shop
rarely felt lonely. It held too many worked-on things for that.

She took the violet gently by the stem and laid it on the blue cloth.
Then she carried the cup to the sink in the back alcove, rinsed it, dried
it, and set it once more on the shelf where borrowed things were
meant to rest until someone remembered them. She had done that
three times already.

By noon it would likely be gone again.

That was the trouble with a mystery built on politeness. There was no
good place to begin. She could hardly pin a note to the front door
saying, To whoever keeps taking the teacup, kindly explain yourself. It
seemed too sharp for the matter. Besides, the person returning flowers
was making an effort. Jes could feel that much. The flowers were
never random. Chosen, perhaps. Or timely. Or meaningful in some
way she had not yet managed to follow.

She spent the next hour as she always did, waking the shop into use.
She swept the front boards, unwrapped yesterday’s finished pieces,
checked the small annealer in the back, and set fresh paper on the
corner of the worktable where customers sometimes sketched
impossible ideas with admirable confidence. Outside, someone rolled
a cart past the window. A dog paused to examine the threshold and
moved on.

When the bell above the door gave its mild little ring, Jes was sorting
lengths of ribbon into a wooden tray.

Mabel came in with her basket over one arm and the cool morning
wrapped around her shoulders. She smelled faintly of rainwater and
cloves, as if she had passed through both on her way. The hem of her
coat brushed the doorframe, and her eyes went at once to the long
table.

“You’ve been in since dawn,” she said.



Jes smiled. “Only since the in-between part.”

Mabel set the basket on the nearest chair. “That hour before proper
morning has too many opinions for me.”

She unbuttoned her coat and looked around the room with the calm
interest of someone who never treated a shop as merely a shop. Mabel
always noticed where something had been moved, what had sold,
which window object had turned a little toward the light. Jes liked that
about her. It made tidying feel less like arranging and more like
conversation.

“Tea?” Jes asked.
“If there is some.”
“There’s always some.”

The kettle in the back took only a little coaxing. While it warmed, Jes
brought out two mugs. Then, without quite deciding to, she reached to
the shelf and took down the teacup as well.

Mabel noticed, of course.
“That little one again,” she said.
Jes looked up. “You’ve noticed it too?”

Mabel’s mouth softened at one corner. “I have eyes. Not fast ones, but
serviceable.”

Jes set the teacup between them on the worktable. “It was back this
morning.”

“With what?”

“Aviolet.”

Mabel leaned in, but only as much as needed. “And yesterday?”
“Heath.”

“And before?”

“Primrose.”

The kettle began its low singing in the alcove.

Mabel rested her fingertips on the table. “You sound less annoyed
than curious.”

“I'm trying to decide whether I'm being included in something or
merely tidied at.”

“That is the Hollow in a nutshell.”



Jes laughed under her breath and went to pour the water. When she
returned, Mabel had not moved the cup. She only sat beside it with
both hands around her mug, letting the steam rise into her face.

“I thought at first someone had borrowed it and forgotten,” Jes said.
“Then I thought perhaps someone meant to buy it and kept changing
their mind. Now I'm not sure what to think.”

“Have you asked?”
Jes handed her a spoon. “Whom?”
Mabel stirred once. “A fair point.”

They stood at the long worktable with tea warming their hands, the
lamp still on though the room had brightened. Light from the front
window laid itself pale and cool across the boards. The teacup sat
between them, small and patient, with its chipped saucer and its green
rim, as if it were perfectly content to be discussed and not solved.

“I could put it in the drawer,” Jes said. “See whether that stops it.”
“Would you like it to stop?”

Jes opened her mouth and then closed it again.

That seemed to answer enough.

Mabel took a sip. “Perhaps it belongs to a route.”

“Aroute.”

“One of those small errands people in the Hollow build without
speaking of them. Like sourdough starters and porch deliveries and
winter shawls that migrate between houses.”

Jes thought of the cup leaving the shelf, making its quiet rounds,
returning by lamplight or before it. She had grown up among enough
shared habits to know Mabel was not being fanciful. Some things in
the valley gathered meaning simply by being carried often enough
from one pair of hands to another.

“But why the flowers?” Jes asked.

Mabel looked toward the window as if the answer might be passing by
in a basket. “Because returning something empty can feel abrupt.”

