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Chapter 1: The Shape of a Quiet Life

The slate was cold.

Olivia Price pressed her bare soles against the kitchen floor and let the shock travel up through her calves, her thighs, the base of her spine. Sixty years old and still startled by the small violences of morning—the first step from wool rug to stone, the first breath of air that hadn't yet been warmed by the AGA stove, the first recognition of herself as someone who no longer needed to rush.

She stood there for a moment, letting the chill settle into her bones like an old friend who didn't knock anymore. The kitchen faced east. Late May light pushed through the window above the sink, catching the dust motes above the drying rack, turning the wet breakfast dishes into something almost holy. She reached for the mint plant on the windowsill—Thomas had bought it at the garden centre last month, said she needed more green inside now that she was home all day—and pinched a leaf between thumb and forefinger. The smell unspooled: sharp, sweet, the back of her throat tightening the way it always did with the first crush of summer herbs.

Upstairs, the floorboards groaned.

Thomas was awake. Or turning over. Or dreaming. She listened for the pattern she knew by heart—the heavy exhale, the shift of weight, the three-second pause before either sleep reclaimed him or his feet hit the carpet. Nothing came. Just the groan of old wood settling back into itself.

Still asleep, then. Still spread across the bed like a beached sea lion, one arm thrown over the side, mouth slightly open, the reading glasses she'd taken from his face last night still perched on the bedside table next to a biography of some Victorian botanist she'd bought him for Christmas.

She didn't love him the way she had at twenty-two.

That was fine. That was, she had learned, the secret that no one told you when you stood at the altar in white, when you promised forever in front of everyone you knew. The love changed. It became something heavier and less demanding, something that lived in the body rather than the imagination. She loved the sound of his breathing. She loved the way he left his tea mug in the same spot on the counter every morning, right of the sink, handle pointing left, as if the kitchen itself had learned his habits. She loved that he still reached for her hand in the dark, sometimes, when he thought she was already asleep.

She slipped her feet into the woollen clogs by the back door—the slate was too cold now, the sun not yet high enough to warm the stones—and stepped outside.

The garden was her second language.

No one had taught her to speak it. Her mother had grown marigolds in pots on a Birmingham windowsill, nothing more. But when she and Thomas had bought this house thirty-two years ago, when the children were small and the mortgage felt like a sentence, she had looked at the rectangle of earth behind the kitchen and felt something unlock in her chest.

Now the roses were blooming.

She walked the path without thinking, her feet finding the flagstones by memory. The 'Generous Gardener' had opened overnight—three fat pink blooms, the colour of a shell held up to the ear, their centres furled tight as secrets. She bent to smell the nearest one, and for a moment she was seventeen again, standing in someone else's garden, a boy's hand on her hip, the world still soft and unformed.

She straightened.

The ache in her lower back reminded her that she was not seventeen. The grey in her reflection, when she caught it in the kitchen window, reminded her that she had earned every year. But the roses did not know how old she was. The roses opened anyway.

By eight o'clock, the house had woken properly.

Thomas appeared in the kitchen doorway in his dressing gown—the blue one with the torn pocket, the one she kept meaning to mend—his hair sticking up at the back where he'd slept on it wrong.

"Morning," he said. His voice always started low, gravelly, as if it had forgotten how to work overnight.

She was at the stove, stirring porridge. The milk was coming to a slow blip, and she'd added a pinch of salt the way he liked, and a drizzle of honey from the jar on the windowsill. "Morning."

He didn't say anything else. He crossed to the kettle, filled it at the sink, and set it on the AGA to boil. They moved around each other like water around stones—not avoiding, but not reaching either. The shape of a quiet marriage was not the absence of love. It was the absence of needing to prove it.

"Sleep well?" she asked, because someone always asked.

"Mm." He found his mug—the right one, the blue ceramic she'd bought at a craft fair in Hay-on-Wye before the children were born—and set it next to the kettle. "Dreamed about the allotment. Carrots. Something wrong with the carrots."

"Was I in it?"

He thought about this. "No," he said. "Just the carrots."

She laughed. It was a small sound, barely more than an exhale, but he looked up and smiled—the slow smile that still, after all these years, made her feel like she'd done something right.

"Porridge is ready," she said.

"I'll get the honey."

"It's on the windowsill."

"I know where the honey is, Liv."

He said her name the way he always had: one syllable, soft, the 'v' almost disappearing. Lih. She had hated it when they first married—she was Olivia, full and formal, the name her mother had chosen from a book she'd loved—but now she could not imagine being called anything else.

They ate at the kitchen table, the one with the scratched surface and the uneven leg that Thomas had promised to fix for the past seven years. The radio played quietly in the corner: the shipping forecast, then a programme about songbirds, then the morning news. Somewhere in the middle of it, her phone buzzed.

She glanced at the screen.

Carys: Mam, Eira asked where the 'pink flowers from your garden' went. I tried to explain seasons. She cried.

Olivia typed back with one thumb, her spoon still in the porridge pot.

Olivia: Tell her the roses are sleeping. They'll wake up when she visits next.

The reply came before she could put the phone down.

Carys: She wants to know if she can sleep with them.

Olivia: We'll put a blanket on the flowerbed. Kiss them goodnight.

Carys: You're going to spoil her.

Olivia: Good.

Thomas looked up from his bowl. "Carys?"

"Eira misses the roses."

"Ioan?"

"Didn't mention Ioan."

"He's four. He misses his shoes."

She laughed again, and this time it was louder, and he laughed too, and for a moment the kitchen was full of the sound of two people who had been laughing together for thirty-eight years.

The charity shop was quiet.

Tuesday mornings always were. The Saturday rush had faded, the donated clothes had been sorted, and the only customers before lunch were the elderly and the determined—those for whom the act of leaving the house was already an achievement. Olivia liked it this way. She liked the dust motes floating in the single shaft of sunlight that came through the front window. She liked the smell of old books and wool and the faint ghost of someone's perfume, trapped in a coat that would never be worn again.

Mair Bowen was already behind the counter when Olivia arrived, her reading glasses balanced on the end of her nose, a stack of paperbacks spread in front of her.

"Late," Mair said.

Olivia checked her watch. "By four minutes."

"Four minutes is four minutes." But Mair was smiling, or something close to it—the corners of her mouth turned down, the way they did when she was pretending to be cross. "There's a box of new donations in the back. Dresses. Might be something for you."

"I don't need any more dresses."

"Every woman needs more dresses."

Olivia hung her coat on the hook by the door and tucked her bag under the counter. The shop was small—a converted butcher's, according to local history, though no one could remember the meat now, only the books and the bric-a-brac and the rack of wedding dresses that no one ever bought. She had been volunteering here for three years, ever since she'd retired from teaching, and she had learned to read the shop the way she had once read a classroom: the quiet ones needed attention, the noisy ones needed boundaries, and everything, eventually, needed to be tidied.

"I'll start on the dresses," she said.

The back room was colder than the shop—stone floors, high ceilings, a single bulb that flickered when the wind blew. The box was cardboard, brown, tied with string. She cut the string with a pair of scissors from the shelf and lifted the lid.

Inside: cotton, linen, wool. Someone's summer wardrobe, donated in a hurry—the clothes still carried the faint scent of washing powder and grass and something else, something she couldn't name. She pulled out a dress in pale green, the colour of new ferns, and held it against herself.

She had worn a dress like this once. A long time ago. Before the children, before the mortgage, before the lines around her eyes had settled in for good. She had worn it to a wedding, maybe, or a summer party—someone's garden, someone's champagne, someone's hand on her lower back.

She folded the dress and placed it on the 'to steam' pile.

The next one was blue. The next was yellow. The next was white with tiny flowers, the fabric so thin she could see her hand through it, and she thought, Who wore this? Where did she go? Why did she give it away?

She would never know. That was the thing about the charity shop: you handled the remnants of other people's lives, and you imagined, and then you priced them at £3.50 and hung them on the rack.

She was steaming the green dress when the bell above the door rang.

"Be right there," she called, and finished the last fold of fabric before carrying the dress through to the front.

Mair was already with the customer—a young man, dark hair, dark jeans, a face that tugged at something in Olivia's memory. He was holding a cardboard box of his own, smaller than the one in the back, and he was explaining something about a broken bell on the door, something about fixing it, something about—

"Mrs. Price?"

She looked up.

The young man was staring at her. Not in the way men stared at women—not that—but in the way students stared at teachers they had not seen in years, the surprise still fresh on their faces, the recognition pulling them backwards through time.

"Harry," she said.

The name came from nowhere. Or from somewhere deep, from a stack of marking and a classroom full of teenagers and an essay she had read aloud because it was better than anything she'd seen in years. Harry Davies. The quiet one. The one who sat at the back and wrote stories in the margins of his exercise book.

"It's you," he said. "I mean—I didn't know—I mean, I knew you lived here, obviously, but I didn't think—" He stopped. Shook his head. "Sorry. I'm not making sense."

"You're making perfect sense." She hung the green dress on the nearest rack. "You're all grown up."

He laughed. It was a good laugh—open, unguarded, the kind of laugh that made you want to hear it again. "I hope so. I'm twenty-eight."

"Twenty-eight." She did the math without meaning to. "You were fifteen in my class."

"Year ten. You read my story. The one about the lighthouse."

She remembered. Not the story—not exactly—but the feeling of it, the surprise of finding something beautiful in a stack of homework, the way she had looked up and seen his face in the third row, waiting. "You kept writing?"

"I kept something." He shifted the box in his arms. "I brought these for the shop. Old equipment, cables, that sort of thing. My grandmother said someone might want them."

"Your grandmother?"

"Beti Davies. She lives on Penygraig. You probably don't remember—"

"I remember. She came to parents' evening. Told me you were going to do something important." Olivia stepped around the counter and took the box from his hands. It was heavier than it looked. "What do you do now? Are you writing?"

"Sound engineering." He said it quickly, as if he was still getting used to the words. "I work at a studio in Caersws. It's small, mostly local bands, but it's—it's what I wanted. To work with sound. To make things."

"To make things," she repeated. "That's good. That's rare."

He looked at her for a moment—longer than was comfortable, longer than politeness required—and then he looked away, at the racks of dresses, at the stack of books, at anything that wasn't her face.

"I should fix the bell," he said. "I noticed it when I came in. The spring's loose. I have tools in the car."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to."

He was already walking to the door, already reaching for the bell, already rolling up his sleeves like a man who had been looking for something to fix and had finally found it.

Olivia watched him for a moment. Then she turned back to the rack and began straightening the dresses, her fingers moving on their own, her mind somewhere else entirely.

She told Thomas about it that evening, over dinner.

