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Chapter 1: The Creak on the Seventh Stair

The dark at five-thirty had a texture to it, thick as velvet against her skin. Bethany moved through it without opening her eyes, her body knowing the geography of this house better than her mind ever would — three steps across the bedroom carpet, a hand brushing the doorframe where the paint had worn smooth, the landing floorboards cool beneath her bare feet.

The seventh stair groaned under her weight.

She paused, as she always did, one hand on the banister. Twenty-three years in this house and that single protest of old wood had become a kind of companion, as reliable as the kettle's whistle or the church bells at noon. When the children were small, she'd used it as a warning system — if she heard that creak after bedtime, it meant someone was out of bed and trying to be quiet about it. Becca had never learned to avoid it. Tom, lighter on his feet, had figured it out by age six.

Moss was waiting in the kitchen doorway, his muzzle more grey than black now, his tail conducting a slow symphony against the flagstones. She crouched — her knees protesting faintly — and pressed her forehead to his.

"Morning, old man."

His breath was warm and yeasty. He'd been sleeping beside the Aga again, despite the bed she'd bought him last Christmas.

She unlatched the back door and stepped out.

The garden was still submerged in fog, the lawn a grey sea with islands of yew and box rising from it. The old apple tree at the far end was barely visible, its branches crooked against the paler grey of the sky. Somewhere beyond the drystone wall, a blackbird began its first tentative phrases — not song yet, just the throat-clearing before performance.

Bethany pulled her dressing gown tighter. The blue one. Becca had given her a new one last Christmas — cream fleece, impossibly soft — and she'd worn it twice before returning to this one. The cuffs were frayed. There was a tea stain on the left lapel that had survived three washes. James said it made her look like a woman who'd given up. She said it made her feel like herself.

The mist was beginning to thin. She watched it pull apart in strands, revealing the church tower first, then the rooftops of the village staggered down the hill, then the dark line of the beech woods on the ridge beyond. The copper weathercock on St. Mary's caught the first light, flaring briefly gold before clouding over again.

This was her hour. It had been her hour when the children were babies and she'd stolen these minutes while they slept, standing in this exact spot with a cup going cold in her hands, too tired to pray but praying anyway — wordless, desperate prayers that were mostly just please let me be enough. It had been her hour when they were teenagers and the mornings meant packed lunches and lost homework and the particular fury of a fifteen-year-old Becca who couldn't find her maths book for the third time that week. It had been her hour through everything.

Now the children were gone. The silence that had once felt stolen was now simply hers.

She didn't know whether that was freedom or grief. Most days, it was both.

Moss had returned to his bed. Bethany filled the kettle, spooned Earl Grey into the pot — loose leaf, a habit from her mother that she'd never broken — and sliced two pieces of bread from the sourdough loaf she'd baked on Friday. The butter was too cold from the fridge, tearing the bread as she spread it. She ate standing at the counter, scrolling through her phone.

The family group chat had accumulated overnight.

Upstairs, James was still asleep.

She stood in the doorway of their bedroom, her mug cradled against her chest, watching him. He lay on his back, his mouth slightly open, one arm flung across the empty space where she'd been. In the grey light filtering through the curtains, he looked younger than fifty-four. The lines around his eyes had relaxed. His hair — what remained of it — was rumpled against the pillow, more silver than brown now.

He snored softly.

Twenty-seven years of waking up beside this man. Twenty-seven years of his breath in the dark, his warmth on the other side of the mattress, the particular smell of him — soap and something earthier beneath, the faint trace of the surveying sites he visited, damp soil and old stone. She knew the topography of his body as intimately as she knew the creaking stair: the scar on his left knee from a rugby injury at university, the mole below his right shoulder blade that she'd once traced with her finger in the early years of their marriage, the way his hair grew in a small whorl at the base of his skull.

She loved him. The knowledge sat in her chest like a stone — not a weight, exactly, but something solid and certain. He was a good man. He had been a good father. He had never raised his voice to her, never made her feel small, never given her any reason to doubt that he loved her in return.

And yet.

And yet there was something in the quality of that love that had changed over the years, smoothed down like a pebble in a stream until all the edges were gone. What remained was comfortable. Warm. Predictable as the seventh stair.

She didn't know when she'd stopped wanting more. Or if she'd ever wanted more, or if she'd simply accepted that this was what marriage became after two and a half decades: a quiet companionship, a shared history, two people moving through their days in parallel lines that rarely intersected with any real force.

She crossed to the bed and kissed his forehead. His skin was warm, slightly dry.

"James."

"Mm."

"Church in forty-five minutes."

His eyes stayed closed. "I'll get up. Give me five minutes."

She knew he wouldn't. In five minutes she'd come back and he'd still be lying there, and she'd have to prod him properly awake with the promise of coffee. It was their Sunday ritual, as immutable as the order of service.

In the bathroom, she turned the shower hot and let it beat against the back of her neck until the skin tingled. Steam clouded the mirror, blurred her reflection into a soft-edged stranger. She washed her hair with the rosemary and mint shampoo Becca had bought her, worked the lather into her scalp with her fingertips, and thought about absolutely nothing at all.

It was the last time that morning she would manage that.

She dressed in front of the wardrobe mirror, which she usually avoided. This morning, for reasons she didn't examine, she didn't.

Her body at forty-nine was not the body she'd had at thirty, or even forty. The softness that had begun in her mid-forties had settled into something more permanent — her hips wider, her waist less defined, the skin on her upper arms looser than it used to be. She'd never been thin, exactly, but she'd been firm. Now she was something else. Softer. Rounder. Her breasts had lost some of their lift but gained a fullness she didn't entirely mind.

It was a body that had carried two children, fed them, held them through fevers and nightmares and the thousand small griefs of growing up. It was a body that had worked in gardens and carried groceries and knelt in prayer on cold stone floors. It was a stranger to hunger now — not the hunger for food, but the other kind, the kind that lived low in the belly and made itself known in the dark.

She pulled on her underwear — plain cotton, practical, the kind she'd worn for years without thinking about it — and then her navy blouse and grey cardigan, her skirt falling below the knee. She fastened her mother's engagement ring on her right hand. The Claddagh on her right ring finger, the silver warm from the bathroom's heat. And finally her wedding band, the gold thin as a Communion wafer after twenty-six years.

In the mirror, a woman looked back at her.

Hazel eyes, steady and clear. A scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose that emerged every summer and faded by Christmas. An old acne scar on her left temple, a childhood dog bite on her forearm. Fine lines at the corners of her eyes, deeper ones bracketing her mouth — laugh lines, her mother called them, though Bethany had never quite believed that was a compliment.

She leaned closer to the mirror, studying her own face as though she were trying to memorise it. Then she shook her head, applied tinted lip balm, and went to wake her husband for the second time.

The bells began at quarter to nine, their sound rolling down the hill and through the village like water finding its level.

St. Mary's occupied the highest ground in Hart's Hollow, its tower visible from every lane and footpath within a two-mile radius. The church was a patchwork of ambition and repair: Norman stonemasons had laid the foundations nine hundred years ago, and every generation since had added something — a window, a buttress, a memorial plaque, a new roof after the old one collapsed in the winter of 1847. The result was a building that shouldn't have worked but did, its various eras rubbing along together like the members of its own congregation.

Bethany and James walked the hundred yards from their front door to the lychgate, their breath ghosting in the September air. Other parishioners moved alongside them in the same unhurried current: the Harvey family, whose youngest had just started at the village school; widower Frank Chilton, whose border disputes were legendary; Helen Morden, who always smelled faintly of the horses she kept on her smallholding.

Margaret Easton was stationed at the church door, orders of service fanned in her hand like cards in a poker game.

"Bethany." She pressed a sheet into Bethany's palm. "Chrysanthemums. Wednesday morning. You and Helen."

"I know. You told me yesterday."

"Did I?"

"At the shop. When I was buying tea."

Margaret's expression didn't shift. "Then you'll definitely remember. James" — she turned, handing him a sheet — "you look exhausted."

"Chepstow all week," he said. "The M4 at rush hour, twice a day."

"At your age, I'd have taken the train."

"I did take the train. It was worse."

Margaret made a sound that could have meant anything. "I've saved your seats. Second pew."

They took their places. Bethany knelt, the worn hassock cushioning her knees, and closed her eyes.

The prayers came easily, as they always did on Sunday mornings when the week's distractions hadn't yet accumulated. She prayed for Becca and Oliver, for the wedding that was consuming her daughter's every waking thought. She prayed for Tom in Edinburgh, navigating his final year with the distracted confidence of a young man who'd never yet failed at anything. She prayed for James, for his work, for the stiffness in his lower back that he refused to see a doctor about. For her mother in Cheltenham, growing frailer with each visit, her mind still sharp but her body betraying her in small, undignified ways.

And then, as she always did, she let the words fall away and simply rested in the quiet. It was the part of worship that no one taught you — not the intercession or the confession or the sung liturgy, but the silence afterward. The sense of being seen without being judged. The presence that wasn't a voice but wasn't nothing, either.

She had tried to explain this to Tom once, when he was fifteen and beginning to question everything. He'd asked why she believed, and she'd stumbled through an answer about community and tradition and the moral framework, and none of it had been a lie, but none of it had been the truth either. The truth was this: the silence. The stillness. The sense, however irrational, that she was not alone.

Reverend Pargeter ascended the pulpit with the careful tread of a man who'd had one hip replaced and was waiting on the other. He was fifty-eight, gentle-voiced, his sermons more interested in doubt and mercy than in damnation. Bethany had always appreciated this about him. She'd sat through enough fire-and-brimstone in her youth to last several lifetimes.

Today's text was the parable of the lost sheep.

"'What man of you,'" Pargeter read, adjusting his glasses, "'having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the one that is lost, until he finds it?'"

His voice filled the nave without effort, the acoustics of the old stone doing half the work for him. Bethany let the words wash over her, her gaze drifting to the stained-glass window above the altar. The Good Shepherd, installed in 1887 by a wool merchant's widow, depicted Christ carrying a lamb across his shoulders. The glass was Prussian blue and gold, and this morning's sun was striking it at an angle that made the Shepherd's face seem almost alive.

"The recklessness of love," Pargeter was saying. "That's what strikes me about this passage. Any sensible shepherd would stay with the ninety-nine. Any sensible shepherd would cut his losses. But God, we are told, is not sensible. God is reckless. God will leave the found to search for the lost, every time."

Bethany thought about recklessness. She had never been reckless. She had married a good man at twenty-three, had children at twenty-five and twenty-seven, had built a life of careful, considered choices. She had never done anything that couldn't be undone, never said anything that couldn't be unsaid. Her entire existence was a monument to sensible decisions.

She didn't know why that thought felt suddenly like an accusation.

After the final hymn — "Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer," which Margaret insisted on at least once a month — the congregation dispersed into the churchyard. The September sun had burned through the last of the mist, and the day had turned golden, the kind of autumn afternoon that made the Cotswolds look like a postcard of themselves.

James had been cornered by Frank Chilton, who was describing his boundary dispute in the kind of detail that suggested he'd been rehearsing. Bethany caught her husband's eye and mouthed five minutes, and he nodded with the resigned expression of a man who had learned long ago that the Chiltons of the world could not be hurried.

She walked to the flower stand near the font, where the previous week's arrangement was beginning to wilt. The chrysanthemums were brown at the edges, the water in the vase clouded.

"You can always tell when Bethany's not on the rota."

Margaret had appeared beside her with the unnerving silence of a woman who'd spent decades moving through a stone-floored vicarage.

"Helen did these."

"I know. That's rather my point." Margaret plucked a dead bloom from the arrangement and held it up to the light. "She means well. But meaning well and doing well are not the same thing."

"Is that directed at Helen, or at me?"

"I haven't decided." Margaret dropped the flower into the bin beneath the stand. "You seemed distracted during the sermon."

"Was I? I didn't think so."

"I sit behind you, dear. I can tell when you're not paying attention. Your shoulders go still."

Bethany felt a small, unwelcome flush of irritation. She had known Margaret for nearly twenty years — they had been on the flower rota together, the parish council together, the Women's Institute together — and she knew that her friend's sharpness was mostly affection, a way of expressing care without the vulnerability of tenderness. But sometimes it felt less like affection and more like surveillance.

"I was thinking about Becca's wedding," she said. "The caterers. Saturday lunch."

Margaret's expression softened. "Of course. How is she? And Oliver?"

"Good. Busy. You know how it is at this stage."

"I do. I've done it three times." Margaret paused, her eyes still on Bethany's face. "You'd tell me, wouldn't you? If something was wrong."

It wasn't quite a question. Bethany met her gaze and held it.

"There's nothing wrong, Margaret."

"Good." Margaret patted her arm, the gesture unexpectedly gentle. "Then give Becca my love on Saturday. And tell her I expect an invitation."

"She's already sent it. You're on the list."

"I know. But I like to be asked." Margaret turned and walked back toward the church door, her heels clicking on the flagstones.

Bethany stood alone by the flower stand for a moment longer. The church had emptied around her, the last parishioners drifting out into the sunlight, their voices fading as they made their way to cars and Sunday lunches and the comfortable routines of village life.

She felt a sudden, inexplicable urge to cry.

It passed as quickly as it had come, leaving nothing behind but a faint pressure behind her eyes and a question she couldn't quite form. She shook her head — a small, private gesture — and went to rescue her husband from Frank Chilton.

They walked home along the high street, past the row of limestone cottages with their wisteria and climbing roses, past the village shop where the Sunday papers were still stacked in the window, past the post office and the primary school and the war memorial with its weathered names.

Outside The Hart & Hound, a young man was setting out tables on the pavement. He moved with the unhurried efficiency of someone who had done this a hundred times before: lifting each table from the stack, unfolding the legs, positioning it precisely before moving on to the next. His shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow, and even at this distance, Bethany could see the definition in his forearms.

She had seen him before. Of course she had — he'd worked at the pub for months, served her drinks, exchanged the usual pleasantries. But she had never really looked at him. Not properly. Not in the way that meant anything.

She was looking now.

She didn't know why.

He straightened as they approached, pushing the dark blonde hair back from his forehead. His eyes — grey-blue, the colour of a winter sea — met hers without hesitation.

"Morning, Mr. Wells. Mrs. Wells." His voice was deeper than she remembered. "Lovely service?"

"Very nice," James said, already half a step past. "Good acoustics in there. That roof repair made all the difference."

"So I've heard. I keep meaning to attend." He was still looking at Bethany. "The bells sound beautiful from my cottage. I hear them every Sunday."

"You should come," Bethany said, and the words came out slightly too quickly, her voice slightly too bright. "Everyone's welcome. Obviously."

"I'd like that." Something flickered in his expression — not quite a smile, but the suggestion of one. "Maybe next week."

"We'll look out for you."

She walked on, her hand finding James's arm without conscious thought. She did not look back. She was acutely aware of the space between her shoulder blades, the spot where his gaze might be resting if he were still watching.

He was still watching. She knew it with the same certainty she knew the creak on the seventh stair, the weight of her wedding ring, the taste of the Communion wine.

She did not look back.

At home, she hung her cardigan on its hook, changed out of her church clothes into an old jumper and jeans, and began preparing Sunday lunch. The movements were automatic — peeling potatoes at the kitchen sink, topping and tailing green beans, setting the lamb to roast with rosemary from the garden. The kitchen filled with the smell of meat and herbs, the windows fogging with steam.

James was in the sitting room, the newspaper spread across his lap, the radio tuned to something classical. She could hear the faint strains of a cello, the rustle of pages turning. The sounds of a Sunday. The sounds of her life.

She set the potatoes to boil and pressed both hands flat against the countertop.

The young man's face surfaced in her mind, unbidden. The way he'd looked at her. The way he'd said Mrs. Wells with that almost-smile, as if her name were a private joke between them.

She shook her head, a physical effort to dislodge the thought, and reached for the colander.

It was nothing. It was a glance, a moment, a Sunday morning in a village where nothing ever happened. She was a happily married woman, a mother, a churchgoer. She had never been reckless a day in her life.

She was not about to start now.

But the thought remained, small and stubborn as a splinter, working its way deeper the more she tried to ignore it.

She drained the potatoes and said nothing at all.

The afternoon passed in the usual way. Lunch at the dining table — James complimenting the lamb, Bethany asking about his week in Chepstow, the conversation moving over familiar ground like a car following old tyre tracks. Then the washing-up, James at the sink while Bethany dried, the same division of labour they'd fallen into decades ago and never thought to change. Then the sofa, the Sunday papers, Moss stretched across their feet, his breathing deep and content.

At six o'clock, Bethany walked Moss along the lane that followed the Hart Brook. The sun was low now, the shadows long, the air cooling rapidly. The water ran clear over its limestone bed, and she stood on the footbridge for a while, watching the current shape itself around the stones.

She prayed, silently, the way she had learned to pray when there were no words.

Thank you for this day. For this life. For my family.

And then, almost as an afterthought:

Keep me safe. Keep me faithful.

She didn't know what she was asking to be kept safe from. She didn't let herself examine the question too closely. She called Moss back from whatever interesting scent he'd discovered in the undergrowth and walked home through the gathering dusk, her hands pushed deep into her pockets, her wedding ring cold against her finger.

The village was settling into evening. Lights were coming on in windows. The smell of woodsmoke drifted from a chimney somewhere up the lane. Everything was ordinary. Everything was as it had always been.

And yet.

That night, lying in bed beside her sleeping husband, Bethany Wells stared at the ceiling and listened to the silence of the house. The seventh stair was quiet. James breathed beside her, steady and familiar. Moss snored softly from his bed in the kitchen.

She closed her eyes and tried to pray, but the words wouldn't come.

After a long while, she turned onto her side and pressed her face into the pillow. Her body was tired, but her mind would not stop moving, circling something she couldn't name.

She thought about the service. The lost sheep. The reckless shepherd who left the ninety-nine to find the one.

She thought about the young man outside the pub, the way his eyes had held hers, the way he'd said Maybe next week.

She thought about her wedding ring, the thin gold band that had been part of her body for so long she'd forgotten what her hand looked like without it.

And she thought, for the first time in years, about the difference between being good and being happy.

She didn't sleep for a long time. When she finally did, her dreams were strange and fragmented — water running over stones, a voice calling her name, the taste of something she couldn't identify but couldn't forget.

She woke at five-thirty, as she always did, and went down to make her tea.

The seventh stair creaked beneath her feet.

The day began.

Chapter 2: The Smell of Old Books 

Tuesday morning came in grey and damp, a soft rain falling across the Cotswolds with the persistence of a debt collector. Bethany drove the twelve miles to Cirencester with the radio murmuring and the windscreen wipers beating their steady rhythm, the verges along the A419 turning to green blurs. 

She liked the rain. She liked the way it closed the world in, made it smaller and more manageable. On rainy days, the bookshop would be quiet, and quiet suited her. 

The Gilded Page occupied a crooked Tudor building on Black Jack Street, its timber frame listing slightly to the left as though it had been caught mid-bow. The shop had been there in one form or another since 1823 — first as a printers, then a bindery, then a bookshop through three different families before the current owners, Martin and Eleanor Soames, had taken it over in the early 2000s. The windows were small and leaded, the doorframe so low that anyone over six feet had to duck, and the interior smelled precisely the way a bookshop should: of paper and dust and time, with something sweeter beneath — beeswax from the banisters, perhaps, or the ghost of a hundred years of pipe smoke. 

Bethany unlocked the door at quarter to nine, hung her raincoat on the peg behind the counter, and began the opening ritual. Lights on. Till counted. The day's deliveries shelved. The window display — currently a tribute to the Booker shortlist — straightened and dusted. 

She worked alone on Tuesdays. Martin and Eleanor were semi-retired now, Eleanor's arthritis making the stairs to the upper floor increasingly difficult, and the younger staff — university students mostly, bright and temporary — covered the weekends and the late shifts. Tuesdays were Bethany's. She had come to think of the shop as hers, at least on Tuesdays, the quiet ownership of a space she maintained but didn't possess. 

The first customer arrived at ten past ten. A woman in her seventies, hunting for a book she'd heard on Radio 4 — something about the history of salt. Bethany found it for her, wrapped it in brown paper, and sent her back out into the rain. 

The morning passed in this gentle rhythm. Customers came and went: a young man looking for a birthday present for a girlfriend he clearly didn't know very well; a retired colonel who bought military history exclusively and always asked Bethany's opinion despite never taking it; a mother with a toddler who pulled three picture books from the lower shelves before being scooped up and carried out. 

At half past twelve, Bethany locked the door, turned the sign to CLOSED, and ate her lunch in the back room: cheese and pickle on brown bread, an apple, a flask of tea. The back room was small and cluttered — boxes of stock, a broken chair Martin kept meaning to repair, a calendar from 2019 still pinned to the wall — but it had a window that looked onto a tiny courtyard, and if she sat in the right spot, she could watch the rain pooling on the flagstones while she ate. 

She checked her phone. A message from James: Meeting running late. Don't wait up for dinner — I'll grab something on the road. She typed back OK, love you and put the phone away. 

The afternoon was busier. A coach party from Birmingham had descended on Cirencester, and several of them found their way into the shop, dripping on the floorboards and buying nothing but leaving the faint smell of wet wool everywhere. Bethany wiped down the counter after they left. She didn't mind. The shop was a living thing, and living things made mess. 

At quarter to four, the bell above the door jangled, and Seth Miller walked in. 

He brought the rain in with him — droplets beading on the shoulders of his waxed jacket, his dark blonde hair plastered to his forehead. He pushed it back with one hand, looked around the shop, and spotted her behind the counter. 

"Mrs. Wells." 

She felt herself straighten, a small involuntary adjustment of posture. "Mr. Miller. You're a long way from the pub." 

"My day off." He stood just inside the doorway, as though he wasn't sure he was allowed further in. "I've been meaning to come here for months. Everyone says it's the best bookshop in the Cotswolds." 

"Do they?" 

"Margaret Easton does, at least. She mentioned it on Sunday." 

Of course she had. Margaret distributed information the way other people distributed parish newsletters. 

"Well. Margaret knows books." Bethany heard herself slipping into the shopkeeper's register — polite, professional, slightly distant — and made a conscious effort to soften it. "What are you looking for?" 

"Nothing specific." He moved further into the shop, his boots leaving faint prints on the old floorboards. "I just wanted to see it. Is that all right?" 

"Of course. That's what bookshops are for." 

He wandered the narrow aisles between the shelves, his head tilted to read the spines. Bethany watched him for a moment — the way he moved, unhurried and comfortable in his body, the way his fingers brushed the book edges without quite touching them. Then she looked away, returning her attention to the stack of new stock that needed pricing. 

"Can I ask you something?" He had stopped in front of the fiction section. 

"Go ahead." 

"How do you decide what to recommend? With all these books. Thousands of them. How do you know which one is right for someone?" 

She looked up. He had turned to face her, one hand resting on a shelf, his expression genuinely curious. This wasn't a line. He actually wanted to know. 

"It depends on the person," she said. "I watch them. See what they pick up. What they put down. How long they spend looking at a particular book. Sometimes they tell me what they've read before. Sometimes they don't." She set down the pricing gun. "The trick is to listen to what they're not saying. People rarely know what they actually want. They know what they've enjoyed. But that's not the same thing." 

He was quiet for a moment, absorbing this. "What would you recommend for me?" 

"I don't know you." 

"Then ask me something." 

Bethany felt the conversation tilt slightly, the ground shifting beneath it. He was standing quite still, his eyes on her face, and there was something in his attention that made her feel like the only person in the room. She was the only person in the room. That was the problem. 

She cleared her throat. "What's the last book you read that you couldn't put down?" 

"The Road. Cormac McCarthy." 

"That's fairly dark." 

"I like dark." He smiled — that crooked smile she'd noticed on Sunday, one corner lifting higher than the other. "Not all the time. But I like things that feel honest." 

She considered this. "Try Gilead. Marilynne Robinson. It's not dark, exactly. But it's honest." She moved out from behind the counter, brushing past him to reach the general fiction section. The shop was narrow; there wasn't much room to pass. She was aware of the space between them, the warmth of his body in the cool air of the shop. "Here. A dying pastor writing to his young son. Faith and doubt and what we leave behind." 

He took the book from her hand, their fingers not quite touching. "You've read it?" 

"Three times." 

"That's a recommendation." He turned the book over, reading the back cover. "I'll take it." 

She rang it up at the counter, wrapped it in the same brown paper she used for all the books, and handed it to him. 

"Thank you, Mrs. Wells." 

"You can call me Bethany," she said, and the words were out before she'd decided to say them. "If you want. Mrs. Wells makes me feel like my mother-in-law." 

He laughed — a real laugh, warm and unguarded. "Bethany. All right." He tucked the book inside his jacket, protecting it from the rain. "Thank you. For the book. And the conversation." 

"You're welcome." 

He turned to leave, then stopped, one hand on the doorframe. "The book I liked before The Road — do you want to know what it was?" 

"Tell me." 

"The Song of Solomon. My grandmother used to read it to me. She said it was the most beautiful love poem ever written." He paused, his eyes meeting hers. "I didn't understand it when I was a child. I think I'm starting to." 

The bell jangled as he left. The door swung shut. Bethany stood behind the counter, her hands flat on the worn wood, watching the rain fall through the grey afternoon light. 

Song of Solomon. Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine. 

She knew the passage. She knew all of it. 

She sat down heavily on the stool behind the counter and didn't move for a long moment. 

At five o'clock, she closed the shop. The rain had stopped, and the streets of Cirencester were slick and shining in the last of the daylight. She walked to her car, her breath misting in the cooling air, and sat behind the wheel without starting the engine. 

He'd come to the bookshop. He'd come to the bookshop on his day off, in the rain, because Margaret Easton had mentioned it. 

Or because she worked there. 

She shut the thought down before it could fully form. He was a young man. He'd been polite. He'd bought a book. It was nothing. It was nothing. 

She started the car and drove home through the darkening lanes, the headlights picking out the hedgerows, the verges still wet and glistening. At Hart's Hollow, the village was settling into evening. Lights in the windows of The Hart & Hound. Smoke rising from a chimney on Church Lane. The tower of St. Mary's dark against the grey sky. 

James was home. She could tell from the car in the drive, the lights on in the kitchen, the thin plume of steam from the boiler vent. She sat in the car for a moment longer, gathering herself, then went inside. 

"Beth?" His voice from the sitting room. "You're late. Everything all right?" 

"Fine," she said, hanging her raincoat on its hook. "Just a busy day." 

She kissed his forehead, poured herself a glass of water, and went upstairs to change. In the bedroom, she stood at the window, looking down at the village below. The lights were coming on in the houses, one by one, like stars finding their way through cloud. 

You can call me Bethany, she'd said. 

Bethany, he'd repeated. 

She pressed her palm flat against the cold glass and closed her eyes. 

Dinner was shepherd's pie, made on Sunday and reheated. They ate at the kitchen table, James talking about his meeting — something about a boundary dispute in Stow-on-the-Wold that was threatening to go to tribunal — while Bethany made the appropriate noises of interest. 

"And then the owner produced a map from 1923. A different map. As if that helped his case." James shook his head, forking up the last of his pie. "Honestly, the things people fight about." 

"Boundaries matter," Bethany said, and something in her voice must have sounded odd, because he looked at her closely. 

"You're tired." 

"A bit." 

"Early night, then." 

She nodded, gathering the plates and taking them to the sink. James came up behind her, his hands settling on her shoulders, his thumbs pressing gently into the knots at the base of her neck. It was a familiar gesture, one he'd been doing for years. She closed her eyes and let herself lean into it. 

"You're tense," he said. 

"Long day." 

He kissed the top of her head. "I'll finish up here. You go up." 

She went. The seventh stair creaked under her weight. In the bathroom, she washed her face, brushed her teeth, and avoided looking at herself in the mirror. She didn't want to see her own eyes. She was afraid of what she might find there. 

In bed, she lay on her side, her back to James's side of the mattress. He came up half an hour later, moved quietly around the room, and slid in beside her. His hand found her hip in the dark, warm and familiar. 

"Night, love." 

"Goodnight." 

His breathing slowed. Deepened. She lay still, listening to the rain beginning again, a soft patter against the window, and thought about the Song of Solomon. 

I sleep, but my heart waketh: it is the voice of my beloved that knocketh. 

She didn't sleep for a long time. 

The next morning, she woke to a text message. It had arrived at half past ten the night before, while she'd been lying awake pretending not to be. 

Unknown number: Thank you for the book. I started it last night. You were right — it's honest. — Seth 

She stared at the screen. She had not given him her number. Margaret, presumably. Or perhaps he'd simply looked it up; the bookshop's contact details were online, and she was listed as manager. 

She should not reply. She knew this with absolute clarity, the way she knew that the seventh stair creaked and that moss grew on the north side of the churchyard yew. She should delete the message and forget it had arrived. 

She typed: I'm glad you're enjoying it. 

Then she set the phone face-down on the bedside table, her heart beating faster than it had any reason to. 

James stirred beside her. "Everything all right?" 

"Fine," she said. "Just a text from Becca." 

The lie came easily. Too easily. 

She got up, pulled on the blue dressing gown, and went downstairs to make her tea. The morning was grey again, the mist clinging to the garden, the world still and quiet. Moss followed her to the back door and pressed his nose to the glass. 

She stood in the doorway, her mug cradled in both hands, and tried to pray. 

The words wouldn't come. 

She thought about the reckless shepherd. Leaving the ninety-nine. 

She thought about the Song of Solomon. Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away. 

And she thought about Seth Miller's crooked smile, the way he'd said her name as if he were tasting it, the way he'd looked at her across the shop as though she were the only thing worth looking at in the entire world. 

Stop, she told herself. Stop this now. 

But she didn't delete the message. 

She finished her tea, fed the dog, and began her day. The message sat in her phone, unread except by her, a small bright thing hidden in the dark. A secret. The first she'd ever kept from James in twenty-six years of marriage. 

It felt, against all reason, like the beginning of something. 

She didn't know yet whether she was fleeing toward it or running away. She only knew she was moving, and the ground beneath her feet was shifting, and somewhere in the distance, she could hear the bells of St. Mary's calling her to prayer. 

She didn't go. 

She went to work instead. 


Chapter 3: Chrysanthemums and Confession 


Wednesday morning arrived with a low sky the colour of tarnished pewter, the kind of sky that promised rain and delivered nothing but a heavy, expectant stillness. Bethany walked to St. Mary's at half past nine, her arms full of flowers — bronze chrysanthemums wrapped in damp newspaper, their stems dripping onto her coat sleeves. 

The church was empty. Her footsteps echoed on the flagstones, the sound bouncing off the ancient walls and returning to her smaller than it had left. She'd always loved the building most when it was empty — not during services, when the pews were full and the air thick with bodies and incense and the particular rustle of a congregation settling itself, but in these still hours, when the only presence was the carved Christ above the altar and the dust motes swimming in the coloured light from the east window. 

She carried the flowers to the vestry and began sorting them on the long wooden table where generations of flower arrangers had worked before her. The table was scarred with water rings and the faint green stains of crushed stems, a palimpsest of Sunday mornings going back decades. 

Helen Morden arrived ten minutes late, as she always did, bringing with her the smell of horse and a breathless apology. 

"The farrier was there when I went to feed. Sky's thrown a shoe again. I couldn't just leave him." 

"Of course not." Bethany slid a bucket of water across the table. "You can do the pedestal arrangement. You're better at height than I am." 

This was true. Helen had an eye for structure that Bethany had never quite mastered — her arrangements soared and cascaded in ways that seemed almost architectural. Bethany's own style was quieter, more intuitive, flowers nestled together the way they might grow in a cottage garden. 

They worked in companionable silence for a while. Helen stripped leaves from stems with quick, capable hands, her fingers moving with the confidence of someone who spent her life handling living things. At fifty-three, she was four years older than Bethany, her face weathered by wind and sun, her grey hair cropped short in a style that required no maintenance whatsoever. 

"I saw your young man yesterday," Helen said, not looking up from her chrysanthemums. 

Bethany's hands stilled for a fraction of a second. "My young man?" 

"The one from the pub. Seth something. He was walking up Church Lane when I drove past." Helen selected a stem, held it up to the light, and snipped the end at an angle. "He asked if I knew you. Said you'd recommended a book to him." 

"Did he." 

"Mm. Gilead. I told him I hadn't read it. He said it was very good so far. Very honest." Helen glanced at Bethany with the faintest suggestion of a smile. "He seemed quite taken with your recommendation. And with you, I think." 

Bethany reached for another chrysanthemum. "He's a customer. He came into the shop on Tuesday." 

"On his day off." 

"He told you that?" 

"He mentioned it, yes." 

Bethany focused on her arrangement, nestling bronze blooms against sprays of purple statice. She could feel Helen's attention on her, mild and unhurried, the way Helen did everything. 

"You're very quiet," Helen observed. 

"I'm concentrating." 

"No, you're not. You've put that stem in three different positions and it still looks wrong." Helen reached over and gently extracted the offending flower from Bethany's arrangement. "Here. Let me." 

She repositioned it with a single deft movement. It looked perfect now. It had always looked wrong in Bethany's hands, and she knew it wasn't the flower's fault. 

"Helen." 

"Mm?" 

"There's nothing to tell. He came into the shop. I recommended a book. That's all." 

Helen set down her scissors and looked at Bethany properly, her grey eyes steady and unblinking. "I didn't say there was anything to tell. I said he seemed quite taken with you. Which he does. And you seem quite flustered by the observation. Which you are." 

Bethany opened her mouth to respond, then closed it again. She and Helen had been friends for fifteen years — since Becca and Helen's youngest daughter had been in the same class at the village school. They had sat through countless school plays and sports days together, had shared coffee and confidences and the particular intimacy of women who had raised children side by side. Helen knew her. And Helen was not a woman who could be easily deflected. 

"I'm not flustered," Bethany said. "I'm just... I hadn't thought about it." 

"About what?" 

"About whether he was taken with me. Why would I? I'm forty-nine. He's — what, twenty-eight? Thirty? He's not taken with me. He's just polite." 

Helen picked up her scissors and resumed her work. "All right." 

"It's not — all right what?" 

"All right, you haven't thought about it." Helen didn't look up, but the corner of her mouth twitched. "I believe you." 

"You don't believe me." 

"I believe that you believe you. That's different." 

Bethany felt a flush creeping up her neck. She busied herself with the water bucket, tipping the dirty water into the vestry sink and refilling it from the tap. The pipes groaned, a sound as familiar as the seventh stair. Everything in this village made the same noises it had always made. Everything was the same. 

Except something wasn't. 

"I'm happily married," she said, her back still turned to Helen. "I've been happily married for twenty-six years." 

"I know you have." 

"So there's nothing to be — there's nothing." 

"I know." 

Bethany turned around. Helen was watching her with an expression that contained no judgment and no particular curiosity, just a steady, patient attention. 

"I'm not accusing you of anything," Helen said quietly. "I'm just telling you what I saw. A young man who lit up when he said your name. That's not your fault. You don't have to do anything about it. But pretending it didn't happen — that's not like you." 

Bethany leaned against the sink, her hands gripping the cold porcelain edge. "What do you want me to say?" 

"Nothing. I don't want you to say anything." Helen snipped another stem, her movements unhurried. "I'm just saying — it's worth noticing. That's all. Things that we don't notice have a way of growing in the dark." 

The vestry was very quiet. The chrysanthemums glowed bronze in the grey light from the window. Somewhere outside, a car passed on Church Lane, its tyres hissing on the wet tarmac. 

"Has anything ever..." Bethany stopped. Started again. "Did you ever..." 

"No," Helen said. "But I came close. Once. When the girls were small and David was working in London all week and I was so lonely I thought I might disappear. There was a man. A farrier, actually. The one before this one." She smiled faintly. "Nothing happened. But not because I didn't want it to. Because I was too afraid of what it would cost." 

Bethany stared at her. In fifteen years of friendship, Helen had never mentioned this. Not once. 

"Why are you telling me now?" 

"Because you looked at that young man's name on your phone this morning the way I used to look at the farrier's truck when it pulled into the yard. As if seeing it was a problem you hadn't solved yet." 

"I didn't — how did you —" 

"You were checking your messages when I came in. You didn't hear me until I spoke. Your face was..." Helen searched for the word. "Open. That's the only way I can describe it. You looked open. I haven't seen you look like that in years." 

Bethany wanted to argue. She wanted to say that Helen was imagining things, that she'd simply been reading a message from Becca or Tom or James, that her face had been perfectly ordinary and Helen was projecting something onto her that wasn't there. 

But she had been reading a message from Seth. A second one, sent that morning, just after she'd arrived at the church. 

Page 47. "Sometimes I have loved the peacefulness of an ordinary Sunday. It is like standing in a newly planted garden after a warm rain." I thought of you. 

She hadn't replied. She hadn't deleted it either. It was still there, waiting. 

"I should finish the pedestal," she said. 

Helen nodded. "All right." 

They worked in silence for another twenty minutes. The arrangements took shape under their hands — Helen's pedestal display soaring and elegant, Bethany's window posies clustered and warm. The chrysanthemums seemed to drink in what little light the day provided, their bronze petals deepening to almost copper in the shadows. 

When they were finished, they stood back and surveyed their work. It was beautiful. It was always beautiful. That was the thing about St. Mary's flower rota — the women who served on it were too experienced, too practiced, to produce anything less. 

"Bethany." 

She turned. Helen was pulling on her coat, a waxed jacket not unlike the one Seth had worn into the bookshop. The comparison came unbidden, and she pushed it away. 

"I'm not telling you what to do," Helen said. "I'm not your conscience. But whatever you're feeling — whatever you might be starting to feel — don't pretend it isn't real. That's the dangerous thing. Not the feeling. The pretending." 

She squeezed Bethany's arm — a brief, firm pressure — and walked out of the vestry, her boots echoing on the flagstones. 

Bethany stood alone among the flowers. The scent of chrysanthemums hung in the air, sharp and green and faintly bitter. Outside, the bells began to toll the hour — ten o'clock, mid-morning, an ordinary Wednesday in an ordinary village. 

She pulled out her phone and read the message again. 

Page 47. I thought of you. 

She typed, deleted, typed again. Finally she wrote: That's one of my favourite passages. You're a fast reader. 

His reply came within seconds. I've been staying up late. 

She should stop. She should put the phone away, walk home, make herself a cup of tea, and spend the rest of the day doing something ordinary and useful. Laundry. Gardening. The hundred small tasks that kept a life running. 

She typed: Don't stay up too late. Sleep matters. 

Worth losing sleep for a good book. 

Is it that good? 

The book's good. The recommendation is better. 

Bethany stared at the screen. Her heart was beating in her throat. She was standing in the vestry of St. Mary's Church, surrounded by flowers she had arranged for the glory of God, and she was flirting with a man half her age. 

No. She wasn't flirting. She was being polite. She was encouraging a young person's interest in literature. She was doing exactly what any bookseller would do. 

She didn't reply. She put the phone in her coat pocket and walked out of the church, into the grey morning. The mist had begun to lift, revealing the village below her in patches — a roof here, a garden there, the silver thread of the Hart Brook winding through its channel. 

At home, she hung her coat on its hook, made herself the cup of tea she'd promised herself, and sat at the kitchen table with both hands wrapped around the mug. 

Don't pretend it isn't real. 

She thought about James. About his kindness, his steadiness, his hands on her shoulders after dinner. About twenty-six years of shared meals and shared beds and shared children. About the way he still called her "love" and meant it. 

She thought about Seth. About his crooked smile, his rain-damp hair, the way he'd stood in the bookshop and asked her how she knew which book was right for someone. The way he'd said her name. The message glowing in her pocket. 

She thought about the farrier Helen had never touched. The line she'd drawn in her own life, the decision she'd made, the cost she'd chosen not to pay. 

And she thought about the reckless shepherd, leaving the ninety-nine. 

She finished her tea, rinsed the mug, and went out to the garden. The chrysanthemums in her own borders needed deadheading. The soil was dark and wet from the overnight rain. She knelt in the dirt, her hands working automatically, and tried very hard not to think about anything at all. 

The phone stayed quiet in her pocket. 

She didn't know whether she was relieved or disappointed. 

When she finally checked it, hours later, there was one new message. 

Thank you for the book, Bethany. And for the conversation. And for seeing something in me worth recommending. 

She read it three times. 

She didn't reply. 

But she didn't delete it either. 

James came home at six, tired from a day of site visits in the rain, his boots leaving mud on the kitchen floor that Moss immediately investigated with great interest. Bethany made omelettes, and they ate in front of the television, watching a documentary about the Lake District that James had been wanting to see. His hand rested on her knee, warm and familiar. She leaned into him, her head against his shoulder, and felt the steady rise and fall of his breathing. 

Normal. This was normal. This was her life, her real life, the one she'd built over decades with a man she loved. 

So why did she feel as though she were holding her breath? 

That night, in the dark bedroom, she lay awake long after James had fallen asleep. The rain had returned, tapping against the window like a visitor asking to be let in. She thought about Helen's words. Things that we don't notice have a way of growing in the dark. 

She reached for her phone on the bedside table, her fingers finding it by touch alone. The screen glowed in the darkness, too bright, illuminating her face. 

She scrolled back through the messages. Read them all again. 

Then, very carefully, she changed the contact name. No longer "Seth Miller." Something else. Something that wouldn't draw attention if James happened to glance at her screen. 

She saved it as "S.M. — Bookshop Customer." 

The dishonesty of it made her stomach clench. But not enough to undo it. 

She put the phone down and stared at the ceiling until sleep finally took her. 

The next morning, the sun came out. Bethany woke to a sky the colour of a robin's egg, the mist burned away, the church bells ringing for a Thursday morning service she wasn't attending. She lay in bed for a long moment, listening to the bells, feeling the weight of her choices pressing against her chest. 

Nothing has happened, she told herself. Nothing has happened, and nothing is going to happen. 

But even as she thought it, she knew it wasn't entirely true. Something had already happened. Something small, perhaps — a handful of messages, a moment in a bookshop, a conversation in a vestry — but something. The stone had been dropped into the water. The ripples were spreading. 

And somewhere in the village, in a small rented cottage on its edge, Seth Miller was reading the book she'd pressed into his hands and thinking of her. 

The bells continued to ring. Bethany got up, pulled on the blue dressing gown, and went down to make her tea. 

The seventh stair creaked beneath her feet. 

The day began. 

Chapter 4: What the Brook Carries Away

Sunday morning, and the bells of St. Mary's were ringing across the valley, their sound rolling down the hill and through the village like water finding its level. Bethany stood at the kitchen window, her hands wrapped around her mug, watching the parishioners make their way up Church Lane in ones and twos — dark coats and Sunday hats, the flash of a child's bright scarf, the slow progress of Frank Chilton with his walking stick.

She wasn't going.

James had left at dawn for a site inspection near Chepstow — something urgent, a retaining wall that had given way in the week's heavy rain — and she had stood in the doorway in her dressing gown, kissing his cheek and pressing a thermos of coffee into his hands.

"Be back by dinner," he'd said. "Probably."

"Probably" meant almost certainly not. She'd made the sandwich anyway, wrapped it in foil, added an apple. Old habits.

Now the house was empty except for Moss, who lay sprawled on the kitchen flagstones with the particular abandon of a dog who had never once worried about anything. She watched him for a moment, the steady rise and fall of his ribs, the twitch of his paw as he chased something in his sleep.

She was not going to church.

She had never missed a Sunday service without good reason — illness, travel, the children's emergencies. Even then, she'd felt the absence as a physical thing, a hollow in the shape of the week. But this morning, when the bells had begun, she had found herself still in her dressing gown, still at the kitchen window, still watching.

It wasn't a decision. It was an abstention from deciding. She simply... didn't go.