That sat with Jes for a moment.

The shop made its small sounds around them. Kettle settling.
Floorboard cooling. A distant cart wheel outside. From the back shelf
came the faint paper whisper of tissue shifting where it had been
folded around a glass star.



“Would you help me today?” Jes asked.
“With what?”

“With waiting to see who comes for it.”
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Mabel lifted her brows. “That is a task especially suited to my talents.

Jes fetched the biscuit tin from the back room, and they settled into a
slower kind of morning. Not hiding, exactly. The shop was too open
for that. But they did not put the teacup back on its shelf. Jes set it at
the far end of the long worktable, near the tray of ribbon and beneath
the shelf of wrapped ornaments, where it could be reached without
asking. Then she went about her work, and Mabel sat near the front
window darning the loose cuff of a small wool mitten she had pulled
from her basket.

The hours moved gently.

A child came in with her father to choose a blue bird from the window
display. Mrs. Fen took up the repaired candle cups she had ordered
last week and stayed ten minutes longer than necessary, as she always
did, discussing the weather as if she had made private arrangements
with it. Someone left a packet of seed envelopes at the door for no one
in particular and everyone in time. Through all of it, the teacup
remained where Jes had placed it.

No one touched it.

By early afternoon the sky had brightened to a milky silver, and the
front step had lost its chill. Jes was wrapping a small bell-shaped
ornament in tissue when she heard Mabel’s needle stop.

A pause followed. Not alarmed. Simply attentive.
Jes glanced up.

At the door stood Evelyn, one hand still on the latch, as if she had
opened it and then thought better of arriving all at once. She wore her
knitted green scarf though the day had softened, and there was a little
flush in her cheeks from the walk uphill. In her other hand she held
nothing, which for Evelyn was unusual enough to notice. She nearly
always carried a notebook, a basket, a folded letter, a bundle of herbs,
or a loaf wrapped in cloth.

“Am I interrupting?” she asked.
“Not a bit,” said Mabel.
Jes laid down the tissue. “Come in.”



Evelyn stepped inside, and the bell gave another tidy ring behind her.
Her gaze moved first to Jes, then to Mabel, then to the far end of the
worktable where the teacup sat. She stopped there.

Not dramatically. Just enough.

Jes felt the answer arrive before any words did. Not because Evelyn
looked guilty. She did not. She looked caught in the mild
embarrassment of someone who has just found her hidden habit
placed carefully in the middle of a table.

“That one,” Evelyn said after a moment, “isn’t where it usually is.”
“No,” Jes said. “It isn’t.”

A small silence opened, but it was not an unpleasant one. Mabel bent
over the mitten again, though Jes had the feeling she was listening
with both ears and possibly two more she kept tucked away for special
occasions.

Evelyn came closer, slowly enough that the moment had room in it. “I
meant to explain earlier,” she said.

Jes leaned one hip against the table. “I thought perhaps you might,
one day.”

Evelyn gave a rueful little smile. “I borrowed it the first time because I
didn’t have a suitable cup for violets.”

Jes blinked. “For violets.”

“Yes.” Evelyn looked at the cup as if it deserved honesty. “There’s a
shelf by my kitchen window that catches the best part of the morning.
Not much fits there. Your little teacup did.”

Jes felt her shoulders loosen, though she had not realized she had
been holding them tight.

“I was going to return it the next day,” Evelyn went on. “Then the
primroses opened. And after that the heath by the lane. It became a
sort of... marker, I suppose.”

“For what?” Jes asked, quieter now.

Evelyn touched one finger to the saucer’s chipped edge. “For seeing
what had come back.”

The words settled gently between them.
Outside, a breeze moved against the window glass and went on.
Jes did not speak. Neither did Mabel. That seemed to help.



Evelyn kept her hand near the cup but not on it. “Winter always makes
me a little uncertain of myself by the end. I know it passes. It always
has. But there’s a week or two when everything still looks bare, and I
begin to think I've imagined the rest. So I started bringing in one small
thing at a time. First flower, first green sprig, first bud that looked
serious about opening. Just to have proof on the sill while the kettle
boiled.” She smiled, though it was a smaller smile than before. “Then I
realized I had never asked if the cup was truly borrowable. By then I'd
been using it long enough that returning it empty felt rude. So I tucked
flowers in it and hoped that counted as an explanation.”