He had made lamb chops—his speciality, or the only thing he could cook without burning—and she had made a salad from the garden, the first lettuce of the year, the leaves still small and sweet.

"Harry Davies," she said, passing the salt. "He was in my year ten English class. The one who wrote the lighthouse story."

Thomas chewed. Swallowed. Reached for his beer. "The quiet one?"

"The quiet one."

"And he fixed the bell at the shop?"

"He said the spring was loose. He had tools in his car."

Thomas nodded, as if this was the most natural thing in the world. "Good lad. Someone should fix that bell. It's been sticking for months."

"Mair said the same thing."

"See?" He pointed his fork at her. "Great minds."

She laughed. "I don't think Mair and I have great minds. We have adequate minds. Competent minds. Minds that know how to steam dresses and sort paperbacks."

"You have a great mind," Thomas said, and he said it without irony, without effort, as if he was telling her that the sky was blue or that the garden needed rain. "You always have."

She looked at him across the table—at his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow where he'd cut himself fixing the shed roof fifteen years ago—and she felt something shift in her chest.

She reached across and touched his hand.

"Thank you," she said.

"For what?"

"For saying that."

He turned his hand over and held hers, his palm warm and calloused, and they sat like that for a moment, the salad growing limp on their plates, the radio playing something soft, the last of the day's light coming through the window and catching the dust motes above the table.

She dreamed about the roses that night.

Not the ones in her garden—the pink ones, the 'Generous Gardener'—but others, roses she had never seen, roses in colours that didn't have names, climbing the walls of a house she did not recognise. She walked through a garden that was not hers, and she was not sixty, her hands were smooth, and someone was calling her name from somewhere she could not find.

She woke before dawn.

Thomas was still asleep beside her, one arm thrown over the side, mouth slightly open, the same as always.

She lay there for a while, listening to the birds begin their morning song—first the blackbirds, then the robins, then the wrens with their quick, scolding notes. The room was grey. The walls were grey. The ceiling was grey.

She thought about the young man at the shop. The way he had looked at her. The way he had said her name.

Mrs. Price.

No one called her that anymore. She had been Olivia for so long that she had forgotten what it felt like to be someone's teacher, someone's authority, someone worth looking up to.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, the sun was up, and Thomas was already in the shower, and the day had begun without her.

Chapter 2: The Boy With the Grown Man's Voice 

The market had not changed in three hundred years. 

Olivia knew this was not strictly true—the canvas awnings were newer, the credit card machine at the cheese stall was definitely newer, and the man selling organic vegetables had a podcast now, according to the sign propped against his crates—but the bones of it remained. The same cobbles underfoot, worn smooth by generations of Saturday shoppers. The same smell of fresh bread and wet stone and something frying somewhere she could never quite locate. The same low hum of voices, bargaining and laughing and complaining about the weather. 

She came here every Saturday. It was not a ritual, exactly—she rejected the word, with its hint of obligation, its whisper of performance—but it was a habit. A good one. The kind that had grown around her life like ivy around a gate, unnoticed until it was too strong to pull away. 

Thomas was at the fishing tackle shop, buying flies for the season ahead. He had offered to come with her, had even meant it, but she had seen the way his eyes drifted to the clock when she mentioned the vegetable stall. She had waved him off. Go. Catch something. I'll meet you at the car at eleven. 

Now she was standing at Emrys Lloyd's stall, a leek in each hand, while the man himself told her about his grandson's university interview. 

"He wants to study music," Emrys said, his voice carrying across three stalls. It always carried. He had been a town councillor for twenty years and had never learned to modulate. "Music! I said, what will you do with that? Teach? He said no, not teach. Perform. Perform!" 

"That's wonderful." Olivia shifted the leeks to her left hand and reached for a bunch of radishes. 

"Wonderful? It's a gamble. You know what I told him? I said, you get a teaching qualification as well. Something to fall back on." 

"Wise advice." 

"I'm full of wise advice. No one listens." 

She smiled, paid for the vegetables, and stepped back into the flow of the crowd. The market was busy today—busier than usual, or perhaps she was just noticing it more. Summer was coming. You could feel it in the air, in the way the light had changed from pale to gold, in the way people moved slower, as if the warmth had softened their bones. 

She was heading toward the bread stall when she saw him. 

Harry Davies was standing at the book stall, his back to her, his head tilted as he read the spine of something she couldn't see. He was wearing the same dark jeans as before, but a different shirt—grey this time, soft-looking, the sleeves rolled to his elbows. His hair was still too long, still curling at the collar, and he had one hand in his pocket and the other resting on a stack of paperbacks, as if he was steadying himself against the possibility of falling. 

She should keep walking. 

She knew she should keep walking. The market was crowded, he hadn't seen her, she could be at the bread stall in ten seconds and out of his sight in twenty. There was no reason to stop. No reason to speak. He was a former student, nothing more. A young man who had fixed a bell and told her he was a sound engineer and looked at her like she was someone worth remembering. 

She walked toward him. 

"Harry." 

He turned. The surprise on his face was immediate and unguarded—the eyebrows lifting, the mouth opening slightly, the hand coming out of his pocket as if he was reaching for something he couldn't name. Then the surprise softened into something else. Something she couldn't read. 

"Mrs. Price." He said it the same way he had at the shop: as if the words mattered. "I didn't know you came to the market." 

"Every Saturday." 

"Every Saturday?" 

"Every Saturday." She gestured at the leeks in her basket. "Someone has to buy the vegetables. Thomas won't. He says they all look the same." 

Harry laughed. It was the same laugh as before—open, unguarded—and she noticed, for the first time, that he had a dimple in his left cheek when he smiled. She had not noticed that when he was fifteen. She would have noticed. She had been his teacher, yes, but she had also been a woman, and some things were impossible to overlook. 

"I'm looking for a book," he said, turning back to the stall. "My grandmother's birthday is next week. She likes detective stories. The kind where the murderer is always the butler." 

"Your grandmother has good taste." 

"She has stubborn taste. She's been reading the same author for forty years. If I buy her anything else, she'll give it to the charity shop." 

"Then buy her the same author." 

"I would, but I don't know which ones she has." He picked up a paperback, glanced at the cover, and put it back down. "She's eighty-two. Her bookshelves are a labyrinth. I'm afraid if I try to organise them, I'll never find my way out." 

Olivia laughed. It came out louder than she intended, and a woman passing by glanced at her with mild curiosity. She didn't care. The laughter had felt good—unplanned, unguarded—and she realised, with a small start, that she hadn't laughed like that in a while. Not at home, not with Thomas, not with anyone except Carys on the phone. 

"How is your grandmother?" she asked. "Beti, isn't it?" 

His face changed. Just slightly. The smile stayed, but something behind it shifted—a softening, a warming, as if she had said something that mattered. "You remember her name." 

"Of course I remember. She came to parents' evening every year. Sat in the front row. Told me I wasn't working you hard enough." 

Harry laughed again, but softer this time. "That sounds like her. She's fine. She's—" He paused, searching for the word. "She's Beti. She's exactly the same as she's always been. She still makes cawl every Wednesday. She still tells me I'm not eating enough. She still refuses to use the internet." 

"Good for her." 

"Good for her," he agreed. "Bad for me. I have to drive to Newtown every time she needs something from a shop that doesn't exist in Llanidloes." 

"That's love." 

"That's love," he said, and for a moment, he looked at her in a way that made her think he wasn't talking about his grandmother anymore. 

She looked away first. She reached for a book on the stall—any book, she didn't care which—and pretended to read the back cover. The words blurred. She blinked, and they came back into focus, but she had already forgotten what they said. 

"Do you want to get coffee?" Harry asked. 

The question hung in the air between them, ordinary and not ordinary at the same time. Two people getting coffee. Former teacher and former student. Woman and man. Nothing and everything. 

"I have to meet Thomas at eleven," she said. 

"It's quarter to ten." 

She looked at her watch. He was right. She had ninety minutes to fill, and she had already bought the vegetables, and the bread could wait, and the cheese could wait, and everything else could wait, because why? Why was she even hesitating? 

"Coffee," she said. "Alright. Coffee." 

The cafe was called Siop Coffi. It was not original—the owner had admitted as much when she opened it, years ago—but it was good. The coffee was strong, the Welsh cakes were fresh, and the window seat looked out onto the clock tower, which meant you could watch the town go by without being part of it. 

Harry chose the window seat. Olivia sat across from him, her back to the wall, her hands wrapped around a mug that was too hot and too full and exactly what she needed. 

"I used to come here when I was in sixth form," he said. "Before you had me. In year twelve. I'd sit in that corner, over there, and drink hot chocolate and pretend to do my homework." 

"Did you actually do your homework?" 

"Sometimes." 

"Which subjects?" 

"English." He smiled. "Always English. I'd read whatever you'd given us, and then I'd write something of my own. Stories. Bad ones." 

"Were they bad?" 

"Some of them." He stirred his coffee, even though he'd already stirred it twice. "The one you read in class—the lighthouse one—that was the first good one. The one where I thought, maybe. Maybe I can do this." 

Olivia remembered. Not the story itself—she had read too many stories to remember the details—but the feeling of it. The surprise. The way she had looked up from the page and seen him watching her, waiting for her to finish, his face empty of everything except hope. 

"It was good," she said. "I wouldn't have read it aloud if it wasn't." 

"I know." He looked down at his coffee. "That's why it mattered." 

The morning light was coming through the window behind him, catching the edges of his hair, turning the dark brown into something softer. He was not handsome in the way men were supposed to be handsome—no sharp jaw, no perfect nose, no symmetry that made you stop and stare. But there was something about him. Something in the way he held himself, the way he listened, the way he said her name as if it was a question he was still learning to ask. 

"Tell me about your work," she said. "Sound engineering. How did you end up doing that?" 

He leaned back in his chair. The movement was slow, deliberate, as if he was settling into the question. "I fell into it, really. After school, I didn't know what I wanted. I worked odd jobs—farm work, mostly, and some shifts at the pub in Caersws. Then one night, a band was playing, and their sound guy didn't show up, and the owner said, 'You're young, you probably know how to work this,' and I said yes, even though I didn't." 

"And you figured it out?" 

"I figured out how to make it stop screeching. That was enough. The band asked me to come to their next gig. Then their next. Then someone told someone, and I got a call from the studio, and now I'm there three days a week, and the other days I'm freelance, recording local bands in their garages." 

"That's a long way from odd jobs." 

"That's a long way from everything." He said it simply, without self-pity or pride. Just a fact. A statement of distance traveled. 

Olivia nodded. She was aware, suddenly, of the space between them—the width of the table, the two feet of air, the impossibility of crossing it. She was aware of her own hands, wrapped around the mug, the knuckles slightly swollen, the veins visible beneath the skin. She was aware of her age in a way she had not been before. 