The last of the parishioners disappeared through the lychgate. The bells fell silent. The village settled into the particular stillness of a Sunday morning, a quiet that was different from other days — deeper, more deliberate, as though the whole valley were holding its breath.

She finished her tea. She fed Moss. She dressed in old jeans and a jumper with a darned elbow. And then, because she couldn't think what else to do with herself, she went walking.

The footpath along the Hart Brook began at the bottom of the village, where the lane petered out into a farm track and a wooden stile marked the start of the trail. Bethany had walked this path a thousand times — with the children when they were small, with James in the early years of their marriage, alone in the stolen hours when the house felt too quiet and she needed the company of moving water.

The brook was high today, swollen by the week's rain. It ran fast over its limestone bed, the water the colour of strong tea, carrying twigs and leaves and the occasional branch downstream. She walked along the bank, Moss ranging ahead of her, his nose working the ground in frantic zigzags.

The alders were beginning to turn. Their leaves had gone a tired yellow at the edges, the first hint of the autumn to come. In another month, the whole valley would be gold and copper, the beech woods on the ridge blazing like a signal fire. But today, the green still held — tired green, dusty green, the green of a season that had overstayed its welcome.

She walked for half an hour, following the brook as it curved through water meadows and past the old mill, its wheel long stilled, its buildings converted into holiday cottages that stood empty now, waiting for the half-term rush. A heron lifted from the shallows as she approached, its wings beating slow and prehistoric, and disappeared around the bend.

She thought about the Sunday service, happening now without her. The opening hymn — probably "Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer" again, Margaret's favourite. The readings. Reverend Pargeter's sermon, gentle and thoughtful, asking questions he didn't pretend to answer. The prayers. The peace. The quiet at the centre of it all.

She had never missed it. Not like this. Not when she was perfectly well and perfectly capable of going.

She knew why she wasn't there. She knew, and she wasn't ready to say it, even to herself.

The path forked ahead. Left led to the footbridge and back toward the village. Right climbed the ridge into the beech woods. She went left, because it was easier, because it meant going home.

Moss returned from whatever important business he'd been conducting in the undergrowth, his muzzle flecked with something unidentifiable, his tail wagging with the particular satisfaction of a dog who had found something dead and rolled in it.

"Moss. No."

The tail wagged harder. He was entirely unrepentant.

She clipped his lead to his collar and continued along the path. The sky was clouding over again, the brief morning brightness giving way to a flat grey light. A breeze had picked up, stirring the alders, sending the first few yellow leaves spiralling down to the water's surface.

She stopped on the footbridge and leaned against the railing, watching the brook flow beneath her. The water was clear here, shallower, running over gravel and the occasional gleam of limestone. She could see the shapes of stones on the bottom, smoothed by years of current, and the dark flicker of tiny fish darting in the shadows.

She thought about the message she'd received that morning. The fourth since Tuesday.

Sunday morning. The bells are beautiful. I can hear them from my garden. Are you there, in your second pew? I hope so. I like thinking of you there.

She hadn't replied. She hadn't known how. Because she wasn't in her second pew, was she? She was here, on a footbridge, hiding from her own life.

I like thinking of you there.

What did that mean? What did any of it mean? He was young. He was polite. He was a customer who had enjoyed a book recommendation. That was all. That was all it could be.

And yet.

She pulled out her phone. The screen glowed in the grey light. She read the message again, and again, her thumb hovering over the reply button.

Not today, she typed at last. Taking a walk instead. Sometimes the brook is its own kind of church.

She pressed send before she could think better of it.

His reply came almost immediately. I know what you mean. Water doesn't lie. It just moves.

She stared at the words. Water doesn't lie. It just moves.

Who was this young man, who quoted the Song of Solomon one day and said things like water doesn't lie the next? Who spoke of her like she was something rare and precious, something worth staying up late for?

She didn't reply. She put the phone back in her pocket and stood on the bridge for a long moment, watching the brook carry its burden of leaves and twigs downstream, away from Hart's Hollow, toward the Severn and the sea and the wide world beyond.

Water doesn't lie. It just moves.

Was that what she was doing? Moving? Or was she lying to herself, pretending that movement wasn't a choice, that the current wasn't carrying her somewhere she had no business going?

She didn't know. She didn't want to know.

She called Moss to heel and walked home.

The afternoon passed in a haze of small domestic tasks. She changed the sheets on the beds. She swept the kitchen floor. She deadheaded the last of the summer roses, their petals falling like confetti onto the wet grass. She made a shepherd's pie for dinner and put it in the fridge, ready for whenever James got home.

At four o'clock, she sat down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea and her phone. She opened the messages. She read them all, from the beginning.

Thank you for the book. I started it last night. You were right — it's honest.

Page 47. Sometimes I have loved the peacefulness of an ordinary Sunday. I thought of you.

Thank you for the book, Bethany. And for the conversation. And for seeing something in me worth recommending.

Sunday morning. The bells are beautiful. I can hear them from my garden. Are you there, in your second pew? I hope so. I like thinking of you there.

And her replies, sparse and careful:

I'm glad you're enjoying it.

That's one of my favourite passages. You're a fast reader.

Not today. Taking a walk instead. Sometimes the brook is its own kind of church.

She read them as though they belonged to someone else. A woman she didn't know. A woman who was standing on the edge of something, looking down.

She thought about deleting them. All of them. She thought about blocking his number, about pretending none of this had ever happened, about going back to her life the way it had been a week ago, before she'd looked at a young man outside a pub and felt something she couldn't name.

She didn't do any of those things.

She put the phone down and pressed her palms flat against the kitchen table. The wood was cool and smooth beneath her hands, worn by decades of meals and homework and the hundred small collisions of family life. This table had been her grandmother's. She had sat at it as a child, colouring while her mother cooked. She had sat at it as a young wife, writing thank-you notes for wedding presents. She had sat at it through two pregnancies, through the children's school years, through the long slow passage of a life she had chosen and built and loved.

And now she was sitting at it, forty-nine years old, her heart beating too fast because of a man who was young enough to be her son.

She pressed her hands harder against the wood, as though she could draw strength from it, as though the table itself could anchor her.

It couldn't. Nothing could anchor her. She was adrift, and she didn't know how to find her way back to shore.

James came home at half past seven, tired and mud-spattered and full of the retaining wall and its many structural failings. Bethany heated the shepherd's pie and listened to him talk, making the appropriate sounds of interest, asking the right questions. She was good at this. She had been doing it for twenty-six years.

"You weren't at church this morning," he said, halfway through his second helping. "Margaret mentioned it. She sent me a text."

Bethany felt her stomach tighten. "Margaret texted you?"

"Asked if you were feeling all right. Said it wasn't like you to miss a service." He looked at her, his expression mild and unconcerned. "You're not coming down with something, are you?"

"No. I just..." She searched for an answer that wasn't a lie. "I needed a morning to myself. I went for a walk instead."

"Fair enough. Everyone needs a break sometimes." He returned to his pie. "I told Margaret you were fine. She seemed satisfied."

"I'm sure she was."

Bethany gathered the plates and took them to the sink. Her hands were steady. Her face was calm. Inside, something was unspooling.

Margaret had noticed. Of course Margaret had noticed. Margaret noticed everything.

And if Margaret had noticed her absence from church, what else had she noticed? The bookshop visit? The way Seth had lingered outside the pub on Sunday? The messages glowing on Bethany's phone in the dark of the bedroom?

No. That was impossible. Margaret was observant, not omniscient. She couldn't know about the messages. She couldn't know about the walk, the bridge, the words Bethany had typed and sent and regretted and treasured all at once.

She couldn't know.

But Bethany knew. She knew what she was doing. She knew what she was not doing, which was stopping.

She washed the plates and dried her hands and went to sit beside James on the sofa. He put his arm around her, and she leaned into him, and for a little while, everything was normal. Everything was ordinary. Everything was the way it had always been.

But later that night, when James was asleep and the house was dark and quiet, she reached for her phone and read the messages one more time.

Water doesn't lie. It just moves.

She was moving. She was already moving. And she didn't know how to stop.

The next morning, she went to the bookshop. It was Monday, and she usually only worked Tuesdays, Thursdays, and alternating Saturdays, but she'd called Eleanor and said she wanted to catch up on the new stock and Eleanor had said yes, of course, come whenever you like.

She spent the day among the books. She shelved new arrivals. She reorganised the poetry section, which had become a chaos of wrong placements and upside-down spines. She made a display of autumnal reading — dark covers, atmospheric novels, books that smelled of woodsmoke even before you opened them.

She did not think about Seth. She did not check her phone. She worked until her back ached and her fingers were dusty with the particular grey dust of old paper, and when she finally locked up at five o'clock and walked to her car, she felt almost like herself again.

But on the drive home, her phone buzzed in her bag. She didn't look at it. She didn't pull over. She drove all the way to Hart's Hollow with her hands at ten and two and her eyes fixed on the road.

At home, she parked, turned off the engine, and sat in the quiet.

Then she reached into her bag and pulled out her phone.

I finished Gilead. I don't know what to do with myself now. What should I read next?

She laughed. She couldn't help it. A small, surprised sound in the silence of the car.

She typed: Come to the shop tomorrow. I'll find you something.

Your day off?

I'll be there anyway. Tuesdays are mine.

Then I'll be there too.

She put the phone in her bag and went inside. Moss greeted her at the door, his tail sweeping against the flagstones. The house was warm. The kettle was waiting. Everything was as it should be.

She began to hum, very softly, as she filled the kettle.

She didn't notice she was doing it until James came in an hour later and asked what she was so happy about.

"Nothing," she said, and for the first time in days, it felt almost like the truth.

Chapter 5: The Scrape of Trowel on Stone 

Seth Miller woke at first light to the sound of blackbirds quarrelling in the hawthorn outside his window. 

He lay still for a moment, his arms folded behind his head, watching the ceiling brighten from grey to gold. The cottage was small — two rooms downstairs, one up — and the bedroom window faced east, which meant he woke with the sun whether he wanted to or not. This morning, he didn't mind. He'd been dreaming about something he couldn't quite remember, something that left a residue of warmth in his chest like the last heat from a banked fire. 

He swung his legs out of bed and padded downstairs to the kitchen. The floorboards were cold beneath his bare feet. The cottage had come furnished — sparsely — and he'd added little of his own: a stack of landscape design books on the table, a half-dead fern he kept forgetting to water, his grandmother's Bible on the windowsill, its leather cover worn soft as old skin. 

He filled the kettle and stood at the window while it boiled, looking out at the garden. It was the reason he'd taken the cottage, this garden. Not much to look at yet — an overgrown patch of brambles and nettles, a collapsing drystone wall, the remains of what might once have been a vegetable plot — but he could see what it would become. A terrace here, where the morning sun hit. A curved border there, following the natural slope. The wall rebuilt, stone by stone. 

He'd been working on it for months, whenever the pub gave him a day off. The wall was the slowest part. Each stone had to be found, examined, fitted. Some came from the garden itself, unearthed by his spade. Others he'd scavenged from farm tracks and building sites, carrying them home in the boot of his rusted Vauxhall. He liked the weight of them. He liked the way they settled against each other, each one finding its place. 

The kettle clicked off. He made coffee — strong, black, no sugar — and carried it outside. 

The morning was cool, the grass wet with dew. He stood at the edge of the half-built wall and surveyed his work. Thirty feet done, another twenty to go. The stones were Cotswold limestone, honey-coloured in the low light, still bearing the marks of the tools that had shaped them a century ago. He'd learned to read those marks — the rough chisel work of a farm wall, not the fine ashlar of a manor house. This wall had been built by someone like him. Someone who worked with their hands. 

He set his coffee on a flat stone and picked up the trowel. 

The work absorbed him the way it always did. His mind went quiet when he was building — no chatter, no circling thoughts, just the scrape of the trowel on stone, the grit of mortar between his fingers, the particular satisfaction of a stone settling into its bed. He'd discovered this kind of peace late, after years of jobs that hadn't fit him. The pub was fine — good people, easy work, cash in his pocket — but it wasn't what he wanted to do with his life. This was. The shaping of space. The making of something that would outlast him. 

By mid-morning, the sun was full on his back and he'd shed his shirt without thinking about it. He worked on, his skin warming, his muscles moving with the familiar rhythm of the task. The wall was rising. Another course, and another. He could see the shape of the finished thing now, the way it would hold the garden like cupped hands. 

He thought about Bethany. 

He'd been thinking about her all week. Not in the way you thought about a woman you wanted to bed — or not only that way. He thought about her voice, the way it softened when she talked about books. He thought about her hands, how they'd moved among the chrysanthemums in the church, quick and capable. He thought about the way she'd said You can call me Bethany, as if the words had escaped before she'd decided to release them. 

He wasn't stupid. He knew what this was. She was married, forty-nine, a pillar of the village. He was twenty-eight, a waiter with a half-built garden and a rusted car and a past he didn't talk about. There was no version of this story that ended well. 

But he couldn't stop thinking about her. 

He'd tried. He'd told himself it was just attraction — simple, physical, the kind of thing that faded if you ignored it. But it hadn't faded. It had deepened, taken on weight and texture, become something he carried with him through his days. He found himself looking for her whenever he walked through the village. He found himself listening for her voice in the pub, her laugh, the particular cadence of her footsteps on the pavement outside. 

He found himself, this morning, wondering what she was doing right now. Whether she was thinking about him. 

He scraped the trowel across the stone and tried to think about something else. 

At noon, he knocked off work and walked to the pub. It was his day off, but the Hart & Hound did a Sunday roast that was worth the money, and he was hungry enough to eat his own arm. He pulled on a clean shirt in the gents' and took a table by the window, nodding to the few villagers he recognised. 

Frank Chilton was at the bar, nursing a pint and explaining his boundary dispute to anyone who would listen. Margaret Easton was at a corner table with a cup of tea and a newspaper, her glasses perched on the end of her nose. She looked up as Seth passed and gave him a nod that might have been approval or might have been reconnaissance. With Margaret, it was difficult to tell. 

He ordered the roast and ate it slowly, watching the village go about its Sunday business through the window. Couples walking arm in arm along the high street. Children on bicycles. The occasional car, driven with the particular caution of someone navigating lanes barely wider than their wing mirrors. 

The pub was warm, the food was good, and he should have been content. But his mind kept drifting back to the messages on his phone. The ones he'd sent. The ones she'd replied to. 

Sometimes the brook is its own kind of church. 

He'd read that message a dozen times. It wasn't flirtatious, exactly. It wasn't anything she couldn't have said to anyone. But she'd said it to him. On a Sunday morning, when she should have been in her second pew, she'd been walking along the brook, and she'd told him about it. 

He didn't know what it meant. He didn't know if it meant anything. But the fact that she'd replied at all — that she hadn't told him to stop messaging, that she hadn't ignored him or blocked him or done any of the things a sensible married woman should have done — felt like a door left slightly ajar. 

He wasn't going to push it open. He wasn't that kind of man. 

But he wasn't going to close it either. 

After lunch, he walked back to the cottage by the long route, along Church Lane and past St. Mary's. The service had ended hours ago, but the doors were still open, and he found himself climbing the steps and going inside. 

The church was empty. The air was cool and still, smelling of beeswax and old stone and the faint sweetness of the chrysanthemums he knew she'd arranged. They stood on the pedestal near the altar — bronze and copper and deep red, a cascade of autumn colour against the grey stone. 

He sat in a pew near the back and looked at them. 

He hadn't been inside a church since his grandmother's funeral. Three years ago, give or take. She'd been the only person in his life who'd ever talked about God as if He were actually present, a living breathing thing you could argue with and ignore and come back to. She'd read him the Bible at bedtime — not the hellfire parts, but the stories. David and Goliath. Daniel in the lion's den. The Song of Solomon, which she'd called the most beautiful love poem ever written. 

Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine. 

He'd been twelve when she'd read him that. He'd blushed and laughed and pretended to be embarrassed, but he'd never forgotten it. The way the words felt in his mouth. The way desire and devotion weren't opposites, in those verses, but the same thing. 

He sat in the empty church and looked at the flowers Bethany had arranged, and he thought about what he was doing. About whether it was wrong. About whether he cared. 

He decided, in the end, that he did care. But not enough to stop. 

That evening, as the light was beginning to fade, he sat at his kitchen table with Gilead open in front of him. He'd finished it the night before, but he was rereading passages, the way you return to a particular view on a walk you've already taken. 

Sometimes I have loved the peacefulness of an ordinary Sunday. It is like standing in a newly planted garden after a warm rain. 

He'd sent her that line. He'd sent it because it had made him think of her, and because he'd wanted her to know he was reading the book properly, not just buying it to have an excuse to see her. Though that had been part of it too, if he was honest. 

He pulled out his phone and read their exchange again. All of it, from the beginning. 

He knew he should delete the messages. He knew he should stop texting her, stop finding reasons to be wherever she was. He knew this was not a thing that could end anywhere but badly. 

But he didn't delete them. He didn't stop. 

Instead, he typed: I finished Gilead. I don't know what to do with myself now. What should I read next? 

Her reply came twenty minutes later. Come to the shop tomorrow. I'll find you something. 

Your day off? 

I'll be there anyway. Tuesdays are mine. 

He smiled at the screen. Tuesdays are mine. As if a day could belong to a person. As if she were offering him a piece of her time without quite saying so. 

Then I'll be there too. 

He set the phone down and looked out the window at the darkening garden. The wall was a low silhouette against the dusk, half-built, waiting. 

He would finish it. He would finish the wall and the garden and whatever this was with Bethany, however it ended. He wasn't afraid of the work. He'd never been afraid of the work. 

He was afraid of other things. Of wanting something he couldn't have. Of having something he shouldn't want. Of the way his chest tightened when he thought about her hands among the chrysanthemums, her voice in the bookshop, the softness in her face when she'd said You can call me Bethany. 

He was afraid of what he might do, given the chance. 

But he was also, he realised with a strange sense of calm, entirely certain that he would do it anyway. Whatever came next. Whatever she would let him do. Whatever she wanted. 

He pulled on his jacket and went outside to work on the wall until the light was completely gone. The stones were cold beneath his hands. The trowel scraped against the mortar. The wall rose, course by course. 

He worked until he couldn't see what he was building. Then he went inside, washed the grit from his hands, and lay awake in the dark, thinking about the next day. 

Tuesday. 

Her day. 

Chapter 6: The Scent of Old Paper

Tuesday morning unfolded bright and sharp as a new copper coin, the sky washed clean by a north-west wind that had swept through the valley overnight. Bethany arrived at The Gilded Page at quarter to nine, her hair still damp from the shower, a flush of colour high on her cheeks from the drive. She'd taken more care than usual with her appearance — not that she'd admit it, even to herself. A blouse instead of a jumper. The silver earrings Becca had given her for Christmas. A touch of the rose-scented lotion she usually saved for Sundays.

She was being ridiculous. She knew she was being ridiculous.

She unlocked the shop, disabled the alarm, and went through the opening rituals with a focus that bordered on aggressive. She was not waiting for him. She was not watching the door.

When the bell above the door jangled at ten past eleven, she was on a stepladder in the travel section, dusting the top shelves with a rag that had seen better decades. She didn't look down.

"Be with you in a moment."

"Take your time."

The voice was his. Of course it was. She'd known it would be, from the moment the bell had sounded. She finished dusting the shelf with deliberate care, climbed down, and turned to face him.

Seth stood just inside the doorway. He'd made an effort too, she noticed — a clean shirt, his hair still damp at the ends, the faint scent of soap or cologne reaching her across the shop. He was holding the brown-paper-wrapped copy of Gilead in one hand, his thumb marking a page.

"I finished it," he said. "Properly this time. No skimming."

"And?"

"And I'm not sure what to do with myself now. It's the kind of book that makes other books feel thin."

Bethany climbed down from the stepladder, wiping her hands on the dust rag. "That's the sign of a good one. When nothing else will do."

"So what comes next?"

She studied him for a moment. He looked different in the morning light — younger, somehow, but also more serious. His eyes were shadowed, as though he hadn't slept well, and there was a tension in his shoulders that hadn't been there before.

"Are you all right?" The question slipped out before she could stop it.

He blinked, surprised. "I'm fine. Why?"

"You look tired."

"I've been working on my garden. Building a wall. It's slow going." He hesitated. "And I've been thinking. About the book. About..." He didn't finish the sentence.

The silence between them stretched, elastic and uncertain. Bethany was acutely aware of the empty shop around them, the dusty sunlight falling through the leaded windows, the particular intimacy of being alone with someone in a space designed for browsing.

"What were you thinking?" she asked.

He looked at her for a long moment. "That I wanted to see you. That's all."

There it was. Spoken aloud, in a quiet voice, without deflection or apology. He wasn't pretending this was about books. He wasn't pretending it was about anything except what it was.

She should have said something then. She should have reminded him — reminded herself — of all the reasons this couldn't happen. James. The village. Her faith. The twenty-one years between them. The wedding ring on her finger, suddenly heavy as a manacle.

Instead, she said: "I'll find you something to read."

She moved toward the fiction section, and he followed. The shop was narrow, and she was conscious of him behind her — his footsteps on the worn floorboards, the warmth of his presence in the cool air.

"I've been thinking about what you said," he said, his voice low. "About listening to what people aren't saying."

She pulled a book from the shelf without looking at it. "What do you think I'm not saying?"

"I don't know." He was standing close enough now that she could smell him — not soap or cologne, but something earthier, the faint mineral scent of stone dust. "That's what I've been trying to figure out."

Bethany turned to face him. They were standing in the narrow aisle between the fiction and history sections, the bookshelves towering on either side. The light from the window fell across his face, illuminating the crooked line of his smile, the blue-grey of his eyes, the small scar through his left eyebrow.

"Seth," she said, and stopped.

He waited. He didn't push. He didn't reach for her. He simply stood there, patient and attentive, as though he had all the time in the world.

"I'm married," she said finally.

"I know."

"I've been married for twenty-six years."

"I know."

"I have children. A life. A faith." She was listing things now, as if the accumulation of them would build a wall between them. "I can't — there's nothing here for you. There can't be."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, very gently, "You asked me what I thought you weren't saying."

She didn't answer.

"I think you're not saying that you want me to leave."

The words hung in the dusty air. Bethany felt her heart beating in her throat, in her wrists, in the hollow of her stomach. She should tell him to go. She should say the words and make them final and go back to her life, her real life, the one she'd built with such care.

She didn't say anything.

"I'm not asking for anything," he said. "I'm not expecting anything. I just..." He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture of frustration that was unexpectedly endearing. "I like talking to you. I like being around you. That's all. Can that be enough? For now?"

For now. The words were a door, slightly ajar.

"For now," she repeated, and the word felt dangerous in her mouth, like a sip of wine on an empty stomach.

"Yes."

She looked at him. At his steady gaze, his patient hands, the dust of stone still caught in the creases of his knuckles. She thought about all the reasons she should send him away. She thought about the seventh stair, the Sunday services, the comfortable weight of her life. She thought about James, who loved her and trusted her and had no idea she was standing in a bookshop with her heart hammering against her ribs.

"All right," she said.

"All right?"

"All right. For now." She held up the book she'd pulled from the shelf — she still hadn't looked at the title — and thrust it toward him. "The Remains of the Day. Kazuo Ishiguro. About a man who spends his whole life being faithful to the wrong things."

He took the book. Their fingers brushed, briefly, and she felt the contact like an electric current.

"That sounds depressing."

"It's beautiful." She moved past him, back toward the counter, putting space between them. "And it's honest. You said you liked honest."

He followed her to the counter, and she wrapped the book in brown paper with the same careful movements she used for every customer. She was not flustered. She was not trembling. Her hands were perfectly steady, and if her pulse was racing, no one could see it.

"Thank you," he said, taking the wrapped book. "For the book. And for..." He paused. "For not telling me to leave."

"Everyone deserves a book recommendation."

He smiled — that crooked smile, one corner higher than the other. "That's not what I meant, and you know it."

The bell jangled as he left. Bethany stood behind the counter, her hands flat on the worn wood, and breathed.

She had done nothing wrong. She had recommended a book. She had been polite and professional and had reminded him — had reminded herself — of all the reasons this couldn't happen. She had done everything right.

So why did she feel as though she'd just stepped off a cliff?

She sat down on the stool behind the counter and pressed her fingers to her temples. The shop was quiet around her, the dust motes swimming in the sunlight, the smell of old paper hanging in the air.

I think you're not saying that you want me to leave.

He was right. She hadn't said it. She hadn't even thought it.

She had stood in the narrow aisle between fiction and history, and she had looked at him, and she had felt something she hadn't felt in years — a kind of waking up, a stirring in the blood, a sense that the world was larger and stranger and more dangerous than she had allowed herself to believe.

She had felt alive.

She closed the shop for lunch at half past twelve. She sat in the back room, staring at the courtyard through the window, eating her sandwich without tasting it. At one o'clock, she pulled out her phone and typed a message to Helen.

Can we talk?

The reply came within minutes. My place. Tonight. I'll open a bottle.

The Morden farm sat in a fold of the valley two miles outside the village, a rambling stone house surrounded by paddocks and stables and the particular organised chaos of an equestrian property. Bethany arrived at seven, after James had settled in front of the television with his dinner on a tray. She'd told him she was going to Bible study. Wednesday was Bible study. This was Tuesday. He hadn't noticed.

Helen was waiting in the kitchen, a bottle of red wine already open on the table. Two glasses. A fire in the woodstove. The dogs — three border collies of varying ages — were sprawled on the hearthrug.

"You look terrible," Helen said, pouring a generous measure into each glass.

"Thank you."

"I mean you look like you haven't slept." Helen pushed a glass across the table. "Drink."

Bethany drank. The wine was warm and dark and spread through her chest like a slow fire. She hadn't realised how cold she'd been.

"I saw him today," she said. "At the shop."

"Seth."

"Yes."

"And?"

Bethany stared at her glass. "He said he wanted to see me. That's all. Just that he wanted to see me."

"What did you say?"

"I said I was married. I said I had a life, a family, a faith. I said there was nothing there for him."

"That sounds very sensible."

"It wasn't sensible." Bethany looked up, meeting Helen's steady grey gaze. "He said he wasn't asking for anything. He said he just liked being around me. And I said... I said all right. I said for now."

Helen was quiet for a moment. Then she reached across the table and took Bethany's hand, her grip warm and firm.

"You're allowed to feel things, Bethany. You're allowed to want things. You're human."

"I don't want to want this."

"I know." Helen's thumb moved across Bethany's knuckles, a gesture of comfort. "But you do. That's the truth of it. You do want it. And pretending otherwise isn't going to make it go away."

Bethany pulled her hand free and pressed it to her face. "I love James. I love my life. I love my family. Why isn't that enough?"

"Because love isn't a finite resource. Wanting something new doesn't mean you've stopped wanting what you have. It just means you're still alive." Helen topped up both their glasses. "You don't have to do anything about this. You know that, don't you? You can feel whatever you feel without acting on it. You can want him without having him."

"That sounds like a very fine distinction."

"It's the only distinction that matters. It's the one I made." Helen leaned back in her chair, her face half-lit by the fire. "I wanted someone who wasn't my husband. I wanted him for months. I imagined it, in detail, more times than I can count. But I didn't act on it. And eventually — it took a long time, and it wasn't easy — but eventually, the wanting faded. It became a memory of wanting, instead of the thing itself."

"And you never regretted it? Not acting?"

Helen was silent for a long moment. "Sometimes. But I've never regretted my marriage. I've never regretted the life David and I built. And I think — I know — that if I'd crossed that line, I would have regretted it every day. The cost would have been too high."

Bethany looked at her friend. At her weathered face, her steady eyes, her hands wrapped around the wine glass. Helen had been carrying this secret for fifteen years, maybe longer. She had never told anyone. She had made her choice and lived with it, alone.

"How do I make it stop?" Bethany's voice was barely above a whisper. "The thinking about him. The waiting for his messages. The way my heart beats faster when I see his name on my phone."

"I don't know that you can make it stop. But you can stop feeding it. No more messages. No more bookshop visits. No more looking at him outside the pub." Helen's voice was gentle but firm. "Distance. That's the only cure I know. Put as much distance between you as you can."

Bethany nodded. It was good advice. It was the advice she would have given to anyone else in her position.

She didn't know if she could take it.

She stayed at the farm until nearly eleven, the two of them drinking wine and talking about other things — Helen's horses, Becca's wedding, the village gossip that felt somehow distant now, as though it belonged to a life Bethany was watching from a great height. When she finally drove home, the lanes were dark and the stars were out, and the house was quiet when she let herself in.

James was asleep. The seventh stair creaked under her weight. She stood in the bedroom doorway, watching him breathe, and felt a wave of love and guilt and confusion that was almost physical.

She undressed in the dark and slid into bed beside him. He stirred, his arm reaching for her automatically, pulling her close.

"You're late," he murmured.

"Bible study ran long."

He made a sound of acknowledgment and settled back into sleep. Bethany lay still against his warmth, her eyes open in the dark.

She had lied to her husband. Not about anything that mattered — not yet — but still. A lie. A small one, insignificant. The first of many, if she wasn't careful.

She closed her eyes and tried to pray. The words wouldn't come. She was too tired, too confused, too full of something she couldn't name.

Distance, Helen had said. Distance was the cure.

But distance felt impossible when Seth's voice was still echoing in her head, when the scent of stone dust still seemed to cling to her clothes, when every time she closed her eyes she saw his crooked smile and the way he'd looked at her across the bookshop as though she were the only thing in the world worth looking at.

She fell asleep still trying to pray, and dreamed of drystone walls and falling water and a voice calling her name from somewhere just out of sight.

Chapter 7: The Weight of the Ring

For five days, Bethany kept her promise to herself.

She didn't reply to the message Seth sent on Wednesday evening — How's the Ishiguro? — though she read it four times. She didn't reply to the one on Thursday morning — I stayed up too late again. Your fault. — though she smiled at it in the bookshop stockroom, alone among the cardboard boxes. She didn't reply to the one on Friday night, a single line that arrived just after eleven: I walked past the brook today. Thought of you.

She didn't reply. She didn't delete them either.

Instead, she threw herself into the rhythms of her life with an intensity that bordered on performance. She worked at the bookshop on Thursday, reorganising the biography section with a thoroughness that alarmed Eleanor. She cleaned the house on Friday until every surface gleamed. She took Moss for long walks along the brook — not the path that led toward Seth's cottage, but the other way, toward the water meadows and the old mill. She attended Bible study on Wednesday evening and made conversation with Margaret about the harvest festival accounts without once checking her phone, though it buzzed twice in her bag.

She was doing well. She was being sensible. She was following Helen's advice, putting distance between herself and the thing that threatened to undo her.

By Saturday afternoon, she had almost convinced herself it was working.

Becca and Oliver arrived at half past twelve, bringing with them a catering spreadsheet, a bottle of prosecco, and the particular energy of a young couple deep in wedding planning.

The spreadsheet was Oliver's work — a meticulous document with colour-coded columns, comparative cost analyses, and a section labelled "Dietary Contingencies" that James studied with professional admiration.

"This is very thorough," James said, scrolling through the document on his tablet. "I notice you've accounted for gluten-free, dairy-free, and nut-free. What about vegans?"

"Oliver's sister is vegan," Becca said, pouring prosecco into four glasses. "There's a separate tab."

"Of course there is."

They gathered around the kitchen table, the same table where Bethany had sat as a child, where she'd done homework and made pastry and written Christmas cards for twenty-six years. Oliver walked them through the catering options with the enthusiasm of a man who had found his true calling in wedding logistics. Becca interrupted frequently, adding annotations and objections and the occasional plea for "something that actually tastes like food, not a sculpture."

Bethany watched her daughter. Becca was twenty-five now — the age Bethany had been when she'd given birth to her. She had James's colouring (the same sandy hair, the same blue eyes) but Bethany's mannerisms: the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when thinking, the way she bit her lower lip when concentrating, the way she laughed with her whole body, head thrown back, unguarded.

She was beautiful. She was happy. She was about to marry a kind, decent, spreadsheet-obsessed man who clearly adored her.

She was everything Bethany had been, once. Before the years had worn the edges smooth.

"Right, the photographer," Becca said, flipping to another tab. "We've narrowed it down to two. One does the classic posed shots, the other is more documentary-style. Candid. Mum, what do you think?"

Bethany blinked. "I think... candid sounds lovely. More natural."

"That's what I said!" Becca turned to Oliver triumphantly. "See? Mum agrees with me."

"Mum always agrees with you," James observed.

"That's because Mum has excellent taste."

Bethany smiled and sipped her prosecco. The bubbles were sharp on her tongue. She was present in the conversation, or at least performing presence well enough that no one seemed to notice the distance behind her eyes.

But she was thinking about Friday night. The message at eleven o'clock. I walked past the brook today. Thought of you.

She had been in bed when it arrived, lying beside James in the dark. She'd felt the phone vibrate on the bedside table, and she'd known — known with the certainty of dread — who it was from. She hadn't looked at it until morning, but she'd lain awake for an hour afterward, feeling the shape of the unread message glowing in the dark like a small, hot stone.

"Mum?"

She looked up. Becca was watching her with an expression that was half curiosity, half concern.

"You seem miles away."

"Sorry, darling. I was just thinking about... the flowers. For the church. I need to check the rota."

"We're talking about canapés. Canapés, Mum. Focus."

"Right. Canapés. What about the mini Yorkshire puddings? Those are always popular."

Becca made a note on her phone. Oliver added something to the spreadsheet. James refilled the glasses. The afternoon unspooled in comfortable domesticity, the four of them talking and laughing and building the architecture of a wedding that would take place in six months' time.

Bethany smiled in all the right places. She made suggestions. She laughed at Oliver's jokes. She was, by any measure, entirely present.

But a part of her was on a footpath along the Hart Brook, in the dark, thinking about a young man who had walked there thinking of her.

After lunch, they walked into the village for a drink at The Hart & Hound. The pub was busy with Saturday trade — walkers from the Cotswold Way, locals gathering for the afternoon, the fire already lit against the autumn chill. Bethany hesitated at the door, her hand on the worn brass handle.

"You all right?" James asked.

"Fine. Just cold."

Inside, the pub was warm and loud. Becca and Oliver found a table near the fire while James went to the bar. Bethany stood beside him, scanning the room with a casualness she didn't feel.

Seth wasn't there. Of course he wasn't. Saturday was his day off; she knew this now, the way she knew the titles of the books he'd read and the way he took his coffee and the sound of his voice when he said her name. She had accumulated these facts without meaning to, the way a beach accumulates driftwood.

They ordered drinks — a pint for James, white wine for Bethany, something complicated for Becca, a mineral water for Oliver who was driving — and settled around the table. The fire crackled. The conversation turned to seating plans and the relative merits of round tables versus long ones.

Bethany was halfway through her wine when the pub door opened and Seth walked in.

He wasn't working. He was wearing a dark jumper and jeans, his hair wind-tousled, a newspaper tucked under his arm. He stopped at the bar, exchanged a few words with the landlord, and ordered a pint.

He hadn't seen her yet.

Bethany turned back to the table, her heart suddenly too large for her chest. Becca was saying something about table runners. James was nodding. Oliver was making notes on his phone.

She heard Seth's footsteps behind her. Heard him thank the barman. Heard him turn toward the door.

Then: "Bethany."

She looked up.

He was standing a few feet away, his pint in one hand, his newspaper in the other. His expression was surprised but pleased, as though he'd found something he'd lost.

"Seth. Hello." Her voice was steady, she was relieved to note. Casual. "This is my husband James, my daughter Becca, her fiancé Oliver."

James stood to shake his hand with the automatic cordiality of an Englishman who had been shaking hands for five decades. "Good to meet you properly. You work here, don't you?"

"I do. Day off today."

"And you know my wife from...?"

"Bookshop," Bethany said, too quickly. "He came in looking for recommendations. We've been corresponding about books."

If James noticed her emphasis on books, he didn't show it. "She's good at that. Should have been a librarian."

"I agree," Seth said, and something in his tone made Bethany's stomach clench. "She recommended Gilead. Changed my week."

"Never read it," James said, sitting back down. "I'm more of a history man myself."

They talked for another minute — polite, surface-level, the kind of conversation that happened in pubs between people who had nothing in common except a village. Seth was charming in an understated way, asking Oliver about his work, congratulating Becca on the engagement, deflecting James's questions about his own background with self-deprecating humour.

Then he said he should be going, and he said goodbye to the table, and he looked at Bethany for just a moment longer than necessary.

"Enjoy your Sunday," he said.

"You too."

He left. The door swung shut. The fire crackled. Becca returned to her seating plan.

"Nice bloke," James observed. "Bit intense, maybe."

"I didn't notice," Bethany said.

She finished her wine and signalled for another.

That night, after Becca and Oliver had left and the house was quiet again, Bethany sat at the kitchen table in the dark. James had gone to bed an hour ago. Moss was asleep at her feet. The only light came from the moon through the window and the small, bright screen of her phone.

She had three unread messages from Seth. Four now, counting the one that had just arrived.

It was good to see you today.

She stared at the words. She thought about Helen's advice. Distance. Stop feeding it. No more messages.

She typed: You too.

I wanted to say more. But I couldn't. Not with everyone there.

I know.

I'm not trying to make things difficult for you. I hope you know that.

She thought about the way he'd looked at her in the pub. The way he'd said Bethany as if the name were something precious. The way James had shaken his hand, entirely unsuspecting, entirely trusting.

You're not making things difficult, she typed. I am.

She pressed send before she could stop herself.

His reply was immediate. Is that a bad thing?

She didn't know how to answer that. It was a bad thing, obviously. It was the worst thing. It was the first step on a path she had no business walking.

But it was also, in some strange and terrifying way, the most alive she had felt in years.

I don't know, she typed. I don't know what it is.

Do you want me to stop?

She stared at the question. It was the question she'd been avoiding, the one she'd been dancing around for a week. Do you want me to stop. A simple question. A simple answer.

She thought about James upstairs, sleeping. She thought about Becca's wedding, six months away. She thought about the congregation of St. Mary's, the second pew, the chrysanthemums she'd arranged with her own hands.

She thought about the reckless shepherd, leaving the ninety-nine.

No, she typed. I don't want you to stop.

She put the phone face-down on the table and pressed her palms against her eyes. She was crying. She hadn't noticed when it started. The tears were hot on her cheeks, and she was crying, silently, in the dark kitchen, Moss stirring at her feet and pressing his cold nose against her ankle.

The phone buzzed again. She didn't look at it. She didn't need to.

She had said it. She had admitted it. She didn't want him to stop.

Whatever was coming, she had opened the door.

She sat in the dark for a long time, until the tears stopped and the silence returned. Then she climbed the stairs — avoiding the seventh — and slid into bed beside James. He didn't stir. His breathing was slow and steady, the rhythm of a man who had nothing to fear.

Bethany lay on her back, staring at the ceiling, and felt the weight of her wedding ring on her finger. It had never felt heavier. It had never felt more fragile.

She didn't sleep.

The next morning was Sunday. The bells of St. Mary's rang across the valley, calling the faithful to worship. Bethany stood at the kitchen window, her mug cooling in her hands, and watched the parishioners climb Church Lane.

She was not among them.

She couldn't face it — the second pew, the chrysanthemums, Margaret's knowing eyes, the hymns and the prayers and the weight of everything she was supposed to be. She couldn't sit in the presence of God and pretend her heart wasn't somewhere else.

So she stood at the window and watched, and when the bells fell silent, she pulled on her coat and walked to the brook.

It was a grey morning, the sky low and soft, the kind of sky that might bring rain later. The water was high and fast, carrying leaves and twigs through its channel, and she stood on the footbridge and watched it flow. The alders were barer now, their yellow leaves fallen in drifts along the bank. The heron was not in its usual place. The path was empty.

She pulled out her phone and read the message she hadn't looked at the night before.

I'm not going to stop. But I'm not going to push either. Whatever happens next has to be your choice. I'll wait.

She read it twice. Three times. Then she put the phone away and stood with her hands on the cold rail of the bridge, watching the water move beneath her.

The current was strong today. Relentless. It would carry whatever fell into it all the way to the Severn, and from there to the sea, and she would never see it again.

But she was not in the water. Not yet. She was still standing on the bridge, still anchored to the land, still capable of turning back.

For now, she'd said.

For now, he'd accepted.

She turned away from the brook and walked home through the grey morning. The village was quiet, the church service still in progress. She let herself into the empty house and stood in the kitchen, her coat still on, her hands still cold.

She didn't want him to stop.

She had said it aloud — or as good as aloud, there on the glowing screen. She had crossed some invisible line, and she couldn't go back.

But she wasn't ready to go forward either.

So she stood. In the quiet kitchen. In the grey light. In the suspended moment between what she was and what she might become.

The bells began again — the closing hymn. Soon the parishioners would spill out onto Church Lane, exchanging pleasantries, making their way home to Sunday lunches and quiet afternoons.

Bethany took off her coat and began peeling potatoes for lunch.

The day continued. Ordinary. Unremarkable. But beneath the surface, something had shifted. Some stone had been dislodged. And the current was already carrying it away.

Chapter 8: What the Stones Remember

October arrived in a procession of grey days, each one cooler than the last. The beech woods on the ridge above Hart's Hollow turned slowly, their green giving way to a muted gold that would not blaze until the first frost. Mornings began in mist. Evenings ended in woodsmoke and the distant complaint of owls along the brook.

For two weeks, Bethany lived inside a contradiction.

Outwardly, nothing had changed. She rose at half past five, made her tea, stood in the kitchen doorway while the world assembled itself. She went to the bookshop on Tuesdays and Thursdays, attended church on Sundays, sat through Bible study on Wednesday evenings with her hands folded in her lap and her mind elsewhere. She cooked meals and walked the dog and made conversation with James about boundary disputes and retaining walls. She was, by any measure anyone could see, exactly the woman she had always been.

But beneath the surface, the messages continued.

They came at irregular intervals — sometimes three in a day, sometimes none for forty-eight hours. Seth was careful now, more careful than he'd been in those first impulsive days. He never wrote anything that couldn't be explained, never said anything a friend or a well-wisher might not say. He asked about books. He mentioned the weather. He described the progress of the wall he was building in his garden, the stones he'd found in an old quarry near Stow-on-the-Wold, the way the mortar had to be mixed just right or it wouldn't hold.

And yet, in every message, there was an undertow. A current beneath the surface.

Found another stone today. Good one. Flat on top. It reminded me of the way you set that book on the counter, like you were placing something precious.

Rain all morning. The mortar won't set. I keep thinking about what you said about the Ishiguro — spending your whole life being faithful to the wrong things. What if the right things are the ones you never let yourself have?

Walked past St. Mary's. The chrysanthemums are still going. You're good at that. Making things last.

She read every message. She replied to most, though her replies were shorter than his, more guarded. She told herself she was being polite. She told herself this was nothing more than correspondence, the kind of exchange any two people might have.

She stopped telling herself that when it became too obviously untrue.

James noticed nothing. This was, perhaps, the most damning thing of all.

He was busy with work — a complicated job in Wiltshire that required overnight stays twice in October — and when he was home, he was tired. He ate the meals she prepared. He asked about her day and listened to her answers without really hearing them. He slept beside her every night, his breathing deep and untroubled, his hand sometimes reaching for her in the dark with the automatic affection of long habit.

Once, in the third week of October, he kissed her in the kitchen before leaving for work. A proper kiss, the kind he hadn't given her in months. His hand at the small of her back. His mouth warm against hers.

"What was that for?" she asked.

"Do I need a reason?"

She smiled and said no, and he left, and she stood at the kitchen window watching his car disappear down the lane. The kiss had been pleasant. Comfortable. Like slipping into a warm bath.

She tried to remember the last time a kiss from her husband had made her heart race. She couldn't.

The storm arrived on the last Thursday of October, roaring up the Severn Estuary with winds that stripped the remaining leaves from the alders and sent them spinning through the lanes like copper coins. Bethany closed the bookshop early, driving home through horizontal rain with the windscreen wipers struggling to keep pace.