Jes looked down at the teacup. Not just a borrowed object, then. Not
just a mystery. A little vessel for evidence. A way of saying, It is
beginning again. See.

“That counts as more than one,” she said.

Evelyn’s face eased.

Mabel snipped her thread and bit the end neatly. “I did say it might
belong to a route.”

Evelyn laughed once, soft and embarrassed. “I should have guessed
you knew.”

“I suspected,” Mabel said. “Knowing makes one unbearable.”

Jes reached for the cup and turned it in her hand. The green line
around the rim had worn thin in one place. She wondered who had
owned it first, before it had drifted to the shop shelf. Someone who
drank alone in the morning, perhaps. Someone who liked small things
chosen carefully. It seemed fitting somehow that it had found new
work.

“You could have kept it a while longer,” Jes said.
Evelyn shook her head. “No. It belongs to the shop.”

Jes surprised herself by answering at once. “Perhaps it belongs to
spring.”
That brought all three of them still for a heartbeat.

Then Evelyn looked up, and there was something open in her
expression now, something no longer tucked behind politeness.
“Would that be all right?”

Jes set the cup back down. “On one condition.”
Evelyn waited.

“You stop returning it like a thief with excellent manners.”



That made Mabel laugh outright. Evelyn put one hand to her mouth,
then let it fall again.

“All right,” she said. “What would you suggest instead?”

Jes considered the long table, the lamp, the ribbons, the wrapped
ornaments resting in their tissue paper like winter moons waiting
their season. Then she looked to the front window, where the light was
clearer now than it had been all day.

“We make it a place,” she said. “A proper one.”

Together, without any need to hurry, they cleared a corner of the front
sill. Jes brought over a square of folded linen that had once wrapped a
set of glass leaves. Mabel shifted a jar of buttons and a stack of order
slips to make room. Evelyn carried the teacup with both hands, setting
it in the center as if it had always been meant to live there.

Jes went to fetch water from the back. When she returned, Evelyn had
taken a small flower from her coat pocket, a pale wood anemone
hardly bigger than a coin. She placed it in the cup and stepped back.

There it was. A little white face above the rim. Not grand. Not
decorative in the showy sense. Only present.

The three of them stood looking at it.

The front window gave cool light. The lamp behind them gave warm.
Between the two, the cup seemed to gather the room together without
asking.

“We’ll need a card,” Mabel said after a while.

Jes smiled. “A card.”

“Something sensible. So people know what they’re looking at.”
Evelyn’s eyes brightened. “First Signs,” she said.

Jes repeated it under her breath. “Yes.”

She found a scrap of heavy paper and a pen with a stubborn nib.
Resting one hand on the sill, she wrote slowly so the ink would not
blot.

First Signs.
The words looked right there.

After that the afternoon seemed to find its own rhythm. Jes wrapped
two more ornaments while Evelyn told them where the earliest violets
had opened this year, down near the stone wall by the orchard bend.
Mabel finished the mitten cuff and began sorting the seed envelopes



someone had left by the door. Once, without speaking, Jes passed
Evelyn the ribbon she needed to tie back her sleeve before it brushed
the display glass. Later, Evelyn reached for the biscuit tin and set it
between them before anyone asked. The little acts fitted one another
neatly. No fuss. No explaining.

By the time the light began to lower, the sill had become part of the
shop.

Not transformed. Simply claimed.

When Evelyn rose to leave, she touched the teacup lightly at the rim.
“I'll bring another tomorrow,” she said. “If that is not too many.”
“That depends,” Jes said. “How many signs are there?”

Evelyn opened the door and let in a ribbon of evening air. “More every
day, if one is paying attention.”

After she had gone, the bell settling behind her, Jes returned to the
worktable and began covering the finished ornaments for the night.
Tissue whispered under her hands. Mabel shrugged back into her coat
and gathered up the mended mitten.

“Well,” she said. “Your mystery appears to have become a custom.”
Jes looked across the room at the little cup in the window.

Outside, the Hollow was turning toward evening. The shop glass held
the last pale sky, the first lampglow, and one white flower standing in
borrowed china as if it had always known where to wait.

“Yes,” Jes said. “I think it has.”

The Hollow is still there, if you'd like to return.
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