"I was sorry when you left," Harry said. 

The words landed differently than he probably intended. She looked up. 

"Teaching," he clarified. "I heard you retired early. I thought—I don't know what I thought. I thought you'd be there forever." 

"Nothing lasts forever." 

"I know. But some things should." 

He wasn't looking at her when he said it. He was looking at the clock tower, at the people walking past, at anything that wasn't her face. She watched him for a moment—the line of his jaw, the curve of his shoulder, the way his hands rested on the table, palms down, fingers spread, as if he was bracing himself against something. 

"My mother wanted to be a teacher," he said. "She never made it. She had me instead." 

"I didn't know that." 

"Not many people do." He looked down at his hands. "She died when I was seventeen. Black ice. You probably remember. The whole town shut down for three days." 

She did remember. The roads closed, the schools closed, the chapel full of flowers. A woman she had never met, a woman whose name she had only learned from the news. Anne Davies, forty-two, mother of one. 

"I'm sorry," Olivia said. "I didn't connect the name. I knew a student had lost his mother, but I didn't—" 

"How could you? There were hundreds of students." 

"Still. I should have reached out." 

He shook his head. "You did. You sent a card. To the house. I still have it." 

She had no memory of this. None. And yet something in her chest tightened, something that felt like the beginning of tears or the beginning of something else, something she didn't have a name for. 

"It said, 'The stories we tell are how we survive,'" Harry said. "I didn't understand it then. I was seventeen. I was angry. I thought, what do stories have to do with anything? But I kept the card. I read it sometimes. When I'm stuck. When I can't figure out why I'm still trying." 

The tears did not come. The tightness in her chest did not go away. 

"I'm glad you kept trying," she said. 

"I'm glad you told me to." 

The moment stretched. The cafe was filling up around them—the sound of cups and spoons, the murmur of conversation, the hiss of the espresso machine—but Olivia was aware of none of it. She was aware only of him. Of the way he was looking at her now, directly, without apology, as if he had been waiting for this conversation for a very long time. 

She looked down at her coffee. The surface had cooled, a thin skin forming where the milk had been. 

"I should go," she said. "Thomas is waiting." 

Harry nodded. He did not argue. He did not ask for her number or suggest another coffee or do any of the things she had been half-expecting, half-dreading. He simply reached into his pocket, pulled out a crumpled fiver, and placed it on the table between them. 

"My treat," he said. 

"That's not necessary." 

"I know it's not necessary." 

She looked at the fiver. Then at him. Then at the clock tower, visible through the window, its hands edging toward eleven. 

"Thank you," she said. "For the coffee." 

"Thank you," he said, "for remembering my name." 

She stood up. He stood up. For a moment, they were close—closer than they had been in the shop, closer than they had been at the market stall—and she caught the smell of him, something clean and warm, something that reminded her of cut grass and old books and the inside of a car after the windows have been left open all night. 

"Goodbye, Harry." 

"Goodbye, Mrs. Price." 

She walked out of the cafe without looking back. The morning light was brighter now, the shadows shorter, and the market was full of people she did not know, buying things she did not need, living lives she would never see. 

She met Thomas at the car at eleven o'clock. 

He was already there, leaning against the driver's door, a plastic bag in each hand and a satisfied expression on his face. 

"Flies," he said, holding up one of the bags. "The good ones. The ones that actually look like mayflies." 

"Congratulations." 

"And I got you something." He handed her the second bag. It was lighter than she expected, and soft, and when she opened it, she found a scarf inside—wool, pale blue, the colour of the sky before rain. 

"What's this for?" 

"Do I need a reason?" 

"No, but—" 

"It was in the window of the charity shop on High Street. The one you don't volunteer at. I saw it and I thought, that's Liv's colour." He shrugged, suddenly awkward. "So I bought it." 

She pulled the scarf from the bag and held it to her cheek. The wool was soft—softer than she had expected—and it smelled like nothing, like newness, like a gift that had not yet been worn. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"You're welcome." 

He opened the car door for her. She slid into the passenger seat, the scarf still in her hands, and watched him walk around the front of the car. The sun caught his face for a moment—his kind face, his familiar face, the face she had woken up to for thirty-eight years—and she felt something twist in her stomach. 

The day before, she had thought about Harry Davies. For a moment. Just a moment. 

Today, she had sat across from him in a cafe and let him buy her coffee and tell her about his mother and look at her like she was someone worth remembering. 

She had not told Thomas any of this. 

She would. Later. She would tell him about running into a former student, about the coffee, about the grandmother's birthday and the detective novels and the sound engineering. She would tell him everything that was safe to tell. 

She would not tell him about the way her hands had trembled when she picked up the menu. 

She would not tell him about the way her pulse had quickened when he said her name. 

She would not tell him about the thing in her chest that was still there, still tight, still refusing to go away. 

"Ready?" Thomas asked, settling into the driver's seat. 

"Ready," she said, and she folded the scarf into her lap, and she watched the market disappear in the side mirror as they drove away. 

Chapter 3: Summer Dress, Summer Air 

The bell above the door had not stopped working since Harry fixed it. 

Olivia noticed this on the first Tuesday of June, when she arrived at Hafan Gobaith and pushed the door open with her hip, her arms full of books from the boot of her car. The bell sang—a clean, bright note that carried through the shop and up the stairs and into the back room where Mair was already unpacking boxes. 

"About time," Mair called from somewhere among the donations. "That thing's been sulking for months." 

Olivia set the books on the counter. They were hardbacks, mostly, someone's estate donation—classics with cracked spines, a few modern novels she hadn't heard of, a gardening guide from the 1970s with photographs that had faded to sepia. She would price them later. For now, she needed to sort through the new clothes that had arrived over the weekend. 

The back room was warmer than the shop. The sun hit the single window at this hour, flooding the space with light that caught every dust mote, every loose thread, every imperfection in the fabric she was supposed to be folding. She worked quickly—dresses in one pile, trousers in another, coats on the rail by the door—and by half past ten, she had made a dent. 

The green dress was still there. 

She had not hung it. She had steamed it, yes, and carried it to the front, but she had not put it on the rack with the others. It was hanging on the back of the door to the staff toilet, waiting for something she could not name. 

She touched the fabric as she passed. Linen. Cool. The colour of new ferns, of river water in early summer, of the inside of a memory she was still trying to locate. 

"Someone's here," Mair called from the front. 

Olivia dropped her hand and walked through to the shop. 

Harry was standing by the counter, a cardboard box at his feet, his hands in his pockets. He was wearing a white t-shirt today—faded, soft-looking, the collar slightly stretched—and his hair was wet, as if he had showered recently and not bothered to dry it properly. 

"More donations," he said, nodding at the box. "My grandmother had a clear-out. She said if I didn't take them, she'd burn them in the garden." 

"Beti would never burn books," Olivia said. 

"She said they're not books. She said they're magazines from 1992." 

"Those are not donations. Those are recycling." 

Harry laughed. The sound filled the shop the way the bell had filled it—clean, bright, too big for the space. "I'll tell her you said that. She'll respect you even more." 

Mair was watching them. Her reading glasses were on the end of her nose, her hands were resting on a stack of paperbacks, and her eyes were moving between Olivia and Harry with the precision of someone who had spent forty years sorting through other people's secrets. 

"Harry fixed the bell," Olivia said, because the silence needed filling. 

"I can see that." Mair looked at the door. "Works better than it has in years." 

"Happy to help," Harry said. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. "I also noticed the window catch is loose. The one in the front. It doesn't close properly. If you want, I could—" 

"Are you offering to fix things?" Mair asked. 

"I'm offering to help." 

Mair looked at Olivia. Olivia looked at the window. The catch was loose. She had known it was loose for months. She had propped a book against it on windy days, a hardback copy of something she had already read twice, and she had forgotten to mention it to anyone because the book worked and because some things were easier to live with than to fix. 

"That would be kind," Olivia said. 

Harry nodded once, picked up the box, and carried it to the back room. She heard him set it down, heard him walk to the front window, heard him say something under his breath about the frame and the screws and the thirty seconds it would take to sort it out. 

Mair waited until he was out of earshot. Then she said, "He's a nice boy." 

"He's twenty-eight." 

"Still a boy to me." Mair pushed her glasses up her nose. "You taught him, didn't you? I recognise the name. Davies. He was in your class." 

"Year ten. Then year eleven." 

"Smart?" 

"Talented." Olivia picked up a stack of paperbacks and began arranging them by colour. It was not how they were supposed to be organised, but Mair was watching her, and she needed her hands to be busy. "He wrote stories. Good ones." 

"And now he fixes things." 

"And now he fixes things." She set a blue book next to a green one. The colours did not match. She rearranged them. "He's a sound engineer, actually. Works at a studio in Caersws." 

Mair made a noise that could have meant anything. Then she stood up, smoothed her skirt, and walked to the window where Harry was kneeling, his head tilted, a screwdriver in his hand that he had produced from somewhere Olivia had not seen. 

"The catch is old," he was saying. "It needs a new spring, really, but I can tighten the screws for now. It'll hold until you find a replacement." 

"We won't find a replacement," Mair said. "We'll just keep tightening the screws until the screws stop screwing." 

Harry looked up at her. Then he looked past her, at Olivia, standing by the counter with a blue book in one hand and a green book in the other. 

"I can find a new spring," he said. "I know someone who salvages old fittings. It might take a week, but—" 

"How much?" Mair asked. 

"Nothing. I already said. I'm helping." 

Mair stared at him for a long moment. Then she nodded, once, and walked back to the counter without another word. 

The park bench was not where they planned to end up. 

Olivia had finished her shift at one o'clock. Harry had finished the window at half past twelve. He had stayed to help sort the magazines from 1992—they were not donations, they were recycling, but Mair had insisted on checking each one for pressed flowers or forgotten letters or anything else that might be valuable—and by the time they were done, the sun was high and the shop was empty and neither of them had anywhere to be. 

"Do you want to walk?" Harry asked. "It's nice out. Too nice to go straight home." 

She should have said no. She should have said she had laundry, or lunch, or Thomas, or any of the thousand small obligations that filled her days. Instead, she said, "Where would we walk?" 

He shrugged. "The reservoir? It's not far. We could sit for a while." 

She thought about Thomas. He was at home, probably, in the garden, or on the sofa with the newspaper, or in the shed with his fishing rods. He would not miss her for an hour. He would not even notice she was gone. 

"Alright," she said. "The reservoir." 

Llyn Clwedog was grey today. 

Not the grey of bad weather—the sky was clear, the sun was warm—but the grey of deep water, of standing at the edge of something that held more beneath its surface than it showed. The path around the reservoir was gravel, crunching underfoot, and the trees on either side were full of birds singing songs Olivia could not name. 