James was in Wiltshire. He'd called that morning to say he was staying an extra night — the structural survey was more complicated than expected, and the client was insisting on full documentation before the weekend. Bethany had said she understood and told him to drive carefully, and she'd meant both things.

The house was dark when she pulled into the drive. She dashed from the car to the back door, her coat pulled over her head, and was soaked anyway by the time she got inside. Moss greeted her with the particular enthusiasm of a dog who had spent the afternoon alone and was convinced she had abandoned him forever.

"I was only at work," she said, towelling his wet head. "You're very dramatic."

He followed her through the house, his nails clicking on the flagstones, as she drew the curtains and switched on the lights and tried to banish the emptiness that seemed to have settled into every room.

James being away had never bothered her before. She'd always valued the occasional solitude — the freedom to eat toast for dinner and read until midnight and leave the radio on whatever station she liked. But tonight was different. Tonight the house felt cavernous and hollow, and the wind moaning in the chimney seemed to be speaking a language she almost understood.

She made a fire in the sitting room. She heated soup and ate it from a mug. She tried to read but couldn't concentrate, her attention skittering across the page like a stone across ice.

At nine o'clock, the storm intensified. The wind rose to a shriek, and somewhere in the village, she heard the crash of something falling — a dustbin lid, perhaps, or a loose branch. Moss whined and pressed himself against her legs.

"It's all right," she said. "It's just weather."

Then the conservatory window shattered.

The sound was unmistakeable — the sharp crack of breaking glass, then the deeper percussion of something heavy striking the flagstones inside. Bethany was on her feet before she registered moving, her heart slamming against her ribs. Moss barked, sharp and panicked.

"Stay," she commanded, and for once he obeyed.

The conservatory was at the back of the house, a modest glass-and-timber addition James had built the year Tom started secondary school. It had never been entirely watertight, and in high winds it groaned like a ship at sea. But nothing had ever broken it before.

She stood in the doorway, her hand on the light switch, and saw the damage.

A branch — thick as her arm, torn from the old sycamore at the bottom of the garden — had smashed through one of the side panels. Rain was driving through the hole in curtains, drenching the wicker furniture and the terracotta pots she'd stacked in the corner. The floor was a glitter of shattered glass.

"Oh, God," she said aloud, and the words were a prayer, not an expletive.

She stood frozen for perhaps thirty seconds, her mind cycling through what needed to happen — the glass needed to be cleared, the hole needed to be covered, the rain needed to be stopped before it ruined the floor — while her body refused to move.

Then the doorbell rang.

She nearly screamed. Moss definitely did, launching himself toward the front door in a fury of barking.

"Quiet. Moss, quiet."

She opened the door on the chain — a precaution she'd never used in Hart's Hollow, a habit from childhood that surfaced only in moments of genuine alarm.

Seth Miller stood on the doorstep. He was wearing a waxed jacket with the hood up, rain streaming from the brim. A torch was in his left hand. His face, in the yellow porch light, was etched with concern.

"I saw the tree come down," he said. "I was checking on Mrs. Patterson next door — she's got a leak in her roof — and I saw it. Are you all right?"

Bethany unlatched the chain and opened the door fully. "The conservatory window. A branch went through it."

"Anyone hurt?"

"No. No, I was in the sitting room. But the rain's coming in, and there's glass everywhere, and James is away —" She stopped, hearing the edge of panic in her own voice.

"I'll help," Seth said. "Let me help."

Rain still lashed against the cardboard patch they had taped over the broken pane, but inside the conservatory the air had thickened with heat and urgency. Seth’s hands, still gritty from sweeping glass, framed her face. Bethany rose onto her toes and kissed him—open, hungry, tasting rain and salt and the sharp edge of months of longing.

He lifted her onto the old wicker daybed. Her wet cardigan and blouse were peeled away; her plain cotton bra followed. When his mouth closed over her nipple she gasped, back arching. His hand slid beneath her skirt, fingers finding her already slick pussy. Two thick fingers pushed inside her, curling, stroking while his thumb circled her swollen clit. She rocked against his hand shamelessly until pleasure snapped tight and sharp.

She freed his cock—thick, hard, the head slick with arousal—and guided him between her thighs. He entered her slowly, stretching her open, filling her completely. The first deep thrust dragged a broken moan from her throat. They moved together in the storm’s roar—his cock sliding in and out of her wet heat in long, deliberate strokes, her legs wrapped tight around his waist, heels digging into his back. When she came it was sudden and fierce, her pussy clenching rhythmically around him. He followed moments later, burying himself deep and spilling inside her with a low groan, forehead pressed to hers.

They stayed joined, breathing hard, rain drumming overhead. Guilt hovered at the edge of the pleasure, but for now the reckless shepherd had claimed his lost sheep, and she was warm and alive in his arms.

She should have said no. She should have thanked him politely and closed the door and called the emergency glazier and waited for James to come home. She should have done the sensible thing, the safe thing, the thing that wouldn't lead to a young man standing in her dark house while her husband was a hundred miles away.

She didn't.

"All right," she said. "Thank you."

He was practical and calm, which she hadn't expected. He surveyed the damage, assessed the situation, and began issuing instructions in a tone that was authoritative without being commanding.

"We need to clear the glass first. Have you got a dustpan? Good. And cardboard — thick cardboard, if you've got it, and duct tape. We can cover the hole temporarily. It won't be pretty, but it'll keep the rain out until morning."

She found the things he asked for. She held the torch while he swept the glass, his movements careful and methodical. The wind howled around the house, but inside the conservatory, there was a strange stillness — just the two of them, the rain drumming on the roof, the beam of the torch cutting through the darkness.

"Where's James?" Seth asked, his eyes on the floor.

"Wiltshire. A structural survey."

"And the children?"

"Grown. Gone." She heard herself say it, and the words seemed to echo in the small space. "It's just me. And Moss."

He nodded, sweeping the last of the glass into the dustpan. "You shouldn't be alone in this. The storm's supposed to get worse before it eases."

"I've been alone in storms before."

"I know. But you don't have to be tonight."

She didn't answer. She didn't know how to answer. The implications of his words — of his presence, here, in her house, at half past nine on a stormy night — were settling over her like the rain settling into the garden.

He finished clearing the glass and began taping cardboard over the broken pane. The cardboard was from a delivery box, and she watched his hands as he worked — the same hands that built the wall, that held the trowel, that had brushed against hers in the bookshop. Strong hands. Capable. She wondered what they would feel like against her skin.

The thought arrived unprompted, and she pushed it away with a force that was almost physical.

"There," he said, stepping back. "It'll hold. Not permanent, but it'll hold."

"Thank you. I don't know what I would have done..."

"Probably exactly the same thing. You're resourceful." He turned to face her, and in the torchlight, his eyes were the colour of the sea in winter. "But I'm glad I was here."

The silence that followed was not comfortable. It was charged, electric, full of things neither of them was saying. Bethany was acutely aware of the darkness around them, the wind still screaming, the rain still hammering against the glass that remained. She was aware of her own breathing, too fast and too shallow. She was aware of the space between them — three feet, maybe less — and the way it seemed to contract with every passing second.

"I should..." she began.

"Bethany."

He said her name softly. Not a demand. Not a question. Just her name, spoken into the darkness like something fragile.

"This is..." She couldn't finish the sentence.

"I know." He didn't move toward her. He didn't reach for her. He just stood there, his hands at his sides, his eyes on her face. "I told you. I'm not going to push. Whatever happens — if anything happens — it has to be you."

"And if I can't?"

"Then nothing happens." He said it simply, as if it were that easy. "I like being around you. That's enough. Or it was, until..."

"Until what?"

He looked away, toward the shattered window and the cardboard patch and the rain still streaking down outside. "Until I started thinking about you all the time. Until every book I read, I wondered what you'd think of it. Until I started building that bloody wall just to have something to do with my hands that wasn't reaching for my phone."

She felt her throat tighten. "Seth."

"I know. You're married. You have a life. A faith. I know all of it. And I still can't stop thinking about you." He looked back at her, and his expression was raw in a way she hadn't seen before. Unguarded. "Is that stupid?"

She should have said yes. She should have said it was stupid and impossible and wrong. Instead, she took a step toward him. She didn't mean to. Her body seemed to move independently of her will, closing the distance between them until she was close enough to feel the warmth radiating from him in the cold air of the shattered conservatory.

"I don't know what I'm doing," she whispered.

"Neither do I."

They stood there, inches apart, the storm raging around them. His hand lifted — slowly, giving her time to pull away — and brushed a strand of hair from her face. His fingers were warm against her skin.

"I should make tea," she said. "You're soaked."

He dropped his hand. "Tea would be good."

She led him into the kitchen, where the Aga was still warm and the kettle was waiting and Moss was curled in his bed with the contented air of a dog who had decided the intruder was acceptable.

She made tea. Strong, with milk, the way she always made it. They sat at the kitchen table, their hands wrapped around their mugs, and talked.

They talked about the wall he was building. About the stones he'd found, the way each one had a story if you knew how to read it. They talked about his grandmother in Devon, the only person who'd ever made him feel like he wasn't a disappointment. They talked about her teaching days, before the bookshop, before the children were old enough to leave.

They talked until the storm began to ease, the wind dropping from a shriek to a murmur, the rain softening against the windows. They talked until the clock on the mantelpiece struck midnight, and neither of them had noticed the hours passing.

And when he finally stood to leave — when the rain had stopped and the sky was clearing and the first stars were visible through the kitchen window — he paused at the door.

"Thank you," he said. "For the tea. For the conversation."

"Thank you for saving my conservatory."

"The cardboard won't hold forever."

"I know. I'll call a glazier in the morning."

He nodded. He didn't move. He was looking at her with an expression she couldn't quite read — something between longing and restraint, wanting and waiting.

"Goodnight, Bethany."

"Goodnight, Seth."

He left. The door closed behind him. Bethany stood in the dark hallway, her hand pressed against the wood of the door, and listened to his footsteps fade down the garden path.

She was trembling. She hadn't noticed when it started.

She climbed the stairs — the seventh step creaking its familiar complaint — and undressed in the dark. In bed, she lay on her back and stared at the ceiling, her heart still racing, her skin still tingling where his fingers had brushed her face.

Nothing had happened. Nothing had happened, and everything had changed.

She thought about James in his hotel room in Wiltshire, sleeping the sleep of an innocent man. She thought about her wedding ring, heavy on her finger. She thought about the cardboard patch on the conservatory window, a temporary fix for a permanent problem.

She thought about Seth's voice in the darkness. I still can't stop thinking about you.

And she thought about her own voice, whispering back: I don't know what I'm doing.

It was true. She didn't know. But some part of her — the part that had been asleep for years, perhaps decades — was beginning to wake. Some part of her wanted to find out.

She closed her eyes and listened to the last of the rain, and when sleep finally came, it was full of falling branches and broken glass and a voice calling her name from somewhere just beyond the light.

Chapter 9: The Storm 

The wind had been building all afternoon, but by nine o'clock it was a living thing — shouldering against the walls of the cottage, fingering the loose mortar, keening in the chimney like something trapped and grieving. Seth stood at his kitchen window, watching the garden take the beating. The wall he'd been building was holding. The stones knew what to do. They'd been weathering storms for a hundred years before he'd found them. 

He should have been sleeping. He'd worked a double shift at the pub, the kind of day that left his feet aching and his neck tight and his tolerance for human conversation worn down to nothing. But the storm had him on edge. Something about the way the wind changed pitch, the way the rain drove sideways against the glass. 

He was thinking about Bethany. 

He'd been thinking about her for weeks now, in the way you think about something that's become a permanent feature of your interior landscape. Not constantly. Not obsessively. But persistently. The thought of her was there when he woke, there when he worked, there when he laid the stones of his wall and watched them settle into their beds. She had become a kind of undertone, a frequency he couldn't tune out. 

Her husband was away. He knew this because she'd mentioned it in one of her messages — James is in Wiltshire until Friday — the kind of detail she offered without calculation, without any apparent awareness that she was giving him information he might use. That was one of the things he'd noticed about her: she didn't seem to understand the effect she had. She moved through the world as though she were unremarkable, as though the warmth she radiated was something everyone possessed. 

She had no idea how beautiful she was. That was the strangest part. 

He'd tried, in the quiet of his own mind, to pin down exactly what made her beautiful. It wasn't any single feature. It was the arrangement of them, the way they worked together. 

Her eyes, first. Hazel, more green than brown, set beneath brows that were expressive without being dramatic. They were the kind of eyes that listened, that took things in, that registered emotion before her mouth shaped a response. When she looked at you, she actually looked — not the glancing, distracted attention most people gave, but a steady, focused regard that made you feel seen in a way that was faintly unsettling and deeply compelling. 

Her skin had the particular luminosity of someone who'd spent decades outdoors without making a religion of skincare — fair, with a scattering of fading freckles across the bridge of her nose that deepened in summer, a faint flush at the cheekbones when she was animated or embarrassed or cold. The lines at the corners of her eyes were present without being pronounced, the kind of lines that came from smiling and squinting into sunlight and all the ordinary expressions of a life fully inhabited. She hadn't tried to erase them. He liked that. 

Her mouth was expressive in ways she probably didn't realise. It had a tendency to give away what she was thinking — pressing thin when she was displeased, quirking at one corner when she was amused but trying not to show it, parting slightly when something surprised her. He'd watched her lips more than he should have. He'd imagined what they might taste like: tea, probably, and the faint sweetness of the lip balm she was always applying. 

Her hair was chestnut brown, worn at shoulder length and usually pinned back with a clip that never quite managed to contain all of it. Strands escaped constantly, falling across her face, and she was always tucking them behind her ear with a gesture that was entirely unconscious. The silver at her temples was recent, he guessed — threads of it woven through the darker mass, catching the light. She hadn't hidden it. He admired that too. 

Her body was not the body of a young woman, and this was precisely what he found compelling about it. She had the shape of someone who had lived: hips that had carried children, a softness at the waist that spoke of meals cooked and eaten and enjoyed, breasts that were full without being girlish, the kind of figure that suggested warmth and comfort and a sensuality that had been dormant rather than absent. She moved with a grace she clearly didn't practise — an unselfconscious ease in her own skin that was, paradoxically, the result of not thinking about her own skin at all. 

But it was the disconnect that fascinated him most. The way she seemed genuinely unaware of the impression she made. She deflected compliments with self-deprecation. She dressed in clothes that were practical rather than flattering — cardigans and sensible blouses, skirts that fell below the knee, colours that didn't draw attention. She didn't look in mirrors unless she had to. The one time he'd seen her catch her own reflection, in the window of the bookshop as she was locking up, she'd frowned slightly and looked away, as though whatever she'd seen had disappointed her. 

She had no idea. And that — more than the eyes, more than the mouth, more than the soft curves of her body — was what undid him. The absence of vanity. The genuine belief, apparently long-held, that she was ordinary. 

He'd met women who knew they were beautiful. He'd met women who weaponised it, who deployed it like a currency. Bethany was the opposite of that. She carried her beauty the way she carried her faith — quietly, privately, without any apparent awareness of how it shaped the world around her. 

He wanted to tell her. He wanted to show her, in ways that had nothing to do with words. And that wanting was becoming harder to contain. 

He was still standing at the window when he saw the branch come down. 

It was the old sycamore at the bottom of her garden — he'd seen it before, knew it was hers. The wind caught it broadside, and there was a sound like a rifle shot, and then the branch was falling, a dark shape against the darker sky, crashing through the glass of the conservatory. 

He was out the door before he'd made the decision to move. 

The rain hit him like a wall. He hadn't stopped to put on his jacket properly — he was running up the lane with it half-zipped, the hood barely up, the torch beam bouncing wildly ahead of him. The village was dark; the power was flickering, and half the streetlamps were out. He could hear other things falling — tiles from roofs, dustbin lids, the general chaos of a storm that had turned violent. 

He reached her front door and rang the bell. 

When she opened it — when he saw her standing there in the yellow porch light, her face pale with shock, her hair escaping its clip, her hands trembling slightly — he felt something shift inside him. Not desire. Something more dangerous. 

She was wearing an old jumper, soft and worn at the elbows. Her jeans were faded, and she had slippers on her feet, and there was a smudge of something — flour, maybe, or dust — on her left cheek. She looked rumpled and frightened and utterly unprepared for the night she was having. 

She looked, he thought, like someone who needed to be taken care of. And he wanted to be the one to do it. 

"Seth," she said, and her voice was higher than usual, tight with adrenaline. "The conservatory — the window — I don't know what to do —" 

"I know," he said. "I saw. Let me help." 

The conservatory was a disaster. The branch had punched through the side panel, and rain was streaming through the hole, pooling on the flagstones, soaking the wicker furniture and a stack of terracotta pots. Glass glittered everywhere like scattered diamonds. 

He took charge because she needed him to. He asked for a dustpan, for cardboard, for duct tape. She found them without hesitation, moving through the dark house with the ease of someone who knew every corner of it, and he was struck again by the intimacy of being here — in her home, in her space, among her things. The books on the shelves. The photographs on the walls. The blue dressing gown hanging on its hook. 

While he swept the glass, he watched her from the corner of his eye. She was holding the torch for him, her hand steady now, the initial panic subsiding. In the beam's reflected glow, her face was all planes and shadows, the freckles dark against her skin, the hair coming loose from its clip and falling across her cheek. She kept tucking it back, that unconscious gesture he'd catalogued, and each time her fingers brushed her temple, he felt a corresponding touch somewhere inside him. 

"Where's James?" he asked, though he knew the answer. 

"Wiltshire. A structural survey. He won't be back until Friday." 

"So you're alone." 

"Yes. Well — Moss is here." 

He nodded, sweeping the last of the glass. "You shouldn't be alone in this." 

"I've been alone in storms before." 

"I know. But you don't have to be tonight." 

She didn't answer. The rain hammered against the remaining glass. The wind howled in the chimney. And Seth realised, with a clarity that felt like a physical blow, that she was going to let him stay. 

When the cardboard was taped over the broken pane and the worst of the glass was cleared, she insisted on making tea. He didn't argue. He was soaked through, and the kitchen — with its Aga and its hanging herbs and its sleeping dog — was the warmest room in the house. 

They sat at the kitchen table. The tea was strong and milky, the way his grandmother used to make it. Bethany wrapped her hands around her mug as though she were warming them at a fire, and in the soft light of the kitchen, without the torch's harsh beam, he could see her properly. 

She was more beautiful than he'd remembered. Or perhaps not more beautiful — perhaps he'd simply forgotten, in the days since he'd last seen her, the precise quality of her face. The way her eyes held the light. The way her mouth softened when she was thinking. The way the years had settled on her skin like a fine layer of silk. 

"You're staring," she said quietly. 

"Sorry." 

"Don't be." She looked down at her mug. "It's been a long time since anyone stared at me." 

"That can't be true." 

"It is." She took a sip of her tea, and he watched her throat move as she swallowed. "James is a good man. But he stopped looking at me — really looking — years ago. I think that's just what happens. In a marriage. You become familiar. Furniture." 

"You're not furniture." 

She looked up, and their eyes met, and something passed between them that was neither words nor touch but a kind of recognition. She felt it too. He could see it in the way her breathing changed, the way her fingers tightened around the mug. 

"Tell me something," she said. "Something true. Something you've never told anyone." 

He considered the question. Outside, the storm was beginning to ease — the wind dropping, the rain softening. The kitchen was warm and dim, and she was sitting across from him with her hair escaping its clip and her eyes full of something he couldn't name. 

"I've never told anyone about my grandmother," he said. "Not properly. She raised me. My mother left when I was seven, and my father was... unreliable. Gran took me in. She was the only person who ever made me feel like I wasn't a problem to be solved." 

"What happened to her?" 

"She died. Three years ago. I was living in Devon then, working on a farm. I came back for the funeral. I read from the Song of Solomon at the service. She'd asked me to, years before. She said it was the most beautiful love poem ever written, and she wanted me to understand it someday." 

Bethany was quiet for a moment. Then, very softly, she recited: "'Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave.'" 

"That's the one." 

She looked at him, and something in her face had shifted. The wariness was still there, the guardedness, but beneath it was something else. Something raw and unpolished. 

"I've never told anyone this," she said, "but sometimes I think I've been asleep for twenty years. I've been a good wife. A good mother. A good Christian. I've done everything I was supposed to do. And somewhere along the way, I stopped feeling anything. Not love — I still love my family. But... desire. Wanting. The sense that something might happen that I hadn't planned." 

"And now?" 

"Now I feel like I'm waking up. And I don't know if that's a blessing or a catastrophe." 

He reached across the table. Slowly, giving her time to pull away. His hand covered hers — her fingers were cold, despite the tea, despite the warmth of the kitchen. She didn't pull away. Her fingers curled around his, and they sat like that, hands clasped on the worn wooden table, while the storm continued its slow retreat outside. 

"Whatever it is," he said, "you're not alone in it." 

She closed her eyes. A single tear tracked down her cheek, catching the light. 

"I should tell you to leave," she whispered. 

"I know." 

"I'm not going to. But I should." 

He lifted her hand and pressed it to his lips — a brief, gentle kiss against her knuckles. Her wedding ring was cold against his skin. 

"I know," he said again. 

He left at midnight, when the rain had stopped and the sky was beginning to clear. The village was silent, washed clean, the cobbles gleaming in the moonlight. Bethany stood in the doorway, wrapped in the blue dressing gown, and watched him go. 

"Thank you," she said. "For the window. For the tea. For..." 

She didn't finish. She didn't need to. 

He walked home through the quiet lanes, his boots splashing through puddles, his hands jammed in his pockets. The air smelled of wet earth and woodsmoke and the particular freshness that follows a storm. The stars were coming out, one by one, sharp and cold. 

He was in trouble. He knew this with the same certainty he knew the weight of the stones in his wall, the feel of mortar between his fingers. He was in love with a married woman, and she was beginning — just beginning — to love him back. 

He didn't know how the story would end. He didn't know if it could end in any way that wasn't painful. But as he walked through the silent village, he found himself smiling. 

She hadn't told him to leave. 

She hadn't told him to leave, and she'd let him hold her hand, and she'd looked at him as though he were something she'd been waiting for without knowing she was waiting. 

It was enough. For now, it was enough. 

Chapter 10: The Sharpness of Margaret

Margaret Easton had been watching Bethany Wells for forty-three days.

She had not set out to keep count. The count had simply accumulated, the way dust accumulated on the windowsills of the vicarage if she didn't attend to them, the way damp crept into the north wall of the church every winter regardless of what the surveyors promised. Margaret noticed things. She had been noticing things for seventy-one years, and she saw no reason to stop now.

She had noticed, for instance, that Bethany had missed two Sunday services in the past six weeks. Not consecutive — that would have been too obvious, too easy to remark upon — but spaced with a cunning that might have been deliberate. She'd missed the first one in late September, and Margaret had texted James about it. The second one had been last week, the Sunday after the storm. Bethany had claimed a headache. Margaret had accepted this with a nod and a sympathetic murmur, and had spent the rest of the service cataloguing the evidence against the claim.

Bethany Wells had never suffered from headaches. Not in twenty years of flower rotas and parish council meetings and Women's Institute lectures. Not once.

She had also noticed the young man.

Seth Miller. Twenty-eight. Bar work and odd jobs. Polite, but with the kind of politeness that felt deliberate, as though he'd taught himself the correct way to behave and was performing it with the faintest edge of irony. Margaret had nothing against him. He paid his rent on time — she knew this because her nephew managed the letting agency that handled his cottage — and he kept himself to himself, and he had, on two occasions, helped her carry her shopping from the village shop to her front door without being asked.

But he had also, in the past six weeks, taken to appearing in places where Bethany happened to be. The churchyard after services. The pavement outside The Hart & Hound. The bookshop in Cirencester on Tuesdays, which was Bethany's day, and which Margaret knew because she had asked Eleanor Soames directly and Eleanor had said, Yes, such a nice young man, he's become quite a regular.

A regular. On Tuesdays.

Margaret was not a fool. She had been married for forty-one years before Arthur died, and she had seen — in her own marriage and in others — the particular pattern of behaviour that preceded an affair. The absences. The evasions. The careful way of speaking about a certain person, as though the name itself were fragile.

She had not yet decided what to do about it.

On Wednesday morning, she invited Bethany for coffee.

This was not unusual. They had coffee together at least twice a month, usually at Margaret's cottage on Vicarage Lane, which had a view of the church tower and a collection of Royal Worcester china that Margaret had been assembling since her wedding. What was unusual was the timing — midweek, mid-morning, when Bethany should have been at the bookshop.

"You're not working today?" Margaret asked, settling the tray on the coffee table.

"Eleanor's covering. She wanted to do some inventory." Bethany sat in the armchair by the window, her hands folded in her lap. She looked tired. Not ill — there was colour in her cheeks, a brightness in her eyes that hadn't been there a few months ago — but tired, as though she were sleeping badly.

"I'm glad you could come." Margaret poured the coffee with the steady hand of long practice. "I feel as though I've barely seen you lately. You've been busy?"

"The usual. Bookshop. Church. The wedding planning."

"How is Becca?"

"Good. Very good. She and Oliver came for lunch a few weeks ago. We went through the catering."

Margaret nodded, passing Bethany a cup. The china was thin as paper, painted with roses that had faded to a gentle pink over fifty years of use. "I remember that stage. The endless decisions. Table runners, seating plans, whether to have a string quartet or a jazz band."

"They're going with a string quartet."

"Of course they are. Everyone does."

They talked about the wedding for a while — the venue, the flowers, the particular madness of Oliver's spreadsheet — and Margaret watched Bethany's face. She was animated, warm, entirely present in the conversation. But there were moments, brief flickers, when her attention seemed to drift toward the window. Toward the lane. Toward something Margaret couldn't see.

"More coffee?"

"No, thank you. I should get back. I promised Helen I'd help with the horses this afternoon."

Margaret set down her cup. The clink of china against china was very loud in the quiet room.

"Helen," she said. "You've been spending a lot of time with Helen lately."

"Have I?"

"You had dinner at hers a few weeks ago. On a Tuesday, I think."

Bethany's expression didn't change, but her fingers tightened fractionally around her cup. "We're old friends. You know that."

"I do. I also know Helen keeps her own counsel." Margaret leaned back in her chair, her eyes steady on Bethany's face. "She's a good person to talk to. If you needed to talk about something."

"Is there something you think I need to talk about?"

Margaret considered the question. She could press. She could name the young man, the missed services, the Tuesdays at the bookshop. She could tell Bethany that she'd seen her walking along the brook at hours when she should have been at Bible study, her phone in her hand, her face softened into an expression Margaret hadn't seen on her in twenty years.

But Margaret had learned, over seven decades, that people did not thank you for seeing them clearly. They thanked you for pretending not to.

"I think," she said carefully, "that you're a grown woman. And that grown women sometimes find themselves in situations they didn't anticipate. And that it's easier to navigate those situations with friends than without them."

Bethany was very still. The cup was motionless in her hands. "What kind of situations?"

"The kind that feel like a storm. Exciting and terrifying in equal measure. The kind that make you feel more alive than you've felt in years, and more afraid, and more like yourself — or a version of yourself you thought you'd lost." Margaret paused. "I had one. A long time ago. When Arthur and I had been married about as long as you and James."

Bethany's eyes widened. "You?"

"Were you under the impression I was born seventy-one years old?"

"No, I —" Bethany stopped. Set her cup down carefully on the tray. "What happened?"

"Nothing happened. That was the point. I met a man — he was a visiting lecturer at the theological college in Cheltenham, and I was on a committee organising a lecture series. He was clever and kind and he looked at me the way Arthur had stopped looking at me." Margaret's voice was even, as though she were describing a recipe. "We had lunch. Several lunches. We talked about books and faith and the things we'd wanted from our lives. And I fell a little bit in love with him. Or with the idea of him."

"Did he know?"

"Yes. He was falling too. That was the problem." Margaret looked out the window, toward the church tower, its stones gold in the autumn light. "I had to decide whether I was going to let it become something, or whether I was going to stop. I stopped. Not because I was virtuous. Because I was afraid of losing everything I'd built."

Bethany's voice was barely a whisper. "Do you regret it?"

"Sometimes. Not the decision — that was right. But the fact that I had to make it. The fact that I found myself in a place where the choice was necessary." Margaret turned back to face her. "I'm not telling you this to make you uncomfortable. I'm telling you because I see you, Bethany. I've been watching you for weeks, and I see something in your face that I recognise. And I want you to know that if you ever need to talk — honestly, without fear of judgment — I'm here."

The silence that followed was long and full. Bethany's eyes were bright, and she was blinking rapidly, the way people did when they were trying not to cry.

"There's nothing to talk about," she said. "Nothing's happened."

"I didn't say anything had happened. I said I recognised something in your face."

"Margaret..."

"You don't have to tell me anything. I'm not asking for confidences." Margaret reached across the space between them and took Bethany's hand — an uncharacteristic gesture, physical affection not being something Margaret dispensed freely. "I'm just saying — don't pretend. Whatever you're feeling, whatever you're thinking — don't pretend it's not real. That's the dangerous thing. The pretending. It gives the thing power it wouldn't otherwise have."

Bethany looked at their joined hands. Margaret's fingers were gnarled with arthritis, the knuckles swollen, the skin thin and spotted with age. Bethany's were still smooth, still young — or young by comparison — but the wedding ring was there, gold and solid and immovable.

"Did anyone else know?" Bethany asked. "About you and the lecturer?"

"Arthur knew. Not at the time — I never told him. But years later, when we were old enough to stop keeping secrets. I told him, and he held my hand, and he said, 'I always wondered why you looked so sad that spring.'" Margaret's voice cracked slightly. "He knew. He'd known all along, without knowing what he knew. And he'd never said anything. He'd just... waited."

"Is that a good thing?"

"I don't know. I thought it was, at the time. Now I wonder if it was just another way of not paying attention." Margaret released Bethany's hand and sat back in her chair. "The point is — you're not in this alone. Whatever 'this' turns out to be. You have people who care about you. Don't forget that."

Bethany nodded. She didn't speak, but she didn't need to. Her face, for a moment, was entirely unguarded — the face of a woman who had been carrying something heavy and had just been offered help she wasn't sure she could accept.

Later, after Bethany had gone, Margaret stood at her kitchen window and watched the village settle into its afternoon rhythms. The postman was doing his rounds. The children from the primary school were streaming down the lane in their blue uniforms. The church tower cast its long shadow across the green, the weathercock motionless in the still autumn air.

She thought about Arthur. About the forty-one years they'd had together. About the spring when she'd nearly thrown it all away for a man whose face she could no longer clearly remember.

She thought about Bethany. About the brightness in her eyes and the tiredness beneath them. About the young man from the pub, with his careful politeness and his habit of appearing wherever Bethany happened to be.

Margaret was seventy-one years old. She had buried a husband, raised three sons, and served on the parish council for thirty-four years. She had seen affairs begin and end, marriages thrive and fail, the slow erosion and the sudden collapse. She knew the signs.

She also knew that people did what they were going to do. Advice was rarely taken. Warnings were rarely heeded. The heart did what it wanted, and the conscience caught up later — or didn't.

But she had said her piece. She had offered what she could: her own story, her own scars, her own hard-won understanding that the line between faithfulness and betrayal was thinner than anyone wanted to admit.

The rest was up to Bethany.

Margaret poured herself another cup of coffee and sat down with the parish newsletter. The chrysanthemums needed replacing before Sunday. The roof fund was still short of its target. Frank Chilton's boundary dispute had escalated to the diocesan office, which meant it would be on every agenda for the next six months.

Life went on. It always did.

Chapter 11: The Language of Stones

Seth's cottage sat on the eastern edge of Hart's Hollow, where the lane petered out into a farm track and the fields began their slow climb toward the beech woods. It had once been a stable, or perhaps a hay store — the estate agent hadn't been sure — and it still carried the bones of its former life: thick stone walls, a low doorway, windows that had been added later and never quite fit right. The garden was the reason he'd taken it. That, and the silence.

The silence was different here than in Devon. In Devon, the silence had been full of sea — the constant wash and drag of the tide, the cry of gulls, the wind that never quite stopped. Here, the silence was inland. It was the silence of stone and soil and the slow growth of things. It was the kind of silence that made you hear your own thoughts whether you wanted to or not.

He'd been thinking about her all morning.

This was not unusual. He'd been thinking about her for weeks, in the way you think about something that has become essential without your permission. But today was different. Today, he was replaying the storm night — the feel of her hand in his, the way she'd said I'm not going to tell you to leave, the single tear that had tracked down her cheek in the kitchen light.

He had kissed her hand. That was all. Her knuckles, the ridge of her wedding ring cold against his lips. It had been the most chaste thing imaginable, and it had undone him completely.

He needed to work. Work was the only thing that quieted his mind. So he went outside into the thin November sunshine and began to build.

The wall was nearly finished now. Thirty-five feet of Cotswold limestone, each stone found and shaped and set by his own hands. He'd learned the language of it over the months: the way a round stone wanted to sit against a flat one, the way the mortar needed to be wet enough to grip but dry enough to hold, the way each course had to be level before the next could begin. It was patient work. It required attention without demanding thought. His hands knew what to do, and his mind was free to wander.

It wandered to her.

He thought about the way she'd looked in the conservatory, torchlight carving shadows into her face. The way her hair had come loose from its clip, strand by strand, until it fell across her cheek. The way she'd said you're staring without reproach, as though being looked at was a foreign experience she was trying to understand.

He thought about what she'd told him. Sometimes I think I've been asleep for twenty years.

He knew something about sleep. He'd been asleep himself, in his own way, through the years after his grandmother died. He'd drifted — Devon to Somerset to Gloucestershire, farm work to pub work, a series of rented rooms and temporary beds. He'd told himself he was looking for something, but he hadn't known what it was. Now he wondered if he'd been looking for her. Not Bethany specifically — that would be too neat, too much like a story — but someone like her. Someone who saw him. Someone who listened.

The wall rose. Course by course. Stone by stone.

He was setting a particularly stubborn piece of limestone — irregular on one side, frustratingly smooth on the other — when he heard footsteps on the lane.

He looked up.

Margaret Easton was standing at his garden gate.

She was dressed in her usual Sunday-best-meets-country-practical: a tweed skirt, a waxed jacket that had seen better decades, stout walking shoes that looked capable of crossing several counties without complaint. Her white hair was pinned back in a bun so tight it seemed to pull her eyebrows upward, giving her a permanently sceptical expression that was, Seth suspected, entirely earned.

"Mr. Miller."

"Mrs. Easton."

"I hope I'm not interrupting."

He set down his trowel and wiped his hands on his jeans. "Not at all. I was just finishing up."

"May I come in?"

He opened the gate. She walked through with the measured tread of someone inspecting a property she was considering purchasing, her eyes moving across the garden — the half-built wall, the cleared beds, the stack of stones waiting to be placed, the single rosebush he'd planted near the cottage door.

"You've done a lot of work."

"Thank you."

"I remember this cottage when it was still a stable. The previous tenant let the garden go completely. Nettles. Bindweed. It was an eyesore." She stopped at the wall and studied it with the same intensity she applied to the church flowers. "This is good work. Where did you learn?"

"Trial and error, mostly. And a book from the library."

"You taught yourself."

"Books help."

She made a sound that might have been approval. "They do. I understand you've been frequenting The Gilded Page in Cirencester."

He felt his pulse tick up a notch. Her face revealed nothing — no accusation, no knowing look. Just the same steady, appraising gaze.

"I have. It's a good shop."

"Bethany works there on Tuesdays."

Seth picked up his trowel, more for something to do with his hands than because he needed to. "I know. She recommended a book to me. Gilead. Have you read it?"

"I have. It's not cheerful."

"No. But it's honest."

Margaret nodded, still studying the wall. "Mr. Miller, I'm going to say something, and I want you to listen without interrupting me. Can you do that?"

"All right."

"I have known Bethany Wells for twenty years. I have watched her raise her children, serve her church, and build a marriage that, whatever its imperfections, has been the foundation of her life. I have watched her recently begin to behave in ways that are not entirely consistent with the woman I thought I knew." She turned to face him, her eyes sharp. "I am not accusing you of anything. I am not even accusing her. What I am doing is observing that you seem to be... present. In her orbit. More than coincidence would account for."

Seth said nothing. He'd promised to listen without interrupting.

"I am not her mother. I am not her conscience. I am her friend. So I'm going to ask you — not to explain yourself, not to confess anything — but simply to be careful." Margaret's voice was steady, but there was something beneath it — not anger, but something closer to concern. "Bethany is a good woman. She is also, in some ways, more fragile than she appears. She has spent her life being what other people needed her to be. If someone were to offer her the chance to be something else — something for herself — I think she might reach for it without fully considering what she was letting go."

She paused. A robin landed on the wall and regarded them both with a bright, curious eye.

"I'm not going to tell you to stay away from her. I don't have that right, and I doubt you'd listen. But whatever is happening — whatever might happen — I want you to think about what it costs. Not you. Her. Because she will pay a higher price than you will. She always would have."

The robin flew away. The garden was very quiet.

Seth set down the trowel. "Mrs. Easton, can I ask you something?"

"You can."

"Has she said anything to you? About me?"

"No. She hasn't said anything to anyone, as far as I know. Except perhaps Helen Morden." Margaret's expression flickered — not quite a smile, but close. "But she doesn't need to. I can see it."

"See what?"

"That she's waking up. After a very long sleep." Margaret pulled her jacket tighter around her shoulders. "And that you're the one who woke her."

They stood in silence for a moment. The wall stood between them, half-built, waiting.

"I'm not trying to hurt her," Seth said quietly. "I know that's what you think. But I'm not."

"I don't think you're trying to hurt her. I think you're twenty-eight years old and you've fallen for a woman you can't have, and you're telling yourself that wanting something makes it right." She paused. "That's not an accusation. It's an observation. I've been there myself."

He looked at her properly then — at the lined face, the sharp eyes, the hands gnarled with arthritis. He tried to imagine her as a young woman, in love with someone she shouldn't have wanted. He couldn't. But he believed her.

"What did you do?" he asked.

"I stopped. Before it was too late." She held his gaze. "It was the hardest thing I've ever done. And I've never been sure it was the right choice. But it was the choice I could live with."

She turned to leave, then paused at the gate.

"Your wall is coming along well, Mr. Miller. It would be a shame not to finish it."

"I intend to."

"I thought you might." She opened the gate and stepped onto the lane. "Good afternoon."

"Good afternoon, Mrs. Easton."

He watched her walk back toward the village, her figure growing smaller against the grey stone of the cottages. The robin returned to its perch on the wall, regarding him with the same bright, curious eye.

He picked up the trowel and went back to work.

That evening, as the light was failing, he sat at his kitchen table and looked at his phone.

No messages from Bethany. That was fine. He'd told her he wouldn't push, and he'd meant it. But Margaret's words were still circling in his mind, sharp and uncomfortable.

She will pay a higher price than you will.

He knew it was true. He'd known it from the beginning. If this thing between them became something — if it crossed the line they'd been dancing around for weeks — Bethany stood to lose her marriage, her reputation, her place in the community, perhaps even her faith. He stood to lose... what? A woman he'd known for a few months. That was not nothing. But it was not equivalent.

He thought about stopping. About deleting her number, avoiding the bookshop, finding work in another village. He thought about doing the decent thing, the honourable thing, the thing his grandmother would have wanted him to do.

But he didn't do it. He couldn't.

Because when he thought about her — about the way she tucked her hair behind her ear, about the way she'd looked at him across the kitchen table, about the way her fingers had curled around his — he felt something he hadn't felt since his grandmother died. He felt like there was a reason to stay in one place. A reason to build something. A reason to stop drifting.

It wasn't fair to put that weight on her. He knew that.

But it was true.

He picked up his phone and typed a single line.

I'm building a wall. I think you'd like it.

Her reply came twenty minutes later, as he was washing the mortar from his hands.

I'd like to see it. One day.

He smiled at the screen. It was a small thing — a message about a wall, nothing more. But it felt like a promise.

He went to bed with the taste of lime on his tongue and the image of her face in his mind, and sleep came faster than it had in weeks.

Chapter 12: What the Pews Remember

The first Sunday of Advent arrived on a cold clear morning, the kind of morning that made the Cotswolds look like a Christmas card before Christmas had properly begun. Frost silvered the churchyard grass. The yew tree beside the lychgate stood black against a sky so pale it was almost white. The bells of St. Mary's rang out across the valley with the particular urgency they always had in the weeks before Christmas, as though they knew they were competing with the secular noise of the season and were determined to be heard.

Bethany walked to church with James, her hand tucked into the crook of his elbow, her breath ghosting in the frosty air. She had dressed carefully — a deep green dress she hadn't worn in years, her mother's pearl earrings, the camel coat James had given her for her forty-fifth birthday. She had taken time with her appearance, and she had told herself this was because Advent was important, the beginning of the church year, a time of preparation and hope.

She knew it wasn't the only reason.

They took their seats in the second pew. Margaret was already in place behind them, her order of service in hand, her expression unreadable. Helen was across the aisle with her husband David, and she caught Bethany's eye and gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. Bethany returned it. No words were exchanged. None were needed.

The service began with the lighting of the first Advent candle. One of the younger members of the congregation — a girl of about twelve, gawky and solemn and clearly terrified — carried the taper up the aisle with the concentration of someone defusing a bomb. The flame caught, held, steadied. The congregation exhaled.

Reverend Pargeter's sermon was on waiting. On the long centuries between the prophets and the fulfilment, the silence of God, the patience required of those who hoped for something they could not yet see.

"We are not good at waiting," he said, his voice carrying without effort to every corner of the old church. "We want answers. We want resolution. We want to know how the story ends. But Advent teaches us something different. Advent teaches us that the waiting itself is holy. That the time between promise and fulfilment is not empty — it is where the real work happens. It is where we are shaped."

Bethany sat very still. The words seemed to press against her chest, insistent and uncomfortable.

She had been waiting for weeks now. Waiting to see what would happen. Waiting for the feeling to pass, or to intensify, or to resolve itself into something she could name and manage. She had been suspended in the space between her old life and whatever was coming, and she had told herself that waiting was safe. That as long as she was only waiting — only thinking, only messaging, only looking — she hadn't actually done anything wrong.

But waiting wasn't empty. Pargeter was right about that. The waiting was doing something to her. It was shaping her into someone who could, perhaps, do the thing she was waiting to do.

She thought about Seth. About his hands on the stones of his wall. About his voice in the dark of the conservatory. About the way he'd kissed her knuckles, so gently, his lips brushing her wedding ring.

I'm not going to push, he'd said. Whatever happens next has to be your choice.

She was still choosing. Or rather, she was still not choosing. And the not-choosing was itself a choice.

The sermon ended. The congregation rose for the final hymn — "O Come, O Come, Emmanuel," the ancient melody rising into the stone vault of the church like smoke. Bethany sang the words from memory, her voice steady, her heart unsteady.

O come, Thou Dayspring, come and cheer / Our spirits by Thine advent here / Disperse the gloomy clouds of night / And death's dark shadows put to flight.

She thought about clouds dispersing. About shadows fleeing. About what might be revealed, if the light ever reached her.

After the service, the congregation spilled out into the churchyard, where the frost was beginning to melt and the sun was struggling through the high clouds. Bethany stood with James while he talked to Frank Chilton about the boundary dispute — now in its fourth month and showing no signs of resolution — and watched the other parishioners make their way home.

She saw Seth before James did.

He was standing near the lychgate, his hands in the pockets of his coat, his breath visible in the cold air. He wasn't looking at her. His eyes were on the church tower, the weathered stones, the weathercock gleaming in the thin sunlight. But she knew — with a certainty that was becoming familiar, a low thrum beneath her ribs — that he was aware of her. That he had positioned himself where she would see him.

He had come to church.

I keep meaning to attend, he'd said, the first Sunday she'd noticed him outside the pub. Maybe next week.

It had been nine weeks. He had chosen this one.

"There's that young man from the pub," James said, glancing toward the lychgate. "The one who came into the bookshop. Seth something."

"Miller."

"That's it. Looks like he took your advice about coming to church."

"I suppose so."

"Nice to see young people taking an interest." James returned to Frank's boundary dispute, his attention already elsewhere.

Bethany looked toward Seth. He still wasn't looking at her. But something in his posture had shifted — a slight turn of his shoulders, an angle of his head — that acknowledged her presence. That told her he knew she was there.

She didn't walk over to him. She didn't call his name. But she allowed herself to look, for a long moment, at the dark blonde of his hair and the set of his jaw and the way he stood so quietly among the milling parishioners, an island of stillness in the current of conversation.

Then Margaret was beside her, and the moment passed.

"That young man was here," Margaret observed, her voice carefully neutral.

"I saw."

"He sat in the back row. Left before the final hymn."

"He was here for the sermon, then."

"Yes." Margaret looked at Bethany with an expression that was not quite a question. "That's interesting, isn't it? To come for the sermon and leave before the singing. Almost as though he came for a particular reason."

"I wouldn't know."

"I don't suppose you would." Margaret pulled her gloves tighter. "I had a conversation with him the other day. Mr. Miller. At his cottage."

Bethany felt her stomach drop. "You did?"

"I was walking past. He was building his wall. We talked about the garden, mostly. And about the importance of finishing what you start." Margaret's eyes were steady on Bethany's face. "He seems like a young man who knows what he wants. And who is willing to wait for it."

"Margaret..."

"I'm not going to say anything, dear. I told you that before." She touched Bethany's arm, a brief pressure. "I'm just observing. The way I've always observed. What you do with the observation is up to you."

She walked away, her heels clicking on the frozen gravel. Bethany stood alone in the churchyard, the cold seeping through her coat, and watched Seth's dark figure disappear down Church Lane toward the village.

James was in a rare talkative mood that afternoon, full of the boundary dispute and the vicar's sermon and the news that Becca had sent another spreadsheet — this one about flower arrangements, with seventeen different colour schemes ranked by preference. They ate lunch together at the kitchen table, the remains of a roast chicken between them, and Bethany made the appropriate responses and asked the right questions and was, by any external measure, entirely present.

But inside, she was back in the churchyard. Back at the lychgate. Back with the question she'd been avoiding since the storm.

What did she want?

She didn't know. She knew what she was supposed to want — her marriage, her family, her faith, her settled and respectable life. She knew what she was supposed to avoid — temptation, scandal, the destruction of everything she'd built. She knew the right answers, the good answers, the answers she would have given to anyone else in her position.

But the question wasn't about what she was supposed to want. It was about what she actually wanted. In the dark of the night. In the quiet of her heart. In the space between what she was and what she might become.

She wanted to see him again.

She wanted to sit across from him at the pub, or in the bookshop, or in the kitchen with the rain falling outside, and feel the particular electricity of his attention. She wanted him to look at her the way he'd looked at her in the conservatory — as though she were valuable, precious, worth staying up late for. She wanted his hands on her face. She wanted his mouth on hers. She wanted, with a physical ache that surprised her every time it surfaced, to be wanted in the way he wanted her.

And she wanted, at the same time, to stay exactly as she was. To keep her marriage intact. Her family unbroken. Her faith untarnished. She wanted both things — the safety and the danger, the comfort and the thrill — and she was beginning to understand that she could not have both. That the choice would have to be made. That the waiting would have to end.

She cleared the plates and ran the water in the sink. James settled in front of the television with the newspaper. Moss followed her into the kitchen and settled in his bed with a sigh.

She pulled out her phone.

You came to church.

His reply came within minutes. I came to hear the sermon. He's a good preacher.

What did you think of it?

I thought he was talking directly to me. About waiting. About what happens in the space between wanting and having.

Me too, she typed. I thought that too.

There was a pause. She could see the three dots indicating that he was typing, stopping, typing again. Then:

I waited for you after the service. I didn't approach you because your husband was there. But I saw you. You looked beautiful. The green dress — I've never seen you wear that before.

She stared at the words. He'd noticed the dress. He'd noticed a dress she hadn't worn in four years, a dress she'd bought when she was forty-five and had never felt quite confident enough to wear again.

Thank you, she typed. And then, before she could stop herself: I wore it because I thought you might be there.

She pressed send.

In the sitting room, James laughed at something on the television. In the kitchen, Moss snored softly in his bed. In her hand, the phone glowed with the weight of what she'd just admitted.

His reply came through, and it was only two words.

I know.

She barely slept that night. She lay beside James in the dark, listening to his breathing, feeling the warmth of his body in the bed they'd shared for twenty-six years. He had reached for her in his sleep, his hand resting on her hip, and she had not moved away.

But she had not moved toward him either.

She thought about the Advent sermon. About waiting. About the space between promise and fulfilment. She thought about Margaret's steady eyes, Helen's quiet advice, the way both women had told her — in their different ways — that she was allowed to feel what she felt. That wanting wasn't the same as acting. That the line between them was real, and mattered.

She thought about Seth's message. I know. The confidence of it. The patience. The way he seemed to understand her better than she understood herself.

And she thought, as the church bells began to ring for the early morning service she would not attend, about the recklessness of love. The shepherd leaving the ninety-nine. The choice that looked like foolishness to everyone else.

She got up, pulled on the blue dressing gown, and went down to make her tea.

The seventh stair creaked beneath her feet.

The day began.

Chapter 13: Frost and Thaw

December arrived with a hard frost that lasted three days, the kind of cold that settled into the bones of the old cottages and refused to leave. The lanes iced over. The village green turned white and brittle. The Hart Brook slowed to a glassy trickle between its frozen banks, and the heron stood motionless in the shallows like a grey statue someone had forgotten to bring inside.

Bethany spent the first week of December in a state of suspended animation. She went to work. She went to church. She attended the Women's Institute Christmas planning meeting and volunteered to organise the mince pies. She had lunch with Becca in Cheltenham, a long merry afternoon of wedding talk that left her feeling hollow and strange, as though she were watching herself from a great distance, performing the role of mother-of-the-bride with the mechanical precision of an actress who had forgotten her lines but remembered the blocking.

Through it all, the messages continued.

They had changed in tone since Advent Sunday. The careful formality of the early weeks had given way to something warmer, more intimate. He sent her photographs of the wall — progress shots, he called them, the stones rising course by course. He sent her passages from books he was reading, lines that had made him think of her. He sent her a recording of the church bells from his garden, the sound distant but clear, and she had listened to it three times in the stockroom at work, her eyes closed, her heart beating in her throat.

She replied to all of it. She sent him photographs of the brook. She sent him a recipe for shortbread she'd made that morning. She sent him a voice message — just once, just ten seconds — saying I'm glad you came to church, and his reply had come back minutes later: I'm glad you noticed.

They were not saying anything that could not be explained. Anyone reading their messages would see nothing more than a friendship, a correspondence, the kind of exchange that happened every day between decent people with nothing to hide.

But beneath every word was an undertow. A current. A question neither of them was asking aloud.

What happens next?

On the eighth of December, James left for a surveying conference in Manchester. Three nights.

He told her at breakfast, apologetic and distracted, already scrolling through emails on his phone. "I know it's bad timing. Christmas coming. All the social things."

"It's fine. You should go." She poured him more tea. "When do you leave?"

"Thursday morning. Back Sunday evening." He looked up, and something in his expression shifted — a flicker of guilt, or perhaps just awareness. "You'll be all right?"

"I've been alone before, James."

"I know. I just..." He reached across the table and took her hand. "I feel like I've been away a lot lately. Wiltshire. Now this. We've barely had an evening together in weeks."

She looked at his hand on hers. The familiar knuckles, the gold band matching her own, the small scar on his thumb from a Stanley knife, years ago, when he was building the conservatory. The conservatory that had been shattered by the storm. The conservatory that had let the storm in.

"We're fine," she said. "We've been married twenty-six years. A few weeks of busy schedules won't change that."

He smiled, satisfied, and returned to his emails.

She sat at the table, her tea cooling in her hands, and felt the weight of what she hadn't said. We're fine. It was true, in the sense that nothing had changed. It was a lie, in the sense that everything had.

The second week of December, and the village began its slow transformation into Christmas. Wreaths appeared on doors. Fairy lights were strung across the high street, looping from lamppost to lamppost in a tangle of white and gold. The Hart & Hound mulled its first batch of cider, and the scent of cloves and cinnamon drifted down the lane on the cold air.

Bethany walked to the pub on Thursday evening, after James had left for Manchester. She told herself she was going because she didn't feel like cooking, because the pub did a decent fish pie on Thursdays, because it was better than sitting alone in the house with her thoughts. She told herself many things.

Seth was behind the bar.

He was polishing glasses when she walked in, his sleeves rolled up, his forearms corded with the muscle of months of stonework. He looked up, and their eyes met, and something passed between them — a recognition, a question, a promise — that made her breath catch in her throat.

"Mrs. Wells." His voice was steady, professional. There were other customers at the bar, other people in the pub. "What can I get you?"

"The fish pie, please. And a glass of the house red."

"Coming up."

She took a table near the fire. It was the same table she'd sat at with Becca and Oliver and James, the day Seth had come in on his day off. She remembered the way he'd said her name, the way James had shaken his hand without suspicion, the way her heart had hammered against her ribs while she maintained a smile.

She ordered her food. She drank her wine. She watched the fire.

At half past eight, the pub began to empty. The early diners left. The drinkers drifted home. By nine o'clock, she was the only customer, and Seth was wiping down the bar, and the silence between them was louder than any conversation.

"I should go," she said, standing.

"I'll walk you. The lane's icy."

"You don't have to."

"I want to."

She didn't argue. She didn't have the strength for arguments anymore.

They walked through the village together, their footsteps crunching on the frozen ground, their breath pluming white in the cold air. The fairy lights were reflected in the dark windows of the cottages, a thousand tiny stars suspended in glass. The church tower loomed above them, the weathercock motionless, the bells silent.

"It's beautiful," Seth said. "The village. At this time of year."

"Yes."

"I've never had a Christmas here. Last year I went back to Devon. Stayed with a friend." He paused. "This year I think I'll stay. See what it's like."

"That sounds nice."

They reached her gate. She turned to face him, her hand on the latch. He was standing close enough that she could see the flecks of amber in his eyes, the small scar through his eyebrow, the way his mouth curved slightly upward at one corner.

"Bethany."

"Seth."

"I want to ask you something. And you can say no. You can definitely say no." He took a breath. "I want to cook you dinner. At my cottage. While your husband's away."

The words hung in the frozen air. She should have said no. She should have thanked him for the walk and opened the gate and gone inside and locked the door behind her. She should have done the sensible thing, the safe thing, the thing that wouldn't lead anywhere she couldn't come back from.

"When?" she asked.

"Tomorrow. Seven o'clock."

She looked at him. At his steady eyes, his patient hands, the way he stood so still in the cold, waiting for her answer as though he had all the time in the world.

"All right," she said. "Tomorrow."

She slept badly that night. She dreamed of the conservatory — the branch still falling, the glass still shattering, but this time when she turned to see who was standing at the door, it wasn't Seth. It was James. And his face, in the dream, was the worst thing she had ever seen: not angry, not betrayed, just infinitely, terribly sad.

She woke at four in the morning with her heart pounding and her pillow damp with sweat. Moss stirred at the foot of the bed and whined softly.

"It's all right," she whispered. "It was just a dream."

But she knew, as she lay in the dark waiting for dawn, that it was not just a dream. It was a warning. A glimpse of what was coming if she didn't stop.

She didn't stop.

Friday evening arrived with another frost, the stars sharp as needles in the black sky. Bethany stood in front of her wardrobe for a full fifteen minutes, her hands moving across the hangers without making a choice. The green dress felt too deliberate. The navy blouse was what she wore to church. The red jumper was too festive, too bright, too much like a signal she wasn't ready to send.

In the end, she chose a soft grey cashmere jumper — old, comfortable, the one she wore when she wanted to feel like herself. Dark jeans. The pearl earrings James had given her for their twentieth anniversary. She looked in the mirror and saw a woman who was trying not to look like she was trying.

She left Moss with a chew and a pat. She walked through the village, avoiding the high street, taking the back lane that followed the brook and curved around toward the eastern edge of the village. The cold was bracing, clarifying. It made everything feel real in a way she wasn't sure she wanted.

His cottage was warm. She could see the light through the windows, the glow of a fire, the flicker of candles. He opened the door before she knocked.

"You came," he said.

"I said I would."

He stepped aside to let her in. The cottage was small but beautiful — stone walls, exposed beams, a woodstove burning in the corner, the smell of something savoury drifting from the kitchen. The table was set for two, with mismatched plates and a single candle in a wine bottle. The wall of books she'd heard about was there, beside the fireplace, and she recognised Gilead and The Remains of the Day among the spines.

"You did all this," she said.

"I wanted it to be nice. For you."

She turned to face him. He was wearing a dark blue shirt, his hair still damp from a shower, his expression open and unguarded.

"Seth..."

"We don't have to do anything. We don't have to talk about anything. We can just eat dinner. That's all this has to be."

She nodded. She didn't trust herself to speak.

Dinner was a simple stew — beef and root vegetables, cooked slowly with red wine and herbs — and it was good. They ate at the small table, their knees almost touching beneath it, and talked about ordinary things. The progress of the wall. The bookshop's Christmas display. The carol service that was coming up at St. Mary's.

But beneath the ordinary things was something else. A current. An undertow. Every time their eyes met, every time his hand brushed hers reaching for the wine, she felt it — the pull of what was coming, the gravity of what she was already choosing.

After dinner, they sat by the fire. He had made tea — Earl Grey, her favourite — and they drank it in the comfortable silence of people who had moved past the need to fill every moment with words.

Then he said: "You're very beautiful, Bethany. I don't know if anyone tells you that."

She looked into the fire. "James used to. A long time ago."

"He stopped?"

"He forgot. Or I stopped being beautiful. I'm not sure which."

Seth set down his mug. "You didn't stop. You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. And I don't mean for your age. I don't mean in spite of anything. I mean you."

She felt tears prick at her eyes. Unwanted. Uninvited. "I don't know how to do this."

"Do what?"

"Be looked at. Like that. The way you look at me." She turned to face him. "I've been looked at as a wife for twenty-six years. As a mother. As a pillar of the church. But no one's looked at me the way you do. Like I'm... I don't know. Like I'm something precious."

"Because you are."

"I'm not. I'm ordinary. I've always been ordinary."

He reached for her hand — slowly, giving her time to pull away. She didn't. His fingers curled around hers, warm and steady.

"You're not ordinary," he said. "You never were. You just got used to people not seeing you. But I see you."

She looked at their joined hands. At his strong fingers, the calluses from the stonework, the way his thumb moved gently across her knuckles. At her own hand, the wedding ring catching the firelight, the thin gold band that had been part of her for so long she'd forgotten what it meant.

"Seth, I can't — I don't know —"

"I'm not asking for anything," he said. "I'm just telling you the truth. You're beautiful. And I wanted you to know."

They sat like that for a long time, their hands entwined, the fire crackling in the stove, the candles burning down to stubs. And when she finally stood to leave — when the clock on the mantelpiece struck eleven and the frost was glittering on the lane outside — he walked her to the door and didn't try to kiss her.

"Thank you," she said. "For dinner."

"Thank you for coming."

She walked home through the frozen village, her hands in her pockets, her heart full and aching. The stars were still sharp. The church bells were silent. The house was dark and empty when she let herself in, and Moss raised his head from his bed and thumped his tail once before going back to sleep.

She climbed the stairs. The seventh step creaked. In the bathroom, she washed her face and avoided her own reflection — she didn't want to see the woman who had just sat in a young man's cottage and let him hold her hand and tell her she was beautiful.

I see you, he'd said.

The worst part was that she believed him.

Chapter 14: The Space Between 

Saturday morning came without mercy: a pale, flat sky and a wind that skinned the last leaves from the alders along the brook. Bethany woke disoriented, her sleep having been shallow and full of fragments — firelight, strong hands, the taste of wine she hadn't drunk. She lay in the tangle of her sheets, staring at the ceiling, feeling the house around her like a held breath. 

James would be home tomorrow evening. 

The thought arrived with the force of a deadline. Twenty-four hours. Twenty-four hours until the man she'd married walked back through the front door, kissed her forehead, and asked how her weekend had been. Twenty-four hours to process the fact that she'd sat in another man's cottage, held his hand, and felt more alive than she had in twenty years. 

She got up. She made tea. She stood at the kitchen door while Moss conducted his morning survey of the garden, his paws leaving tracks in the frost that had settled overnight. The sky was the colour of old pewter. The church bells began their distant tolling — nine o'clock, Saturday morning, the village stirring itself into the weekend. 

She had a list of things to do. Christmas shopping in Cirencester. A parish council memo that needed typing. The flowers for the third Sunday of Advent, which would need arranging before tomorrow's service. She had a life, full of tasks and obligations and the hundred small duties that kept a household running. 

She did none of them. 

At half past nine, she pulled on her coat and walked to the brook. 

The water was high and fast, still unfrozen despite the cold, carrying its load of leaves and twigs toward the Severn. She stood on the footbridge and watched it flow, the same spot where she'd stood on a Sunday morning weeks ago, when the messages had just begun. The same spot where she'd told herself nothing was happening, nothing would happen, she was merely being polite to a young man who liked books. 

She didn't bother telling herself that now. 

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She knew who it would be. She'd known since she woke up. 

I can't stop thinking about last night. 

She read the words three times, her heart beating against her ribs like something caged. Then she typed: Neither can I. 

Can I see you? Today? 

She closed her eyes. The brook rushed beneath her. Somewhere in the alders, a crow called out — three harsh notes, repeated. 

Yes, she typed. But not at the cottage. Somewhere else. 

Where? 

She thought for a moment. The village was too small, too full of eyes. Cirencester on a Saturday would be crawling with Christmas shoppers, and the bookshop was closed for inventory. She needed somewhere no one would look for her. 

The woods. The beech woods on the ridge. The car park by the old quarry. One o'clock. 

I'll be there. 

She put the phone away and walked home through the cold, her hands deep in her pockets, her wedding ring cold against her finger. She was going to meet him. She was going to meet him in secret, away from the village, away from anyone who might see. She was going to meet him because she wanted to, and because she'd stopped pretending she didn't. 

She fed Moss. She wrapped Christmas presents. She typed the parish council memo with steady hands and an unsteady heart. At half past twelve, she got in her car and drove toward the beech woods. 

The quarry car park was empty — a gravel clearing at the edge of the woods, surrounded by beech trees whose bare branches laced together overhead. The quarry itself was long abandoned, a limestone scar on the hillside that had been slowly reclaimed by moss and ivy and the patient advance of the trees. It was the kind of place that teenagers went to drink cider and couples went to be alone, and on a frozen Saturday in December, it was utterly deserted. 

Seth was already there. He was leaning against the bonnet of his rusted Vauxhall, his hands jammed in his pockets, his breath pluming white in the cold air. When he saw her car, he straightened, and something in his posture — the alertness, the anticipation — made her chest tighten. 

She parked beside him and got out. They stood facing each other in the empty car park, the frozen gravel crunching beneath their feet. 

"You came," he said. 

"I said I would." 

"I know. But I wasn't sure. Part of me thought you'd change your mind." 

"I almost did." She wrapped her arms around herself against the cold. "I'm here now." 

He took a step toward her. "Are you all right?" 

"I don't know." She looked toward the woods, the dark trees, the path that led into their depths. "I thought we could walk. There's a trail. It goes up to the ridge." 

"Will you be warm enough?" 

"I'll manage." 

They walked in silence for a while, following the path as it climbed through the beeches. The ground was frozen hard, and their footsteps made almost no sound. The trees were bare, their branches silver-grey against the pale sky, and the only colour was the occasional flash of holly berries, red as blood among the dark leaves. 

"Last night," Seth said finally, "I almost kissed you. When you were leaving." 

"I know." 

"I wanted to. I've wanted to for weeks." 

"Why didn't you?" 

"Because I told you. Whatever happens has to be you." 

She stopped walking. They were deep in the woods now, far from the car park, far from the village, far from anything. The only sound was the wind in the branches and the distant call of the crow. 

"And if I wanted you to?" she asked. "If I said that's what I wanted?" 

He turned to face her. His eyes were the colour of the sea in winter, grey-blue and steady, and his expression was open in a way that felt almost unbearable to witness. 

"I'd kiss you," he said. "If that's what you wanted." 

She looked at him — at his wind-tousled hair, his crooked smile, the way he was standing so still, so patient, waiting for her to decide. And she thought about James. About twenty-six years. About the seventh stair and the second pew and the chrysanthemums and all the ordinary things that had held her life together. 

She thought about the reckless shepherd. Leaving the ninety-nine. 

She thought about what Helen had said. You can want him without having him. 

But she didn't want to want him. She wanted to have him. Just for a moment. Just once. 

"I want you to," she whispered. 

He came toward her slowly, giving her time. He reached up and touched her face — his fingers cold against her flushed cheek — and she didn't pull away. She didn't close her eyes. She watched him come closer, and when his mouth met hers, she made a sound that was half sigh and half surrender. 

The kiss was soft at first, tentative, the way you touch something you're afraid might break. Then it deepened. His hand moved to the back of her neck, his fingers threading through her hair, and she gripped his coat, pulling him closer. The cold air around them seemed to disappear. There was only his mouth, his warmth, the taste of him — coffee and the cold and something sweet, something she couldn't name. 

When they finally pulled apart, she was shaking. Not from the cold. 

"Bethany," he said. "Bethany." 

She pressed her forehead against his chest, her hands still gripping his coat. "I don't know what I'm doing. I don't know what this is. I don't know anything anymore." 

He held her. He didn't say anything. He just held her, his arms wrapped around her, his chin resting on the top of her head, while the wind moved through the beeches and the crow called in the distance and the world continued to turn. 

"We should go back," she said finally. "Someone might see the cars." 

"All right." 

But she didn't let go of his coat. And he didn't release her. 

"Thank you," she whispered. "For not pushing." 

"I told you. Whatever happens —" 

"I know." She looked up at him. "Whatever happens next has to be me." 

She kissed him again. This time, she was the one who initiated it. This time, she was the one who reached for him. 

When they walked back to the car park, their hands were intertwined, and the sky was beginning to darken, and Bethany felt — for the first time in years — that she was not walking a path someone else had laid for her. She was choosing. Every step was a choice. 

It was terrifying. 

It was magnificent. 

She drove home through the early dusk, the lanes winding through the darkening countryside. By the time she reached Hart's Hollow, the street lamps were coming on, and she was a different woman than the one who'd left that morning. She could feel it — in the way her lips still tingled, in the way her heart still beat too fast, in the way the memory of his hands on her face was imprinted on her skin like a brand. 

She let herself into the empty house. Moss greeted her with his usual enthusiasm. She fed him, changed out of her outdoor clothes, and stood in the kitchen for a long time, staring at nothing. 

She had kissed a man who was not her husband. 

She had done it deliberately, actively, with full knowledge of what she was doing. She had not been seduced. She had not been tricked. She had chosen. 

And she would do it again. 

The knowledge sat in her chest like a stone — heavy and solid, immovable. She was not sorry. That was the worst part. She was not sorry for what she'd done. She was sorry only that she couldn't tell anyone, that she had to carry this secret alone, that the joy of it was inseparable from the guilt. 

Her phone buzzed. 

I can still feel you. On my lips. I don't think I'll ever stop feeling you. 

She typed back: I don't want you to stop. 

She made herself dinner. She ate without tasting. She watched television without seeing it. And when she finally went to bed, she lay in the dark and relived every moment — the cold air, the bare trees, the taste of his mouth, the way he'd said her name like a prayer. 

Tomorrow, James would come home. 

Tomorrow, she would have to look her husband in the eye. 

But tonight, in the dark, she let herself remember. And she let herself want. And she let herself be, for a few stolen hours, the woman she was becoming instead of the woman she had been. 

Chapter 15: The Taste of Ashes 

James came home on Sunday afternoon, earlier than expected, his car pulling into the drive just as the church bells were ringing for Evensong. Bethany was in the kitchen, peeling potatoes for dinner, and she heard the familiar crunch of tyres on gravel with a lurch of her stomach that was equal parts guilt and something closer to disappointment. 

She had wanted one more hour. One more hour of silence, of solitude, of the space in which she could still feel the ghost of Seth's mouth on hers without having to arrange her face into the mask of a wife. 

She wiped her hands on a tea towel and went to meet him. 

James was hauling his overnight bag from the boot, his shoulders hunched against the cold. He looked tired — the kind of tired that went beyond a few nights in a hotel, the kind that settled into the bones and stayed there. When he saw her in the doorway, his face broke into a smile of genuine pleasure. 

"There you are," he said. "I've been thinking about you all weekend." 

He kissed her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned into it, waiting for the familiar warmth to surface. It did, but it was distant now, muted — like a radio playing in another room. 

"How was the conference?" she asked. 

"Long. Tedious. The same presentations I've heard a dozen times." He carried his bag inside and set it at the foot of the stairs. "The only good bit was the dinner on Friday. Decent steak. Decent wine." 

Bethany felt her stomach tighten. Friday. She had been at Seth's cottage on Friday, eating stew by candlelight, her hand in his. She had been kissing him in the beech woods on Saturday while James was sitting in a conference hall, taking notes, eating his decent steak, thinking about her. 

"How was your weekend?" he asked. 

"Quiet." The lie came smoothly, oiled by days of practice. "I did some Christmas shopping. Walked Moss. The usual." 

"Sounds lovely." He was already on his way to the sitting room, already reaching for the post on the hall table. "I might have a nap before dinner. The drive was brutal." 

"Of course. I'll wake you when it's ready." 

He disappeared upstairs. The seventh stair creaked. Bethany stood in the kitchen, the half-peeled potatoes in front of her, her hands trembling slightly. 

She had done it. She had lied to her husband's face, and he had believed her, and the world had not ended. The walls had not fallen. She was still standing. 

So why did she feel as though she were drowning? 

Dinner was roast chicken, James's favourite. She had made it deliberately — a small act of penance, or perhaps a small act of camouflage. See, the dinner said. See how normal everything is. See how nothing has changed. 

They ate in the dining room, the good china out, a candle lit between them. James talked about the conference — the keynote speaker who'd droned on for ninety minutes, the young surveyor from Newcastle who'd cornered him at the bar, the ongoing saga of the boundary dispute in Stow-on-the-Wold that was now threatening to involve solicitors. Bethany made the right noises. She asked the right questions. She was present, attentive, the perfect audience. 

But her mind was elsewhere. 

She was thinking about the beech woods. About the cold air and the bare branches and the taste of Seth's mouth. About the way his hands had felt on her face, her neck, her waist. About the way he'd said her name — Bethany — as though it were something precious, something worth protecting. 

She was thinking about the message that had arrived that morning, before James had come home. I keep closing my eyes and you're there. I don't want to open them. 

She hadn't replied. She hadn't known how. 

"Beth?" 

She blinked. James was looking at her across the table, his fork suspended halfway to his mouth. 

"Sorry. Miles away." 

"I said, how was the Advent service at St. Mary's? Did Margaret manage to find enough volunteers for the carol singing?" 

The Advent service. She hadn't gone. She had been in the beech woods, kissing a man half her age, and she had forgotten there was even a service. 

"It was fine," she said. "Margaret has everything under control, as always." 

He nodded and returned to his meal, and Bethany felt the weight of another lie settle onto the pile. They were accumulating now, these lies. Small ones, mostly. Omissions, evasions, the careful rearrangement of facts. She was building a second life out of them, a hidden architecture, and every day it grew a little taller. 

That night, in bed, James reached for her. 

His hand found her hip in the dark — a familiar gesture, one that usually meant nothing more than comfort, the simple reassurance of another body in the bed. But tonight his hand moved higher, sliding beneath her nightdress, and she knew what he was asking. 

She lay very still. His touch was gentle, undemanding, and she felt her body respond in the automatic way it always had — the physiological reaction to a stimulus, disconnected from any real desire. It would be easy to let him continue. It would be the normal thing, the expected thing, the thing a wife of twenty-six years did when her husband came home from a trip. 

But she couldn't. Not tonight. Not with the memory of Seth's kiss still imprinted on her skin, the ghost of his hands still on her body. If she let James touch her now, she would be touching him through the lens of another man, and that felt like a betrayal of both of them. 

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm really tired. Long weekend." 

His hand stilled. "Of course. No worries." 

He kissed her shoulder and rolled onto his side, and within minutes his breathing had slowed into the deep, even rhythm of sleep. Bethany lay beside him, staring at the ceiling, her heart pounding. 

She had never refused him before. Not once. In twenty-six years, she had never said no. 

It was a small thing. A moment of tiredness. He would think nothing of it. But to her, it was a landmark — the first physical manifestation of the change that was happening inside her. The first time her body had told the truth while her mouth told lies. 

She closed her eyes and tried to pray, but the words tasted like ashes. 

The following week was an exercise in performance. 

Bethany moved through her days with the precision of an actress who had learned her lines so thoroughly that they had become second nature. She went to the bookshop on Tuesday and recommended novels with genuine warmth. She attended Bible study on Wednesday and discussed the Advent readings with sincere engagement. She had coffee with Margaret on Thursday and deflected her friend's gentle probing with a skill that was becoming increasingly refined. 

Through it all, the messages continued. 

Seth had been careful since the kiss. He hadn't pressed her. He hadn't asked when they could meet again. He sent her photographs of the wall — nearly finished now — and passages from the Ishiguro, and occasional observations about the weather. Frost again this morning. The stones were so cold they burned my hands. Thought of you. 

She replied when she could. She told him about her days, about the bookshop, about the carol service she was helping to organise. She didn't mention James. She didn't mention the guilt that gnawed at her in the small hours of the morning. 

But she also didn't tell him she wanted to see him again. She wasn't ready. The kiss in the woods had been a threshold, and she had crossed it, but she didn't yet know what lay on the other side. She needed time to think. To pray. To understand what she was doing and whether she had the courage — or the folly — to continue. 

The answer, when it came, arrived not as a decision but as a realisation. She was already continuing. Every message she sent, every thought she entertained, every time she closed her eyes and felt his mouth on hers — she was already choosing. The only question was whether she would admit it. 

On Friday evening, James came home with flowers. 

They were chrysanthemums — bronze and gold, the same flowers she'd arranged for the church months ago. He presented them with the slightly sheepish air of a man who knew he should buy flowers more often and was hoping the gesture would make up for the deficit. 

"I saw them and thought of you," he said. "I know I've been away a lot. I know I've been distracted. I wanted to... I don't know. Make an effort." 

She took the flowers from him, their stems wrapped in brown paper, their petals soft against her cheek. "They're beautiful. Thank you." 

"I love you, Beth. You know that, don't you?" 

She looked at him — at his tired eyes, his greying hair, the familiar lines of his face that she had woken up beside for more than half her life. He was a good man. He had always been a good man. And he loved her, in the way he knew how to love her, with flowers and provision and the steady, unwavering assumption that they would grow old together. 

"I know," she said. "I love you too." 

It wasn't a lie. Not entirely. She did love him. She loved him in the way you love a house you've lived in for decades, a landscape you've memorised, a book you've read so many times the pages are soft with wear. She loved him comfortably, habitually, without the fire that had once made her heart race — the fire she had found in a frozen beech wood with a man who was young enough to be her son. 

She put the flowers in a vase and set them on the kitchen table. They would last a week, maybe two, and then they would wilt and brown and need to be thrown away. 

She wondered how long she had. 

That night, she lay awake long after James fell asleep. The chrysanthemums glowed faintly in the darkness, their bronze petals catching the moonlight from the window. 

She thought about Advent. About waiting. About the space between what was and what might be. She thought about the shepherd leaving the ninety-nine, the recklessness of love, the choice that looked like foolishness to everyone else. 

She thought about Seth's hands. The weight of her wedding ring. The taste of a kiss that had felt, in the moment, like waking up. 

And she thought about what Margaret had said: Whatever you're feeling, don't pretend it isn't real. The pretending is the dangerous thing. 

She wasn't pretending anymore. She didn't know what she was. She didn't know what she was becoming. But she wasn't pretending. 

She reached for her phone. The screen glowed in the dark, too bright, illuminating her face. She typed a single line: 

I want to see you. Soon. 

His reply came almost immediately. When? 

Tuesday, she typed. The shop closes at five. Come after. 

I'll be there. 

She put the phone down and stared at the ceiling. The decision was made. The threshold was behind her. Whatever came next — whatever joy, whatever ruin — she had chosen it. 

She closed her eyes and waited for sleep. 

It was a long time coming. 

Chapter 16: The Taste of Rain

Tuesday arrived wrapped in fog so thick that the village seemed to float in a world of its own making. Bethany drove to Cirencester with her headlights on at nine in the morning, the lanes reduced to tunnels of grey, the verges and hedgerows dissolving into nothing. She had slept poorly — she had slept poorly for weeks now — but her mind was sharper than it had been in days. Clarity, of a kind, had arrived with the decision.

She was going to see Seth. Today. After the shop closed.

She didn't know what would happen. She had stopped trying to predict. The kiss in the beech woods had taught her that prediction was futile — she could no more forecast her own actions than she could forecast the weather. When she was with him, she became someone else. Someone who reached instead of retreated. Someone who wanted instead of waited.

She parked behind the bookshop and let herself in through the back door. The shop was cold, the heating having only just clicked on, and she spent the first hour with her coat still on, sorting through a delivery of Christmas stock. Calendars. Gift editions. The inevitable avalanche of cookbooks that arrived every December and sold out by Christmas Eve.

At ten o'clock, she flipped the sign to OPEN and began her day.

The morning was quiet. The fog kept shoppers at home, and she served only three customers between opening and noon — a woman looking for a guidebook to the Lake District, a man buying a biography of Churchill for his father, and a student who spent forty-five minutes reading the first chapter of three different novels before leaving without buying anything. Bethany didn't mind. She was grateful for the quiet. It gave her space to think.

Or rather, it gave her space to try not to think.

Because thinking led to questions, and questions led to guilt, and guilt led to the impulse to cancel, to text Seth and tell him she'd changed her mind, she was sorry, she couldn't do this. The impulse was strong. It had been strong all weekend, through the Sunday service she'd attended with James, through the roast lunch they'd shared afterward, through the evening spent watching television with her husband's arm draped across her shoulders. She was a good woman. She had always been a good woman. And good women did not arrange secret meetings with men who were not their husbands.

But good women also, apparently, did not spend their lunch breaks rereading old messages and counting the hours until five o'clock.

At half past twelve, she locked the door and ate her sandwich in the back room, staring at the courtyard through the rain-streaked window. The fog had lifted slightly, but the sky was still low and grey, and a thin drizzle had begun to fall. Moss would be fine — she'd left him with a neighbour, a retired schoolteacher who doted on him. James thought she was working late, catching up on inventory. It was a plausible lie. She was getting good at plausible lies.

She finished her sandwich. She drank her tea. She opened the shop again and sold a collection of poetry to a woman with a kind face, and a children's book about a lost penguin to a grandmother buying for a grandchild she clearly adored. Ordinary transactions. Ordinary life. The world continuing to turn while Bethany Wells counted the minutes.

At ten to five, the last customer left. Bethany locked the door, turned the sign to CLOSED, and stood in the silent shop with her heart hammering against her ribs.

She had told him to come after five. She had told him the shop closed then. She had not specified a time, had not thought beyond the simple mechanics of the arrangement. Now, with the door locked and the shop empty, she realised she hadn't thought about what would happen when he arrived. Where they would stand. What they would say. Whether she would kiss him again, or whether she would talk to him seriously, like an adult, about whatever this was and whatever it was becoming.

She busied herself with the closing routine. She straightened the displays. She wiped down the counter. She carried the day's receipts to the back room and locked them in the safe. Her hands were steady, but her pulse was not.

At quarter past five, she heard the knock.

He was standing at the front door, his hands in the pockets of his waxed jacket, his hair damp from the drizzle. Through the glass, in the grey evening light, he looked younger than she remembered. And older. Both things at once. His expression was serious, unguarded, the crooked smile absent for once.

She unlocked the door and let him in.

"You came," she said.

"You asked me to."

She locked the door behind him. The click of the bolt was very loud in the quiet shop.

"I wasn't sure you would," he said, his voice low. "After last time. After the woods. You went quiet for a few days."

"I needed to think."

"And?"

She looked at him. At his steady eyes, his patient hands, the way he stood just inside the doorway as though he were still waiting for permission to enter fully.

"I don't want to think anymore," she said. "I've been thinking all my life. I've been sensible and careful and good. And I'm tired of it."

He stepped toward her. "Bethany..."

"I don't know what this is. I don't know what I'm doing. But I know that when I'm with you, I feel something I haven't felt in years. Maybe ever. And I don't want to stop feeling it."

She reached for him. Her hands found the lapels of his jacket, the damp wool rough beneath her fingers, and she pulled him toward her. Their mouths met — not tentatively, not gently, but with the force of weeks of restraint finally breaking. His hands came up to her face, her neck, her hair, and she pressed herself against him, feeling the warmth of his body through his damp clothes.

"Bethany," he murmured against her mouth. "Are you sure?"

"I'm sure."

The back room. She led him there, past the boxes of stock and the broken chair and the calendar still pinned to the wall. It was cold — the heating had switched off at five — but she didn't feel it. She didn't feel anything but him: his mouth on hers, his hands on her waist, the way he said her name like it was something sacred.

There was an old armchair in the corner — Eleanor's, brought from home when she'd redecorated — and they sank onto it together, a tangle of limbs and damp coats and the taste of rain. His hands were cold against her skin, and she laughed against his mouth, a small surprised sound.

"You're freezing," she said.

"Warm me up."

She did. She pulled him closer, wrapped her arms around his shoulders, let her hands learn the shape of his back beneath his jacket. This was different from the woods. The woods had been a stolen moment, a single kiss in the cold. This was deliberate. Premeditated. She had locked the door. She had led him here. She was choosing what happened next.

His mouth moved to her neck, and she tilted her head back, closing her eyes. The sensation was overwhelming — the warmth of his lips against the sensitive skin below her ear, the scratch of his stubble, the way his breath came faster against her throat.

"I've wanted this," he said, the words muffled against her skin. "For so long. I've wanted you."

"I know. I wanted you too. I just couldn't admit it."

He pulled back slightly, looking at her. His eyes were dark, his hair dishevelled, his lips slightly swollen. "Tell me what you want. Now. Tell me and I'll do it."

She touched his face — the scar through his eyebrow, the rough stubble on his jaw, the corner of his mouth where the crooked smile usually lived. "I want..." She stopped. Took a breath. "I want you to touch me. I want to feel something real."

He kissed her again, slower this time, his hands moving from her waist to the buttons of her blouse. He undid them one by one, his eyes on hers, waiting for her to tell him to stop. She didn't. When the blouse was open, he pushed it gently from her shoulders, and his fingers traced the line of her collarbone, the curve of her breasts above her bra. She felt her skin flush under his touch, a warmth spreading through her that had nothing to do with the cold room.

"You're beautiful," he said. "I keep telling you, and you keep not believing me."

She kissed him instead of answering. Her hands found the hem of his jumper and pulled it up, and he lifted his arms to let her. She wanted to feel his skin. She wanted to press herself against him, warmth against warmth, heartbeat against heartbeat. She wanted to stop thinking entirely.

They undressed each other slowly, in the dim light of the back room, the sound of the rain the only witness. There was no rush. There was no urgency. There was only the gradual revelation of skin, the discovery of each new part of each other — the curve of her hip, the plane of his stomach, the place where her shoulder met her throat, the small of his back.

And when they came together, on the old armchair in the cramped back room, it was not like anything she had imagined. It was awkward and tender and terrifying and beautiful. His hands never stopped moving, never stopped exploring, and his eyes never left hers. He made a sound against her throat that was somewhere between a moan and a prayer, and she felt herself unravelling — all the years of restraint, all the months of wanting, all the guilt and the fear and the desperate, aching need.

"Bethany," he whispered, her name breaking in his mouth. "Oh God. Bethany."

She held him as he shuddered against her. She held him and stroked his hair and felt the tears sliding down her own cheeks without knowing when they'd started.

"It's all right," she said, though she didn't know if it was. "It's all right."

They stayed like that for a long time, tangled together in the chair, their breathing slowly returning to normal. The rain had stopped. The shop was dark. Outside, the street lamps of Cirencester cast their orange glow on the wet pavements, and the world continued to turn.

"I should go," she said finally.

"Not yet." He pressed his lips to her forehead. "Just a few more minutes."

She closed her eyes and let him hold her. The guilt would come later — she knew that. It was already gathering at the edges of her consciousness like a storm on the horizon. But for now, in the warmth of his arms, she let herself feel nothing but peace.

She drove home through the dark lanes at half past eight, her body still humming with the memory of his touch. The fog had settled in again, thick and grey, and she had to drive slowly, her headlights barely penetrating the gloom.

James was in the kitchen when she got home, a cup of tea in front of him, the newspaper spread across the table. He looked up when she came in.

"Busy day?"

"Stocktaking," she said. "It took longer than I thought."

"Did you eat?"

"I grabbed something on the way."

He nodded and returned to his paper. Bethany hung her coat on its hook, kicked off her shoes, and went upstairs. In the bathroom, she locked the door and stood in front of the mirror.

She looked the same. That was the strange thing. Her face was the same face it had been that morning. Her hair was the same hair. The freckles, the lines, the silver at her temples — all unchanged. And yet she felt like a different person. She felt like someone who had crossed a line and couldn't go back.

She undressed slowly. The scent of him was on her skin — a faint, unfamiliar smell of rain and soap and something she couldn't name. She ran the shower as hot as it would go and stood under the water for a long time, letting it wash over her. She didn't cry. She didn't pray. She just stood there, in the steam and the heat, and let herself feel.

She had done it. She had crossed the line. There was no going back now.

When she climbed into bed beside James an hour later, he reached for her automatically, his arm draping across her waist.

"Night, love," he murmured.

"Goodnight."

She lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, and thought about Seth. About his hands. About his mouth. About the way he'd said her name when he came apart.

She had expected to feel guilt. She did feel guilt, somewhere beneath the surface. But what she felt more — what she felt with a force that surprised her — was hunger.

She wanted more.

Chapter 17: The Familiar Weight 

The days after the bookshop became a strange, suspended season in which Bethany learned to live as two people. 

One of her was the woman she had always been: wife, mother, churchgoer, bookseller. She rose at half past five and made tea and stood in the kitchen doorway while the world assembled itself. She bought Christmas presents and wrapped them in brown paper. She attended the carol service at St. Mary's and sang "O Holy Night" with genuine feeling while Margaret watched from the third row with eyes that missed nothing. She had lunch with Becca and Oliver in Cheltenham and discussed centrepieces and seating plans and the relative merits of buttercream versus fondant. 

The other woman — the one she was becoming, or perhaps the one she had always been beneath the layers of duty and habit — existed only in secret. She sent messages from the back room of the bookshop. She checked her phone in the bathroom with the door locked. She replayed memories of Seth's hands on her body while sitting in the second pew, the organ music washing over her, the stained-glass Shepherd looking down with his lamb across his shoulders. 

She became fluent in the language of compartmentalisation. She learned to kiss her husband's cheek without flinching. She learned to say "I love you" without the words catching in her throat. She learned to sleep beside James in their bed — the bed they'd shared for twenty-six years — without reaching for him in the dark, because the person she wanted to reach for was not him. 