Harry walked beside her, close enough to talk, far enough to feel like a choice. He did not try to fill the silence. He walked with his hands in his pockets and his eyes on the water, and every few minutes he said something quiet—look at that heron, I've never seen one so close—and she nodded, and they walked on. 

They reached the bench at the far end of the path. It was old, wooden, the paint peeling, facing the water as if it had been waiting for someone to sit and stare. Harry sat first. Olivia sat beside him, leaving a gap of six inches that felt like a mile and nothing at all. 

"You wore the dress," he said. 

She looked down. The green dress. She had put it on this morning without thinking, reaching past the blue one and the yellow one and the white one with the flowers, her fingers finding the linen as if by instinct. 

"I thought I should wear it," she said. "It was just sitting there." 

"It suits you." 

The words were simple. They were kind. They were not the kind of words a former student said to a former teacher, or perhaps they were, perhaps she was reading something into them that was not there, perhaps the sun was too warm and the water was too still and her imagination was playing tricks on her. 

"Thank you," she said. 

He did not say anything else. He leaned back on the bench, stretched his legs out in front of him, and closed his eyes. The sun caught his face—the line of his jaw, the curve of his eyelashes, the small scar on his chin that she had not noticed before. 

She looked at his hands. They were resting on his thighs, palms up, fingers loose. Long fingers. The kind of fingers that belonged to someone who made things with his hands, who understood the difference between a loose screw and a broken spring. 

She looked away. She looked at the water, at the heron still standing on the far shore, at the clouds moving slowly across the sky. 

"Can I ask you something?" Harry said. 

"Of course." 

"Are you happy?" 

She turned to look at him. His eyes were still closed, his face still tilted toward the sun. He looked younger like this. Younger than twenty-eight. Younger than the man who had fixed the bell and the window and the magazine pile. 

"That's a difficult question," she said. 

"I know." 

"I don't know how to answer it." 

"You don't have to answer it." He opened his eyes and turned his head to look at her. "I just wondered." 

She thought about it. She thought about Thomas, about the garden, about the charity shop and the market and the phone calls with Carys. She thought about the roses blooming, the porridge in the morning, the sound of her husband snoring on the sofa. She thought about the quiet. The endless, patient quiet. 

"Mostly," she said. "Mostly happy." 

He nodded, as if this made sense. "Mostly is better than not at all." 

"Is that your philosophy?" 

"It's my grandmother's. She says most things are mostly good or mostly bad, and the trick is knowing which is which." 

"And which is this?" She gestured at the reservoir, the trees, the sky, the space between them on the bench. 

Harry looked at her. Not at her face—not yet—but at her neck, at the collar of the green dress, at the small hollow where her pulse beat against her skin. 

"Mostly good," he said. "I think." 

The breeze picked up. It came off the water, cool and damp, and lifted the hem of her dress just above her knee. She did not push it down. She sat very still, her hands in her lap, her eyes on his face, and she let the air move over her skin. 

"Your leg," he said. 

"What about it?" 

"The sun. It's catching your leg." He swallowed. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't—" 

"It's fine." She did not move. "The sun is warm." 

"It is." 

He looked at her leg for a moment longer. Then he looked away, back at the water, back at the heron, back at anything that was not her. The silence that followed was different from the silence before. It was thicker. Heavier. Filled with something that had not been there when they sat down. 

Olivia crossed her legs, slowly, deliberately, and watched his throat move as he swallowed again. 

"We should head back," she said. 

"Yes." He stood up too quickly, almost stumbling. "Yes, we should." 

They walked back the way they had come. The gravel crunched underfoot. The birds sang. The water was grey and still and full of secrets. 

She did not look at him. 

He did not look at her. 

But she felt his presence beside her, close enough to touch, far enough to pretend, and she did not know what to do with the thing in her chest that was growing larger and warmer and harder to ignore. 

Thomas was in the garden when she got home. 

He was kneeling by the vegetable patch, his hands in the soil, a trowel balanced on his knee. The sun had moved in the hours she had been gone, and the shadow of the house had crept across the lawn, and he looked up when she opened the back gate. 

"Where have you been?" he asked. 

"Charity shop. Then a walk. It was too nice to come straight home." 

He nodded, accepting this. "I've been thinking about the shed." 

"The shed?" 

"The roof. It needs replacing. I was going to do it myself, but—" He stood up, brushing dirt from his knees. "—I'm not as young as I used to be." 

"You're sixty-three." 

"I know how old I am, Liv." But he was smiling. "I was thinking we could hire someone. That young man you mentioned. The one who fixed the bell." 

"Harry?" 

"Is that his name? Harry." Thomas tested the word. "He seems capable. And he's local. Better to give the work to someone from the town than to bring in someone from outside." 

Olivia stood in the middle of the lawn, the green dress still on her body, the memory of the reservoir still fresh in her mind. 

"I can ask him," she said. 

"He'd probably charge less than a professional." 

"Probably." 

"And Liv?" 

"Yes?" 

"He seemed like a good lad. When you told me about him. The coffee. The fixing things." Thomas walked toward her, his hands still dirty, his face open and warm. "It's nice that you have someone to talk to. Someone who isn't me or Mair or the woman who sells cheese at the market." 

"I talk to other people." 

"You talk to me." He leaned in and kissed her forehead. It was brief, almost absent, the kind of kiss you gave someone when you had been married for decades and you had forgotten that kissing could mean anything other than goodbye. "That's enough, isn't it?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. She thought about the bench by the reservoir. She thought about Harry looking at her leg. She thought about the thing in her chest that she still could not name. 

"Of course it is," she said. 

She made dinner that night. Pasta with tomatoes from the garden, basil from the windowsill, garlic from the market. Thomas opened a bottle of red wine and poured them both a glass, and they ate at the kitchen table with the radio playing something soft, and they talked about the shed and the grandchildren and the woman who sold cheese at the market. 

She did not mention the way Harry had looked at her. 

She did not mention the way her pulse had quickened when the breeze lifted her dress. 

She did not mention any of the things that had happened in the space between eleven o'clock and one o'clock, because she did not have the words for them yet, and because she was not sure she wanted to find them. 

After dinner, she washed the dishes. Thomas dried them. They worked in silence, the way they had worked for thirty-eight years, and when the dishes were done, he went to the sofa to watch the news, and she went to the garden to check on the roses. 

The 'Generous Gardener' had opened three more blooms. She touched one, gently, feeling the petals give beneath her fingers, and she thought about the colour of the water at Llyn Clwedog, and the sound of Harry's laugh, and the way the sun had felt on her bare leg. 

She stayed in the garden until the light was gone. 

Chapter 4: The Room With Its Own Weather 

The first Saturday in June arrived with the sky the colour of washed linen and the scent of cut grass drifting through every open window in Llanidloes. 

Summer fête day. 

Olivia had been helping Mair organise the charity shop's stall for three weeks—pricing the bric-a-brac, folding the linens, arguing about whether anyone would actually buy a set of commemorative coronation mugs from 1977. Mair had won that argument, as she won most arguments, and now the mugs were arranged in a neat row on a trestle table next to the church hall's main entrance, their gold lettering catching the morning light. 

Thomas was in a good mood. He had been in a good mood all week, ever since he'd won a small cash prize in the town lottery—fifty pounds, nothing life-changing, but enough to make him feel lucky. He had spent some of it on new fishing flies and some of it on a bottle of gin for Olivia and the rest of it on raffle tickets for the fête. 

"I'm going to win the hamper," he said, for the fourth time that morning. He was standing by the front door, wearing his good jumper—the navy one that brought out the warmth in his eyes—and holding a roll of raffle tickets like a winning hand. 

"You're going to spend twenty pounds on raffle tickets and win a jar of chutney," Olivia said. 

"That's a very good chutney. Mrs. Williams makes it with apples from her own tree." 

"Mrs. Williams has been making that chutney since 1985. I think the apples have turned to cider by now." 

Thomas laughed and tucked the raffle tickets into his pocket. "Pessimist." 

"Realist." 

"Same thing, in a marriage." He kissed her cheek—a proper kiss this time, lips to skin, the kind he gave when he was feeling particularly pleased with the world. "Come on. Carys is meeting us there." 

Carys had driven up from Cardiff the night before, with Eira and Ioan in the back seat and a boot full of things she had forgotten to pack. She was standing outside the church hall when they arrived, balancing Ioan on her hip and holding Eira's hand with the other, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail and dark circles under her eyes that spoke of early mornings and interrupted sleep. 

"Mam!" Eira spotted Olivia first. She let go of Carys's hand and ran across the grass, her blonde hair flying behind her, her pink wellies splashing through a puddle that had been there since Thursday's rain. 

"Hello, cariad." Olivia crouched down and opened her arms. Eira crashed into her, small and solid and smelling of strawberries and something sticky. "Have you been good for your mother?" 

"No." 

"Honest girl." Olivia stood up, lifting Eira with her. The child was heavier than she remembered—six years old and growing too fast—but the weight felt good in her arms, familiar, like a memory she was still living. "Where's your brother?" 

"With Mam. He's being grumpy." 

"Ioan is always grumpy." 

"That's what Mam says." 

Carys reached them, Ioan pressed against her chest, his face buried in her shoulder. He was four years old and shy and had not yet learned that his grandmother was someone worth looking at. 

"Give him time," Olivia said, kissing Carys's cheek. "He'll warm up." 

"He'll fall asleep," Carys said. "He's been up since five. They both have. I don't know why I bother putting them to bed at all. They treat sleep like an insult." 

Thomas appeared beside Olivia, lifting Ioan gently from Carys's arms. The child protested for a moment—a small, tired sound—and then went limp against Thomas's shoulder, his eyes closing before anyone could say another word. 

"See?" Thomas said. "He just needed his granddad." 

"He just needed a man with a warm shoulder," Carys said. But she was smiling, and she touched Thomas's arm, and for a moment they were a family again, four generations scattered across the lawn outside the church hall, the sun warming their faces and the sound of the fête rising around them. 

The fête was exactly as Olivia remembered it from every other year. 

There was a coconut shy that no one could win. There was a white elephant stall that was mostly brown elephant. There was a cake competition judged by the vicar, who always gave first prize to his sister-in-law regardless of the quality of her baking. There was a tombola, a bouncy castle, a man playing accordion badly, and a queue for the tea tent that stretched from the door to the car park. 

Thomas won the hamper. 

Olivia watched it happen from the charity shop stall, where she was supposed to be selling commemorative mugs but was actually watching her husband argue with the woman running the raffle. He had bought thirty pounds' worth of tickets—ten more than he'd admitted—and his number had been called for the third prize, a basket of locally made preserves. 