And through it all, threading through every day like a vein of gold through limestone, was Seth. 

He was careful now in ways he hadn't been before. The messages were still warm, still intimate, but they contained nothing that could not be explained. Thinking of you. Hope your day was good. The wall is almost finished — forty feet of stone, and all I can think about is your hands. She read each one multiple times, hoarding them like a miser, before deleting them. She had become a woman who deleted messages. She had become a woman with secrets to protect. 

They met twice more before Christmas. 

The first time was in his cottage, on a Wednesday afternoon when she'd told James she was helping Helen with the horses. The lie had been easy — Helen would cover for her, she knew, though she hadn't asked her to. They had drunk tea by the fire and talked about books, and then she had reached for him, and they had made love on the rug in front of the woodstove while the December light faded outside. It had been different from the bookshop — slower, more deliberate, his mouth tracing paths across her skin as though he were memorising her. Afterward, he had held her and said nothing, and she had felt tears sliding down her face without knowing why. 

The second time was in her car, parked in the quarry car park, because they had nowhere else to go and the need to see each other had become a physical ache. It was rushed and awkward and the gearstick dug into her hip, and afterward they had laughed about it, their breath fogging the windows, their hands still intertwined. 

"You're becoming someone else," he said, his thumb tracing circles on her palm. 

"Am I?" 

"A different version of yourself. Bolder. Hungrier." 

"Is that a good thing?" 

He kissed her knuckles. "It's a beautiful thing." 

She drove home through the dark lanes, her body still humming, and wondered which version of herself was the real one. The wife. The mother. The lover. She had spent her whole life being one thing, and now she was beginning to suspect she could be many things, contradictory things, all at once. 

She didn't know whether that was liberation or madness. 

Christmas arrived in a flurry of last-minute preparations. 

Becca and Oliver came down on Christmas Eve, bringing with them a carload of presents and the particular energy of a couple who were getting married in five months and wanted everyone to know about it. Tom arrived on Christmas morning, thin and tired after the drive from Edinburgh, his final exams looming like a shadow. The house filled with noise and laughter and the smell of roasting turkey, and Bethany moved through it all with a smile fixed on her face. 

She was happy. She was genuinely happy. Her children were home, her husband was relaxed and cheerful, the table was set for five, and the crackers had been arranged in a neat row by the gravy boat. This was her life — the life she'd built, the life she loved. And she was genuinely happy, except for the part of her that was thinking about Seth. 

He was alone. He'd told her he would be alone — no family in Devon this year, no friends close enough to visit. She'd offered to bring him something, a plate of food, a Christmas pudding, and he'd said no, gently. It's your day. Your family. I'll be fine. But the thought of him in his small cottage, the fire lit, the wall finished and standing silent in the frozen garden, had lodged in her chest like a splinter. 

At three o'clock, after the presents were opened and the turkey was in the oven and everyone was scattered across the sitting room in various states of post-present languor, Bethany excused herself to the kitchen. She closed the door. She pulled out her phone. 

Merry Christmas. I'm thinking of you. 

His reply came before she'd even put the phone away. Merry Christmas, Bethany. I'm thinking of you too. Always. 

She stared at the words, her heart full and aching. Then she put the phone in her apron pocket and returned to the turkey. The kitchen was warm and smelled of rosemary and butter. Through the door, she could hear Becca laughing at something Tom had said, and James's low chuckle, and the clink of glasses. Her family. Her life. 

She loved them. She did. And she loved Seth. 

The knowledge settled over her like the steam from the boiling potatoes — warm, all-encompassing, impossible to escape. She loved him. She had been falling in love with him for months, and now she had arrived. She loved his patience, his hands, the way he looked at her as though she were the only woman in the world. She loved the way he said her name. She loved the way he made her feel — alive, awake, wanted in a way she had forgotten was possible. 

But she also loved James. Not in the same way, not with the same fire, but with a deep and abiding affection that twenty-six years had worn into her bones. She loved his steadiness, his kindness, the way he brought her tea in bed on Sundays and never complained about her mother's long phone calls. She loved the life they had built together — the children, the house, the easy companionship of two people who knew each other's rhythms and routines. 

She loved them both. And that was impossible. That was the worst thing. Loving one man was a virtue. Loving two was a catastrophe. 

She basted the turkey and closed the oven door and stood in the kitchen with her hands pressed flat against the counter, breathing slowly. Outside, the church bells began to ring for the Christmas Day service — the service she should have been at, organising the flowers, singing the carols, being the woman everyone expected her to be. She had skipped it. She had told James she was too busy with dinner. He had accepted this without question. 

Christmas dinner was a triumph. The turkey was moist, the roast potatoes were crisp, the gravy was rich and dark and exactly the right consistency. Becca made a speech about gratitude and family and the wedding to come, and Tom made a joke about spreadsheets that made Oliver laugh so hard he choked on his wine. James carved the turkey with the same careful attention he brought to everything, and Bethany sat at the head of the table and smiled and smiled and smiled. 

And beneath the table, her phone was silent in her apron pocket, but she could feel the weight of it. The weight of the messages it contained. The weight of the secret that was, even now, becoming the centre of her life. 

On Boxing Day, they walked. 

The tradition was as old as the children: a long walk through the beech woods on Boxing Day afternoon, come rain or shine. This year it was cold but clear, the sky a pale winter blue, the ground frozen hard beneath their boots. They tramped through the woods in a straggling line — James in the lead with Oliver, discussing the structural merits of some building or other; Becca and Tom behind them, arguing about a film they'd both seen; Bethany at the rear with Moss, who was wearing the red bandana Becca had given him for Christmas and seemed entirely aware of his own dignity. 

The beech woods. She walked through them with her family, and every tree seemed to whisper Seth's name. Here was the path where they'd walked together. Here was the clearing where she'd kissed him. Here was the bench where they'd sat, afterward, his arm around her shoulders, her head against his chest. 

"You're quiet, Mum," Becca said, falling back to walk beside her. "Everything okay?" 

"Fine, darling. Just tired. Christmas is a lot of work." 

"You say that every year." 

"Because it's true every year." 

Becca laughed. She had James's colouring — the sandy hair, the blue eyes — but her laugh was all Bethany's: a bright, unguarded sound that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her throat. She was happy. She was radiantly happy, in the way of a young woman who was about to marry a man she loved and build a life with him. Bethany looked at her daughter and felt a sudden, terrible fear. 

What would Becca think, if she knew? What would any of them think? 

"Mum?" Becca was looking at her strangely. "You've gone somewhere. Again." 

"Sorry. I was just... thinking about the wedding. How happy you seem." 

"I am happy." Becca linked her arm through Bethany's. "I know it's been a lot of planning and fuss and spreadsheets, but I am. I'm really happy." 

"That's all I've ever wanted for you." 

They walked in silence for a while, arm in arm, their breath misting in the cold air. And Bethany wondered, with a quiet desperation, whether she could keep her daughter's happiness intact while destroying the family that had created it. 

That night, after the children had gone to bed and the house was quiet, Bethany sat at the kitchen table in the dark. Moss was at her feet. The fire was dying in the sitting room. James had kissed her forehead and gone upstairs half an hour ago. 

She pulled out her phone. 

I miss you. I know it's only been a few days. But I miss you. 

His reply was immediate, as though he'd been waiting. I miss you too. How was Christmas? 

Lovely. Exhausting. Complicated. 

Complicated how? 

She paused. Her thumbs hovered over the screen. Then she typed: Because I was with my family, and I love them, and all I could think about was you. 

There was a longer pause than usual before his reply came through. When it did, it was only three words. 

I love you. 

She stared at the screen. He'd said it before, in the aftermath of passion, in the dark of the bookshop and the warmth of his cottage. But this was different. This was deliberate. A statement, not an exclamation. 

I love you too, she typed. God help me, I do. 

She put the phone facedown on the table and pressed her hands to her eyes. The tears came, finally — not the gentle tears she'd shed before, but a great heaving sob that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside her. Moss whined and pressed his cold nose against her ankle. 

"I know," she whispered. "I know." 

The kitchen was dark. The house was quiet. And Bethany Wells, wife and mother and pillar of the church, sat alone in the darkness and wept for everything she was about to destroy. 

Chapter 18: The Unravelling Thread

January arrived like a held breath — grey and still and cold enough that the puddles along Church Lane froze solid and stayed that way for a week. The village settled into its post-Christmas torpor. The fairy lights came down. The wreaths were removed from doors. The congregation at St. Mary's thinned to its winter core: the faithful, the habitual, and the lonely.

Bethany was all three.

She attended the first Sunday service of the new year with James beside her and Margaret behind her, and she sang the hymns and said the prayers and felt, through it all, as though she were watching herself from a great distance. The stained-glass Shepherd still carried his lamb. The chrysanthemums had been replaced with winter greenery — holly and ivy and the dark gloss of laurel leaves. Nothing had changed. Everything had changed.

She had told Seth she loved him.

She had typed the words into her phone in the dark of the kitchen on Boxing Day, and she had meant them. She meant them still. They sat in her chest like a stone dropped into deep water — not visible from the surface, but present. Immovable. Sending ripples through everything she did.

She had seen him twice since Christmas. Once in the cottage, on a Tuesday afternoon when James thought she was at the bookshop. Once in Cirencester, in a café where no one knew them, their hands touching under the table like teenagers stealing time between lessons. Both times had been brief, hurried, full of whispered endearments and the constant awareness that the clock was ticking. Both times had left her aching for more.

And both times, she had returned home to James with the scent of another man on her skin and the taste of lies on her tongue.

The second week of January brought a thaw. The ice melted. The lanes turned to mud. The Hart Brook rose, brown and churning, carrying the debris of winter toward the Severn. Bethany walked along its banks on a Wednesday afternoon — her day off, James at work, the house too empty and her thoughts too loud — and tried to pray.

The words wouldn't come. They hadn't come for weeks now. She still knelt at the second pew on Sundays, still closed her eyes during the intercessions, still went through the motions of devotion. But the silence that had once felt like the presence of God now felt like absence. She had been hollowed out, and nothing had rushed in to fill the space.

Was this what sin felt like? Not the fire and brimstone of her childhood sermons, but this quiet, creeping emptiness? This sense that she had stepped outside the circle of grace and couldn't find her way back?

Or was it simply that she had stopped believing she deserved to pray?

She stood on the footbridge — the same spot where she'd stood months ago, reading Seth's first messages, telling herself she was just being polite — and watched the brown water surge beneath her. The alders were bare now, their branches skeletal against the grey sky. The heron was gone. The path was empty.

She pulled out her phone. No messages. Seth was working a double shift at the pub; he'd told her he wouldn't be able to text until evening. The absence of his words felt like a physical hunger.

She was in too deep. She knew this. She had known it for weeks, perhaps since the storm, perhaps since the first message, perhaps since the moment she'd looked at a young man outside the pub and felt something she couldn't name. She was in love with two men, and the impossibility of it was tearing her apart.

But she couldn't give him up. She couldn't. The thought of ending it — of telling Seth she couldn't see him anymore, of deleting his number, of going back to the grey life she'd been living before him — filled her with a panic that was close to grief. He had woken something in her. Something that had been sleeping for decades. And now that it was awake, she didn't know how to put it back to sleep.

She didn't want to.

Helen called that evening.

"I haven't heard from you in weeks," she said, her voice warm but edged with concern. "Not properly. Not since before Christmas."

"I know. I'm sorry. It's been... busy."

"Busy." Helen let the word hang. "Is that what we're calling it now?"

Bethany was in the kitchen, stirring a pot of soup that she wasn't particularly hungry for. James was in the sitting room. She could hear the television — a documentary about railways, the kind of thing he watched when he was too tired to engage with anything more demanding.

"It's complicated, Helen."

"It's always complicated. That's not an answer."

Bethany turned down the heat on the soup and leaned against the counter. She hadn't told Helen about the bookshop. About the cottage. About the car in the quarry car park. She hadn't told anyone. The secret was hers alone, and the weight of it was becoming unbearable.

"Something happened," she said quietly. "Before Christmas. I... I crossed a line."

There was a pause. When Helen spoke again, her voice was careful. "What kind of line?"

"The kind you can't uncross."

The silence that followed was long and full. Bethany could hear Helen breathing on the other end of the line, could picture her in her farmhouse kitchen, the border collies at her feet, the fire crackling in the stove.

"Does he love you?" Helen asked.

"Who?"

"The young man. Seth. You wouldn't have crossed the line if you didn't think there was something real there. So. Does he love you?"

"Yes. He says he does."

"And you? Do you love him?"

Bethany closed her eyes. The soup bubbled on the stove. The television droned in the next room. "Yes. God help me. I do."

"Then you have a decision to make."

"I know."

"You can't keep doing this, Bethany. The secrecy. The lies. It will destroy you. Not your marriage — you. It will eat away at you until there's nothing left."

"What am I supposed to do? Leave James? Destroy my family? For a man who's young enough to be my son?"

"I didn't say that. I said you have a decision to make. Both choices will cost you. The only question is which cost you're willing to pay."

Bethany pressed her hand to her forehead. "I don't know. I don't know what to do."

"Then figure it out. Soon. Before the decision is made for you."

They talked for a few more minutes — safer topics, neutral ground — and then Helen said she had to go, the horses needed feeding, they'd talk again soon. Bethany put the phone down and stood in the kitchen, staring at the wall.

Both choices would cost her. Helen was right about that. If she stayed with James, she would lose Seth — the fire, the hunger, the sense of being truly seen. If she left James, she would lose her marriage, her family's respect, perhaps her place in the community she'd called home for twenty-three years.

She couldn't see a way through. She couldn't see a way out.

She served the soup. She ate without tasting. She went to bed at ten o'clock and lay beside her sleeping husband, staring at the ceiling until the small hours.

The third week of January brought a letter.

It was from the diocesan office, addressed to her as secretary of the parish flower rota, and it was about the schedule for the coming year — Easter lilies, Harvest Festival chrysanthemums, the usual round. A mundane letter. An ordinary piece of administrative correspondence.

But when Bethany opened it at the kitchen table, her hands were trembling. Because she had looked at the return address and thought, for one irrational moment, that it was a summons. An exposure. A letter telling her that everyone knew what she'd done, that she was to be cast out from the congregation, that her sins had found her out.

The letter was about flowers. She sat at the table, her heart hammering, and laughed — a short, ragged sound that was closer to a sob.

She couldn't keep living like this. The fear was making her paranoid. The guilt was making her sick. Every time the phone rang, every time someone looked at her too long, every time James asked an innocent question about her day, she felt the walls closing in.

She needed to decide. She couldn't keep drifting, suspended between two lives, pretending she could have both.

But the thought of giving up Seth — of never feeling his hands on her skin again, never hearing his voice in the dark, never seeing the way his eyes lit up when she walked into a room — was like contemplating an amputation. She had lived without him for forty-nine years. She didn't know if she could live without him now.

And James. Dear, steady, oblivious James, who had loved her faithfully for twenty-six years and had no idea he was sharing her with another man. If she left him, she would break his heart. If she stayed, she would be living a lie for the rest of her life.

Both choices would cost her.

She put the letter aside and made herself a cup of tea. Moss ambled over and pressed his head against her knee. She scratched behind his ears, the familiar gesture grounding her in a way nothing else could.

"Hey, old man," she murmured. "What am I going to do?"

He thumped his tail once, twice, and looked up at her with the unquestioning adoration of a dog who had never once doubted her. She wished she could borrow some of his certainty.

That evening, she told James she was going to Bible study. She wasn't. She drove to Seth's cottage instead, the lanes dark and winding, her headlights casting long shadows on the hedgerows.

He opened the door before she knocked.

"Bethany? What's wrong?"

She hadn't texted. She hadn't called. She had simply got in the car and driven, and now she was standing on his doorstep in the cold, her coat clutched around her, her face streaked with tears she hadn't noticed she was crying.

"I don't know what to do," she said. "I don't know what to do."

He pulled her inside and closed the door. The cottage was warm, the fire lit, the wall of books casting its familiar shadow. He guided her to the armchair and knelt in front of her, his hands on her knees, his eyes searching her face.

"Tell me," he said. "Whatever it is. Tell me."

"I can't keep doing this. The lying. The hiding. It's killing me. But I can't give you up either. I can't. I've tried to imagine it, and I can't." She was crying openly now, the words tumbling out in a rush. "I love you. I love you, and I love him too, and I don't know how that's possible, but it is. And I don't know what to do."

He listened without interrupting. When she was finished, he took her hands in his and held them, his thumbs moving gently across her knuckles.

"Bethany," he said quietly. "I'm not going to ask you to leave your husband. I told you — whatever happens has to be your choice. But I want you to know something."

"What?"

"I love you. I've loved you for months. And I will keep loving you whether you stay or go. This isn't a game for me. It isn't a conquest. It's you. It's only ever been you."

She looked at him — at his steady eyes, his patient hands, the way he knelt before her as though she were something precious, something worth protecting.

"I'm so tired," she whispered. "I'm so tired of pretending."

"Then stop pretending. Not with me. Never with me."

She reached for him. He came into her arms, and they held each other in the firelight, and for the first time in weeks, the noise in her head grew quiet.

She didn't know what she was going to do. She didn't know how the story ended. But in this moment, in this cottage, in the arms of the man she shouldn't love and couldn't give up, she let herself be exactly what she was: a woman in love with two men, suspended between two lives, waiting for the decision that would change everything.

The decision could wait until tomorrow.

Tonight, she just needed to be held.

Chapter 19: The Weight of Silence

February crept into the Cotswolds like a cat finding a warm corner — quiet, stealthy, settling in before anyone noticed it had arrived. The days grew imperceptibly longer. The snowdrops appeared in the churchyard, small white bells nodding in the wind that still carried the memory of winter. The Hart Brook ran clear again, its spate subsided, its banks beginning to green.

Bethany moved through her days in a state of suspension.

She had not made a decision. She had not left James, and she had not left Seth. She had simply... continued. One day after another. One lie after another. The compartmentalisation that had felt like a temporary measure was becoming a permanent architecture. She had a life with James — meals and conversations and the comfortable rhythms of a long marriage. She had a life with Seth — secret meetings, whispered phone calls, the fierce, consuming passion of something forbidden. And she moved between these lives like a ghost drifting between rooms, never fully present in either.

She was losing weight. She noticed it in the way her clothes fit, the way her cheekbones had sharpened, the way James had commented — twice now — that she wasn't eating enough. She blamed stress. The wedding. The bookshop. The usual things. He accepted the excuses with the easy trust of a man who had no reason to doubt his wife.

She was sleeping badly. Her dreams were disjointed and strange — falling through the stained-glass window at St. Mary's, the Shepherd's face cracking as she fell; running through the beech woods with someone calling her name, never able to find the source; standing in the kitchen with her hands full of chrysanthemums that crumbled to dust when she touched them. She woke at three most mornings, her heart pounding, and lay in the dark until the first birds began their tentative calls.

She was praying again, but it was different now. The prayers weren't for guidance. They weren't for forgiveness. They were just... words. She sent them into the silence and received nothing back, and she didn't know whether God had stopped listening or she had stopped knowing how to hear.

On the second Sunday of February, Margaret caught her in the churchyard after the service.

It was a bright, bitter morning, the sky a hard blue, the wind cutting through coats and scarves. Bethany had lingered at the flower stand — the snowdrops needed refreshing, and she'd volunteered to do it, grateful for an excuse to stay behind while James went home to put the roast on.

Margaret appeared at her elbow with the unnerving silence of a woman who had spent decades moving through a stone-floored vicarage.

"Those snowdrops are past their best," she observed.

"I was just thinking that. I'll bring fresh ones tomorrow."

"You've been bringing a lot of flowers lately. More than your share."

Bethany kept her eyes on the wilting snowdrops. "I like doing it. It's peaceful."

"It's also a way of avoiding conversation. You can't talk to anyone when you're up to your elbows in greenery." Margaret paused. "I've been watching you for weeks now, Bethany. You're thinner. You're tired. You're present but you're not here. And you flinch whenever anyone asks you a direct question."

Bethany's hands stilled on the stems. "I don't know what you mean."

"Yes, you do. I told you before — I'm not going to pry, and I'm not going to judge. But I'm also not going to pretend I haven't noticed." Margaret's voice softened, losing some of its usual bite. "How long has it been going on?"

The churchyard was empty. The last parishioners had disappeared down Church Lane, their voices fading into the wind. There was only the two of them, and the snowdrops, and the grey stones of the church standing witness.

"Since before Christmas," Bethany said. The words came out in a whisper, as though they were too fragile to be spoken aloud. "Properly, since before Christmas."

"And you love him?"

"I love them both. That's the impossible thing. I love my husband, and I love Seth, and I don't know how to stop loving either of them."

Margaret was quiet for a long moment. Then she reached out and took one of the dead snowdrops, turning it between her fingers, her gnarled hands surprisingly gentle.


"I told you about the lecturer. The one I nearly fell in love with, years ago. I told you I stopped before it went too far." She looked at Bethany. "But I didn't tell you the hardest part. The part that came after."

"What was that?"

"The silence. The emptiness. The feeling that I'd made the right choice for all the wrong reasons — for fear, not for virtue. And the loneliness of not being able to tell anyone what I'd almost done." She crushed the dead snowdrop between her fingers, letting the petals fall to the ground. "You've crossed a line I didn't cross. That makes things more complicated. But it doesn't make you a monster. It makes you a human being who made a choice, and now has to make another one."

"I don't know how to choose."

"No one does. That's the secret no one tells you. Everyone who's ever faced a hard choice has stood exactly where you're standing — in the middle of not knowing, with the wind blowing through them." Margaret brushed the last petals from her hands. "But the not-choosing is a choice too. And it's the worst one. It will hollow you out."

Bethany felt tears prick at her eyes. "What do I do?"

"I can't tell you that. But I can tell you that you need to decide. Not today. Not tomorrow. But soon. Before the decision is made for you." Margaret turned to go, then paused. "The young man — Seth. I've spoken to him. Twice now."

Bethany's stomach clenched. "You have?"

"The first time was before Christmas. I warned him not to hurt you. The second time was last week. I found him working on his wall — it's finished now, by the way, it's quite beautiful — and I asked him what his intentions were."

"What did he say?"

"He said his intentions were to love you for as long as you'd let him. And to wait for as long as it took." Margaret's expression was unreadable. "I've known a lot of men in my seventy-one years. Most of them talk about love when they mean want. He didn't. He meant love."

Bethany closed her eyes. The wind moved through the churchyard, stirring the yew branches, the old tree creaking softly.

"I don't deserve either of them," she whispered.

"That's not the point. The point is you have them. Both of them. For now. And you need to decide what you're going to do about it." Margaret touched her arm — the lightest pressure, gone in an instant. "I'll pray for you. For what that's worth."

"It's worth a lot."

Margaret nodded once, a small sharp movement, and walked away through the lychgate. Bethany stood alone in the churchyard, the snowdrops wilting in their vase, and wondered whether prayer was still possible for a woman who had done what she'd done.

She wondered whether anything was still possible.

That night, she sat in the kitchen after James had gone to bed. Moss was at her feet, his breathing deep and steady. The only light came from the moon through the window and the small, bright screen of her phone.

She had a message from Seth. I know things are hard right now. I know you're struggling. I just want you to know — I'm here. Whenever you need me. However you need me. No pressure. No expectations. Just love.

She read it three times. Then she typed: I don't know what I did to deserve you.

His reply was immediate. You existed. That was enough.

She put the phone down and pressed her palms to her eyes. She was crying again — she seemed to be crying all the time now, tears appearing without warning, without permission. Moss stirred and pressed his cold nose against her ankle.

She thought about James, sleeping upstairs in the bed they'd shared for twenty-six years. He had kissed her forehead before going up. He had told her he loved her. He had no idea that she was sitting in the kitchen in the dark, weeping over another man.

She thought about Becca. About the wedding in five months. About the mother-of-the-bride dress she'd ordered, the one that would arrive in March, the one she'd chosen with her daughter in a cheerful shop in Cheltenham, surrounded by tulle and lace and the bright, uncomplicated future.

She thought about Seth. About his steady hands and his patient love and the way he'd said You existed. That was enough. About the wall he'd built, stone by stone, over months of labour. About the cottage where she'd been held and seen and wanted in a way she'd forgotten was possible.

And she thought about the decision. The one that was waiting for her. The one she couldn't postpone forever.

Not yet. She couldn't make it yet.

But soon.

Soon, she would have to choose.

She climbed the stairs — the seventh step creaking its familiar complaint — and slid into bed beside James. He didn't stir. His breathing was deep and even, the rhythm of a man who had nothing to fear.

Bethany Wells lay on her back and stared at the ceiling until dawn began to lighten the curtains. Then she got up, pulled on the blue dressing gown, and went down to make her tea.

The snowdrops needed replacing.

The day began.

Chapter 20: The Keeping of Secrets 

Mid-February, and the village lay under a shroud of quiet so complete it felt like the world was holding its breath. The snowdrops Bethany had planted in the churchyard had been joined by the first pale crocuses, their purple and white heads pushing through the cold earth with a determination that seemed almost defiant. Spring was coming. She could feel it in the softening of the air, the lengthening of the light, the way the birds had begun to sing with more conviction in the mornings. 

She wished she could share their certainty. 

Three weeks had passed since her confession to Margaret in the churchyard. Three weeks of suspended animation, of moving through her days with the careful deliberation of someone carrying something fragile. She had not made a decision. She had not left James. She had not left Seth. She had simply continued to exist in the space between, and the space between was becoming narrower. 

She saw Seth twice in those three weeks. Once at the cottage, on a Tuesday afternoon stolen from the bookshop, when they had made love with a desperation that bordered on grief. Once for coffee in Cirencester, a brief hour in a café where no one knew them, their hands touching under the table, their conversation full of all the things they couldn't say aloud. Both times, she had returned home to James with the weight of her secrets pressing against her chest. 

James noticed nothing. This was, perhaps, the most damning indictment of their marriage. He was kind and attentive and utterly oblivious. He asked about her day and accepted her answers. He commented on her weight loss and accepted her explanation about stress. He kissed her forehead before sleep and accepted her murmured response. He was a good man who trusted his wife completely, and his trust was the thing that made her betrayal so easy — and so unbearable. 

She had become an expert in the architecture of deception. She knew which lies sounded most like truth. She knew how to meet her husband's eyes without flinching. She knew how to wash the scent of another man from her skin and climb into bed as though nothing had happened. 

She had also become an expert in self-loathing. It sat in her chest like a second heartbeat, a constant low thrum beneath every thought. 

On the third Saturday of February, Becca came to visit alone. 

Oliver was at a stag weekend in Cardiff — something involving go-karting and an escape room, Becca said, rolling her eyes with the affectionate exasperation of a woman who had accepted her fiancé's taste for organised fun. She arrived at lunchtime with a bag of pastries from the bakery in Cheltenham and a folder full of wedding details that needed finalising. 

"The flowers," Becca said, spreading photographs across the kitchen table. "I've narrowed it down to three options. I need your opinion. Properly, not just 'that's lovely, darling.'" 

Bethany looked at the photographs. Roses and peonies. Wildflowers and grasses. Classic white and green. They were all beautiful. They were all exactly the kind of thing a young woman should be choosing for her wedding. 

"The wildflowers," she said. "They feel more like you." 

"That's what I thought! Oliver wants the roses. He says they're more traditional." 

"Oliver isn't the one carrying the bouquet." 

Becca grinned. "That's exactly what I said. Word for word." She made a note in her folder and set the photographs aside. "Right. Centrepieces." 

They worked through the list together, the kitchen table gradually disappearing under a drift of paper and fabric swatches and the detritus of wedding planning. It was ordinary and cheerful and exactly the kind of afternoon Bethany had imagined having with her daughter when Becca first announced her engagement. But beneath the ordinary surface, she was aware of a constant, low-level hum of dread. 

What would Becca think, if she knew? What would any of them think? 

"Mum? You've gone quiet again." 

Bethany blinked. Becca was watching her with an expression that was half curiosity, half concern. 

"Sorry, darling. I was just thinking about the napkins." 

"The napkins don't require that much thought. Trust me." Becca set down her pen. "Are you all right? You've been... I don't know. Distant. For a while now. Dad said you haven't been sleeping." 

"Dad said that?" 

"He mentioned it at Christmas. He's worried about you." Becca paused. "I'm worried about you." 

Bethany felt something crack inside her — a small fissure in the wall she'd built around herself. "I'm fine. Just tired. The bookshop's been busy, and the church rota takes more time than you'd think, and there's the wedding, and..." 

"Mum." Becca reached across the table and took her hand. "It's me. You can tell me." 

The fissure widened. Bethany looked at her daughter — at her familiar face, her kind eyes, the way she was holding her hand with the same gentleness Bethany had once used to hold hers when she was small and frightened. 

"There's nothing to tell," she said. "I'm just... I'm going through something. Something I can't really talk about. But I'll be all right." 

"Is it Dad? Are you and Dad okay?" 

"Your father is wonderful. He's always been wonderful." This, at least, was true. "It's not about him. It's about me." 

Becca was quiet for a moment. Then: "Is there someone else?" 

The question landed like a stone in still water. Bethany felt her face flush, felt her heart stutter, felt the overwhelming urge to lie, deflect, deny. 

But she couldn't. Not to Becca. Not when her daughter was looking at her with such steady, open concern. 

"What makes you ask that?" she said carefully. 

"I don't know. Just a feeling. The way you've been. The way you check your phone. The way you look at it sometimes, when you think no one's watching." Becca's voice was gentle, free of accusation. "I'm not judging you, Mum. Whatever it is. I just... I want you to know you can talk to me. If you need to." 

Bethany closed her eyes. The fissure was a chasm now, and everything she'd been holding inside was threatening to spill out. She wanted to tell her daughter everything — the bookshop, the storm, the beech woods, the cottage, the wall, the way Seth looked at her, the way she couldn't stop wanting him, the way she loved him and hated herself for loving him. She wanted to lay it all at Becca's feet and ask for absolution. 

But that wasn't fair. Becca was her daughter, not her confessor. And the burden of this secret was hers alone to carry. 

"There's no one else," she said. "Not in the way you mean. There's just... I've been thinking. About my life. About what I want. About whether I've been asleep for twenty years and only just noticed." 

"That sounds heavy." 

"It is." 

Becca squeezed her hand. "Whatever it is — whatever you're trying to figure out — I'm on your side. You know that, right? Even if I don't understand. Even if I don't agree. I'm on your side." 

Bethany felt tears prick at her eyes. "Thank you. That means more than you know." 

They returned to the wedding plans. The centrepieces. The napkins. The photographer who Becca had finally decided on. The afternoon unspooled in its ordinary way, and Bethany played her part, and the moment of honesty passed. 

But Becca knew something. Perhaps not the whole truth — not yet — but something. And the knowledge that her daughter had seen through her, even partially, was like a small, sharp stone in her shoe. Irritating. Unavoidable. 

A warning. 

That night, after Becca had gone, Bethany sat in the kitchen with the wedding photographs still spread across the table. Roses and peonies. Wildflowers and grasses. Classic white and green. The flowers her daughter would carry down the aisle in five months' time. 

James was upstairs, already asleep. He had kissed her cheek and said goodnight with the easy affection of a man who had no idea his wife was sitting in the dark, staring at photographs of a future she might not be part of — not in the way everyone expected. 

She pulled out her phone. She had a message from Seth — sent hours ago, still unread. 

How was your day? I've been thinking about you. The wall is finished now — the whole thing. I stood back and looked at it this morning, and all I could think was that I wanted to show you. You're the only person who would understand what it means. 

She typed back: I'd like to see it. The wall. I'd like to see what you built. 

His reply came almost immediately. Come tomorrow. Whenever you can. I'll be here. 

She put the phone down and stared at the wedding photographs. Becca's handwriting was on some of them — little notes in the margins, circles around things she liked, question marks beside things she wasn't sure about. The same handwriting that had covered school assignments and birthday cards and the notes she'd left on the kitchen table when she was a teenager, letting her mother know where she was. 

She thought about what Becca had said. I'm on your side. Even if I don't understand. 

She wanted to believe that was true. She wanted to believe that if — when — the truth came out, her daughter would still be able to look at her the way she had this afternoon. With love. With concern. With the steady, unwavering loyalty that Bethany had spent twenty-five years earning. 

But she wasn't sure. She wasn't sure of anything anymore. 

She gathered the photographs into a neat stack, turned off the kitchen light, and climbed the stairs. The seventh step creaked. She paused, one hand on the banister, and listened to the silence of the house. 

James's breathing, steady and deep. Moss's occasional snuffle from the kitchen. The wind, soft against the windows. 

All the sounds of her life. All the things she was about to lose. 

The next afternoon, she drove to Seth's cottage. The lanes were drying after a week without rain, and the first green shoots of spring were visible in the hedgerows — cow parsley and wild garlic, the promise of what was coming. 

He was waiting for her in the garden. The wall was finished — forty feet of Cotswold limestone, each stone fitted against the next with a precision that spoke of months of patient labour. It curved gently around the boundary of the garden, holding the flower beds in its arms like cupped hands. 

"It's beautiful," she said. 

"I wanted you to see it. Before anything else happens." He was standing beside her, his hands in his pockets, his eyes on the wall. "I built this because I needed something to do with my hands. Something that would last. And the whole time I was building it, I was thinking about you." 

"Seth..." 

"I know you can't decide right now. I know you might not be able to decide for a long time. But I want you to know — this wall is yours. This garden is yours. Whatever you need from me, whatever I can give you — it's yours." 

She turned to face him. The late February sun was pale on his face, and his eyes were the colour of the winter sea, and his expression was so open, so unguarded, that it hurt to look at him. 

"I don't deserve you," she said. 

"That's not true." 

"It is true. I've been lying to everyone I love. I've been living a double life. I've become someone I don't recognise." Her voice cracked. "I'm not the woman you think I am." 

He took her hands. His fingers were cold from the garden, but his grip was steady. "You're exactly the woman I think you are. You're a woman who's been asleep for twenty years and is finally waking up. You're a woman who loves her family and still has room to love someone else. You're a woman who's trying to do the impossible — to be everything to everyone — and it's tearing you apart." 

"I don't know how to choose." 

"Then don't. Not yet." He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed her knuckles. "When you're ready, you'll know. And whatever you decide — even if you decide you can't see me anymore — I'll understand." 

She looked at him. At his steady eyes. At the wall behind him, stone upon stone, a testament to patience and labour and the slow, careful work of building something that would last. 

"I love you," she said. The words felt less like a confession now and more like a fact — something solid and undeniable, like the stones in his wall. 

"I love you too." 

She let him hold her. They stood in the garden, the wall beside them, the pale sun on their faces, and for a little while, the noise in her head grew quiet. 

But when she drove home, the noise returned. The questions. The guilt. The impossible weight of the decision she couldn't postpone forever. 

Soon. She would have to decide soon. 

But not today. 

Today, she just needed to breathe. 

Chapter 21: The Language of Silence

The last week of February arrived on a wind that smelled of wet earth and the first faint sweetness of approaching spring. Bethany stood at the kitchen window, her tea cooling in her hands, and watched a pair of blackbirds building a nest in the hawthorn hedge. They worked with the single-minded urgency of creatures who knew nothing except that the season was turning and there was no time to waste.

She envied them their certainty.

Three days had passed since she'd stood in Seth's garden and told him she loved him. Three days of moving through her life with the strange, hollow calm that follows a confession. She had told him the truth — or part of it — and the world had not ended. James was still kind. The bookshop was still standing. The church bells still rang on Sunday morning.

But something had shifted inside her. Some final wall had crumbled. She could feel the rubble of it settling in her chest.

She had been living in suspension for months now, suspended between two men, two lives, two versions of herself. And the suspension was becoming untenable. Every day she waited made the waiting harder. Every lie she told made the truth more dangerous. Every time she lay beside James while thinking of Seth, she felt another piece of herself erode.

She couldn't keep doing this. She knew it with the same certainty she knew the creak of the seventh stair, the weight of her wedding ring, the taste of the Communion wine.

But she still didn't know what to do about it.

On Thursday, James came home early.

This was unusual enough that Bethany heard the crunch of his tyres on the gravel and felt her heart lurch with an irrational flash of panic. She had been doing nothing wrong — merely reading in the sitting room, Moss at her feet, a pot of soup simmering on the stove — but she had become so accustomed to secrecy that any deviation from routine felt like a threat.

"In here," she called, marking her page.

He appeared in the doorway, still in his coat, something odd about his expression. Not anger. Not suspicion. Something closer to uncertainty.

"Everything all right?" she asked.

"Fine. Yes. I just..." He sat down heavily in the armchair opposite her. "I had a strange conversation today. With Margaret Easton."

Bethany felt her pulse quicken. "Margaret?"

"She stopped me outside the church. Said she wanted to talk to me about the parish council accounts — something about the roof fund. But then she just... stood there. Looking at me. Like she was trying to decide whether to say something else." He frowned. "And then she said, 'You should take your wife away somewhere. Before the wedding. Before everything gets busy. She looks tired.' And she walked off."

"That sounds like Margaret."

"It does. But the way she said it..." James looked at her properly now, his eyes scanning her face. "You do look tired, Beth. More than tired. You've looked tired for weeks."

She could have deflected. She could have blamed the bookshop, the wedding planning, the lingering effects of a winter cold. She had become fluent in deflection.

But something in his expression — the genuine concern, the complete absence of suspicion — made the lie catch in her throat.

"I haven't been sleeping well," she said. It was true. It was not the whole truth.

"Is there something wrong? Something you're not telling me?"

The question hung in the air between them. She could feel the weight of it, the opportunity it presented. Yes, she could say. Yes, there is something wrong. I'm in love with another man. I've been sleeping with him since December. I'm breaking apart and I don't know how to stop it.

But she looked at his face — kind, trusting, utterly unprepared — and she couldn't do it. Not yet. Not like this.

"I've been... struggling," she said carefully. "With some things. Personal things. It's hard to explain."

He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "You can explain anything to me. You know that."

"I know. I just... I'm not ready. To talk about it. Not yet."

"Does it have to do with us? With the marriage?"

She closed her eyes. "In a way. But it's not your fault. Whatever it is — it's not your fault."

"Beth." He reached for her hand. "Whatever it is, we'll figure it out. We've been married twenty-six years. We've figured everything out so far."

She looked at their joined hands. His knuckles, the gold ring, the small scar on his thumb. The hands that had held hers through two childbirths, through the death of her father, through every ordinary and extraordinary moment of their life together.

She didn't deserve his trust. She didn't deserve his kindness.

"I love you," she said. And she meant it. That was the terrible thing. She meant it.

"I love you too." He squeezed her hand and stood. "When you're ready to talk, I'm here. Even if it's hard. Even if it's something I don't want to hear."

He left the room, and Bethany sat alone in the silence, her heart pounding. He knew something. Perhaps not the full truth, but something. Margaret had planted a seed, and James — steady, oblivious James — was beginning to notice the weeds.

That night, she called Helen.

It was late — past ten — but Helen answered on the second ring, her voice alert and unsurprised, as though she'd been expecting the call.

"I need to talk to someone," Bethany said. "Someone who isn't James. Someone who isn't Seth. Someone who can just... listen."

"I'm listening."

Bethany sat on the edge of the bed — James was downstairs, watching a documentary, the murmur of the television drifting up through the floorboards — and told Helen everything. The bookshop. The cottage. The beech woods. The wall. The way she loved them both and hated herself for loving them both. The way she was running out of time.

When she was finished, there was a long silence. Then Helen said: "You're exhausted. Anyone would be. You've been carrying this alone for months."

"I don't know what to do."

"I can't tell you what to do. But I can tell you what I see." Helen's voice was steady, measured, the voice of someone who'd spent her life around creatures that spooked easily. "I see a woman who's been trying to be what everyone else needed her to be for so long that she's forgotten who she actually is. And now she's met someone who sees her — really sees her — and it's terrifying and exhilarating and it's made her question everything she thought she knew about her life."

"That's... yes. That's exactly it."

"So the question isn't really about James or Seth. The question is about you. Who do you want to be? Not who you're supposed to be. Not who everyone expects you to be. Who do you actually want to be?"

Bethany closed her eyes. The question was simple and impossible, like all the hardest questions. Who did she want to be? She wanted to be a good mother. A faithful wife. A woman of integrity. She wanted to be the person she'd been for forty-nine years.

But she also wanted to be the woman Seth saw. The woman who was beautiful without knowing it. The woman who had been asleep for twenty years and was finally waking up. The woman who reached instead of retreated. Who wanted instead of waited.

"I don't know," she whispered. "I don't know who I want to be."

"Then that's what you need to figure out. Before you can decide between them, you have to decide about yourself."

They talked for another half hour — about smaller things, safer things — and when Bethany finally put the phone down, she felt lighter and heavier all at once. Lighter because someone else knew the truth. Heavier because the truth was still the truth, and knowing it didn't make it easier to bear.

She went downstairs and sat beside James on the sofa. He put his arm around her without taking his eyes off the screen. She leaned into his warmth and felt the familiar comfort of his body against hers.

She loved him. She did.

But it wasn't enough. It hadn't been enough for a long time, and she was only now admitting it to herself.

She didn't know what she was going to do.

But she knew — with a certainty that was new and terrifying — that she couldn't keep living like this. The suspension was ending. The decision was coming.

Soon.

The next morning, she rose at half past five as usual. She made her tea. She stood in the kitchen doorway and watched the blackbirds gather twigs in the hawthorn hedge.

And then she pulled out her phone and typed a message to Seth.

I need to see you. Not for long. Just to talk. Can you meet me at the quarry?

His reply came before the kettle had finished boiling.

I'll be there.

Chapter 22: The Quarry 

The quarry car park was empty when Bethany arrived, the gravel still wet from an early morning rain that had passed through the valley before dawn. She parked beside Seth's rusted Vauxhall and sat for a moment with the engine off, her hands still gripping the wheel, watching the crows wheel above the limestone scar. 

She had come here to talk. That was what she'd told herself. She needed to explain where she was — the impossible tangle of love and guilt and obligation that had become her life. She needed him to understand why she couldn't decide, why she might never be able to decide. 

But now that she was here, she couldn't remember a single thing she'd planned to say. 

He was standing at the edge of the car park, where the path led up into the beech woods. He hadn't come to her car. He was waiting, as he always waited, for her to come to him. 

She got out and walked toward him. The air was cold and clean, the sky a pale February blue. The beeches were still bare, but she could see the first tight buds on their branches — the promise of leaves, still weeks away but coming. 

"Hi," he said. 

"Hi." 

They stood facing each other, and the silence between them was different from the silences she remembered. Not electric. Not charged. Just... heavy. Like the air before a storm. 

"You said you needed to talk," he said. 

"I did. I do." She wrapped her arms around herself. "I've been trying to decide. For weeks. I've been trying to figure out what I want, who I want to be, what I'm supposed to do. And I can't. I can't figure it out." 

"Bethany..." 

"Let me finish. Please. I need to say this." She took a breath. "I love my husband. He's a good man. He's been a good man for twenty-six years. And I love you. I don't know how that's possible, but it is. I love both of you, and neither of you deserves what I'm doing." 

He didn't speak. His eyes were steady on her face, and his expression was unreadable. 

"I keep thinking there must be a way through this. A way that doesn't destroy everything. But there isn't. Whatever I choose, someone gets hurt. My family. My marriage. You." Her voice cracked. "I'm so tired, Seth. I'm so tired of lying. I'm so tired of feeling like I'm being torn in half." 

She stopped. The crows called overhead. The wind moved through the bare branches with a sound like distant water. 

"I don't know what you're asking me," he said quietly. 

"I'm not asking anything. I'm just... I needed you to know. Where I am. Why I can't..." She pressed her hands to her face. "I think I need to stop. I think I need to end this. Before it destroys everyone." 

The words hung in the cold air. She hadn't known she was going to say them until she said them. She hadn't known, until this moment, that she had made a decision at all. 

Seth was very still. When he spoke, his voice was steady, but she could hear the effort it cost him. 

"Is that what you want?" 

"No. It's the last thing I want." She dropped her hands. "But I don't know what else to do. I can't leave my husband. I can't keep lying to him. I can't keep living in this... this in-between place. It's killing me." 

"Then don't live there. But don't end this because you think it's the right thing to do. End it because it's what you actually want. Because if you end it for any other reason — guilt, fear, what other people might think — you'll regret it for the rest of your life." 

"What if I regret it either way?" 

"Then at least choose the regret you can live with." 

She looked at him. At his wind-tousled hair, his winter-sea eyes, the way he was standing so still, so patient, even now. Even as she was telling him she needed to end it. 

"I don't want to lose you," she whispered. 

"Then don't." 

"But I can't keep doing this. The secrecy. The lies. I'm becoming someone I don't recognise." 

He took a step toward her. Then another. He didn't touch her, but he was close enough now that she could feel the warmth of his body in the cold air. 

"Do you remember what I told you? The first time we were here?" 

"That whatever happens has to be my choice." 

"Yes. But I also told you something else. I told you I would wait. However long it took." He reached up and touched her face — just his fingertips, light against her cheek. "I meant it. If you need time, take time. If you need space, take space. But don't end this because you think you should. End it because you want to. Or don't end it at all." 

She closed her eyes. The wind moved around them, cold and clean, carrying the scent of wet earth and the first, faint sweetness of spring. 

"I don't know what I want," she said. 

"Yes, you do. You're just afraid to say it." 

She opened her eyes. He was looking at her with an expression she had never seen before — not desire, not patience, but something fiercer. Something that looked almost like hope. 

"What do I want?" she asked. 

"You want to stay. You want to keep seeing me. You want to figure out a way to make this work, even if you're not sure how. But you're afraid. Of what it will cost. Of who you'll become." 

"And if you're wrong?" 

"Then tell me. Tell me you don't want to see me anymore. Tell me you want to end this. And I'll walk away. I'll never contact you again." 

The silence stretched between them. She could feel the words forming in her throat — I want to end this — but she couldn't say them. She couldn't make her mouth shape the lie. 

"I can't," she whispered. "I can't say it." 

"Because you don't mean it." 

"Because I'm too selfish to let you go." 

He pulled her into his arms. She buried her face against his chest and felt the steady beat of his heart through his coat. He held her the way he'd held her in the conservatory during the storm — firmly, carefully, as though she were something precious and fragile. 

"That's not selfishness," he said against her hair. "That's love." 

She didn't answer. She didn't know the answer. She only knew that she was crying again, and his coat was rough against her cheek, and the wind was still moving through the bare branches above them. 

She hadn't ended it. She hadn't been able to. And she didn't know whether that was weakness or courage or simply the truth of what she wanted, finally admitted. 

They walked through the beech woods afterward, not speaking, their hands occasionally brushing. The path was muddy from the morning's rain, and the crows were still calling overhead. She thought about all the times she'd been here — with James and the children on Boxing Day walks, alone in the years when the children were young and she'd stolen hours to wander. And now with Seth, who had become part of the landscape of her life whether she'd intended it or not. 

"What are you thinking?" he asked. 

"I'm thinking about the first time we were here. The first time you kissed me." 

"It was cold." 

"It was. And I was terrified." She looked at him. "I'm still terrified." 

"I know. So am I." 

"Of what?" 

He stopped walking. They were in a clearing now, the same clearing where they'd kissed, the same bench where they'd sat afterward. "Of losing you. Of this ending. Of being someone who caused you pain." 

"You haven't caused me pain. Not the way you mean." 

"But I have. I've made your life more complicated. I've made it harder for you to be the person you thought you were." 

They sat on the bench. The wood was damp, and the cold seeped through her coat, but she didn't move. He took her hand, and she let him. 

"You didn't make my life complicated," she said. "My life was already complicated. I just didn't know it. I'd been asleep for twenty years, and you woke me up. That's not your fault. That's..." She struggled for the words. "That's a gift. Even if it doesn't feel like one right now." 

He lifted her hand and pressed it to his lips. "I love you, Bethany. I love you, and I will wait for as long as it takes." 

"I know." She leaned her head against his shoulder. "I know." 

She drove home through the darkening lanes, her mind quieter than it had been in weeks. She hadn't ended it. She hadn't decided anything. But something had shifted — some weight had been lifted, some clarity had emerged from the fog. 

She loved him. She loved both of them. And she was going to have to find a way to live with that. 

She didn't know what that meant for her marriage. She didn't know what it meant for her family. But the denial — the pretending, the compartmentalisation, the desperate attempt to be two people at once — was over. 

She was a woman who loved two men. That was the truth. 

And for the first time in months, she wasn't afraid of it. 

James was in the kitchen when she got home, making tea. He looked up when she came in, and something in her face must have shown, because he set down the kettle and came toward her. 

"You all right? You look different." 

"I went for a walk," she said. "To clear my head." 

"Did it work?" 

She looked at him — at his kind eyes, his familiar face, the man she'd loved for more than half her life. He deserved the truth. He deserved to know what was happening to her, to them, to their marriage. 

But she wasn't ready to tell him. Not yet. 

"A little," she said. "I think... I think I'm starting to figure some things out." 

He nodded, accepting this, and returned to the kettle. "Good. I've been worried about you." 

"I know. I'm sorry." 

"Don't be sorry. Just..." He poured hot water into the teapot. "Just talk to me. When you're ready. Whatever it is." 

She crossed the kitchen and put her arms around him from behind, pressing her face against his back. He stilled, surprised — she hadn't embraced him like this in weeks, maybe months. 

"I love you," she said. "Whatever else is happening, whatever else is true — I love you." 

He turned and put his arms around her. "I love you too, Beth. Always." 

They stood like that for a long time, in the warm kitchen, the kettle steaming gently behind them. And Bethany felt, for the first time in months, something like peace. 

The decision was still coming. Nothing was resolved. 

But she had stopped pretending. She had stopped lying to herself. 

And that, at least, was a beginning. 

Chapter 23: The Hollow Hours

March came in like a lamb, soft and mild, the kind of weather that made old-timers in the village shake their heads and predict a late frost. Bethany walked the lanes every morning now, not just on Sundays, taking Moss along the brook and up toward the beech woods and back again before James was even awake. She told herself it was for her health — the doctor had mentioned her blood pressure was slightly elevated at her last checkup, and walking was supposed to help. But the truth was simpler: she needed to be alone. She needed space to think.

The conversation at the quarry had changed something. She had gone there intending to end things with Seth, and she had failed. Or succeeded, depending on how you looked at it. She had told him the truth — that she couldn't let him go, that she didn't want to — and he had accepted it with the same steady patience he'd shown from the beginning.

But the relief she'd felt afterward had been temporary. The fundamental problem remained: she was a married woman in love with another man, and she had no idea what to do about it.

She had stopped sleeping with Seth. Not as a decision — more as a natural consequence of her emotional state. The frantic, stolen encounters of December and January had given way to something quieter. She still saw him. She still messaged him. She still loved him. But the physical aspect of their relationship had paused, suspended in the same strange limbo as everything else.

He didn't press. He never pressed.

James, meanwhile, had become more attentive. Not suspicious — she would have recognised suspicion — but watchful. He asked more questions about her day. He suggested they go out for dinner, just the two of them, for the first time in months. He bought her a book — a new novel by an author she'd mentioned enjoying — and left it on her pillow with a note that said simply: Thought of you.

She read the note three times and cried in the bathroom with the door locked.

Kindness was harder to bear than anger. If James were cruel, if he neglected her, if he gave her any reason to justify what she was doing, she could have managed the guilt. But he was not cruel. He was not neglectful. He was a good man who loved his wife and had no idea he was sharing her with someone else.

On the second Sunday of March, Bethany returned to church.

She had missed three Sundays since Christmas — a record that Margaret had noted with a single raised eyebrow but no comment. The church was the same as it had always been: the worn flagstones, the beeswax candles, the Good Shepherd window with its impossible blues and golds. The congregation was thinner now, the winter pruning away the casual attendees and leaving only the faithful.

She took her seat in the second pew. James was beside her, solid and familiar, his arm brushing hers. Margaret was behind her, as always. The organ played the opening bars of "Be Thou My Vision," and Bethany opened her mouth to sing, and no sound came out.

She stood with her hymn book open and her mouth shaping words she couldn't produce, and she felt the tears sliding down her cheeks before she even knew she was crying. Silent tears, warm and relentless, dripping onto the pages of the hymnal.

James noticed before anyone else. He put his hand on her arm and leaned close. "Beth? Are you all right?"

She shook her head. She couldn't speak. She couldn't explain. She simply stood there, in the second pew of the church where she had worshipped for twenty-three years, and wept.

Margaret appeared at her elbow with the silent efficiency of someone who had managed crises before. "Come with me, dear." She took Bethany's arm and guided her out of the pew, down the aisle, through the heavy wooden doors into the church porch.

The cold air hit Bethany's face like a slap. She gasped, pulling her coat around her shoulders. The tears were still coming, but they were slower now, less violent.

"Sit down," Margaret said, pointing to the stone bench against the wall. "Put your head between your knees if you feel faint."

"I'm not faint. I'm just..." Bethany sat, pressing her hands to her face. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

"For what? Crying in church? People do it all the time. It's practically what the building is for."

Bethany laughed — a choked, ragged sound that was half a sob. Margaret sat beside her, not touching, just present.

"It's getting worse," Bethany said. "Not better. I thought it would get better, but it's getting worse."

"The not-knowing?"

"The not-knowing. The guilt. The way I feel like I'm being pulled apart." She dropped her hands and looked at Margaret. Her friend's face was composed, steady, the face of someone who had seen a great deal and survived all of it. "How did you do it? When you were in my position. How did you choose?"

Margaret was quiet for a long moment. The muffled strains of the congregation singing drifted through the closed doors, the tune familiar and distant.

"I didn't choose," she said finally. "Not in the way you mean. I didn't wake up one morning and know what to do. It was more like... a gradual clarification. Every day I woke up, the right thing became a little clearer."

"How?"

"Because I stopped asking myself what I wanted and started asking myself what I could live with. What I could live without." Margaret turned to look at her. "I could live without the lecturer. I would have missed him, perhaps for years. But I couldn't live without Arthur. I couldn't live without my sons' respect. I couldn't live with the knowledge that I had destroyed my family for something that might not last."

Bethany stared at the stone floor. "What if it's the other way around? What if I can live without my marriage, but I can't live without Seth?"

"Then you already have your answer. You're just too afraid to act on it."

"And if I can't live without either of them?"

Margaret sighed. "Then you're in an impossible position, and something will have to give. It always does. The question is whether you choose what gives, or whether you wait for it to be chosen for you."

The organ stopped. The congregation shuffled to its feet for the Gospel reading. Bethany and Margaret sat in the cold porch, the ancient stone around them, the yew tree casting its long shadow across the churchyard path.

"I should go back in," Bethany said.

"Not if you're not ready."

"I'm never going to be ready. But I can't keep hiding either." She stood, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "Thank you, Margaret. For everything."

Margaret nodded. Her eyes were bright — the closest she ever came to tears. "I'll pray for you. I know you don't feel it right now, but God is still listening."

Bethany wasn't sure she believed that anymore. But she walked back into the church anyway, back to her second pew, back to James's worried eyes and the familiar words and the Shepherd on the window with his lamb across his shoulders.

She knelt. She prayed. And she waited for a clarity that still refused to come.

The third week of March brought a letter from Tom.

He wrote rarely — he was a young man in his final year at Edinburgh, and letters were not his preferred mode of communication — but when he did write, his letters were long and thoughtful and full of observations about the world that reminded Bethany of the boy he'd been. This one arrived on a Tuesday, in a cream envelope with an Edinburgh postmark, and she opened it at the kitchen table with Moss at her feet and the kettle boiling on the Aga.

Dear Mum,

I've been thinking about you lately. Not sure why. Maybe it's the dissertation — I'm writing about memory and how we construct narratives of our own lives, and it's made me think about all the stories we tell ourselves about who we are.

Do you remember when I was about eight, and I asked you why you and Dad got married? You told me it was because you loved him, but also because you wanted to build a life with someone. A real life, you said. One that would last.

I've been thinking about that phrase — a real life. What makes a life real? Is it the choices we make, or the way we live with them afterward? Is it the people we love, or the way we love them?

I don't have answers. I'm just asking questions. You always said asking questions was more important than finding answers.

Anyway. I'm coming home for Easter in a few weeks. I miss you. I miss the village. I even miss Moss. Try not to let Dad bore me to death with the boundary dispute.

Love, Tom

PS — Becca says you've been quiet lately. Everything OK?

Bethany read the letter twice. Then she folded it carefully and put it in the drawer where she kept the important things: the children's first drawings, the letters James had written her when they were courting, the order of service from her father's funeral.

A real life, Tom had written. What makes a life real?

She didn't know the answer. She had been asking herself the same question for months.

But his words stayed with her, lodging somewhere beneath her ribs. A real life. Not a perfect life. Not a life that looked good from the outside. A life that was true. A life she could live with.

She was still thinking about it when she drove to Cirencester that afternoon, the bookshop waiting, the ordinary world continuing to turn. She was still thinking about it when she answered a customer's question about poetry, when she wrapped a book in brown paper, when she locked the door at five o'clock and sat in the back room, staring at the courtyard through the window.

Seth had messaged her that morning. Thinking of you. Always thinking of you.

She had replied: I know. I'm thinking of you too.

It wasn't a resolution. It wasn't a decision. But it was honest. And she had promised herself she would stop lying.

That night, she sat beside James on the sofa and watched a documentary about the Amazon rainforest. His arm was around her shoulders. His breathing was steady and deep. On the screen, a jaguar moved through the undergrowth with the silent grace of a creature that knew exactly what it was.

"James," she said.

"Mm?"

"I need to tell you something. Not tonight. But soon. Something I should have told you months ago."

He turned to look at her. In the flickering light of the television, his face was half-lit, half-shadowed, and his expression was unreadable.

"Is it bad?"

"I don't know. It might be. It depends on how you take it."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he squeezed her shoulder. "Whatever it is, we'll figure it out. Like we always have."

She nodded. She didn't trust herself to speak.

The jaguar disappeared into the undergrowth. The documentary moved on to birds of paradise, their impossible colours filling the screen. And Bethany sat in the warm darkness, her husband's arm around her shoulders, and felt the weight of what she hadn't said pressing against her chest like a stone.

Soon. She would tell him soon.

But not tonight. Tonight, she just needed one more night of peace.

Chapter 24: The Names of Flowers 

The first true day of spring arrived without announcement — no fanfare, no sudden transformation, just a gradual warming of the air that made Bethany shed her coat on her morning walk and carry it over her arm instead. The aconites were out in the churchyard, small golden cups catching the pale sunlight. The blackbirds had finished their nest in the hawthorn hedge and were singing with the particular urgency of creatures who had secured a home. 

Bethany walked the familiar path along the brook and tried to feel something other than dread. 

Two weeks had passed since she'd told James she needed to talk to him. Two weeks of carrying the unspoken confession like a stone in her pocket. She had not found the right moment — or rather, she had found many moments that might have been right and had let every one of them pass. The documentary about the rainforest. A quiet dinner after church. An evening when James had reached for her hand in the dark and she had turned away, pretending sleep. 

She was a coward. She knew this now. She had told herself she was waiting for clarity, for the right words, for a sign. But the truth was simpler and uglier: she was afraid. Afraid of his anger. Afraid of his pain. Afraid of what would happen to her life — the life she'd built, the life she'd loved — when the truth finally came out. 

So she walked. She walked and she thought and she carried the stone in her pocket, and she said nothing. 

Seth had been patient. He was always patient. That was one of the things she loved about him, and one of the things that made her feel most guilty. He had put his life on hold for her — not demanding anything, not issuing ultimatums, simply waiting. She saw him once a week now, always briefly, always in public. Coffee in Cirencester. A walk along the brook. The conversations were warm but careful, full of things neither of them was saying. 

"I can wait," he'd told her the last time they'd met. "As long as it takes." 

"What if it takes forever?" 

"Then I'll wait forever." 

She had laughed, but the laughter had caught in her throat. He meant it. That was the terrible thing. He meant it. 

She had told him about her conversation with James — the half-promise, the confession that was coming. He had listened without speaking, his face giving nothing away, and when she was finished, he had simply taken her hand. 

"Whatever happens," he said, "I'm here." 

She had driven home with those words echoing in her mind. Whatever happens, I'm here. It should have been comforting. Instead, it felt like a weight. Another person depending on her. Another heart she could break. 

The garden needed attention. March was the month for pruning, for clearing the dead growth of winter, for preparing the ground for what was to come. Bethany spent a Saturday afternoon on her knees in the borders, her hands working the soil, her mind blessedly quiet for once. There was something meditative about gardening — the repetitive motions, the smell of earth, the simple satisfaction of pulling a weed out by its roots. 

Moss lay on the lawn nearby, his grey muzzle resting on his paws, watching her with the placid contentment of a dog who had everything he needed. 

"You've got the right idea," she told him. "Eat, sleep, walk. No difficult conversations." 

His tail thumped once against the grass. 

She was planting sweet peas — James's grandmother's favourite — when she heard the gate open. She looked up, expecting James, home early from whatever Saturday errand he'd invented. 

It was Becca. 

"Mum? What are you doing on the ground?" 

"Gardening. What are you doing here? I thought you were in Bristol this weekend." 

Becca walked across the lawn and sat down on the grass beside her, heedless of the damp. She was wearing jeans and an old jumper of Oliver's, and her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. She looked young and tired and very serious. 

"I was. I came home early." She paused. "Mum, I need to ask you something." 

Bethany sat back on her heels, her hands still full of soil. "All right." 

Becca looked at her for a long moment. Then she said: "Are you having an affair?" 

The question was quiet. No accusation in it. Just a simple, devastating clarity. 

Bethany felt the world tilt slightly. "Why would you ask that?" 

"Because I'm not stupid. Because I've been watching you for months, and you're different. Because you check your phone like it might bite you, and you've lost weight, and you cry all the time. Because Dad told me you said you needed to tell him something, and you've been saying that for two weeks." She paused again. "Because I saw a text." 

"What text?" 

"At Christmas. You left your phone on the kitchen table, and it buzzed, and I glanced at it without thinking. It was from someone called S.M. — Bookshop Customer. It said, 'Thinking of you always.'" 

Bethany closed her eyes. The sweet pea seedlings were still in her hand, their tiny roots exposed to the air. She had been so careful. She had deleted the messages daily. She had changed the contact name to something innocuous. She had done everything right, and still, still, her daughter had seen. 

"Mum." Becca's voice was steady, but Bethany could hear the effort it cost her. "Is there someone else?" 

The garden was very quiet. A robin was singing in the hawthorn hedge. Moss had lifted his head, sensing the shift in the atmosphere. 

"Yes," Bethany said. The word came out as a whisper. "There is." 

Becca didn't react. She just sat there, cross-legged on the damp grass, looking at her mother. 

"Who is he?" 

"Seth Miller. He works at The Hart and Hound. He's —" 

"I know who he is. I met him. At the pub, that day with the catering spreadsheets." 

"Yes." 

"How long?" 

Bethany opened her eyes. "Since before Christmas. Properly, since December." 

Becca was quiet for a long time. When she spoke again, her voice was different — harder, colder. "Does Dad know?" 

"No. I've been trying to tell him. I've been trying for weeks. But I can't find the words." 

"Because you're afraid?" 

"Because I'm a coward." 

Becca stood up. She walked a few paces away, then turned back. Her face was pale, and her hands were clenched at her sides. "I've been planning my wedding for months. I've been talking to you about flowers and table runners and whether to have a string quartet, and the whole time you've been..." She stopped. "Does he love you?" 

Bethany felt tears prick at her eyes. "He says he does." 

"And you? Do you love him?" 

The robin was still singing. The sweet pea seedlings were dying in her hand. The world had shrunk to this patch of lawn, this garden, this impossible conversation. 

"Yes," Bethany said. "I love him. And I love your father. And I don't know how to stop loving either of them." 

Becca stared at her. "That's not possible." 

"I know. But it's true." 

Silence. Becca turned away again, facing the garden wall, the old apple tree, the swing that still hung from its branch. When she spoke, her voice was quiet but steady. 

"I'm really angry at you. I want you to know that." 

"I know. You have every right to be." 

"I'm angry, and I'm hurt, and I don't understand how you could do this to Dad. To us. To everything." She turned back. "But I also..." She stopped. Swallowed. "I also saw you. At Christmas. With him." 

Bethany felt her heart stop. "What?" 

"I went for a walk on Boxing Day afternoon. After the lunch. I saw your car. At the quarry car park." Becca's voice was very quiet now. "I didn't stop. I didn't look. I just... I walked away. And I've been trying not to think about it ever since." 

Bethany put her hands over her face. The soil was still on her fingers. She could smell it — earth and compost and the faint sweetness of the sweet pea seedlings. 

"I'm so sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry." 

"I don't want you to be sorry. I want you to tell me the truth." Becca came back and sat down on the grass, closer this time. "Are you going to leave Dad?" 

"I don't know." 

"Are you going to leave... him?" 

"I don't know." 

"What do you want, Mum? Not what you think you should want. What do you actually want?" 

Bethany dropped her hands. The question was the same one Helen had asked, the same one Seth had asked, the same one she'd been asking herself for months. She looked at her daughter — at her familiar face, her tired eyes, the way she was trying so hard to be angry and failing, because beneath the anger there was love, and beneath the love there was fear. 

"I want to stop hurting people," Bethany said. "But I don't know how to do that without hurting someone else." 

"That's not an answer." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

Becca was quiet for a moment. Then she reached out and took her mother's soil-stained hand. 

"I'm still angry. I'm going to be angry for a while. But I'm not going anywhere." She squeezed Bethany's fingers. "You're my mum. Nothing changes that." 

Bethany broke then. The tears she'd been holding back for weeks, months, came flooding out. She sat in the garden with her daughter's hand in hers, and she wept. 

And Becca held on. 

Later, after Becca had gone, Bethany sat alone in the kitchen. The sweet pea seedlings were in a glass of water on the windowsill, their roots trailing in the clear liquid. She had planted the rest, finally, her hands working in the soil while her mind replayed the conversation. 

Becca knew. The secret that Bethany had guarded so carefully was not a secret anymore. And yet the world had not ended. Her daughter was still speaking to her. The sky had not fallen. 

She pulled out her phone. There was a message from Seth, sent an hour ago. 

How was your day? I've been thinking about the garden. I want to plant something for you. What's your favourite flower? 

She typed back: Sweet peas. They smell like my childhood. 

Then I'll plant sweet peas. 

She put the phone down and stared at the seedlings on the windowsill. They would grow, given time and care and the right conditions. They would climb the trellis James had built years ago, and bloom all summer, and fill the garden with their scent. 

She thought about Becca's question. What do you actually want? 

And she realised, with a clarity that felt almost like relief, that she was beginning to know the answer. 

Not yet. Not fully. 

But it was coming. 

Chapter 25: The Telling 

The day Bethany finally told her husband the truth, the sky was the colour of a bruise. 

She had woken that morning with the knowledge lodged in her chest like a stone that had been there all night, waiting. No more delays. No more cowardice. The conversation she had been avoiding for weeks — for months, if she was honest — could not be postponed any longer. Becca knew. Soon, others would know. If James was going to hear the truth, he needed to hear it from her. 

She made breakfast with shaking hands. Scrambled eggs, toast, the usual pot of Earl Grey. She fed Moss. She stood in the kitchen doorway and watched the clouds massing over the ridge, heavy with rain that hadn't yet fallen. 

James came down at seven, rumpled and yawning, and kissed her cheek as he reached for the teapot. "Morning, love. You're up early." 

"I didn't sleep well." 

"Something on your mind?" 

"Yes." The word came out before she could stop it. She turned to face him. "James, I need to talk to you. Properly. Not in passing. Not while we're doing other things." 

He set down his mug. Something in her voice must have reached him, because his expression shifted — the easy morning drowsiness giving way to alertness, to concern. "All right. Should I be worried?" 

"I don't know. Maybe." She pressed her hands flat against the kitchen table, steadying herself. "Can we go into the sitting room? I need to say some things, and I need you to listen. All the way through. Without interrupting. Can you do that?" 

He nodded slowly. "Whatever it is, Beth, you can tell me." 

She led him to the sitting room. The fire had gone out in the night, and the room was cold, but she didn't stop to relight it. She sat in the armchair by the window, and James sat on the sofa opposite, his hands on his knees, his eyes on her face. 

She had rehearsed this moment a hundred times. She had composed speeches in her head, elaborate explanations, careful justifications. None of them mattered now. There was only the truth, and the unbearable weight of speaking it. 

"I've been unfaithful," she said. 

The words hung in the cold air. She watched them land — saw the flicker of confusion in his eyes, then the slow, terrible comprehension. 

"Unfaithful," he repeated. The word seemed foreign in his mouth. "You mean... with someone else?" 

"Yes." 

"Who?" 

"Seth Miller. The young man who works at the pub." 

James stared at her. "The one who came to the bookshop? The one we had drinks with?" 

"Yes." 

"But he's..." James stopped. She could see him doing the arithmetic. "He's half your age." 

"I know." 

"How long?" 

"Since December. But it started before that. Months before. I didn't mean for it to happen. I didn't go looking for it. But it happened, and I didn't stop it." 

He stood up. He walked to the fireplace and stood with his back to her, his hands gripping the mantelpiece. She could see his shoulders rising and falling with each breath. 

"Have you slept with him?" 

The question was blunt, stripped of all euphemism. She had never heard him sound like this before. 

"Yes." 

"How many times?" 

"I don't — several. I don't have a number. It doesn't matter." 

He turned. His face was white, but his eyes were dry. "It matters to me." 

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." 

"Sorry." He said the word as though he'd never heard it before. "You're sorry." 

"Yes." 

"You've been sleeping with another man for months. In our house?" 

"No. Never here. The bookshop. His cottage. Other places. Never here." 

He nodded, a short sharp movement. "Well. That's something, I suppose. A line you wouldn't cross." 

"James..." 

"Do you love him?" The question cut through the room like a blade. "Do you love him?" 

She closed her eyes. She had known this question was coming. She had known, and she still wasn't ready for it. 

"Yes," she said. "I love him. And I love you. I don't know how that's possible. But it's the truth." 

When she opened her eyes, James was looking at her with an expression she had never seen on his face before. Not anger. Not exactly. Something closer to devastation. 

"I don't know what to do with that," he said. "I don't know what to do with any of this." 

"I'm not asking you to do anything. I'm just... I needed you to know. I couldn't keep lying to you." 

"How long have you been lying to me?" 

"Since September. That's when it started. The messages. The feelings. The actual..." She couldn't finish the sentence. 

"September." He sat down heavily on the sofa. "Six months. You've been lying to me for six months." 

"Yes." 

"All those times I asked if you were all right. All those times you said you were tired, you were stressed, you were just going through something. You were with him." 

"Not always. But sometimes. Yes." 

He put his head in his hands. She had never seen him do that before — never seen him look so defeated, so broken. She wanted to go to him, to touch him, to offer comfort. But she knew that her comfort was the last thing he wanted. 

"What happens now?" he asked, his voice muffled. 

"I don't know. That's up to you." 

He looked up. His eyes were red, but he still wasn't crying. "Up to me? You're the one who had an affair. You're the one who fell in love with someone else. How is any of this up to me?" 

"Because I'm not leaving you. Not unless you want me to." She leaned forward, her hands clasped in her lap. "I made a mistake. A terrible, ongoing mistake. But I don't want to lose you. I don't want to lose our family." 

"You should have thought of that before you got into bed with a man young enough to be your son." 

The cruelty of the words was deliberate — she could see it in his eyes, the way he was reaching for something that would hurt her as much as he was hurting. She accepted it. She deserved it. 

"I know," she said. "I know." 

He stood again, pacing the room. "I need to think. I need to... I can't be here right now." 

"Where will you go?" 

"I don't know. A walk. The pub. Somewhere I can breathe." He stopped at the door and turned. His face was ravaged, but his voice, when he spoke, was steady. "I don't know what I'm going to do, Beth. I don't know if I can forgive this. I don't know if I want to." 

"I understand." 

"Do you? Because I don't think you do. I don't think you understand what you've done." 

He left. The front door closed behind him, and the house fell silent. Bethany sat in the armchair, her hands still clasped in her lap, and listened to the rain beginning to fall against the windows. 

She had done it. She had told him the truth. 

And now she had to live with whatever came next. 

The rain fell all day. 

Bethany stayed in the house, moving through the rooms like a ghost. She tried to read. She tried to pray. She tried to eat, but the food tasted like ash. Moss followed her from room to room, his tail drooping, his brown eyes full of confusion. 

At two o'clock, she called Helen. 

"He knows," she said. "I told him this morning." 

"How did he take it?" 

"Badly. As badly as you'd expect. He left. He said he needed to think." 

"That's not unreasonable." 

"I know. I'm not complaining. I just..." She pressed her hand to her forehead. "I feel like I've detonated a bomb in the middle of my life. And now I'm standing in the wreckage, waiting to see what's left." 

"That's exactly what you've done. And that's exactly what you should be doing." Helen's voice was gentle but unflinching. "You've been honest. That's the hard part. Now you have to let him process it. However long it takes." 

"What if he can't forgive me?" 

"Then he can't. And you'll have to live with that too." 

Bethany closed her eyes. The rain drummed against the roof. Moss whined softly at her feet. 

"I keep thinking," she said, "that if I'd just stopped. In September. When it first started. None of this would be happening." 

"Maybe. But you didn't stop. You made the choices you made. And now you're dealing with the consequences." Helen paused. "What about Seth? Does he know?" 

"Not yet. I wanted to tell James first." 

"You should tell him. He deserves to know what's happening." 

"I know. I will." 

They talked for a few more minutes, and then Bethany hung up and sat in the kitchen with the rain falling and the afternoon darkening around her. She thought about Seth, alone in his cottage, building his wall, planting sweet peas, waiting for her to decide. She thought about Becca, angry and hurt and still loyal. She thought about Tom, who would be home for Easter in two weeks, and who would have to be told something — though what, she didn't yet know. 

And she thought about James. Dear, steady James, who had loved her for twenty-six years and had just had his world blown apart. 

What had she done? 

James came home at seven o'clock, soaked from the rain. He hung his coat on its hook without speaking and stood in the kitchen doorway, looking at her. 

"I've been walking," he said. "Up on the ridge. All afternoon." 

"You must be freezing." 

"I am. But I needed to think." He sat down at the kitchen table. "Can you make tea?" 

She made tea. Strong, with milk, the way he liked it. She set the mug in front of him and sat opposite. The rain had stopped, and the kitchen was quiet except for the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. 

"I don't understand," he said finally. "I've been trying to understand all day, and I can't. Was it something I did? Something I didn't do?" 

"No. It wasn't you." 

"That's what people always say, isn't it? 'It's not you, it's me.' But it must have been something. You wouldn't have..." He stopped. "Was I not enough? All these years?" 

She felt tears sliding down her cheeks. "You were enough. You were always enough. I didn't go looking for this, James. It just... happened. And by the time I realised what was happening, I was in too deep." 

"Too deep to stop?" 

"Too deep to want to stop." 

He flinched. She saw it — the small, involuntary recoil — and felt it like a physical blow. 

"I'm being honest," she said. "That's all I can do now. I'm not going to lie to you anymore." 

"Honest." He laughed, but the laugh had no humour in it. "You keep saying that word. But it doesn't make any of this better." 

"I know." 

He drank his tea. Outside, the clouds were breaking, and the last light of the March evening was slanting through the kitchen window. 

"I don't want to lose you," he said quietly. "That's what I realised. Up on the ridge. I don't want to lose you. Even now. Even after everything." 

She looked at him, at his tired face and his red eyes and the way his hands were wrapped around the mug as though it were the only solid thing in the room. 

"I don't want to lose you either." 

"But you don't want to lose him." 

It wasn't a question. She didn't answer. She didn't need to. 

"I don't know how to do this," he said. "I don't know how to be married to someone who's in love with another man." 

"I don't know either." 

"So what do we do?" 

The question hung in the air. The clock ticked. Moss snored in his bed. 

"I think," Bethany said slowly, "we take it one day at a time. And we see what's possible. And we try to figure out if there's still something here worth saving." 

James nodded. He didn't speak. But he reached across the table and took her hand — the first time he'd touched her since she'd told him the truth. 

She held on. Tightly. 

And they sat like that, in the quiet kitchen, while the evening gathered around them. 

Chapter 26: The Space Between Two Men

The aftermath of confession was not what Bethany had expected.

She had imagined — in the dark hours, in the anxious rehearsals — that telling James the truth would bring a kind of resolution. Either he would leave her, or he would forgive her, or something would change in a way she could name and understand. But the reality was stranger and more difficult: nothing changed, and everything changed, and she was still suspended between two lives.

James did not leave. He did not forgive her either. He moved through the house with the careful deliberation of a man who was learning to inhabit a space that no longer felt like his own. He was polite. He was distant. He slept in the spare room — not as a punishment, he said, but because he needed time to think, and thinking was impossible when he was lying beside her in the dark.

She understood. She accepted. She made his tea and cooked his meals and waited for him to decide what he wanted.

Seth, meanwhile, had retreated into a patience that felt almost monastic. She had told him about the confession — sitting in his cottage, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, the words tumbling out — and he had listened without interrupting.

"How did he take it?" he asked.

"Badly. But he hasn't left."

"Is that good?"

"I don't know. I don't know what anything is anymore."

He had held her then, not speaking, his arms around her shoulders, his chin resting on her head. And she had felt, in that moment, the full weight of what she was asking from both of them: James, who was trying to forgive the unforgivable; Seth, who was waiting for a woman who might never be free.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.

"For what?"

"For putting you through this. For making you wait. For not being able to give you an answer."

He pulled back and looked at her. "I told you. I'll wait as long as it takes."

"And if I can never give you what you want?"

"Then I'll still be here. That's not conditional, Bethany. It never was."

She had left the cottage with tears on her face and a strange, hollow feeling in her chest. She was loved by two good men, and she was breaking both their hearts.

April arrived with a sudden burst of warmth that sent the village into a flurry of gardening. The daffodils were out in the churchyard, nodding yellow heads in the breeze. The beech woods were hazed with the first pale green of new leaves. The brook ran clear and fast, and the heron had returned to its usual spot in the shallows.

Bethany walked every morning. It was the only time she felt anything like peace.

She had stopped going to church. Not permanently, she told herself. Just for now. She couldn't face the second pew, the Shepherd window, the chrysanthemums she had arranged with her own hands. She couldn't face Margaret's knowing eyes or Helen's sympathetic silences or the hundred small interactions that made up a Sunday morning at St. Mary's. She couldn't face God, if she was honest. She wasn't sure He was still listening.

James had noticed her absence from the pew. He hadn't commented, but she'd seen him glancing at her Sunday clothes still hanging in the wardrobe, at her Bible gathering dust on the bedside table. He was waiting, perhaps, for her to find her way back.

She wasn't sure she ever would.

Tom came home for Easter.

He arrived on Good Friday, driving down from Edinburgh in a car that was making a noise he described as "probably nothing" and which James diagnosed, after a brief inspection, as a failing alternator. The house filled with his presence — his lanky frame, his unkempt hair, his particular way of filling every silence with observations about politics and philosophy and the mating habits of obscure amphibians.

He knew nothing. Becca had kept her word, and the secret was still contained. Bethany watched her son across the dinner table on his first night home and felt the familiar ache of maternal love mixed with something sharper: fear. Fear of what he would think, if he knew. Fear of how the knowledge would change the way he looked at her.

"You're quiet, Mum," he said, helping himself to more potatoes. "Everything okay?"

"Fine, darling. Just tired."

"She's been tired for months," James said. His voice was neutral, but Bethany heard the edge beneath it. "Haven't you, Beth?"

"I've been busy. The bookshop. The wedding."

Tom looked between them, his expression sharpening slightly. "Is something going on? You two seem..." He gestured vaguely. "Weird."

"We're fine," Bethany said. "It's been a long winter, that's all."

Tom accepted this with the easy trust of a young man who had no reason to doubt his parents. The conversation moved on to his dissertation, to the wedding, to the ongoing saga of the alternator. Bethany ate her dinner and smiled in the right places and felt the weight of her secrets pressing against her ribs.

On Easter Sunday, she went to church.

She went because Tom expected it, because the family always went to church on Easter Sunday, because her absence would have prompted questions she wasn't ready to answer. She put on the green dress — the one Seth had noticed all those months ago — and walked up Church Lane with James on one side and Tom on the other.

The church was full. Easter brought out the occasional attenders, the twice-a-year Christians, the villagers who wanted to be seen doing the right thing. The pews were packed, and the organ was playing "Jesus Christ Is Risen Today" with the particular exuberance of an organist who had been waiting all year for this moment.

Bethany took her seat in the second pew. Margaret was behind her — she could feel her friend's eyes on the back of her head. Helen was across the aisle with David. The Shepherd window was lit from behind by the morning sun, the blues and golds blazing, the lamb looking impossibly white against the dark glass.

She knelt. She tried to pray. The words wouldn't come.

They hadn't come for months. The silence where God used to be was vast and empty, and she didn't know whether He had withdrawn or whether she had simply stopped knowing how to listen.

Reverend Pargeter preached on the resurrection. New life. Second chances. The stone rolled away from the tomb. Bethany listened with half her attention, the other half wandering through the familiar landscape of her guilt.

What would it look like, Pargeter asked, to truly believe that nothing is beyond redemption? That no mistake is final? That the stone can always be rolled away?

She thought about James, sleeping in the spare room. She thought about Seth, waiting in his cottage. She thought about Becca's anger and Tom's obliviousness and the life she had built and the life she was destroying.

Redemption. Second chances. The stone rolled away.

She wanted to believe it was possible. She wasn't sure she did.

After the service, Tom went to the pub with old school friends, and James went to help Frank Chilton with something involving a fence post — the boundary dispute having entered a new and apparently urgent phase. Bethany walked home alone through the churchyard, past the yew tree and the snowdrops and the first tight buds of the daffodils.

Margaret caught up with her at the lychgate.

"You came back."

"For Tom. He would have asked questions."

"Is that the only reason?"

Bethany stopped walking. She looked at Margaret — at her lined face, her sharp eyes, the way she was regarding her with an expression that contained no judgment and no pity.

"I don't know if I belong here anymore," she said quietly. "In the church. I've done things I can't take back."

"We've all done things we can't take back. That's rather the point of the whole enterprise."

"I'm not sure I believe that anymore. The whole enterprise. I'm not sure I believe anything."

Margaret was quiet for a moment. The church bells were still ringing, the sound rolling down the hill and through the village. The daffodils nodded in the breeze.

"Faith isn't about certainty," she said finally. "It's about showing up. Even when you don't feel anything. Even when you're not sure there's anyone listening. You keep showing up. That's the only thing any of us can do."

"And if I can't?"

"Then you rest. And you wait. And eventually, you try again." Margaret touched her arm — the light pressure of her gnarled fingers. "God can handle your doubts, Bethany. He's had a lot of practice."

She walked away toward the vicarage, her figure small and upright against the grey stone. Bethany stood alone in the churchyard, the bells still ringing, the spring sun warm on her face.

She didn't believe. Not yet. Maybe not ever again.

But she had shown up. That was something.

That night, she lay in bed alone — James still in the spare room, Tom out with his friends, the house quiet around her.

She pulled out her phone. There was a message from Seth, sent that afternoon.

Happy Easter. I thought about coming to church today, just to see you. But I didn't want to make things harder. I hope you're okay.

She typed back: I went for the first time in weeks. I didn't feel anything. But I went.

That's still something.

That's what Margaret said.

Margaret's usually right.

She smiled in the dark. Then she typed: I miss you. I know I shouldn't say that while James is still deciding. But I do.

I miss you too. But I'm still here. That hasn't changed.

She put the phone down and stared at the ceiling. The curtains were open, and the moon was visible through the window — a thin crescent, sharp and clear.

She didn't know what was going to happen. She didn't know how any of this ended.

But she was still here. Still showing up. Still waiting for the stone to roll away.

Chapter 27: The Reckoning

The week after Easter, James asked Bethany to sit down with him at the kitchen table.

It was evening. Tom had gone back to Edinburgh the day before, the house settling into its familiar quiet. The dishes were done. The kettle was cooling on the Aga. Moss was asleep in his bed, his paws twitching through whatever dream a dog dreams.

James had been home from work for an hour. He had eaten the dinner she'd made — shepherd's pie, his favourite — and had been unusually quiet throughout. Now he sat opposite her, his hands folded on the table, his expression grave but not angry.

"I've been thinking," he said. "For weeks. About what you told me. About what happens now."

Bethany's heart was beating too fast. She folded her own hands in her lap and waited.

"I've spoken to a solicitor. Not about divorce — not yet. Just to understand my options." He paused. "I've also spoken to Reverend Pargeter. In confidence. I didn't tell him specifics. Just that we were... struggling."

"You spoke to the vicar?"

"He's been our vicar for fifteen years. He married us. He baptised our children." James's voice was steady, but she could hear the effort it cost him. "I needed someone to talk to. Someone who wasn't you."

"I understand."

"Do you? Because I'm not sure I do." He leaned back in his chair. "I've spent the last five weeks trying to understand how we got here. What I did wrong. What I missed. And I keep coming back to the same thing: I didn't see you. I was there, in the house, in the bed, at the dinner table. But I wasn't paying attention. Not really. Not for years."

Bethany opened her mouth to speak, but he held up his hand.

"Let me finish. This isn't an apology — not entirely. What you did was wrong. It was a betrayal. It's the worst thing anyone's ever done to me." He paused. "But I've been thinking about why. Not as an excuse. As an explanation."

"James..."

"You were lonely. I didn't see it because I wasn't looking. I was busy with work, with the children, with the hundred small things that fill a life. And I assumed — I just assumed — that you were fine. That we were fine. That the marriage was fine. But it wasn't fine. It hadn't been fine for a long time. And I didn't notice."

The tears were sliding down Bethany's face now. She didn't try to stop them.

"That doesn't excuse what you did," he continued. "But it helps me understand it. And understanding it makes it... not easier. But less impossible."

"What are you saying?"

"I'm saying I don't want a divorce. Not now. Maybe not ever." He reached across the table and took her hand. "But I can't go back to the way things were. I can't pretend this didn't happen. If we're going to stay together — if we're going to try to rebuild this — things have to change. Both of us. Not just you."

"What kind of things?"

"I need you to stop seeing him. Completely. No messages. No meetings. Nothing." His grip on her hand tightened. "I know that's asking a lot. I know you love him. But I can't rebuild a marriage with you while you're still in love with someone else."

Bethany closed her eyes. She had known this ultimatum was coming. She had been dreading it for weeks. And now that it was here, she felt only a vast, echoing emptiness.

"And if I can't?" she whispered.

"Then we have to talk about what comes next. Because I can't live like this. Sharing you. Waiting to see if you choose him." He released her hand. "I love you, Beth. I've loved you for nearly thirty years. But I can't be your second choice."

The kitchen was very quiet. The clock ticked on the mantelpiece. Moss snored softly in his bed. The house that Bethany had lived in for twenty-three years seemed suddenly unfamiliar, as though she were seeing it through someone else's eyes.

"I need time," she said. "To think."

"Take whatever time you need. I'll be here." He stood, pushing back his chair. "But not forever, Beth. I can't wait forever."

He left the kitchen. She heard his footsteps on the stairs — the seventh step creaking, as it always did — and then the quiet closing of the spare room door.