"I told you," he said, walking toward her with the basket held high like a trophy. "Chutney." 

"You're a menace." 

"I'm a winner." He set the basket on the trestle table and kissed her forehead. "Where's Carys?" 

"Bouncy castle. Eira wanted to jump. Ioan is still asleep in the car." 

"Good. Let him sleep." Thomas looked around the fête, his eyes bright, his cheeks flushed from the sun. "This is nice, isn't it?" 

"It's nice." 

"Liv?" 

"Yes?" 

"I'm glad we stayed." He meant in Llanidloes. He meant in this life, this house, this marriage that had carried them through four decades. He meant everything he could not say in front of the woman selling jam and the man playing accordion and the children running past with candyfloss on their faces. 

Olivia reached for his hand and held it. 

"Me too," she said. 

She saw Harry at the cake stall. 

He was standing with Beti, his grandmother, who was wearing a wool cardigan despite the heat and pointing at a Victoria sponge with the kind of critical attention she usually reserved for Harry's life choices. 

Olivia should have walked past. She should have pretended she hadn't seen them, or waved from a distance, or waited until they had moved on. Instead, she walked toward them, her feet carrying her across the grass before her mind had finished deciding. 

"Mrs. Price." Harry saw her first. His face changed when he saw her—the same way it had changed at the market, at the shop, at the reservoir. A softening. A warming. A small shift that she might have imagined if she hadn't seen it three times now. 

"Harry. Beti." She nodded at the older woman. "It's good to see you." 

Beti looked at her the way she looked at everything—directly, without apology, as if she had already decided what she thought and was simply waiting for the world to catch up. 

"You taught him," Beti said. 

"I did. Year ten. He was one of my best students." 

"He's still one of my best grandchildren. And the only one who visits." Beti reached out and pinched Harry's arm, hard. "He's too good to me. Buys me books I don't want and fixes things I didn't ask him to fix." 

"The window catch at the charity shop," Olivia said. "He fixed that." 

"He would." Beti shook her head. "Can't leave anything alone. If it's broken, he has to mend it. If it's not broken, he checks anyway." 

Harry was blushing. The colour rose from his collar to his hairline, and he looked down at the cake stall, at the Victoria sponge, at anything that wasn't his grandmother's face. 

"We should let you enjoy the fête," he said. "You're volunteering, aren't you? At the charity stall?" 

"For another hour. Then Thomas and I are walking home." 

"We won't keep you." He took Beti's arm, gently, and began to steer her away. But Beti was not a woman who could be steered. She stopped, turned, and looked at Olivia with those sharp blue eyes. 

"You look well," Beti said. "Younger than you did when you taught him. Retirement suits you." 

"Thank you." 

"Don't thank me. It's just an observation." She looked at Harry. Then back at Olivia. Then she nodded, once, as if she had confirmed something she had only suspected. 

"Come," she said to Harry. "I want to see the bric-a-brac. There's a teapot I've been thinking about." 

Harry followed her. But he looked back, over his shoulder, and his eyes met Olivia's, and he smiled—a small smile, almost private—and then he was gone, swallowed by the crowd. 

The old classroom smelled of floor wax and dust and the ghost of a thousand teenagers. 

Olivia had not been inside Llanidloes High School since she retired. The building had changed—new windows, new paint, new signs on the doors—but the bones of it were the same. The same corridors, the same stairs, the same trick of the light in the east-facing rooms that had made her feel, every morning, like she was standing inside a church. 

She had offered to show Harry the school. He had mentioned, at the fête, that he had not been back since he graduated, and she had said, without thinking, I could show you around. I still have a key. 

The key was for the charity shop. It did not open the school. But she had known the caretaker for twenty years, and the caretaker had known her for twenty years, and when she had knocked on his door and asked if she could show a former student the old classroom, he had waved her inside without a second glance. 

Now they were here. 

The room was at the end of the corridor, the one she had taught in for fifteen years. The windows faced east, toward the hills, and the late afternoon light was streaming through them, turning the dust in the air into gold. The desks were still there—the same wooden desks, some of them, with the same initials carved into the tops. The blackboard was gone, replaced by a whiteboard, but the corkboard on the back wall still had pins in it, and the bookshelf in the corner still leaned slightly to the left. 

"It looks smaller," Harry said. 

"It always looks smaller." Olivia walked to the window and touched the glass. It was warm from the sun. "When you're in it every day, it feels like a world. When you come back, it's just a room." 

"It's not just a room." He was standing by the teacher's desk. Her old desk. The one with the drawer that always stuck and the leg that someone had propped up with a folded piece of paper in 2003. "This is where you read my story." 

"I read a lot of stories in this room." 

"You read mine." He ran his hand along the edge of the desk. His fingers were trembling, just slightly. "You read it out loud. The whole class listened. I had never—" He stopped. Swallowed. "I had never felt seen before." 

Olivia turned from the window. The sun was behind her now, and her shadow fell across the floor between them. 

"You were fifteen," she said. 

"I was invisible. Or I thought I was." He looked up at her. In the golden light, his eyes were the colour of the reservoir on a cloudy day—grey-blue, deep, full of things he was not saying. "You made me feel like I existed." 

"Harry—" 

"I know." He stepped back from the desk. "I know this is strange. I know you're my teacher. I know you're married. I know you're—" He stopped again. This time, he did not swallow. He just stood there, his hands at his sides, his chest rising and falling as if he had been running. 

"I'm what?" Olivia asked. 

He shook his head. "Nothing." 

"Harry." 

"You're everything." The words came out fast, as if he was afraid he would lose them if he waited. "You're everything I remember and everything I didn't know I wanted and I'm sorry—I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that, I shouldn't have—" 

She crossed the room before she knew what she was doing. 

She did not plan it. She did not think about it. She simply moved, her body deciding something her mind had not yet approved, and then she was standing in front of him, close enough to see the small scar on his chin, close enough to smell the soap he had used that morning, close enough to feel the heat coming off his skin. 

"You should go," she said. 

"I know." 

"Why haven't you?" 

He did not answer. He raised his hand—slowly, giving her time to stop him—and touched her face. His fingers were warm. They traced the line of her jaw, the curve of her cheek, the place where her pulse beat against her skin. 

"Because I've been wanting to do this since I was fifteen," he said. 

And then he kissed her. 

The kiss was not gentle. 

It was not the kind of kiss she had imagined, in the moments when she had allowed herself to imagine it. There was no softness, no hesitation, no careful exploration. He kissed her like a man who had been holding his breath for thirteen years and had finally been given permission to exhale. 

His mouth was warm. His lips were slightly chapped, and his stubble scraped against her chin, and his hand slid from her face to the back of her neck, fingers tangling in the loose hair that had escaped her bun. She made a sound—something between a gasp and a sigh—and he swallowed it, pulled her closer, pressed her back against the edge of the desk. 

The wood bit into her thighs through the thin fabric of her summer dress. 

"Diolch," he murmured against her mouth. Thank you. The Welsh slipped out like a secret, and she felt it in her chest, in her stomach, in the place between her legs that had gone quiet years ago and was waking up now, stretching, remembering. 

She should stop this. She should push him away. She should say something about Thomas, about the fête, about the life she had built and the vows she had made and the woman she was supposed to be. 

Instead, she kissed him back. 

She opened her mouth under his and let him deepen the kiss. His tongue touched hers, and she shivered, and he made a sound—low, rough, hungry—and his other hand found her hip, pulling her closer, pressing her against the desk until there was no space left between them. 

She could feel him through his jeans. The length of him, the heat of him, the way he was already hard against her thigh. She should be shocked. She should be frightened. Instead, she was wet—so wet, suddenly, that she could feel it spreading through the fabric of her underwear, soaking the gusset, making her thighs slick. 

"Harry," she said. 

"Tell me to stop." 

"I can't." 

"Then don't." 

He kissed her again, harder this time, and his hand moved from her hip to her thigh, pushing up the hem of her dress. The fabric was thin—linen, the green dress, the one he had complimented at the charity shop—and it bunched around her waist as his palm slid higher, over her knee, over the soft skin of her inner thigh, stopping just before the place where she needed him most. 

"Please," she heard herself say. The word came from somewhere deep, somewhere she had forgotten existed. 

He looked at her. His pupils were blown wide, his lips were red from kissing, and his chest was rising and falling as if he had run all the way from the fête. 

"Please what?" he asked. 

She could not answer. She could not form words. She could only look at him, her legs parted, his hand between her thighs, the sun streaming through the windows and turning the dust in the air into gold. 

He took mercy on her. 

His hand moved higher. His fingers found the waistband of her underwear, hooked beneath the elastic, and slid inside. She was wet—impossibly wet, embarrassingly wet—and she felt his breath catch when he touched her, when his fingers found her slick folds, when he realised how much she wanted this. 

"Oh," he said. "Oh, Olivia." 

Not Mrs. Price. Not Liv. Olivia. 

His fingers found her clit—swollen, aching, desperate for attention—and he circled it slowly, watching her face, learning what made her gasp and what made her moan and what made her throw her head back against the desk and say his name like a prayer. 

"You're beautiful," he said. "You're so beautiful." 

She was sixty years old. She had given birth to two children. She had stretch marks on her stomach and varicose veins on her legs and breasts that had begun to soften with age. She was not beautiful. She was not anything. 

And yet, when he looked at her, she believed him. 

He pressed two fingers inside her—slowly, carefully, giving her time to adjust—and she arched off the desk, her hips rising to meet his hand, her walls clenching around him. It had been so long. So long since anyone had touched her like this. Thomas made love to her, sometimes, in the dark, in the quiet, in the same position they had used for twenty years. But Thomas did not watch her face. Thomas did not learn her body. Thomas did not say her name like it was something holy. 

"More," she said. "Please, more." 

He withdrew his fingers, and she whimpered at the loss. But then he was unbuttoning his jeans, pushing them down, and she saw him—his cock, thick and hard and already leaking, the head flushed and eager—and her mouth went dry. 

"I don't have—" he started. 

"I'm sixty," she said. "I don't need anything." 

He laughed—a broken, breathless sound—and stepped between her legs. She wrapped them around him automatically, her heels digging into the backs of his thighs, pulling him closer. The head of his cock pressed against her entrance, and she felt herself clench around nothing, desperate to be filled. 

"Look at me," he said. 

She looked at him. 

And then he pushed inside. 

The sensation was overwhelming. 

Not the pain—there was no pain, only a stretch, a fullness, a sense of being opened after years of being closed. It was the intimacy of it. The way he watched her face as he sank into her, inch by inch, his jaw tight, his breath coming in short gasps. The way her body accepted him, welcomed him, held him as if he had always belonged there. 