She sat alone at the table, her hands pressed flat against the worn wood, and tried to imagine a life without Seth. The silence where his voice had been. The absence of his hands on her skin. The empty space in her heart where he had lived for seven months.

She couldn't do it. The thought of it was like contemplating an amputation.

But the thought of losing James — of losing the life they'd built, the family they'd created, the history they shared — was just as unbearable.

She had to choose. And whichever way she chose, someone she loved was going to be devastated.

She put her head in her hands and wept.

The next evening, she drove to Seth's cottage.

She hadn't messaged him. She hadn't called. She had simply got in the car and driven, through the darkening lanes, past the brook and the beech woods and the quarry car park where she had kissed him for the first time.

He opened the door before she knocked.

"Bethany." His face was lit from behind by the firelight, and he was wearing the same dark jumper he'd worn the first night she'd come here for dinner. "I was just thinking about you."

"I need to talk to you."

He stepped aside to let her in. The cottage was the same as it had always been — the fire crackling in the stove, the wall of books, the half-finished mug of tea on the table. She had been happy here. She had been happier here than she'd been anywhere else in years.

They sat on the sofa, the same sofa where they'd first kissed, where they'd made love on cold winter afternoons, where he'd held her while she cried.

Firelight painted their skin in shifting gold. Seth knelt between her parted thighs and looked at her with open reverence, taking in the soft curve of her belly, the heavier breasts, the dark triangle of hair already glistening with want. He lowered his mouth to her pussy and licked her slowly, tongue tracing every fold before fastening gently on her clit. Bethany’s fingers twisted in his hair as the first orgasm rolled through her, hips jerking against his face.

He rose, cock heavy and upright, and she pulled him down. When he pushed inside her she welcomed the thick stretch, the fullness. They rocked together in front of the fire—slow, deep thrusts that made her breasts sway and her breath catch. She wrapped her legs higher, urging him deeper.

“Come inside me,” she whispered. He groaned, pace quickening, driving into her wet pussy until his cock pulsed and he spilled deep, flooding her with warmth. She followed him again, clenching hard around his throbbing length as they clung together in the fire’s dying glow.

Afterward they lay tangled… Guilt always crept in afterward…

"James gave me an ultimatum," she said. "He wants me to stop seeing you. Completely. If I want to save the marriage."

Seth was quiet for a long moment. The fire popped in the stove. Outside, an owl called somewhere in the darkness.

"What did you tell him?"

"That I needed time to think."

"And have you thought?"

"I've done nothing but think for weeks. Months. And I still don't know what to do." She turned to face him. "I love you. I love you in a way I didn't think I was capable of loving anyone. You woke something in me that I thought was dead. And the thought of never seeing you again — never touching you, never hearing your voice — feels like dying."

"But?"

"But I also love him. In a different way. A quieter way. But it's still real." She pressed her hands to her face. "He's been my husband for twenty-six years. He's the father of my children. He's a good man who doesn't deserve any of this."

"I know."

"And I can't bear the thought of hurting him more than I already have. Of destroying my family. Of losing Becca and Tom. Of becoming the woman who threw everything away for an affair."

Seth reached for her hand. His fingers were warm and steady. "Bethany. Look at me."

She lowered her hands. His eyes were the colour of the winter sea, grey-blue and calm, and his expression was the same patient, unwavering attention he'd given her from the beginning.

"I love you," he said. "I've loved you almost from the moment I met you. And because I love you, I'm going to say something I never wanted to say."

"What?"

"I think you should go back to him."

She stared at him. "What?"

"I think you should go back to James. I think you should try to save your marriage. I think that's where you belong." His voice was steady, but she could see the pain behind it — the way his jaw was tight, the way his hand was gripping hers. "Not because I don't want you. Not because I'm tired of waiting. But because I can see what this is doing to you. The guilt. The exhaustion. The way you're being torn apart. And I don't want to be the person who does that to you."

"Seth..."

"You have a family. You have a life. You have a history that goes back decades. I'm just... I'm just someone who came along and saw you. And I'm grateful for that. For the time we've had. But I can't be the reason you lose everything."

She was crying now — great heaving sobs that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than her chest. He pulled her into his arms and held her, his hand stroking her hair, his voice murmuring against her ear.

"It's all right," he said. "It's all right. I'll be all right. I knew from the beginning that this might be how it ended."

"I don't want it to end," she choked out. "I don't want to lose you."

"Then don't think of it as losing. Think of it as..." He paused. "Think of it as giving each other back. With gratitude. With love. With the knowledge that what we had was real."

She pulled back and looked at him. His eyes were wet — she had never seen him cry before — but his expression was calm. Resolved.

"You would do that?" she whispered. "You would let me go?"

"I would let you go because I love you. Not in spite of it."

She kissed him then. Once, softly, a kiss that tasted of tears and finality. He kissed her back, his hand cupping her face, and she felt the full weight of what she was losing.

When she finally pulled away, she was trembling.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't be sorry. You gave me something I didn't know I was looking for. You taught me that I could love someone like this. That I could be patient, and wait, and put someone else's needs before my own." He touched her face. "That's not nothing. That's everything."

She drove home through the dark lanes, her tears drying on her cheeks. The stars were out, sharp and cold. The church bells were silent. The village was asleep.

James was in the spare room when she got home. She stood in the doorway, watching him breathe, his back turned toward her.

"James," she said softly.

He stirred. "Beth? What time is it?"

"Late. I was with Seth." She saw him stiffen, but she continued. "I went to tell him I was ending it. But he ended it for me. He told me to come back to you. He said you were where I belonged."

James was very still. "He said that?"

"Yes. He said he loved me enough to let me go." She crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed. "I'm not going to pretend it's over in my heart. I'm not going to pretend I've stopped loving him. But I'm here. I'm choosing to be here. If you'll still have me."

James turned toward her. In the dim light from the window, she could see the lines on his face, the grey in his hair, the familiar shape of him that she had woken up beside for more than half her life.

"It's not going to be easy," he said. "I'm still angry. I'm still hurt. I don't know if I'll ever fully trust you again."

"I know."

"But I meant what I said. I don't want a divorce. I want to try. If you're willing."

"I'm willing."

He reached for her hand. They sat like that in the darkness, their fingers intertwined, two people who had loved each other for nearly thirty years and were trying to find their way back to something that might, with time and grace, resemble what they'd once had.

Chapter 28: The Silence After

The first week without Seth was the hardest.

Bethany had expected the grief — she had prepared for it, insofar as anyone can prepare for the loss of a love that has been central to their existence for seven months. What she hadn't expected was the physicality of it. The ache in her chest that felt like a bruise. The way her hands trembled when she thought of him. The way her phone, now silent of his messages, seemed to mock her with its stillness.

She kept busy. She went to the bookshop every day, even on days she wasn't scheduled. She rearranged the fiction section. She reorganised the stockroom. She volunteered for extra shifts and stayed late and came home exhausted, which was the point. Exhaustion was an anaesthetic. It dulled the edges of her longing enough that she could function.

James was patient. He didn't ask questions. He didn't push. He moved back into their bedroom at the end of the first week — not with any fanfare, just a quiet reappearance of his pillow on the bed, his book on the nightstand. They slept beside each other without touching, a careful distance maintained, but the distance was smaller than it had been. That was something.

On the fifth night, he reached for her hand in the dark.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"No," she said. "But I will be."

He squeezed her fingers and said nothing else. She lay awake for a long time, listening to his breathing, feeling the warmth of his hand around hers.

She had made her choice. She was going to live with it.

The second week was different. The rawness began to fade, replaced by a dull, persistent ache that was almost worse. The adrenaline of crisis had ebbed, and what remained was the mundane reality of rebuilding a life that had been cracked down the middle.

She started walking again — the same paths along the brook, through the beech woods, but never past the cottage. She had memorised the routes that avoided his lane, the turns that kept her away from the places they had been together. The quarry car park. The footbridge. The bench in the clearing. She walked other paths instead. New paths. Paths that had no memories attached to them.

She started praying again. Not the formal prayers of the prayer book, but something rawer — fragments of sentences, half-formed thoughts, the desperate, wordless reaching of a woman who wasn't sure anyone was listening but couldn't stop reaching anyway.

Help me. Forgive me. Let me find my way back.

She didn't know if the prayers were being answered. She didn't know if she would ever feel the presence she had once felt in the silence of St. Mary's. But she kept praying. As Margaret had said, she kept showing up.

On a Tuesday in late April, she went to see Helen.

The farm was the same as it had always been — the rambling stone house, the paddocks, the border collies rushing to greet her at the gate. Helen was in the stable yard, mucking out, her sleeves rolled up and her hair escaping its clip.

"You look better," Helen said, leaning on her pitchfork. "Not good. But better."

"Thank you. I think."

Helen set the pitchfork aside and gestured toward the house. "Come on. I'll put the kettle on."

They sat at the kitchen table, the same table where Bethany had sat months ago and confessed that she was falling in love with a man who wasn't her husband. The dogs arranged themselves around the stove. The fire crackled. The kettle boiled.

"How's James?" Helen asked.

"Patient. Hurt. Trying." Bethany wrapped her hands around her mug. "We're both trying. Some days it feels like we're making progress. Other days it feels like we're just going through the motions."

"That's normal. That's what rebuilding looks like."

"I know. I just..." She stared into her tea. "I keep waiting for it to feel like it used to. Before. When things were simple."

"Were they ever simple? Before?"

Bethany thought about it. "No. I thought they were. But I was asleep. I didn't realise how much I was missing until... until someone woke me up."

Helen was quiet for a moment. "Do you regret it? Ending things with Seth?"

The question caught Bethany off guard. She had been asking herself the same thing for two weeks, and she still didn't have an answer.

"Sometimes," she admitted. "Not always. Not even most of the time. But sometimes, late at night, when I can't sleep, I think about him. I wonder where he is, what he's doing, whether he's thinking about me." She paused. "I wonder if I made the right choice."

"And what do you tell yourself?"

"I tell myself that I made the only choice I could. That I chose my family. My marriage. The life I've spent decades building." She looked up at Helen. "But I also tell myself that I'll never stop loving him. That some part of me will always belong to him, even if I never see him again."

Helen reached across the table and took her hand. "That's not a failure, Bethany. That's just being human. We can love more than one person. We can carry more than one love in our hearts. The question is what we do with those loves. And you chose to be faithful — even though it cost you."

"Did I? I was unfaithful for months. I lied. I betrayed my husband. How is that faithful?"

"It's faithful now. You made a choice. You're sticking to it. That matters."

Bethany closed her eyes. The tears were back — they were never far away these days — but they were gentler now. Less violent. Less desperate.

"I hope you're right," she said. "I really hope you're right."

By the third week, she had begun to notice the spring.

It seemed impossible that she had missed it — the way the hedgerows had filled with cow parsley and bluebells, the way the beech woods had turned that particular shade of green that only lasted a few weeks before summer coarsened it, the way the evenings had stretched out into long, golden hours. She had been so absorbed in her own pain that she had stopped seeing the world. But the world had continued without her. It was still there. Still beautiful.

She walked along the brook one evening, later than usual, the sun low and gold over the water. The heron was in its usual spot. The alders were in full leaf. The water ran clear over its limestone bed.

She thought about Seth. She would always think about Seth. But the thoughts were less painful now. Less urgent. They had become something she could carry — a stone in her pocket, worn smooth by grief.

She thought about James. About the tentative steps they were taking toward each other. A hand held in the dark. A conversation that lasted longer than logistics. A kiss on the forehead that had, the night before, become a kiss on the lips — brief and gentle, but a kiss nonetheless.

They were rebuilding. Slowly. Carefully. The way Seth had built his wall, stone by stone, each piece finding its place.

She stood on the footbridge and watched the water flow beneath her. The same water that had flowed past her in September, when all this had begun. The same water that would still be flowing long after she was gone.

Water doesn't lie, Seth had said once. It just moves.

She was moving too. Not away from her grief, but through it. Carrying it with her. Letting it shape her into someone new.

That night, she sat at the kitchen table and wrote a letter. Not to Seth — she had promised James she wouldn't contact him, and she meant to keep that promise. But to herself. A record of what she had learned. A testament to what she had survived.

I loved a man who wasn't my husband. I broke my marriage and spent months trying to put it back together. I hurt people I loved. I lost someone I loved. I stood at the edge of everything I knew and looked into the abyss, and I didn't fall.

I am still here. I am still breathing. I am still capable of love — more love than I knew I had. And that, in the end, is not a sin. It's a gift.

She folded the letter and put it in the drawer with the children's drawings and James's courtship letters and the order of service from her father's funeral. A new addition to the archive of her life.

Then she climbed the stairs — the seventh step creaking as it always did — and got into bed beside her husband.

He stirred. "All right?"

"Yes," she said. "I think I am."

She closed her eyes. The grief was still there. The love was still there. Both of them, side by side, like stones in a wall.

She could carry them. She had been carrying them for weeks, and she was still standing.

Tomorrow would be another day.

She was ready.

Chapter 29: The Weight of Spring

May arrived with a riot of blossom. The apple tree in the garden — the one with the children's swing still hanging from its lowest branch — had exploded into pink and white, and the petals drifted down onto the lawn like confetti whenever the wind blew. The sweet peas Bethany had planted in March were climbing their trellis, their first tight buds beginning to show colour. The garden she had neglected during the long months of her unraveling was coming back to life, with or without her attention.

She spent the first Saturday of May on her knees in the borders, weeding. It was meditative work — the repetitive motions, the smell of soil, the satisfaction of clearing space for new growth. Moss lay on the lawn nearby, his grey muzzle resting on his paws, watching her with the patient contentment of a dog who had seen his mistress through the worst of it and was simply glad she was still here.

James was inside, catching up on paperwork. He had been home more in the past month than he had been in years — not hovering, not watching, just present. She had asked him once if he was worried about leaving her alone, and he had said, simply, "I'm not worried about you leaving. I'm worried about you being lonely."

She had cried then. She seemed to cry a lot these days, but the tears were different now — not the violent, desperate sobbing of the winter months, but a gentler release, like rain after a long dry spell.

They were rebuilding. Slowly. Carefully. There were still silences that stretched too long. There were still moments when she caught him looking at her with an expression she couldn't quite read — not anger, not suspicion, but something closer to bewilderment, as though he were trying to recognise a woman he'd known for twenty-six years and finding someone slightly different. She supposed she was someone slightly different. The affair had changed her, and the ending of it had changed her again.

But they were still here. Still together. Still trying.

On the second Saturday of May, Becca came home for a final wedding planning session. The wedding was six weeks away now, and the details had narrowed from the general to the specific: final fittings, seating charts, the timing of the speeches, whether the string quartet should play during the ceremony or the reception.

They sat at the kitchen table, the same table where they had sat months ago with spreadsheets and fabric swatches, and Bethany felt the difference in the air between them. Becca was still angry. Not visibly — she was polite and cheerful and entirely professional about the wedding planning — but beneath the surface, Bethany could feel the tension. The careful distance. The way her daughter's eyes slid away from hers when they weren't actively discussing something.

"Becca," she said, when they had exhausted the topic of place cards. "Can we talk? Not about the wedding. About... everything."

Becca set down her pen. "I don't know what there is to talk about. You told me what happened. Dad told me you're trying to work things out. I'm glad. I'm happy for you both."

"But?"

Becca was silent for a moment. Then she said: "But I keep thinking about it. About you and... him. About all those months when you were lying to all of us. And I don't know how to make that go away."

"You don't have to make it go away. I'm not asking you to pretend it didn't happen."

"Then what are you asking?"

Bethany reached across the table and took her daughter's hand. "I'm asking you to believe that I love you. That I love your father. That I'm trying, every day, to be the person I should have been all along. And that I know it's going to take time for you to trust me again. I can live with that. I just want you to know that I'm here. When you're ready."

Becca looked at their joined hands. Then, slowly, she turned her palm upward and laced her fingers through her mother's.

"I'm still angry," she said.

"I know."

"And I don't understand how you could have done what you did."

"I know that too."

"But I also..." Becca paused. Swallowed. "I also saw you. After. When you were trying to decide. And you looked like you were being torn apart. I don't think I understood, before that, how much you were suffering."

"I brought it on myself."

"Maybe. But it was still real." Becca squeezed her hand. "I'm not ready to talk about it properly. Not yet. But I'm not going anywhere. You're still my mum."

Bethany felt the tears sliding down her cheeks. "Thank you."

Becca nodded, her own eyes bright. Then she picked up her pen and returned to the seating chart with the brisk efficiency of someone who had said all she was ready to say for now.

They spent the rest of the afternoon on the wedding. It was ordinary and familiar and exactly what Bethany needed.

That evening, after Becca had gone, Bethany walked along the brook. The evenings were long now — the sun not setting until well after eight — and the water was golden in the low light. The heron was in its usual spot, motionless, waiting.

She thought about the letter she had written to herself, still folded in the drawer with the other important things. I am still here. I am still breathing. I am still capable of love.

It was true. She was. Despite everything, she was still capable of love.

She thought about Seth. She thought about him every day — less painfully now, but no less frequently. She wondered where he was. Whether he was still in the cottage. Whether the sweet peas he had planted for her had come up. Whether he had found someone else, someone younger and less complicated, someone who could love him without destroying herself in the process.

She hoped so. She hoped he was happy. She couldn't bear the thought of him being alone.

She had not contacted him since that night at the cottage. She had kept her promise to James. But the silence between them felt like a living thing — a thread stretched across the village, invisible but unbroken. She could feel him, somewhere out there. And she wondered if he could feel her.

She stood on the footbridge, watching the water flow beneath her, and let herself remember. His hands on her face. His voice in the dark. The way he'd said her name as though it were something precious.

She let herself miss him. Just for a moment. Just a private ache, hidden beneath her ribs.

Then she walked home.

James was in the kitchen when she got back, making tea. He looked up when she came in, and his expression was different — softer, more present.

"Good walk?"

"Yes. The brook is beautiful this time of year."

He handed her a mug. "Becca seemed happier when she left. Did you talk?"

"A bit. Not everything. But a bit."

He nodded. "Good. That's good."

They stood in the kitchen, drinking their tea, the evening light slanting through the window. Moss ambled over and pressed his head against Bethany's knee, and she scratched behind his ears absently.

"Beth," James said quietly. "I want you to know something."

"What?"

"I forgive you. I don't know if I've said it. Not properly. But I do. I forgive you."

She stared at him. "How? How can you forgive me after everything I did?"

"Because I love you. Because we've been married for twenty-six years. Because I wasn't innocent either — I wasn't there for you, not the way I should have been. And because..." He paused, struggling for the words. "Because you came back. You chose to come back. That has to count for something."

She set down her mug and crossed the kitchen. She put her arms around him and pressed her face against his chest, and after a moment, she felt his arms come around her in return.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry."

"I know. I know you are."

They stood like that for a long time, holding each other in the quiet kitchen, Moss at their feet, the evening light fading around them. It wasn't passion — it wasn't the fire she had felt with Seth. But it was something. Something solid. Something that had survived twenty-six years and an affair and the long, hard months of aftermath.

It was enough.

That night, Bethany lay awake long after James had fallen asleep. The window was open, and the scent of the apple blossom drifted in on the cool air. The church bells had long since fallen silent. The village was asleep.

She thought about the future. About the wedding in six weeks. About Tom, coming home for the summer. About the slow, careful work of rebuilding a marriage. About the rest of her life, stretching ahead of her, full of ordinary days and ordinary blessings.

She thought about Seth. She would always think about Seth. But the love she felt for him was no longer a wound. It was a scar — healed over, still visible, part of the landscape of who she was.

She had loved two men. She had broken one heart and nearly broken another. She had stood at the edge of everything and looked into the dark.

And she was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love.

It was enough.

She closed her eyes and let sleep take her.

Chapter 30: What the Heart Keeps 

June arrived on a wave of warmth that settled over the Cotswolds like a blanket, the kind of early summer weather that made the old folk in the village shake their heads and predict thunderstorms. The roses in the churchyard were coming into bloom — deep crimson and pale pink and a particular yellow that caught the morning light and held it. The swifts had returned, screaming through the air above the high street, their acrobatic flight a sign that the seasons had well and truly turned. 

Bethany's sweet peas had begun to flower. She cut the first stems on a Tuesday morning and arranged them in a blue jug on the kitchen table, their perfume filling the room with a sweetness that reminded her of her grandmother's garden in Cheltenham, of childhood summers, of a time before everything had become complicated. 

She was learning to live with the scar. 

It had been seven weeks since she had last seen Seth. Seven weeks of silence, of walking different paths, of training her eyes not to search for him whenever she passed the Hart & Hound. She still thought about him — she suspected she would always think about him — but the thoughts were gentler now. Less desperate. Less like a wound and more like a memory. 

She had kept her promise to James. No messages. No meetings. No contact of any kind. It was the hardest thing she had ever done, and she had done it anyway, and that fact — the simple, stubborn fact of her faithfulness — had become a kind of foundation. Something to build on. 

James had noticed. He didn't comment on it directly, but she could feel the shift in him — the slow relaxation of his vigilance, the gradual return of the easy affection that had characterised their marriage before. He still slept beside her every night. He still reached for her hand in the dark. He still, occasionally, looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite read — not suspicion, but something closer to wonder. As though he were seeing her for the first time. 

"Beth," he said one evening, as they sat in the garden with glasses of wine and the scent of honeysuckle drifting over the wall. "I've been meaning to ask you something." 

"What?" 

"Are you happy? Being here? With me?" 

She turned to look at him. His face was half in shadow, the evening light catching the grey in his hair, the lines around his eyes. He looked older than he had a year ago. She supposed she did too. 

"Most of the time," she said. "Not all the time. But most of the time, yes." 

"That's honest." 

"I promised you honesty. I'm trying to keep that promise." 

He nodded slowly. "I know you are. And I'm grateful. But I worry sometimes. That I'm keeping you from something. Someone. That you're here because you feel you should be, not because you want to be." 

She set down her wine glass. "I'm here because I chose to be here. Because I love you. Because this is my life — our life — and I didn't want to throw it away. That hasn't changed." 

"But you still think about him." 

It wasn't a question. She could have lied. She could have deflected. But she had promised him honesty, and she meant to keep that promise, even when it was hard. 

"Yes," she said. "I still think about him. I probably always will. But thinking about someone isn't the same as wanting to be with them. And I don't want to be with him." She paused. "I want to be here. With you." 

James was quiet for a long moment. Then he reached for her hand. 

"Okay," he said. "I believe you." 

The wedding was three weeks away. 

The preparations had reached their final, frantic stage — the dress fittings and the flower confirmations and the endless calls about table linen and seating arrangements. Becca had taken over the kitchen table with a master document that made Oliver's original spreadsheet look positively modest. She was calmer now than she had been in months — the particular calm of a bride who had accepted that not everything would be perfect and had decided to be happy anyway. 

Bethany had been helping where she could, offering opinions when asked and keeping her mouth shut when not. It was a delicate dance, navigating her daughter's lingering hurt while trying to be present for the joy of the occasion. But they were finding their way. Slowly, carefully, with the same tentative steps that characterised everything in Bethany's life these days. 

On a Wednesday afternoon, they went together to the final dress fitting in Cheltenham. The bridal shop was a small, elegant establishment on a side street off the Promenade, its windows full of silk and lace and the particular, expensive hush of a place that dealt in dreams. 

Becca emerged from the changing room in her wedding dress, and Bethany felt her breath catch in her throat. 

It was a simple dress — ivory silk, clean lines, a neckline that was modest without being prim — and it transformed her daughter into something luminous. Becca stood before the mirror, her hair still in its messy ponytail, her face bare of makeup, and she was the most beautiful thing Bethany had ever seen. 

"Oh, darling," she said. "You look incredible." 

"Does it fit all right? I think the bodice might be a bit loose." 

"It's perfect. You're perfect." 

Becca caught her eye in the mirror. There was a moment of hesitation — the same flicker of distance that had been there for months — and then, unexpectedly, she smiled. 

"Thanks, Mum." 

They stood side by side, looking at the reflection — the bride and her mother, two women who had been through a difficult season and were still standing. And Bethany felt, in that moment, something she hadn't felt in a long time: hope. 

Not the desperate, grasping hope of the winter months, but something quieter. Something steadier. Something that felt, against all odds, like peace. 

On the drive home, Becca was quiet for a long time. Then, as they were passing the turning to the quarry car park, she said: "Do you ever hear from him?" 

Bethany kept her eyes on the road. "No. I promised your father I wouldn't contact him." 

"And he hasn't contacted you?" 

"No. He knew it was over. He respected that." She paused. "Why do you ask?" 

"I don't know. I just... I think about it sometimes. About him. About what he must have felt." Becca looked out the window at the passing fields. "When you ended things." 

"He ended things, technically. He told me to go back to your father. He said it was where I belonged." 

"He did?" 

"Yes. I think — I think he loved me enough to let me go. More than I deserved." 

Becca was quiet for another mile. Then she said: "That must have been incredibly hard. For both of you." 

"It was. It still is." Bethany changed gear, the car climbing the hill toward Hart's Hollow. "But it was the right thing. I know that now. Even if it doesn't always feel like it." 

"Do you regret it? Any of it?" 

Bethany considered the question. It was the same question Helen had asked, the same one she'd been asking herself for months. And the answer was no simpler now than it had been then. 

"I regret the pain I caused," she said carefully. "I regret the lies. I regret what I did to your father, to you, to our family. But I don't regret loving him. I can't. It was real. What I felt — what I still feel — is real. And I've had to learn to carry that without letting it destroy everything else." 

Becca turned from the window and looked at her mother. "That sounds complicated." 

"It is. But most things worth doing are." She glanced at her daughter. "I'm sorry if that's not the answer you wanted." 

"It's not. But it's honest." Becca reached over and squeezed her mother's hand on the gearstick. "I think I'm starting to understand. Not all of it. But some of it." 

Bethany felt tears prick at her eyes. "That means more than you know." 

They drove the rest of the way in silence, but it was a different silence from the one that had characterised their conversations for months. It was easier. Lighter. A silence that held room for both the hurt and the healing. 

The wedding was in three weeks. Her daughter was getting married. Her son was coming home from Edinburgh. Her husband was learning to trust her again. The sweet peas were blooming in the garden. 

And somewhere in the village, in a small cottage on its eastern edge, Seth Miller was living his life. Building his walls. Planting his flowers. Perhaps thinking of her, as she thought of him. 

She would never stop loving him. She knew that now. But she had learned to carry the love without being crushed by it. She had learned to let it exist beside her love for James, her love for her children, her love for the life she had built. 

It wasn't the ending she had expected. It wasn't neat or tidy or morally unambiguous. But it was hers. 

She was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love. 

And that, in the end, was enough. 

Chapter 31: The Long Light 

The longest day of the year fell on a Saturday, three days before the wedding. Bethany woke early, as she always did, and stood at the kitchen window watching the sun rise over the ridge — a slow, golden emergence that set the church tower ablaze and turned the mist in the valley to a sea of pearl. The swifts were already up, screaming through the air above the high street. The roses in the garden were heavy with bloom. The sweet peas were a riot of colour against their trellis. 

She made her tea. She stood in the doorway while Moss conducted his morning survey. She felt, for the first time in months, something approaching contentment. 

The scar was still there. It would always be there. But it no longer ached the way it had. She could touch it now — the memory of Seth's hands, the sound of his voice, the way he'd looked at her as though she were the only woman in the world — without flinching. She could carry it without being bent by its weight. 

She had not seen him in nine weeks. She had not heard from him. She had kept her promise to James, and James had kept his promise to try, and the trying had become, over time, something that felt less like effort and more like habit. They were rebuilding. Not the same marriage they'd had before — that marriage was gone, shattered in the storm of her betrayal — but something new. Something that had been tested and had held. 

He still slept beside her every night. He still reached for her in the dark. And sometimes, when she least expected it, she felt a flicker of something she hadn't felt in years — not the desperate fire she'd felt with Seth, but a quieter warmth. The warmth of a fire that had burned down to embers and was being carefully, patiently stoked back to life. 

The wedding was on Tuesday. 

The village was ready. St. Mary's had been cleaned and polished and filled with flowers — roses and peonies and the last of the season's sweet peas, arranged by Margaret with her usual military precision. The Hart & Hound had been booked for the reception, the marquee erected on the village green, the tables laid with white linen and the mismatched china that Becca had spent months collecting from charity shops. 

Bethany had been calm through all of it. She had organised and delegated and soothed the various crises that arose in the final days — a missing tablecloth, a florist who had confused peonies with petunias, a seating chart that had somehow seated Oliver's divorced parents next to each other. She had been the mother-of-the-bride that Becca needed: present, capable, unflappable. 

But on Sunday evening, two days before the wedding, she found herself standing alone in the church. The doors were open — they were always open in the summer months — and she had slipped in while James was watching the football and Becca was at a pre-wedding dinner with Oliver's family. 

The church was empty. The evening light was streaming through the Good Shepherd window, spilling blues and golds across the flagstones. The flowers were arranged on the altar and the windowsills and the ends of the pews — roses and peonies and sweet peas, the same sweet peas she had grown in her own garden. Their scent hung in the still air, sweet and familiar. 

She sat in the second pew. Her pew. The place where she had sat for twenty-three years, through baptisms and funerals and the thousand ordinary Sundays that made up a life of faith. 

She didn't pray. Not in words. She just sat, and let the silence settle around her, and felt the presence that had been absent for so long. Not a voice. Not a sign. Just... a stillness. A sense that she was not alone. 

She thought about the shepherd leaving the ninety-nine. The recklessness of love. The choice that looked like foolishness to everyone else. 

She had been reckless. She had left the ninety-nine — her marriage, her family, her reputation — to chase something she couldn't name. And she had found it, and she had lost it, and she had come back. 

But she was not the same woman who had left. She had been changed — by the wanting, by the having, by the losing. She understood things now that she hadn't understood before. She understood that love was not a finite resource. That you could love two people without loving either of them less. That the heart was capable of containing multitudes. 

She understood that she would never stop loving Seth. And she understood that she had chosen — was still choosing, every day — to love James. 

Both things were true. Both things were real. And the contradiction between them was not a flaw in her character but the very shape of her humanity. 

She sat in the quiet church until the light began to fade. Then she stood, touched the edge of the pew for a moment, and walked out into the long June twilight. 

On Monday, Tom came home. 

He arrived in the early afternoon, driving a borrowed car that was marginally more reliable than his own, and filled the house with his lanky frame and his unkempt hair and his particular way of making every conversation feel like a seminar. He was graduating in three weeks — a fact that still seemed to surprise him — and he talked about his dissertation and his plans and the girl he'd been seeing, a fellow historian named Emma who apparently knew more about the Wars of the Roses than anyone he'd ever met. 

"She's coming to the wedding," he said, helping himself to a sandwich from the kitchen counter. "I hope that's all right. I didn't think to ask." 

"Of course it's all right. We'd love to meet her." 

"She's great. She's, like, really smart. And she laughs at my jokes." 

"That's a good sign." 

"It is, isn't it?" He grinned, and for a moment he looked exactly like the boy he'd been — the eight-year-old who'd asked her why she and Dad got married, the twelve-year-old who'd written her a poem for Mother's Day, the seventeen-year-old who'd hugged her goodbye when she dropped him at university and whispered "Thanks, Mum" in her ear. 

"So," he said, settling onto a kitchen chair. "Becca told me." 

Bethany's heart stopped. "Told you what?" 

"About you and Dad. About the... you know. The affair." He said the word carefully, as though it were a foreign term he was trying out for the first time. "She didn't mean to. It just came out. She was upset about something, and she said she wished things could be simple, the way they used to be." 

Bethany sat down heavily opposite him. "When did she tell you?" 

"A few weeks ago. After Easter." He looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite read. "I wanted to call you. I wanted to talk about it. But I didn't know what to say." 

"I'm sorry, Tom. I'm sorry you had to hear it from Becca. I should have told you myself." 

"Probably. But I get why you didn't. It's not exactly an easy conversation." He took a bite of his sandwich and chewed thoughtfully. "Are you and Dad okay now?" 

"We're working on it. It's been hard. But we're still together." 

"And the other guy? Is he still... around?" 

"No. I ended it. He ended it, really. He told me to go back to your father." She paused. "He said I belonged here." 

Tom was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "That must have been difficult. For both of you." 

"It was." 

"Do you still love him?" 

The question was so direct, so like her son, that she almost laughed. "Yes. I still love him. I don't think I'll ever stop loving him. But I chose your father. I choose him every day. That has to count for something." 

Tom nodded slowly. "Okay." 

"Just okay?" 

"I mean, it's not ideal, is it? My mum having an affair with some bloke from the pub. But..." He shrugged. "You're still my mum. Dad's still my dad. Becca's getting married tomorrow. I'm graduating in three weeks. Life goes on." 

Bethany felt tears sliding down her cheeks. "That's very philosophical." 

"I'm a history student. We're taught to take the long view." He reached across the table and patted her hand. "It's all right, Mum. Really. I'm not going to pretend I understand, but I'm not going to hate you either. You made a mistake. You're trying to fix it. That's all any of us can do." 

She squeezed his hand. "Thank you." 

"No problem. Now — is there any more of that cake from earlier, or did Dad eat it all?" 

The evening before the wedding, Bethany stood in the garden with James. The sun was setting behind the church tower, and the swifts were still tracing their wild patterns overhead. The roses glowed in the fading light. The sweet peas gave off their familiar perfume. 

"Nervous about tomorrow?" James asked. 

"A little. Not about Becca — she's ready. She's been ready for months. Just... everything. Being in front of everyone. The photographs. The speeches." 

"You'll be fine. You've always been fine." 

She leaned against him, and his arm came around her shoulders. They stood like that for a long time, watching the light fade. 

"James," she said quietly. "Thank you." 

"For what?" 

"For giving me a second chance. For not giving up. For trusting me again." 

He was silent for a moment. Then he said: "It wasn't easy. It's still not easy. But I meant what I said. I forgive you. I'm trying to be better too. I'm trying to see you. The way I should have been seeing you all along." 

"You do see me." 

"Not always. But I'm learning." He kissed the top of her head. "We're both learning." 

They went inside when the light was gone. The house was quiet. Tom was upstairs, texting Emma. Becca was at the pub with Oliver and their friends, having one last night out before the wedding. James made tea, and Bethany fed Moss, and the ordinary rhythms of their life continued. 

Tomorrow, their daughter would get married. 

Tomorrow, Bethany would stand in the church where she had worshipped and wept and confessed and been forgiven, and she would watch her daughter begin a new life. 

It was not the life she had imagined, a year ago. It was not simple or easy or uncomplicated. But it was hers. 

She was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love. 

Chapter 32: The Second Pew 

The morning of the wedding dawned clear and golden, the kind of June day that seemed to have been ordered specially from heaven. Bethany woke at five-thirty, as she always did, and lay in the quiet dark listening to the first blackbird of the morning tuning its throat in the hawthorn hedge. James was still asleep beside her, his breathing deep and even. She watched him for a moment — the familiar lines of his face, the grey in his hair, the way his hand was curled loosely on the pillow — and felt a swell of something that was not quite passion but was not nothing either. Gratitude, perhaps. Or simply the quiet recognition of a love that had survived. 

She slipped out of bed and went down to make her tea. Moss followed, his tail sweeping against the flagstones. The kitchen was cool and dim, the first light just beginning to touch the tops of the trees on the ridge. She stood in the doorway with her mug cradled in her hands and watched the village wake. 

Today, her daughter would be married. 

The thought was strange and wonderful and slightly terrifying. She remembered Becca as a baby — the fierce grip of her tiny fingers, the soft down of her head, the way she had screamed through her first night at home until James had walked her up and down the garden in the dark, singing old Beatles songs. She remembered Becca as a child — the grazed knees, the lost homework, the particular fury of a seven-year-old who had been wronged by someone and expected the world to put it right. She remembered Becca at fifteen, slamming doors and declaring that she hated everyone, only to creep downstairs an hour later and curl up beside her mother on the sofa. 

And now Becca was twenty-five, and she was getting married, and Bethany was standing in the kitchen doorway in the blue dressing gown, crying for reasons she couldn't quite name. 

The morning passed in a blur of activity. Hairdressers arrived. Flowers were delivered. Becca, wrapped in a silk dressing gown, drifted through the house with the serene detachment of a bride who had decided that nothing would spoil her day. Tom made everyone tea and got in the way and was banished to the garden, where he sat on the swing and talked to Emma on the phone. James, dressed in his wedding suit with his tie still undone, stood in the kitchen looking slightly lost until Bethany took pity on him and tied it for him. 

"You look handsome," she said. 

"You look beautiful." 

She had taken care with her appearance — more care than she had taken in months. The dress was pale green silk, the same colour as the beech leaves in spring. Her hair was pinned up, the silver at her temples catching the light. The pearl earrings James had given her for their twentieth anniversary. Her mother's engagement ring on her right hand, the Claddagh on her finger, and her wedding band — the thin gold band that had been part of her for twenty-seven years. 

She looked in the mirror and saw a woman she recognised. Older than she'd been a year ago. More tired. But also, somehow, more present. More real. 

She was ready. 

The church was full. 

Bethany had expected this — Becca had grown up in the village, and the congregation had watched her progress from christening to confirmation to this moment — but the sight of the packed pews still caught her off guard. Margaret was in her usual place, wearing a hat that was a full foot in diameter and looking as though she had personally organised the entire event. Helen was across the aisle with David, and she caught Bethany's eye and smiled. Frank Chilton was there, his boundary dispute apparently forgotten for the day. Reverend Pargeter stood at the altar, his vestments crisp and white, his expression the particular benevolence of a vicar who was about to marry two people he genuinely liked. 

Bethany took her seat in the second pew. James was beside her, solid and familiar, his arm brushing hers. Tom was on her other side, his tie already slightly askew. And beside Tom, an empty space where Becca's maternal grandmother would have sat, if she had lived to see this day. 

The organ began to play. The congregation rose. And Becca appeared at the church door. 

She walked down the aisle on her father's arm — James had been pressed into double duty when Becca had decided she wanted both her parents involved — and she was radiant. The ivory dress, the simple veil, the bouquet of wildflowers and grasses that she had chosen against all advice. Her face was flushed with happiness, and her eyes were bright, and she looked, Bethany thought, exactly like a young woman who was about to begin the best part of her life. 

Oliver was waiting at the altar. He was pale with nerves, his hands trembling slightly, but when he saw Becca, his face broke into a smile of such unguarded joy that Bethany felt tears sliding down her cheeks. 

She glanced at James. He was crying too, silently, his jaw tight with the effort of maintaining composure. 

"She's beautiful," he whispered. 

"She is." 

The service began. The hymns, the readings, the vows. Becca's voice was steady as she promised to love and cherish Oliver for the rest of her life. Oliver's voice cracked on the word "love," and there was a ripple of sympathetic laughter from the congregation. Tom, standing as best man, handed over the rings with the careful concentration of someone defusing a bomb. 

And through it all, Bethany sat in the second pew and felt something she hadn't felt in a long time: the presence of God. 

Not in the words — though the words were beautiful. Not in the music — though the music was glorious. But in the silence between. In the space where prayer used to live. In the light streaming through the Good Shepherd window, the lamb still carried across those impossible shoulders. 

She had spent months in the wilderness. She had doubted everything she had once believed. She had sinned — grievously, publicly — and she had been forgiven. Not because she deserved it, but because forgiveness was a gift. Because the shepherd left the ninety-nine. Because the stone was rolled away. 

She closed her eyes and prayed. Not for forgiveness — she had already received that. But for gratitude. For the strength to carry what she had been given. For the grace to love the people she had been given to love. 

When she opened her eyes, Becca and Oliver were exchanging rings. They were married. 

The bells began to ring. 

The reception was held at The Hart & Hound. 

Bethany had been dreading this moment — the first time she would set foot in the pub since she had ended things with Seth. But the marquee on the village green transformed it into something different: not the place where she had drunk wine and exchanged glances and felt the first, faint stirrings of what would become an affair, but a celebration. Music and laughter and the clink of glasses. Becca and Oliver, hand in hand, accepting congratulations. Tom, dancing with Emma with the unselfconscious enthusiasm of someone who had never once worried about looking foolish. 

Seth was not there. She had known he wouldn't be — he had too much decency to intrude on a day like this, and too much self-preservation to watch her from across a crowded room. But she felt his absence like a faint, distant ache. The scar, reminding her it was still there. 

She danced with James. They were out of practice — it had been years since they'd danced together — but his hand was steady on her waist, and his eyes were warm, and when the song ended, he kissed her. Not on the forehead, as he had done for months. On the lips. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

She meant it. She had always meant it. It was just that now, she understood what it cost. 

In the golden hour of the late afternoon, when the speeches were done and the cake was cut and the dancing had begun in earnest, Bethany slipped away from the marquee. She walked across the village green, past the church, past the lychgate, and stood for a moment at the edge of the churchyard. 

The bells had fallen silent. The swifts were still screaming through the air. The roses glowed in the long light. 

She thought about Seth. About the wall he had built, stone by stone. About the sweet peas he had planted for her. About the way he had let her go, not because he didn't love her, but because he did. 

She hoped he was happy. She hoped he had found someone, or would find someone, someone younger and less complicated, someone who could love him without destroying herself in the process. She hoped he knew that she still thought about him, that she would always think about him, that the love she felt for him had not diminished but had simply... settled. Become part of the landscape. A stone in the wall of her heart. 

"Beth?" 

She turned. Margaret was standing behind her, the enormous hat slightly askew, two glasses of champagne in her hands. 

"I thought you might need this." 

Bethany took the glass. "Thank you. For everything. The flowers. The organisation. The..." She paused. "The listening. Over the past few months." 

"I didn't do anything. I just paid attention." 

"That's not nothing. That's everything." 

Margaret nodded, accepting this. They stood together in the churchyard, looking at the roses and the yew tree and the tower that had stood for nine hundred years. 

"Are you all right?" Margaret asked. 

"Yes," Bethany said. "I think I am." 

"Truly?" 

"Truly. Not in the way I was before — I don't think I'll ever be that person again. But in a different way. A fuller way." She took a sip of her champagne. "I loved someone I shouldn't have loved. I hurt people I never wanted to hurt. I lost myself, for a while. But I think... I think I've found my way back." 

Margaret was quiet for a moment. Then she said: "That's the thing about the Good Shepherd. He doesn't just leave the ninety-nine to find the one. He brings the one back." 

Bethany smiled. "I know." 

"Good. Then let's go back to the party. Your daughter is looking for you." 

They walked back to the marquee together, through the long June light, the bells still silent, the swifts still screaming. And Bethany felt, at last, something she had not felt in a very long time. 

Not happiness, exactly. Not resolution, either. 

But peace. 

The scar was still there. It would always be there. But it no longer defined her. It was simply part of who she was — a woman who had loved, and lost, and loved again. A woman who had been reckless, and faithful, and reckless again. A woman who had stood at the edge of everything and chosen to step back. 

She was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love. 

And that was enough. 

Chapter 33: The Season of Mending

July settled over Hart's Hollow like a warm hand, gentle and unhurried. The frantic energy of the wedding had dissipated, leaving behind a pleasant exhaustion and a house that felt suddenly too quiet. Becca and Oliver had gone to Corfu on their honeymoon. Tom had returned to Edinburgh for his graduation, Emma beside him, his dissertation finally submitted. The village had retreated into its summer rhythms — cricket on the green, the pub garden full of walkers, the church fête in prospect.

And Bethany found herself, for the first time in nearly a year, with nothing to manage. No crisis to navigate. No impossible decision to make. Just the slow, ordinary passage of days, each one a small gift she was learning to receive.