"Fuck," he said. The word was barely a whisper. "You feel—I can't—" 

She could not speak. She could only feel. The length of him, the heat of him, the way he filled her completely. Her inner walls fluttered around him, adjusting, remembering, and she saw his eyes roll back in his head as she clenched. 

"Don't," he said. "Don't do that. I won't last." 

"Do it anyway." 

He laughed again, breathless, and began to move. 

Slowly at first. He withdrew almost all the way, then pushed back in, his hips rolling in a rhythm that was older than language. The desk creaked beneath her, and the sun caught the sweat on his forehead, and she reached up and pulled him down, wanting his weight on her, wanting his mouth on hers. 

He kissed her as he fucked her. Deep, languid kisses that matched the rhythm of his hips. She tasted herself on his lips—sweet, salt, something she had never tasted before—and she moaned into his mouth, and he groaned in response, and the sound vibrated through her chest and settled in her womb. 

"Harder," she said. 

"Are you sure?" 

"Harry. Harder." 

He braced his hands on the desk on either side of her shoulders and began to move faster. The desk creaked louder. The windows rattled in their frames. And she stopped caring about where they were, or who might hear, or what would happen when they were done. 

She only cared about the way his cock felt inside her. The way it reached places that had been empty for years. The way it made her feel alive in a way she had forgotten was possible. 

His thumb found her clit—circling, pressing, matching the rhythm of his hips—and she felt the pressure building in her belly, spreading through her limbs, tightening her throat. 

"I'm close," she said. 

"Me too." 

"Don't stop." 

"I won't." 

He didn't stop. He kept moving, kept thrusting, kept circling her clit with his thumb until the pressure became too much, until her vision went white, until she came with a cry that echoed off the walls of the old classroom. 

Her body convulsed around him. Her inner walls clenched and released, clenched and released, drawing him deeper, pulling him toward his own release. He lasted three more thrusts—maybe four—and then he was coming too, buried inside her, his face pressed into her neck, his breath hot against her skin. 

She felt him fill her. Hot, pulsing, endless. She held him with her legs and her arms and her body, not letting him go, not yet, not until the last tremor had passed and his weight had become heavy on her chest and the sun had moved behind a cloud and the room had gone soft and grey. 

He lifted his head. 

His eyes were wet. Not crying—something else. Something that looked like recognition, like wonder, like the first time he had seen the sea. 

"Olivia," he said. 

She touched his face. Traced the line of his cheekbone. Wiped the sweat from his brow with her thumb. 

"I know," she said. 

She did not know what she knew. Only that something had changed. Only that the room was different now, and the light was different now, and she was different now. 

He pulled out slowly, carefully, and she felt the loss of him like a physical ache. He stepped back and tucked himself into his jeans, and she sat up on the desk and smoothed down her dress, and they did not look at each other. 

The silence was thick. Heavy. Full of everything they could not say. 

She stood up. Her legs were shaking. She leaned against the desk for support, and he reached out to steady her, and his hand closed around her arm, warm and solid. 

"Don't," she said. 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't be kind." She pulled her arm away. "I need to go. Thomas is waiting." 

"He doesn't know." 

"No." She walked to the door. Her shoes were somewhere—she had kicked them off, or he had, she couldn't remember—and she found them by the window, and she put them on without bending down, balancing on one foot and then the other. "He doesn't know. And he can't know." 

"I would never—" 

"I know." She looked at him. He was standing by the desk, his hands at his sides, his hair disheveled, his shirt untucked. He looked young. He looked lost. He looked like a boy who had just done something he did not fully understand. 

"Olivia," he said. 

"Don't." She opened the door. The corridor was empty, the light was fading, and the sound of the fête was drifting through the open windows at the end of the hall. "This didn't happen." 

"It did." 

"It can't have." 

She walked out of the classroom and did not look back. 

Thomas was waiting for her at the gate. 

He was holding the hamper and two empty cups from the tea tent and a half-eaten scone that Eira had abandoned on a bench. 

"There you are," he said. "I was starting to worry." 

"I was looking for the loo." The lie came easily. Too easily. "The one in the church was locked." 

"Ah." He shifted the hamper to his other arm. "Carys took the children home. Ioan woke up grumpy, and Eira was tired, and she said she'd call you tomorrow." 

"Good." Olivia walked toward him. Her body was still humming. She could feel Harry's come inside her, warm and wet, and she crossed her legs as she walked, holding it in, hiding it. "Did you enjoy the fête?" 

"I won a hamper." He smiled. "And I got to spend the day with my family. What's not to enjoy?" 

She reached him. He kissed her forehead—the same absent kiss, the same casual affection—and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it. 

"Come on," he said. "Let's go home." 

Chapter 5: Messages That Wouldn't Sit Still 

The phone buzzed at seven forty-three on a Tuesday morning. 

Olivia was standing at the kitchen sink, her hands deep in soapy water, the remains of breakfast floating in the basin like small, edible islands. Thomas had already gone to the garden centre—something about compost, something about the price of something—and the house was quiet except for the ticking of the clock and the distant sound of a lawnmower two gardens over. 

She dried her hands on a tea towel before picking up the phone. 

Harry: Good morning. 

Two words. That was all. And yet her heart was beating faster than it had any right to beat, her pulse a small rebellion in her throat. 

She stared at the screen for a long moment. The light from the window caught the dust motes above the sink. The tea towel was still in her hands, twisted into a knot she did not remember tying. 

Olivia: Good morning. 

She put the phone down. Picked it up again. Read his message three more times. Put it down again. 

The kitchen was the same. The sink was the same. The dishes were the same. But everything felt different, charged, as if the air had thickened overnight and she was breathing something that was not quite oxygen. 

The phone buzzed again. 

Harry: Can I see you today? 

She should say no. She should say she was busy, that the charity shop needed her, that Thomas would be home for lunch, that she had laundry and gardening and a thousand small obligations that filled her days. She should say all the things she had been telling herself since Saturday, since the desk, since the way his body had felt inside hers. 

Olivia: When? 

Harry: The shop. At closing time. 

Olivia: Mair will be there. 

Harry: I'll wait outside. 

She put the phone in her pocket and turned back to the sink. The water had gone cold. She pulled the plug and watched it drain, spiralling, vanishing into the dark. 

The day at Hafan Gobaith was interminable. 

Mair was in a mood—something about a donation of curtains that smelled of cigarette smoke, something about a customer who had tried to haggle over a fifty-pence book, something about the weather being too hot for June. Olivia nodded and folded and priced and smiled, but her mind was elsewhere, was always elsewhere, was walking the corridors of a school that was empty except for the two of them. 

At half past four, she looked at the clock. 

At twenty to five, she looked at the clock again. 

At five o'clock, Mair locked the till and reached for her coat. 

"You're quiet today," Mair said. 

"I'm tired." 

"You look tired." Mair studied her for a moment—her sharp eyes, her sharper gaze, the way she had of seeing what other people tried to hide. "Is everything alright at home?" 

"Everything is fine." 

"Thomas?" 

"Is fine." 

"Your daughter?" 

"Carys is fine. The children are fine." Olivia picked up her bag. "Everyone is fine." 

Mair did not look convinced. But she did not ask any more questions. She pulled the door closed behind them, turned the key in the lock, and walked toward her car without saying goodbye. 

Olivia waited. 

She stood by the door of the charity shop, her bag over her shoulder, her back to the window, and she waited. 

The street was quiet. The market had packed up hours ago, and the only movement came from a woman walking her dog and a teenager on a skateboard and a pair of pigeons fighting over a crust of bread. The sun was lower now, the shadows longer, and the air smelled of cut grass and exhaust and something floral she could not identify. 

"Olivia." 

She turned. 

Harry was standing at the corner of the street, his hands in his pockets, his hair pushed back from his forehead. He was wearing the grey shirt again, the soft one, the one that made him look younger and older at the same time. 

"You came," she said. 

"I said I would." 

She locked the shop door behind her—a habit, nothing more—and walked toward him. Her feet moved without her permission, carrying her across the pavement, across the street, across the invisible line that separated before from after. 

He did not touch her. He did not try. He simply fell into step beside her, close enough to talk, far enough to pretend, and they walked together toward the park. 

The path by the reservoir was empty. 

The heron was back, standing in the shallows with the patience of a statue, and the water was grey and still and full of secrets. Olivia sat on the same bench as before—the old one, the peeling one, the one that faced the water and the sky and nothing else. 

Harry sat beside her. 

The gap between them was smaller this time. Six inches, maybe less. She could feel the warmth of him, the presence of him, the weight of him in the air around her. 

"I thought about you all weekend," he said. 

She looked at the water. "You shouldn't have." 

"I know." He turned to face her. "I know I shouldn't have. But I did." 

She wanted to tell him that she had thought about him too. That she had lain awake on Saturday night, staring at the ceiling, replaying every moment of the classroom. That she had touched herself on Sunday morning, in the shower, with the water running and her teeth biting her lip and his name on the tip of her tongue. 

She did not tell him any of this. 

"We can't do that again," she said. 

"Can't we?" 

"No." 

He was quiet for a moment. The heron lifted its wings, stretched, resettled. The water rippled. The sun moved behind a cloud. 

"Alright," he said. "Then we won't." 

She looked at him. His face was open, unguarded, the same face she had seen in the classroom, the same face she had seen across the market, the same face she had seen in the moment before he kissed her. 

"You're lying," she said. 

"I'm lying," he agreed. 

She laughed. It came out wrong—too loud, too sharp, too full of something that was not amusement. He laughed too, and their laughter mingled in the air between them, and for a moment, everything was simple. 

Then he reached for her hand. 

His fingers were warm. Calloused, in places—from the tools, from the equipment, from the small repairs he made with his hands. He did not squeeze or stroke or do anything that might be interpreted as more than it was. He simply held her hand, palm to palm, fingers loose, and looked at the water. 

"We should talk about what happened," he said. 

"Do we have to?" 

"I think so." He turned her hand over, examined her palm as if it held answers to questions he had not yet asked. "I don't want you to feel guilty." 

"I'm married." 

"I know." 

"I'm sixty years old." 

"I know how old you are, Olivia." 

She pulled her hand back. The loss of his warmth was immediate, physical, like stepping out of sunlight and into shade. She tucked her hands into her lap and stared at the heron, which had not moved, which had probably never moved, which was probably a statue after all. 

"Thomas is a good man," she said. 

"I'm sure he is." 

"He doesn't deserve this." 

"Doesn't deserve what?" Harry turned to face her fully. "Doesn't deserve a wife who's happy? Doesn't deserve a woman who feels alive? Because that's what I saw on Saturday. In the classroom. You looked alive, Olivia. You looked like someone who had forgotten she was allowed to feel anything, and then she remembered." 

"Don't." 

"Don't what? Don't tell you the truth?" 

"Don't make this into something it's not." She stood up. The bench was suddenly too small, the air too thick, the water too still. "It was sex. It was one afternoon. It doesn't mean anything." 

He stood too. Slowly, carefully, as if she was a horse that might startle. "It meant something to me." 

"Then you're a fool." 

"I know." He did not move toward her. Did not reach for her. Did not do anything except stand there, his hands at his sides, his face open and unguarded and full of something that looked like hope. "I'm a fool. I've been a fool since I was fifteen years old and you read my story in front of the class and looked at me like I was someone worth seeing." 

She closed her eyes. 

The heron was not a statue. She could hear it moving in the shallows, could hear the soft splash of water as it stepped from one leg to the other. The sun was warm on her face. The air was soft. The world was beautiful and terrible and full of things she could not control. 

"I have to go home," she said. 

"I know." 

"I have to make dinner. Thomas will be back soon." 

"I know." 

She opened her eyes. He was still standing there, still watching her, still waiting for something she could not give him. 

"I'll message you," she said. 

"Will you?" 

"Yes." She picked up her bag. "I'll message you." 

She walked away from the bench, away from the reservoir, away from him. The gravel crunched under her feet. The birds sang. The heron stood in the shallows, patient and still, as if it had all the time in the world. 

She made lamb chops for dinner. 

Thomas ate three of them and asked for a fourth. She gave him the last one from the pan, the one she had been saving for herself, and watched him cut into it with the concentration of a man who had never had to worry about his weight or his cholesterol or the small betrayals of an aging body. 

"Good day?" he asked. 

"The usual." She pushed a potato around her plate. "Curtains that smelled of smoke. A customer who wanted a refund on a book she'd already read." 

"You should tell Mair to handle the difficult ones." 

"Mair is the difficult one." 

Thomas laughed. The sound was warm, familiar, the sound of a man who was comfortable in his own life. "Fair point. How's the garden?" 

"The roses are still blooming." 

"The 'Generous Gardener'?" 

"The same." 

He nodded, satisfied, and reached for his beer. "I was thinking about the shed again. The roof. Did you ask that young man about the work?" 

The fork stopped halfway to her mouth. She set it down. "Not yet." 

"You should. The sooner we get it sorted, the sooner I can stop worrying about the damn thing." 

"I'll ask him." 

"When?" 

"Soon." 

Thomas looked at her for a moment—his kind eyes, his familiar face, the face she had woken up to for thirty-eight years. Then he nodded and returned to his lamb chop, and the moment passed, and she was alone again with her thoughts and her guilt and the phone in her pocket that was heavy with messages she had not sent. 

She sent one at eleven o'clock that night. 

Thomas was asleep. The house was dark. The only light came from the screen of her phone, which she held close to her face, close to her chest, close to her heart. 

Olivia: I can't stop thinking about you. 

The reply came within seconds. 

Harry: Good. 

Olivia: It's not good. It's the opposite of good. 

Harry: Does it feel like the opposite? 

She stared at the words. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. She wanted to tell him the truth—that it felt like falling, like drowning, like the first breath of air after being underwater for too long. She wanted to tell him that she had touched herself again tonight, in the bathroom, with the door locked and the water running and his name on her lips. 

She typed: 

Olivia: No. It doesn't feel like the opposite. 

Harry: Then stop fighting it. 

Olivia: I can't. I'm married. 

Harry: I know. 

Olivia: I love him. 

Harry: I know. 

Olivia: Then why are you doing this? 

There was a pause. A long one. She watched the three dots appear and disappear, appear and disappear, as if he was typing and deleting and typing again. 

Harry: Because I think you're allowed to love him and still want more. 

She put the phone down. 

Picked it up again. 

Olivia: I don't know how to be more. 

Harry: You don't have to know. You just have to let yourself feel it. 

She did not reply. She turned off the phone, placed it on the bedside table, and lay back against the pillows. Beside her, Thomas shifted in his sleep, mumbled something she could not understand, and settled again. 

She stared at the ceiling. 

The room was dark. The house was quiet. The world was full of things she could not name and could not control. 

She reached for the phone. 

Olivia: Tomorrow. The park. Two o'clock. 

Harry: I'll be there. 

She turned off the phone again and closed her eyes. Sleep did not come for a long time. And when it did, she dreamed of water and desks and the sound of a heron's wings lifting into a grey sky. 

Chapter 6: Secluded Turn

The note was tucked into a book.

This was their arrangement now—not discussed, never named, but understood the way two people understand the geography of a room they have shared for years. Olivia would leave a volume on a specific shelf at the back of the charity shop, the one behind the gardening guides, the one no one ever browsed. Harry would find it, read the note, and replace it with a book of his own.

Today's volume was a paperback, the cover creased, the pages yellowed with age. She had chosen it for its title, for the small irony of it, for the way the words sat on her tongue when she whispered them to herself. The English Patient. She had never read it. She had bought it from a box of donations for fifty pence and written her message on the inside of the front cover, where no one would think to look.

Two o'clock. The barn on the Caersws road. You know the one.

He would know. He had mentioned it once, in passing, during one of their walks—a disused barn, half-collapsed, hidden behind a stand of beech trees where the road curved and the world disappeared. A place where no one went. A place where no one would see.

She had been thinking about it for days.

She had been thinking about him for days.

The morning was slow.

Thomas had decided to repaint the kitchen. Not because it needed repainting—the walls were fine, the colour was fine, everything was fine—but because he had reached that point in retirement where small projects had become the architecture of his days. He had already moved the table to the centre of the room and covered it with a dust sheet. The smell of paint thinner hung in the air, sharp and chemical, and Olivia had opened the kitchen window to let in the summer breeze.

"I'll be back by four," she said, picking up her bag.

"Charity shop?"

"Charity shop."

He nodded, already absorbed in the business of masking tape. "Pick up some milk on your way home. We're nearly out."

"I will."

She walked out the front door and did not look back. The sun was high, the sky was clear, and her heart was beating in a rhythm that had nothing to do with exercise and everything to do with anticipation.

The barn was hidden.

She had driven past it twice before she saw the track—a narrow gap in the hedge, barely wide enough for a car, overgrown with nettles and wild garlic. She turned onto it carefully, the wheels crunching on dead leaves, the branches scraping against the paintwork. The track curved once, twice, three times, and then the barn appeared.

It was smaller than she remembered. Or perhaps she had never really seen it, had only registered it as a shape at the edge of a field, a grey rectangle against the green of the hills. The roof had collapsed at one end, and the stone walls were stained with damp, and the door—a single wooden door, warped by weather—hung open at an angle.

Harry's car was already there. A grey hatchback, older than his years, parked in the shade of an ash tree that had grown tall and wild.

She parked beside it and turned off the engine.

The silence was immediate. No traffic, no voices, no sound except the wind in the trees and the distant cry of a buzzard circling somewhere above the valley. She sat for a moment, her hands on the steering wheel, her breath shallow, her thoughts a blur of want and fear and something else, something that felt like the edge of a cliff.

The driver's door of the other car opened.

Harry stepped out. He was wearing the blue shirt again, the one from the fête, and his hair was damp—he had showered recently, she could tell, could smell the soap from where she sat. He walked toward her car, slowly, his hands in his pockets, and stopped by her window.

"Hello," he said.

"Hello."

He opened her door. She stepped out, and the air was warm and soft against her skin, and the smell of wild garlic was everywhere, and he was close enough to touch.

"You came," he said.

"I said I would."

He smiled. The dimple appeared in his left cheek, the one she had noticed at the market, the one she thought about at night when she could not sleep. "I wasn't sure."

"Neither was I."

"But you're here."

"But I'm here."

He reached for her hand. She let him take it—warm, calloused, familiar now, the same hand that had held hers by the reservoir, the same hand that had touched her face in the classroom. He led her toward the barn, toward the open door, toward the dark.

The inside was cooler than the outside.

The stone walls held the cold, and the floor was packed earth, dry and dusty, scattered with straw from some long-ago harvest. The collapsed roof had left a hole in the ceiling, and through it, she could see the sky—a small square of blue, framed by broken rafters, like a painting hung in an empty room.

Harry stopped in the centre of the barn. The light from the hole fell on his face, his shoulders, his hands. He let go of her hand and turned to face her.

"We don't have to do anything," he said. "We can just talk. If you want."

"I don't want to talk."

"Then what do you want?"

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. She thought about the classroom, the desk, the way his body had felt inside hers. She thought about the messages, the nights, the way she had touched herself in the shower with his name on her lips.

"I want you to touch me," she said.

He stepped forward.

His hands found her waist, her hips, the small of her back. He pulled her close, and she could feel him—the heat of him, the length of him, the evidence of his wanting pressing against her belly. She lifted her face to his, and he kissed her.

It was different from the classroom. Slower, deeper, more deliberate. He kissed her like he had all the time in the world, like he was memorising the shape of her mouth, the taste of her tongue, the small sound she made when his teeth grazed her lower lip.

"Olivia," he said.

"Harry."

He unbuttoned her dress.

She stood still as his fingers worked the buttons, one by one, from her collarbone to her waist. The fabric parted, and the cool air touched her skin, and she was standing in a barn with her dress open and her breasts exposed and her heart pounding in her chest.

He looked at her.

Not with hunger—not yet. With something else. Something that looked like wonder, like gratitude, like a man who had been given something he had not expected to receive.

"You're beautiful," he said.

"I'm sixty years old."

"I know what you are." He pushed the dress from her shoulders, and it fell to the ground, pooling around her feet. She was standing in her underwear—plain cotton, practical, the kind of underwear a woman her age wore when she had stopped thinking about anyone seeing it. "You're beautiful."

He knelt.

She watched him. Watched his hands move to her hips, her thighs, the backs of her knees. Watched him press his mouth to her belly, just below her navel, where the skin was soft and the hair was grey. Watched him look up at her, his eyes dark, his mouth open.

"Lie down," he said.

She lay down on the straw.

It was rough against her back, scratchy, unfamiliar. The earth was hard beneath her, and the sky was blue through the hole in the roof, and Harry was kneeling beside her, his hands on her body, his mouth on her skin.

He kissed her again—her neck, her collarbone, the curve of her breast. His fingers found the clasp of her bra, and she lifted her back to help him, and then her breasts were free, and his mouth was on them, his tongue circling her nipples, his teeth grazing the sensitive flesh.

She moaned.

The sound surprised her—loud, raw, unbidden. She had not made that sound with Thomas in years. She had not made that sound with anyone in years. But Harry did not seem surprised. He seemed to expect it, to welcome it, to want more.