She returned to the bookshop three days a week. Eleanor had been patient during the months of Bethany's unraveling — she knew nothing of the affair, but she had sensed something, and she had responded with the tactful kindness of a woman who had lived long enough to understand that everyone carried secrets. The shop was quiet in the summer months, the tourists preferring the Cotswold villages to the town, and Bethany had long hours to read and think and slowly reacquaint herself with the person she was becoming.

She was different now. She could feel it in the way she moved through the world — more deliberately, more aware of the weight of her choices. She had stopped being the woman who deflected compliments and avoided mirrors and assumed she was ordinary. She knew now that she was capable of extraordinary things — love, betrayal, forgiveness, survival. She had lived through a storm and emerged on the other side.

Scarred. Changed. But still standing.

On a Thursday afternoon in the second week of July, she walked to the post office and saw Seth.

It was the first time since March. The first time in nearly four months.

He was coming out of the village shop with a loaf of bread under his arm and a newspaper in his hand. He was wearing the same waxed jacket he'd worn the night of the storm, and his hair was longer than it had been, and he looked — she noticed this with a pang of something that was not quite relief and not quite grief — well. He looked well.

He saw her at the same moment she saw him. He stopped. The loaf of bread slipped slightly under his arm.

"Bethany."

"Seth."

The silence between them was not awkward. It was full — full of everything they had been to each other, everything they had done, everything they had lost. The post office queue shuffled forward. A car passed on the high street. The swifts screamed overhead.

"How are you?" he asked.

"I'm... better. Getting better." She paused. "You look well."

"I am. I've been working. The garden's coming along. The sweet peas came up." He said it carefully, as though the words themselves were fragile. "I think of you. When I see them."

She felt tears prick at her eyes. "I think of you too."

"Are you... is everything...?"

"James and I are still together. We're working on it. It's not easy, but..." She shrugged. "It's real."

He nodded. "I'm glad. I mean that. I'm glad you're working on it."

"And you? Are you...?"

"I'm still at the pub. Still building walls. Still..." He smiled — that crooked smile, one corner higher than the other. "Still figuring things out."

The queue moved again. Bethany realised she was holding up the line and stepped aside, and Seth stepped with her, and for a moment they were standing together on the pavement outside the shop, two people who had loved each other and let each other go.

"I should..." she began.

"Yes. I should too."

But neither of them moved.

"Bethany," he said quietly. "For what it's worth — I don't regret it. Any of it. Even the ending. You gave me something I didn't know I was looking for. And I'll always be grateful for that."

The tears were falling now. She didn't try to stop them. "I don't regret it either. Even though I should. Even though it nearly destroyed everything. I don't regret loving you."

"Then that's enough. That's more than enough."

He reached out and touched her hand — just for a moment, just his fingers against hers. Then he stepped back.

"Take care of yourself, Bethany Wells."

"You too, Seth Miller."

He walked away up the high street, the loaf of bread still under his arm, and she stood on the pavement and watched him go. The scar was still there. It would always be there. But the pain of it had become something she could bear. Something she could carry without being crushed.

She went into the post office. She bought her stamps. She walked home along the brook, and the water was clear and fast, and the heron was in its usual spot, and the world continued to turn.

That evening, she told James.

"I saw Seth today. In the village. We talked."

He was quiet for a moment. They were in the garden, sitting on the bench under the apple tree, the scent of honeysuckle drifting over the wall.

"What did you talk about?"

"Nothing important. He asked how I was. I asked how he was. He said he was glad we were working on things." She paused. "He touched my hand. Just for a second. And then he walked away."

James was quiet for another long moment. Then he said: "How did it feel? Seeing him?"

"Sad. But not in the way I expected. It felt like..." She searched for the words. "Like closing a door. Gently. Without slamming it."

"I'm glad you told me."

"I promised you honesty. I'm trying to keep that promise."

He took her hand. They sat together in the fading light, the swifts still tracing their wild patterns overhead, the roses glowing in the dusk.

"I trust you," he said. "I don't know if I've said that since... everything. But I do. I trust you."

She leaned her head against his shoulder. "Thank you. That means more than you know."

The summer passed in this way — gently, slowly, with the rhythm of a life being rebuilt.

Bethany tended her garden. She walked along the brook. She served at the church fête and endured Margaret's sharp observations and Helen's quiet understanding. She went to church on Sundays and knelt in the second pew and felt, more often than not, the presence she had thought she'd lost.

She did not see Seth again. She did not contact him. But she carried him with her — a stone in the wall of her heart, worn smooth by grief and gratitude.

She and James continued their slow, careful dance. There were still difficult days. Days when she caught him looking at her with a flicker of the old bewilderment. Days when she woke up missing Seth with an intensity that surprised her. Days when the guilt came flooding back, and she had to remind herself that she had been forgiven.

But the difficult days grew fewer. And the good days — the ordinary days, the days of tea and gardening and quiet conversations in the evening light — grew more numerous.

They were rebuilding. Stone by stone. The way Seth had built his wall.

And it was holding.

Chapter 34: The Weight of Gold 

August arrived with a heatwave that baked the Cotswold stone and turned the village green to a shade of brown not seen since the summer of '76. The Hart Brook shrank to a trickle between its banks, and the heron moved further downstream in search of deeper water. The roses wilted. The sweet peas, against all odds, continued to bloom. 

Bethany had taken to gardening in the early mornings, before the sun cleared the ridge. She knelt in the borders while the dew was still on the grass, pulling weeds and deadheading flowers and performing the hundred small tasks that kept a garden alive. Moss lay in the shade of the apple tree, his breathing shallow in the heat, his grey muzzle twitching at whatever rabbits he was chasing in his dreams. 

She had turned fifty a week ago. There had been no party — she had insisted — but Becca and Oliver had come down from Bristol, and Tom had called from Edinburgh, and James had cooked a dinner that was slightly overcooked and entirely perfect. They had sat in the garden with candles and wine and the particular contentment of a family that had weathered a storm and survived. 

Fifty. Half a century. She had been a wife for twenty-seven years, a mother for twenty-five, a bookseller for nearly a decade. She had been a faithful woman and a faithless one, a liar and a truth-teller, a sinner and — she was beginning to believe — someone who had been forgiven. 

She had also been, for a handful of months, a woman in love. Passionately, recklessly, impossibly in love. And that love had changed her. It had cracked her open and revealed things about herself she hadn't known were there — depths of wanting, capacities for joy, the terrifying freedom of being truly seen. 

She did not regret it. She had stopped trying to regret it. The affair was part of her now, woven into the fabric of who she was. She had sinned, and she had been forgiven, and she had learned — slowly, painfully — to forgive herself. 

On the third Sunday of August, Bethany walked to St. Mary's alone. James had a summer cold and had elected to stay in bed, and she had almost stayed with him — it would have been easy, too easy, to skip another Sunday. But something pulled her up Church Lane: the bells, the habit, the memory of Margaret's words. 

You keep showing up. That's the only thing any of us can do. 

The church was cooler than the air outside, the ancient stone holding the memory of winter. The congregation was thin — the usual summer attrition of holidays and garden parties and the general disinclination to sit in a stuffy building when the sun was shining. But the faithful were there. Margaret in her usual pew, her hat slightly smaller than its Easter predecessor. Helen with David. Frank Chilton in the back row, his walking stick propped against the pew. 

Bethany took her seat. Second pew from the front. The place she had sat for twenty-three years. 

Reverend Pargeter was preaching on the parable of the prodigal son. She had heard the story a hundred times — the wayward child who squandered his inheritance and returned home in disgrace, expecting punishment and receiving instead a feast. But today, the words landed differently. 

"'While he was still a long way off,'" Pargeter read, "'his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.'" 

Bethany thought about the shepherd leaving the ninety-nine. The same recklessness. The same impossible, undeserved grace. 

She had been the lost sheep. She had been the prodigal. She had strayed far from the path she was supposed to walk, and she had been certain — utterly certain — that there was no way back. 

But there was a way back. There was always a way back. Not to the person she had been before, but to something new. Something scarred and complicated and real. 

She knelt. She prayed. Not for forgiveness — she had been forgiven. But for the strength to keep walking. To keep showing up. To keep loving the people she had been given to love. 

When she opened her eyes, the Good Shepherd was still there in his window, the lamb still across his shoulders, the blues and golds still blazing in the August sun. 

She smiled. Just slightly. Just enough. 

September came with a sudden chill, the first hint of autumn in the morning air. The swallows were gathering on the telephone wires, preparing for their long journey south. The beech woods on the ridge were beginning to turn — not the full blaze of October, but the first, tentative gold at the edges of the leaves. 

It was, Bethany realised, a year since it had all begun. A year since she had looked at a young man outside the pub and felt something she couldn't name. A year since the first message, the first conversation, the first small step on a path she hadn't known she was walking. 

So much had happened since then. So much had been lost, and so much had been found. 

She stood in the kitchen doorway on the first morning of September, her tea cooling in her hands, watching the mist rise from the garden. Moss was at her feet. The sweet peas were still blooming. 

James came up behind her and put his arms around her waist. She leaned back against him, feeling the solid warmth of his chest. 

"Morning, love," he said. 

"Morning." 

"You're up early." 

"I'm always up early. You're the one who sleeps in." 

He laughed — a low, easy sound that she had not heard in a long time. "Fair point. What are you thinking about?" 

She considered the question. "I'm thinking about how much has changed. This time last year, I was... lost. I didn't know it, but I was. And now..." She paused. "Now I feel like I'm finding my way." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "We both were. Lost. I didn't see you — not really. And you didn't see yourself." 

"I see myself now. I'm not sure I always like what I see. But at least I'm looking." 

"That's all any of us can do." He kissed the top of her head. "I'm glad you're here, Beth. I'm glad we're still here." 

"So am I." 

They stood together in the doorway, watching the mist lift from the garden. The church bells began to ring — the Sunday morning call to worship, the familiar sound that had marked the rhythm of their lives for twenty-three years. 

She would go to church today. She would sit in the second pew and sing the hymns and say the prayers. She would be the woman everyone expected her to be — not because she was pretending, but because she had chosen to be that woman. Imperfectly. Incompletely. But truly. 

The bells continued to ring. The sun broke through the mist. 

And Bethany Wells, wife and mother and lover and sinner and survivor, stepped forward into the day. 

Chapter 35: The Reckless Shepherd

The autumn equinox brought a storm that lashed the Cotswolds for two days, stripping the first golden leaves from the beeches and sending them spiralling through the lanes like confetti. The brook rose, brown and churning. The heron retreated to higher ground. The village battened down its hatches and waited.

Bethany watched the storm from the conservatory window.

It was the same conservatory where the branch had shattered the glass, almost exactly a year ago. The window had been repaired — a new pane, slightly less wavy than the old one, a ghost of the damage still visible in the frame if you knew where to look. She stood with her hands wrapped around a mug of tea and watched the rain drive sideways across the garden. The sweet peas, battered and broken, clung to their trellis with the stubbornness of plants that refused to admit the season was over.

James was in the sitting room, reading. Tom was back in Edinburgh for his second year of postgraduate study. Becca was in Bristol, newly pregnant — a fact she had revealed at Sunday lunch two weeks ago, her face bright with the particular joy of a secret finally told. Bethany was going to be a grandmother. The thought still felt strange, like a coat that didn't quite fit. She was only fifty. But then, her own grandmother had been forty-seven when Bethany was born. These things were relative.

The storm howled. The rain hammered. And Bethany stood at the window, remembering.

A year ago, she had been here — this exact spot — when the branch came through. A year ago, Seth had appeared at her door with a torch in his hand and rain streaming from his coat. A year ago, they had sat at the kitchen table and talked until midnight, and she had felt the first, terrifying stirrings of something she had not felt in decades.

So much had changed. So much had stayed the same.

She still thought about him. Less often now, and less painfully. But he was still there — a presence in the quiet hours, a name she didn't speak, a face she saw sometimes in the corner of her eye before it dissolved. She had made her peace with that. The love she felt for him had become something she could carry: a stone worn smooth by grief, a scar that had healed into part of her skin.

She didn't know where he was. She had heard, through Margaret — who heard everything — that he had left the village in August. Gone to Devon, perhaps, or Cornwall. Somewhere with a coast. Somewhere he could build walls and plant gardens and start again. She hoped it was true. She hoped he was happy. She hoped he had found someone who could love him without reservation, without guilt, without the impossible weight of a life already built.

She hoped, and she let the hoping be enough.

The storm passed on the second night, leaving behind a world washed clean. Bethany walked along the brook the next morning, picking her way through puddles and fallen branches, Moss ranging ahead of her with the particular enthusiasm of a dog who had been cooped up for two days.

The water was high and fast, carrying its load of leaves and twigs. The heron had returned to its usual spot, standing motionless in the shallows. The alders were turning gold. The air smelled of wet earth and woodsmoke and the clean, sharp scent of autumn.

She stood on the footbridge and watched the water flow beneath her.

Water doesn't lie, Seth had said. It just moves.

She had been moving too. Not away from her past, but through it. Carrying it with her. Letting it shape her.

She thought about the parable of the lost sheep. The shepherd leaving the ninety-nine. The recklessness of love.

She had been reckless once. She had been the lost sheep, wandering far from the flock, and she had been found — not by a shepherd with a crook, but by a young man with a crooked smile and hands that knew how to build walls. He had seen her. He had woken her. And then, because he loved her, he had let her go.

She would always be grateful for that. She would always carry that gratitude, alongside the grief and the guilt and the quiet, stubborn love that refused to die.

She called Moss back from whatever interesting scent he had discovered in the undergrowth and walked home through the golden morning. The church bells were ringing — not for a service, just the practice peal, the young ringers learning their craft. The sound rolled down the hill and through the village, familiar and strange all at once.

That evening, Bethany sat in the garden with James. The storm had knocked the last of the apples from the tree, and they lay scattered on the grass like fallen planets. The air was cool but not cold. The swifts had gone, but the robins were beginning their autumn song.

"I've been thinking," James said.

"About what?"

"About everything. About us. About the last year." He paused, choosing his words. "I used to think that what happened was the worst thing that could have happened. The affair. The lies. All of it."

"And now?"

"Now I think it was the worst thing, but also..." He struggled for the words. "Also necessary. Not the affair itself — that was terrible. But the wake-up call. The realisation that I'd stopped seeing you. That we'd stopped seeing each other."

Bethany was quiet, watching the last light fade from the sky.

"If it hadn't happened," James continued, "we might have gone on like that for another twenty years. Parallel lives. Comfortable and distant. And I don't think I would have noticed. I don't think I would have known what I was missing."

"And now?"

"Now I know. Now I see you." He turned to look at her. "You're different, Beth. Not just because of what happened. Because of who you've become. Stronger. More present. More... yourself."

She felt tears prick at her eyes. "I feel more myself. For the first time in years. Maybe for the first time ever."

"That's not nothing. That's a gift."

"It came at a cost."

"The best gifts usually do."

He reached for her hand, and she let him take it. They sat together in the fading light, the garden settling into dusk around them.

She thought about the wall Seth had built. Stone by stone. Patient and careful. Each piece finding its place.

She and James were building something too. Not the same marriage they'd had before — that was gone. But something new. Something that had been tested and had held. Something that was still, against all odds, standing.

The next morning, Bethany went to St. Mary's. It was a Tuesday, and the church was empty, the doors open to the autumn air. She walked up the aisle and sat in the second pew.

The Good Shepherd was there, still carrying his lamb. The chrysanthemums — the same bronze chrysanthemums she had arranged a year ago — were on the pedestal, fresh for the new season. The silence was deep and old and full of presence.

She knelt. She prayed.

She prayed for James, who had forgiven the unforgivable. For Becca, who was carrying new life. For Tom, far away in Edinburgh, becoming the man he was meant to be.

And she prayed for Seth. Wherever he was. Whatever he was doing. She prayed that he was happy. That he had found what he was looking for. That he knew, in some deep and certain place, that he had been loved.

She rose. She touched the edge of the pew for a moment. Then she walked out into the golden morning.

The bells were silent. The village was quiet. But somewhere — in the brook, in the stones, in the turning leaves — she could hear the echo of a voice.

You existed. That was enough.

She smiled. And she walked on.

Chapter 36: The Turning Season

October arrived with a blaze of colour that set the Cotswolds alight. The beech woods on the ridge turned every shade of gold and copper and bronze, and the lanes were carpeted with leaves that rustled underfoot. The village settled into its autumn routines — harvest suppers and bonfire preparations and the first woodsmoke curling from chimneys. The Hart & Hound mulled its first cider of the season.

Bethany turned the calendar in the kitchen and felt the familiar pang of time passing. A year and a month since the storm. A year since it all began.

She was different now. She could measure the difference in small things: the way she no longer flinched when her phone buzzed; the way she could walk past the quarry car park without her chest tightening; the way she could think about Seth without the grief threatening to swallow her. She had learned to carry the love without being crushed by it. She had learned to let it exist alongside everything else — her marriage, her family, her faith, the quiet contentment of ordinary days.

Becca's pregnancy was progressing. She was twelve weeks now, the secret no longer a secret, the first scan showing a tiny, perfect shape that had made Bethany cry when she saw the photograph. She was going to be a grandmother. The word still felt too large for her, like a coat she hadn't grown into. But she was practising. She had bought a book about grandmotherhood — a slim volume that Margaret had pressed into her hands with a knowing look — and she was reading it in the evenings, learning the strange new vocabulary of this next stage of life.

James had taken up gardening. This was a surprise — he had never shown any interest before — but something had shifted in him since the summer. He spent his weekends in the borders, weeding and pruning and asking Bethany questions about soil pH and companion planting. She suspected it was his way of staying close to her, of sharing something she loved. She didn't mind. She liked having him there, his hands in the earth beside hers.

"I'm thinking of building a wall," he said one Saturday, wiping dirt from his forehead. "Along the bottom of the garden. Below the apple tree."

Bethany's hands stilled on the trowel. "A wall?"

"Nothing fancy. Just a low stone wall. I've been reading about it. Drystone. No mortar." He glanced at her. "There's something satisfying about it. Building something that lasts."

She thought about Seth's wall. The forty feet of limestone, each stone fitted against the next. The way he'd stood back and looked at it, his hands covered in grit, his face lit with quiet pride.

"I think that's a lovely idea," she said.

He nodded, satisfied, and returned to his weeding.

On a Tuesday in mid-October, Bethany drove to Cheltenham to meet Helen for lunch. They had fallen into a rhythm of these meetings — once a month, at a café on the Promenade where no one knew them and they could talk freely. Helen was the only person besides Margaret who knew the full story. She had become, over the past year, something more than a friend: a witness. A keeper of secrets.

They sat at a table by the window, watching the shoppers pass. Helen was in her usual tweed, her grey hair windblown, her face flushed from the drive. She ordered soup and bread. Bethany ordered tea and a scone.

"How's James?" Helen asked.

"Good. Better. He's taken up gardening. He wants to build a wall."

"A wall?"

"Along the bottom of the garden. I think it's his way of..." She searched for the word. "Processing. Building something. The way Seth did."

Helen nodded. "Makes sense. Men do things with their hands when they can't do them with their words."

"He's been different since the summer. More present. More..." She paused. "Attentive. Not in a suspicious way. In a genuine way. Like he's actually seeing me."

"And you? Are you seeing him?"

"Yes. For the first time in years." She stirred her tea. "It's strange. The affair nearly destroyed our marriage. But it also... woke us up. Both of us. I don't know how to feel about that."

"You don't have to feel any particular way. It's just what happened."

"I know. But sometimes I wonder — if I hadn't met Seth, would we have gone on like that forever? Comfortable and distant and not really seeing each other?"

"Probably. Most people do." Helen took a bite of her bread. "You were given a crisis. And you used it. Not everyone does."

Bethany thought about that. She had used the crisis. She had let it break her open, and then she had let it put her back together — differently, imperfectly, but more honestly than before.

"Have you heard from him?" Helen asked. "Seth?"

"No. Not since July. Margaret says he left the village. Gone to Devon, she thinks."

"Do you want to hear from him?"

Bethany considered the question. "Sometimes. But I think it's better this way. The silence. The distance. It gives me space to..." She hesitated. "To love James. Properly. Without the comparison."

"That's very sensible."

"It doesn't feel sensible. It feels like grief. But a softer kind of grief. The kind you can carry."

Helen reached across the table and squeezed her hand. "You've come a long way, Bethany. A year ago, you were falling apart. Now you're..." She searched for the word. "Whole. Scarred, but whole."

"I don't feel whole."

"None of us do. But we keep going anyway."

November brought the first frosts and the lighting of the Advent candles at St. Mary's. Bethany stood in the second pew, James beside her, and watched the first flame catch and hold. The church was full — the first Sunday of Advent always drew a crowd — and the organ was playing "O Come, O Come, Emmanuel."

She thought about the Advent sermon she had heard a year ago. The one about waiting. The one that had felt like it was aimed directly at her heart.

The waiting is where the real work happens. It is where we are shaped.

She had been shaped. By the waiting. By the wanting. By the choosing and the losing and the slow, painful work of rebuilding.

She was not the woman she had been a year ago. She was not the woman she had been before Seth. She was something new — someone who had sinned and been forgiven, who had loved and lost, who had stood at the edge of everything and chosen to step back.

She knelt. She prayed. And this time, the silence was not empty.

It was full.

Chapter 37: Midwinter 

December settled over Hart's Hollow with a stillness that felt almost sacred. The village green had frozen hard, the frost so thick it crunched underfoot like broken glass. The Hart Brook had slowed to a whisper between its icy banks. The churchyard yew stood black against the pale sky, its branches dusted with a powdering of snow that had fallen in the night. 

Bethany walked to St. Mary's in the early morning, her boots leaving the first tracks on the lane. She had taken to visiting the church during the week now, not just on Sundays. It was not a conscious decision — more a gradual gravitation, a homing instinct. The building was empty at this hour, the only sound the creak of the old timbers and the occasional rustle of a bird in the tower. She would sit in the second pew and let the silence settle around her. 

She had been doing this for weeks. Since Advent began. Since the first candle was lit. 

She didn't always pray. She didn't always think. Sometimes she just sat, and breathed, and let herself be still. 

It was a kind of healing. She recognised it now, though she wouldn't have been able to name it a year ago. The slow, patient work of grace. The way the heart mended itself not through effort but through surrender. 

Christmas was coming. The village was preparing — wreaths on doors, fairy lights along the high street, the smell of mulled wine drifting from The Hart & Hound. Bethany had done her shopping early this year, a small act of organisation that felt like a victory. Presents for Becca and Oliver, for Tom, for James. A tiny knitted jumper for the grandchild who would arrive in the spring. She had bought it from a shop in Cirencester and had wrapped it in tissue paper and hidden it in the bottom of her wardrobe, a secret she was keeping for joy rather than for guilt. 

Becca was coming for Christmas with Oliver. Tom was driving down from Edinburgh. Margaret had invited them all for Christmas Eve drinks at the vicarage, a tradition that had lapsed during the pandemic and which she had decided, with characteristic determination, to revive. 

Bethany was looking forward to it. All of it. The family gathered around the table. The carols at St. Mary's. The quiet of Christmas morning with James, just the two of them before the chaos began. 

She was happy. Not the desperate happiness of the early months of her affair, which had been more like fever than joy. But a quieter happiness. A steadier happiness. The kind that didn't demand anything except presence. 

On the Sunday before Christmas, Bethany lit a candle. 

It was the fourth Sunday of Advent, and the church was full of winter light. The Good Shepherd window was muted today — the sun was behind a bank of cloud — but the blues were still rich, the golds still warm. The chrysanthemums had been replaced with holly and ivy, dark green against the grey stone. 

Margaret was in her usual place. Helen was across the aisle with David. James was beside her, solid and familiar, his arm brushing hers. 

Reverend Pargeter was preaching on the Annunciation. The angel appearing to Mary. The impossible news. The choice to say yes. 

"'I am the Lord's servant,'" Pargeter read, his voice carrying to every corner of the old church. "'May your word to me be fulfilled.'" 

Bethany thought about that. The courage it must have taken. The trust. The willingness to let your life be turned upside down by something you didn't choose and couldn't control. 

She had not chosen to fall in love with Seth. She had not chosen to be the kind of woman who could betray her husband. She had not chosen any of it. But she had chosen what came after. She had chosen to stay. To rebuild. To forgive herself, however imperfectly. 

That was its own kind of courage. Its own kind of trust. 

She couldn't know what the future held. She couldn't know if her marriage would survive another decade, another crisis, another season of distance. She couldn't know if she would ever stop thinking about Seth, ever stop loving him in the quiet, private way she had learned to love him. 

But she could say yes to the life she had. She could show up. She could keep walking. 

She knelt. She prayed. And when she rose, she felt the presence she had felt before — not a voice, not a sign, but a stillness. A peace. 

Christmas Eve arrived with another snowfall, soft and silent, the flakes drifting down through the lamplight like a benediction. Bethany stood at the kitchen window, watching it fall, and thought about the night of the storm. The branch through the conservatory window. Seth at the door with his torch and his rain-soaked coat. 

She had been so frightened then. So certain that her life was unravelling. And it had been — but it had also been beginning. Something new had been born in that storm. Something that had taken a year to understand. 

James came up behind her and put his arms around her waist. "You're thinking about him." 

It wasn't a question. She didn't flinch. "Yes." 

"Is it a good memory or a hard one?" 

"Both. Most memories are." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "I'm glad you're here. I'm glad we're still here." 

"So am I." 

She turned in his arms and kissed him. It was not the desperate, hungry kiss of the affair. It was not the careful, tentative kiss of the early months of rebuilding. It was something else — a kiss that acknowledged everything that had happened and chose, anyway, to stay. 

The snow continued to fall. The church bells began to ring — the Christmas Eve peal, calling the faithful to the midnight service. 

"Ready?" James asked. 

"Ready." 

They put on their coats and walked up Church Lane together, their breath pluming white in the cold air. The village was lit with fairy lights. The church tower loomed against the dark sky. And Bethany Wells walked through the lychgate and up the path and into the warm, candlelit church. 

Margaret was there, in her usual pew. Her hat was the largest yet — a confection of red velvet and holly that seemed to defy gravity. She caught Bethany's eye and nodded, a small, sharp movement that conveyed more than words ever could. 

The candles were lit. The organ was playing. The congregation rose to sing "O Holy Night." 

Bethany opened her mouth, and her voice came out clear and steady. 

She was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love. 

And that was enough. That had always been enough. 

Chapter 38: The Longest Night

New Year's Eve fell on a Sunday that year, a convergence of endings and beginnings that the Reverend Pargeter made much of in his sermon. Bethany sat in the second pew, James beside her, Becca and Oliver further down the row — they had stayed through Christmas and into the new year, the pregnancy making Becca less inclined to rush back to Bristol. Tom had returned to Edinburgh the day before, his car laden with leftovers and a new scarf his grandmother had knitted for Emma. The church was full of winter light and the scent of the Christmas greenery that Margaret would take down tomorrow.

Bethany listened to the sermon with half her attention. The other half was elsewhere — not with Seth, not with the past, but with the quiet hum of her own thoughts. She was thinking about the year that was ending. The storm. The passion. The confession. The slow, painful work of rebuilding. The wedding. The pregnancy. The thousand small moments of grace that had held her together when she was certain she would fall apart.

She had entered the year as one woman and was leaving it as another. She was not sure she could name the difference, but she could feel it — in the way she moved through the world, in the way she met her husband's eyes, in the way she no longer flinched when she passed The Hart & Hound.

She had been forgiven. Not just by James, not just by her children, not just by the silent presence she still encountered in the quiet of St. Mary's. She had forgiven herself. That was the hardest one. That was the one that had taken all year.

After the service, they walked home through the frosty churchyard. Becca was tired — the pregnancy was entering its second trimester, but she still napped most afternoons — and Oliver guided her carefully over the icy patches. James walked ahead with them, leaving Bethany to fall into step beside Margaret.

"You've been looking better," Margaret observed. "These past few months."

"I've been feeling better."

"The fog has lifted?"

"Not entirely. But enough." Bethany paused. "I don't think I ever thanked you properly. For what you did. The listening. The silence. The way you never judged me."

"I'm not in the business of judging. I'm in the business of paying attention. There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Profoundly." Margaret adjusted her hat — a more modest confection than her Christmas Eve masterpiece, dark green felt with a single pheasant feather. "Judgment closes doors. Attention opens them. I've always preferred open doors."

They walked in silence for a few paces. The village green was white with frost, the grass crackling underfoot. A robin was singing in the hawthorn hedge.

"He's gone, you know," Margaret said. "The young man. Seth. Left the village in September. I heard from my nephew — he manages the letting agency."

"I know. I heard."

"Do you know where he went?"

"Devon, I think. That's what you told me."

"He's working for a landscape architect. An old friend of his grandmother's, apparently. Building gardens. Doing well, by all accounts." Margaret glanced at her. "I thought you might want to know."

Bethany felt something shift in her chest — not pain, exactly, but a distant echo of pain. The scar, reminding her it was there. "Thank you."

"Do you still think about him?"

"Every day."

"And does that feel like a burden, or..."

Bethany considered the question. "It used to. Now it feels more like..." She searched for the word. "A companion. Something I carry. Not heavy. Just present."

Margaret nodded slowly. "That sounds about right. The things we love don't leave us. They just change shape."

That evening, Bethany and James hosted a small New Year's gathering. Becca and Oliver, Margaret, Helen and David, a few other couples from the village. The house was full of warmth and laughter and the particular chaos of too many people in too small a space. Bethany moved through it with a sense of quiet wonder — this was her life, this ordinary, complicated, beautiful life, and she was still here, still living it.

At midnight, they went outside to watch the distant fireworks over Cheltenham. The sky was clear and cold, the stars sharp as needles. James put his arm around her, and she leaned into him.

"Happy New Year," he said.

"Happy New Year."

"Do you have any resolutions?"

She thought about it. "Just one. To keep showing up. Every day. Even when it's hard."

"That's a good one."

"What about you?"

He was quiet for a moment. "To pay attention. To notice things. To see you — really see you — the way I should have been seeing you all along."

She felt tears prick at her eyes. "That's a good one too."

The fireworks burst overhead — red and gold and green, brief flowers of light against the dark. The village was silent except for the distant crackle of the display.

Bethany thought about the shepherd. Leaving the ninety-nine. The recklessness of love.

She had been reckless once. She had wandered far from the path. And she had been found — not by a single moment of grace, but by a thousand small ones, accumulated over a year of showing up.

She was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love.

It was enough. It had always been enough.

Chapter 39: What the Brook Carries

January arrived without snow, a grey and quiet month that seemed to hold its breath. The village recovered slowly from the exertions of Christmas. The fairy lights came down. The wreaths were removed from doors. The congregation at St. Mary's thinned to its winter core, and Bethany was among them — no longer out of habit, but out of something deeper. A quiet commitment. A sense that showing up mattered, even when — especially when — the pews were cold and the hymns were familiar and the presence of God felt more like an absence.

She was learning to live with absence. Not just God's absence — which was, she suspected, more about her own inability to listen than any divine withdrawal — but the other absences too. Seth's. The woman she had been before the affair. The certainty she had once possessed about right and wrong, sin and virtue, the clear bright line between them.

That line had blurred. She had crossed it, and in crossing it, she had discovered that the territory on the other side was not the wasteland she had feared. It was complicated and painful and full of things she hadn't wanted to know about herself. But it was also real. More real, in some ways, than the tidy moral landscape she had inhabited before.

She was a woman who had loved two men. She was a woman who had broken her marriage and spent a year trying to mend it. She was a woman who still, in the quiet hours, thought about the young man with the crooked smile and the hands that knew how to build walls.

She had stopped trying to excise him from her heart. He was part of her now — not a wound, but a scar. A stone in the wall of who she was.

February came, and with it, the first snowdrops in the churchyard.

Bethany walked among them on a Tuesday afternoon, her boots leaving dark prints on the frozen grass. She had come to the church alone — James was at work, the bookshop was closed for inventory, and she had felt the familiar pull toward the old stone building and its silence.

She sat in her pew. The Good Shepherd was there, still carrying his lamb. The snowdrops were in a vase on the altar, small white bells nodding in the draught from the door. The silence was deep and old and full of something she couldn't name.

She didn't pray. Not in words. She just sat, and breathed, and let herself be held.

She thought about the future. Becca's baby, due in April. Tom's graduation from his master's programme, and whatever came after. The bookshop, which Eleanor had mentioned she might want to sell — and which Bethany was quietly, cautiously considering buying. James's wall, which was taking shape at the bottom of the garden, each stone fitted against the next with the same patient care that Seth had brought to his.

She thought about Seth. She would always think about Seth. But the thoughts were gentler now. Less a wound than a memory. Less a loss than a gift she was still learning to receive.

He had seen her. He had woken her. He had loved her, and he had let her go.

She would always be grateful for that. She would always carry that gratitude, alongside the grief and the guilt and the quiet, stubborn love that refused to die.

The baby came in April, two weeks early, on a morning of soft rain and sudden sunshine.

Becca had been calm throughout the labour — calmer than Bethany had ever been, calmer than anyone had expected — and Oliver had been a steady, devoted presence at her side. Bethany and James had waited in the hospital corridor, drinking terrible coffee and pretending to read magazines, until Oliver appeared with a face that was half exhaustion and half incandescent joy.

"It's a girl," he said. "She's perfect. They're both perfect."

Bethany held her granddaughter for the first time in a room full of spring light. The baby was small and red and impossibly fragile, her tiny fingers curled around Bethany's thumb with a grip that was surprisingly fierce. She had Becca's nose. She had Oliver's mouth. She was entirely, miraculously herself.

"What's her name?" Bethany asked.

Becca, propped against the pillows with the exhausted radiance of a woman who had just done something extraordinary, smiled. "Iris. Iris Margaret Wells."

Bethany looked at her daughter. "Margaret?"

"She's been a good friend to you. I know she has. And she's been a good friend to me too. All through the wedding, all through... everything." Becca met her mother's eyes. "I wanted to name her after someone who knows how to pay attention."

Bethany felt the tears sliding down her cheeks. She didn't try to stop them.

"Thank you," she whispered. "She would be so honoured."

"She already is. She told me to tell you — if she ever finds out about this — that she's far too old to be a namesake and we should have picked someone younger."

Bethany laughed, a wet, surprised sound. "That sounds like Margaret."

"It is. Word for word."

Spring turned to summer. Iris grew. The sweet peas bloomed.

Bethany bought the bookshop.

It was a decision that had been building for months — since Eleanor had first mentioned selling, since Bethany had lain awake at night running the numbers, since James had said, quietly and without prompting, "If you want to do it, we'll find a way."

She had wanted to do it. She had wanted it more than she had wanted anything in a long time. The shop was hers now — not just the place where she worked, not just the place where she had fallen in love, but hers. She had plans for it: readings and book clubs and a children's section that would make Iris proud when she was old enough to visit.

She stood behind the counter on her first day as owner, looking at the shelves and the worn floorboards and the window where the summer light was falling in golden rectangles. She thought about Seth, finding her here on a rainy Tuesday, asking her how she knew which book to recommend. She thought about the first time he'd kissed her, in the back room, her hands gripping his wet coat.

She thought about all of it. And she smiled.

On the longest day of the year, Bethany walked along the brook.

It was evening, and the light was golden and low, and the water was clear and fast over its limestone bed. The heron was in its usual spot. The alders were in full leaf. The swifts were screaming overhead, tracing their wild patterns against the fading sky.

She stood on the footbridge and watched the water flow beneath her.

Water doesn't lie, Seth had said. It just moves.

She had been moving too. Not away from her past, but through it. Carrying it with her. Letting it shape her into someone new.

She thought about the shepherd leaving the ninety-nine. She thought about the prodigal coming home. She thought about the stone being rolled away.

She didn't know what the future held. She didn't know if her marriage would last another five years or another fifty. She didn't know if she would ever stop thinking about Seth, ever stop loving him in the quiet, private way she had learned to love him.

But she knew this: she was still here. Still breathing. Still capable of love.

And that was enough.

Chapter 40: The Creak on the Seventh Stair 

The morning of her fifty-first birthday, Bethany woke at half past five as she always did, and lay in the quiet dark listening to the first blackbird of the day tuning its throat in the hawthorn hedge. Beside her, James breathed deeply, his hand resting on her hip with the easy familiarity of decades. She watched him for a moment — the grey in his hair, the lines around his eyes, the face she had woken up beside for more than half her life — and felt a tenderness that was both old and new. Old, because it had been there since the beginning. New, because it had been tested and had held. 

She slipped out of bed, careful not to wake him. The seventh stair creaked beneath her bare feet, and she paused, as she always did, one hand on the banister. Twenty-four years in this house. Twenty-four years of that particular complaint of old wood, as reliable as the church bells or the changing of the seasons. It had been the soundtrack of her children's childhoods, the warning system of their adolescence, the companion of her sleepless nights during the long months of her unraveling. 

Now it was simply familiar. A friend. A reminder that some things held, even when everything else seemed to be falling apart. 

Moss was waiting in the kitchen doorway. His muzzle was almost entirely grey now, and he moved more slowly than he used to, but his tail still swept against the flagstones with the same undimmed enthusiasm. She crouched and pressed her forehead to his. 

"Morning, old man." 

She unlatched the back door and stepped outside. 

The garden was waking. The roses were heavy with dew. The sweet peas were a riot of colour against their trellis. At the bottom of the garden, beyond the apple tree where the children's swing still hung, James's wall was nearly finished — a low sweep of limestone that curved gently around the boundary. He had been working on it for months, on weekends and evenings, his hands learning the language of stone the way Seth's hands had learned it before him. She had watched him build it without offering advice. It was his wall. His testament. 

She stood in the kitchen doorway, her tea cooling in her hands, and thought about the woman she had been two years ago. The woman who had stood in this exact spot, wrapped in the blue dressing gown, watching the mist lift from the same garden. The woman who had been asleep for twenty years and hadn't known it. The woman who was about to be woken. 

She had been so frightened then. So certain that her life was small and ordinary and would never be anything else. She had been wrong. Her life was not small. It was vast and complicated and full of things she was only beginning to understand. 

She had loved two men. She had broken one heart and nearly broken another. She had stood at the edge of everything and looked into the dark. 

And she was still here. Still standing. Still capable of love. 

James came down an hour later, rumpled and yawning, and kissed her cheek as he reached for the kettle. 

"Happy birthday," he said. "Fifty-one. Any wiser?" 

"Marginally." 

"That's all any of us can hope for." He poured his tea and leaned against the counter. "What do you want to do today?" 

"I thought I'd walk up to the shop. There's a delivery coming, and I want to rearrange the window display. And then dinner tonight, with Becca and Oliver and Iris." 

"Sounds perfect." He paused. "I've got something for you. A present. But I want to give it to you tonight." 

"You didn't have to get me anything." 

"I know. I wanted to." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box, wrapped in brown paper. "Actually, I'll give it to you now. I can't wait." 

She took the box and unwrapped it carefully. Inside was a ring — not new, but old. A thin gold band, set with a single pearl. She recognised it immediately. 

"Your mother's ring," she said. "The one she wore on her wedding finger." 

"I've been meaning to give it to you for years. I thought..." He hesitated. "I thought it might be a symbol. Of something new. Something that's been tested." 

She looked at the ring. At the pearl, lustrous against the worn gold. At the tiny scratch on the band from a lifetime of wear. She thought about her own wedding ring, the one she had worn for twenty-eight years, the one that had felt so heavy during those months of guilt and longing and impossible choice. 

It didn't feel heavy now. It felt like part of her. The way the scar was part of her. The way the memory of Seth was part of her. The way everything she had been through — everything she had done — was woven into the fabric of who she was. 

She slipped her mother-in-law's ring onto her right hand, beside the Claddagh Becca had given her. It fit perfectly. 

"Thank you," she said. "For the ring. For everything." 

He kissed her forehead. "Thank you for staying." 

That evening, the family gathered around the kitchen table. Becca and Oliver, Iris asleep in a carrier at their feet. Tom, home from Edinburgh, his lanky frame folded into a chair that was too small for him. James, at the head of the table, carving the roast chicken with the same careful attention he brought to everything. 

Bethany sat at the other end of the table — her grandmother's table, the one she had sat at as a child, as a young wife, as a mother — and looked at the people she loved. 

They had survived. All of them. The affair, the confession, the long months of rebuilding. They had come through it changed — wounded, scarred, but still together. 

Becca caught her eye and smiled. It was not the careful, wary smile of the months after the confession. It was the open, easy smile of the daughter who had forgiven her mother. Who had seen her at her worst and loved her anyway. 

Tom was telling a story about his dissertation, his hands waving wildly, his voice full of the particular enthusiasm he brought to everything. He had never spoken about the affair again — not since that conversation in the kitchen, the one where he'd said, "You're still my mum." He didn't need to. His presence was enough. 

And James. Dear, steady James, who had every right to leave and had chosen to stay. Who had learned to see her, really see her, in a way he hadn't for years. Who was building a wall at the bottom of the garden, stone by stone, a testament to patience and forgiveness and the slow, careful work of love. 

After dinner, they moved to the sitting room. The fire was lit. The curtains were drawn against the September chill. Iris woke and was passed from arm to arm — Tom, who held her as though she were made of glass; Becca, who held her with the easy confidence of a mother who had learned what she was doing; James, who held her and looked at her with the same wonder he had once looked at his own children. 

And then Bethany held her. She sat in the armchair by the window, the same chair she had sat in when she told James the truth, and held her granddaughter in her arms. Iris was five months old now, her eyes dark and curious, her fingers reaching for the silver at Bethany's temples. 

"Hello, sweetheart," Bethany murmured. "I'm your grandmother. I'm going to teach you about books. And gardens. And how to pay attention." 

Iris grabbed a strand of her hair and held on. 

Bethany laughed — a small, surprised sound — and looked up. James was watching her from across the room, his expression soft. 

"What?" she asked. 

"Nothing. You just look..." He searched for the word. "Happy." 

She considered the question. She thought about Seth. About the wall he had built. About the sweet peas he had planted. About the love she still carried for him, worn smooth as a stone by two years of grief and gratitude. 

She thought about James. About the marriage they had rebuilt. About the quiet, steady love that had survived everything she had done to it. 

She thought about her children. Her granddaughter. The bookshop. The church. The village. All the ordinary, extraordinary pieces of her life. 

She thought about the seventh stair, creaking beneath her feet every morning. The blue dressing gown, still hanging on its hook. Moss, still waiting in the kitchen doorway. The heron, still standing in the shallows of the brook. 

She thought about the shepherd, leaving the ninety-nine. The stone, rolled away. The woman she had been and the woman she was becoming. 

"Yes," she said. "I am." 

Later, after everyone had gone home and the house was quiet, Bethany climbed the stairs for the last time that night. The seventh step creaked beneath her feet. She paused, as she always did, and listened to the silence of the house. 

James was already in bed. Moss was asleep in the kitchen. The church bells were silent. The village was dark. 

She stood on the landing, her hand on the banister, and let herself remember. 

The storm. The bookshop. The beech woods. The cottage. The wall. The sweet peas. The way he'd said her name. The way he'd let her go. 

She would never stop loving him. She knew that now. The love was part of her — not a wound, but a scar. Not a burden, but a companion. She carried it the way the brook carried its water: steadily, quietly, always moving. 

But she was not the woman she had been. She was someone new. Someone who had been broken and mended. Someone who had sinned and been forgiven. Someone who had stood at the edge of everything and chosen to step back. 

She walked into the bedroom. James stirred, his hand reaching for her automatically. 

"All right?" he murmured. 

"All right." 

She slid into bed beside him. She closed her eyes. The blackbird was silent. The brook was flowing. The village was asleep. 

And Bethany Wells — wife, mother, grandmother, bookseller, sinner, survivor — let herself rest. 

The day was over. 

Tomorrow, it would begin again. 

THE END 
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