"Your hands," she said. "I want your hands."

He slid one hand down her belly, past her navel, into her underwear. His fingers found the soft hair, the slick folds, the small nub of flesh that had been aching for him since the moment she parked the car.

"You're wet," he said.

"Yes."

"So wet."

"Harry, please—"

He pushed two fingers inside her. She gasped, arched her back, dug her heels into the straw. He moved slowly, in and out, curling his fingers at the end of each stroke, finding the spot inside her that made her see stars.

"Like that," she said. "Just like that."

His thumb found her clit, pressing in small circles, and she was close—so close, so fast, too fast—and she grabbed his wrist to slow him down, to make it last, to hold onto the feeling for a moment longer.

"Not yet," she said.

"Not yet?"

"I want you inside me first."

He pulled his hand from her underwear and stood up. His fingers were wet, glistening in the light from the hole in the roof. He looked at them for a moment, then at her, then at the ceiling, as if he was counting to ten in his head.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"I've never been more sure of anything."

He unbuttoned his trousers. She watched him—watched his hands, his hips, the long line of his thighs as he pushed his clothes down. His cock was hard, thick, the head flushed and wet. She had seen it before, in the classroom, but she had not looked, not really, not the way she was looking now.

He knelt between her legs.

"Your underwear," he said.

"Take it off."

He hooked his fingers into the waistband and pulled. The cotton slid down her hips, her thighs, her knees. She lifted her legs to help him, and for a moment, she was naked in a barn with a man half her age, and the sky was blue through the hole in the roof, and she did not care.

He pushed her knees apart.

"Olivia."

"Harry."

He entered her slowly. The same slowness as before, the same gentleness, the same careful attention to the way her body opened for him. She felt every inch of him—the stretch, the fullness, the small ache that was not pain but something close to it, something that made her want to cry.

"Are you alright?" he asked.

"I'm perfect."

He began to move.

Her hands found his back, his shoulders, the curve of his spine. His skin was warm, damp with sweat, and she could feel his muscles working beneath her palms, could feel the effort he was making to stay slow, to stay gentle, to hold himself back.

"Faster," she said.

"Olivia—"

"Faster. I won't break."

He thrust harder. The rhythm changed, became something deeper, something rougher, something that made the straw shift beneath her and the dust rise from the earth and the light from the roof dance across his face.

She wrapped her legs around him.

He groaned. The sound was low, guttural, the sound of a man who was losing control. She wanted him to lose control. She wanted him to take her, to claim her, to make her feel something she had not felt in years.

"Yes," she said. "Yes. Yes."

He drove into her, and she met him thrust for thrust, her hips rising to meet his, her nails digging into his back. The pleasure was building again, faster now, harder now, and she did not want to slow it down, did not want to hold back, did not want anything except this.

"I'm going to—" he started.

"Inside me."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. Inside me. I want to feel you."

He thrust once more, twice, three times, and then he was coming, his face pressed into her neck, his body shuddering against hers. She felt him pulse inside her—once, twice, again—and the feeling of it, the warmth of it, the intimacy of it, pushed her over the edge.

She came with a cry that echoed off the stone walls, a sound she did not recognise, a sound she had never made before. Her body clenched around him, pulling him deeper, and he moaned against her throat, and they lay there together, tangled in straw and dust and the last light of the afternoon.

The buzzard was still circling.

She could see it through the hole in the roof, a dark shape against the blue, turning and turning and turning. Harry was beside her, his arm across her belly, his breath warm on her shoulder. The straw was rough against her back, but she did not want to move.

"I should go," she said.

"Not yet."

"My grandmother used to say that the buzzards know everything," Olivia said. "They see everything. They tell no one."

"That's a good philosophy."

"It's a lonely one."

He propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at her. His hair was dishevelled, his face flushed, his lips still red from kissing her. He looked younger like this, softer, less certain.

"Do you regret it?" he asked.

She thought about it. About Thomas, about the kitchen, about the paint thinner and the masking tape and the milk she had promised to buy. About the messages on her phone and the secret shelf at the charity shop and the life she was building in the spaces between her real life.

"No," she said. "Not yet."

"Not yet?"

"Ask me again tomorrow."

He smiled. The dimple appeared, and she reached up to touch it, her finger tracing the small indent in his cheek. He caught her hand and pressed his mouth to her palm.

"Tomorrow," he said. "I'll ask you tomorrow."

She bought the milk.

It was sitting in the passenger seat of her car, lukewarm now, the plastic bottle sweating in the summer heat. She had driven home with the windows down and the radio off, trying to remember how to be the woman who had left the house that morning.

Thomas was still in the kitchen when she walked in. The painting was finished—the walls were a pale yellow, the colour of buttercups, the colour of something young and hopeful. He was washing his brushes at the sink, his hands covered in paint thinner and soap.

"Did you get the milk?" he asked.

She held up the bottle.

"Warm," she said. "Sorry."

"Doesn't matter. We can put it in the fridge." He dried his hands on a tea towel and walked toward her. "How was the shop?"

"The shop was fine."

"Quiet?"

"Quiet."

He kissed her forehead. The same kiss as always—brief, absent, familiar. She closed her eyes and let herself feel it. The weight of it. The warmth of it. The way it meant nothing and everything at the same time.

"You look different," he said.

"Different how?"

"I don't know." He studied her face, his head tilted. "Younger, maybe. The light in here is different now. The yellow walls. They suit you."

She smiled. It was not a lie, the smile. It was not the truth either. It was something in between, something she was learning to live with.

"I'm going to take a shower," she said.

"In the middle of the afternoon?"

"I'm hot. The shop was stuffy."

He nodded, already turning back toward the sink, already forgetting her. She climbed the stairs, one at a time, her hand on the banister, her legs still trembling from the afternoon.

The bathroom was cool. She turned on the shower, waited for the water to warm, and stepped under the spray. The water ran over her skin—her breasts, her belly, the inside of her thighs where the skin was red from his stubble.

She pressed her forehead against the tiles and closed her eyes.

The water ran.

And ran.

And ran.

Chapter 7: Invitation 

The garden centre was busier than usual for a Wednesday afternoon. 

Thomas had wanted to come alone—something about a new variety of potato, something about the price of compost—but Olivia had offered to drive, and he had not said no, and now they were walking through the aisles together, their shoulders brushing, their hands full of things neither of them needed. 

"The shed roof," Thomas said, stopping in front of a display of power tools. "I was thinking about that young man again. Harry." 

"What about him?" 

"We should ask him. Properly. Not just the shed—the garden, too. The fence needs replacing, and the gate sticks in winter, and I can't do it myself anymore." He picked up a screwdriver, examined it, put it down. "He could come by the house. Look at everything. Give us a quote." 

Olivia's chest tightened. "You want him to come to the house?" 

"Why not? He's local. He's capable. And you know him. That's better than hiring a stranger." 

She thought about Harry in her kitchen. Harry in her garden. Harry in the same rooms where she had raised her children, where she had cooked dinner for thirty-eight years, where she had lain awake at night thinking about the shape of his hands. 

"I can ask him," she said. 

"Good." Thomas moved on to the next display, already distracted by something with a cord and a sharp edge. "Ask him to come by on Friday. I'll be here. We can show him the shed." 

Friday. 

Three days away. 

She sent the message that evening, after Thomas had gone to bed. 

Olivia: Thomas wants you to come to the house. To look at the shed. And the fence. And the gate. 

Harry: When? 

Olivia: Friday. He'll be here. 

Harry: Will you? 

She stared at the screen. The bedroom was dark except for the glow of the phone, and beside her, Thomas was breathing the slow, deep breaths of sleep. She could smell him—the soap he used, the faint musk of his skin, the comfort of a body she had known for most of her life. 

Olivia: Yes. 

Harry: Then I'll be there. 

She turned off the phone and closed her eyes. Sleep did not come easily. When it came, it was full of gardens and sheds and the sound of a gate swinging open in the wind. 

Friday arrived with rain. 

Not the soft rain of spring, the kind that felt like a blessing, but the hard rain of early summer, the kind that came from a grey sky and fell sideways and soaked everything it touched. Olivia stood at the kitchen window, watching the water run down the glass, and tried not to think about the fact that Harry would be here in two hours. 

Thomas was in the shed, clearing space for the work. She could hear him moving things around—the old lawnmower, the broken wheelbarrow, the boxes of things he had not looked at in years. The sounds drifted through the rain, muffled and distant, like a conversation happening in another room. 

She made tea. She drank it. She made another cup and left it on the counter, untouched. 

At ten o'clock, the doorbell rang. 

She walked to the door slowly, her bare feet on the slate floor, her hand reaching for the handle. The brass was cold, the same cold she had felt on the first morning of this story, the cold that had startled her awake and reminded her that she was alive. 

She opened the door. 

Harry was standing on the step, his hair wet, his shirt damp, a toolbox in one hand and a canvas bag in the other. He was wearing boots—work boots, heavy, laced tight—and his jeans were splashed with water from the knees down. 

"Hello," he said. 

"Hello." She stepped back to let him in. "You're wet." 

"It's raining." 

"I noticed." She closed the door behind him. They were standing in the hallway, close enough to touch, close enough to smell—he smelled of rain and soap and something else, something she could not name. "Thomas is in the shed. I'll take you through." 

He followed her down the hallway, past the kitchen, past the stairs, toward the back door. His boots were loud on the stone floor. She was aware of every step, every breath, every inch of space between them. 

The back door opened onto the garden. The rain was still falling, but softer now, a steady curtain that blurred the edges of things. Thomas was standing by the shed, a piece of wood in his hand, his face lit up with the pleasure of a project. 

"Harry," he said, walking toward them. "Good to see you. Thanks for coming." 

"Thanks for asking me." 

Thomas shook his hand—a firm shake, the kind of shake men gave each other when they were sizing something up. "Liv tells me you're a sound engineer." 

"That's the day job. The repairs are the night job." 

"Two jobs. You're a hard worker." 

"I try." 

Thomas nodded, satisfied, and turned toward the shed. "Let me show you the roof. It's worse than it looks." 

Harry glanced at Olivia. Just a glance—quick, almost invisible—but she saw it. Saw the question in his eyes, the want, the worry. She nodded, a small movement, and he followed Thomas into the rain. 

She watched them from the kitchen window. 

They were standing by the shed, their heads tilted back, their hands pointing at different parts of the roof. Thomas was talking—she could see his mouth moving, could see the animation in his hands—and Harry was listening, nodding, asking questions she could not hear. 

They looked comfortable together. Easy. Two men who had found something to agree on. 

She turned away from the window. 

The kitchen was still the same—the slate floor, the AGA stove, the table with the uneven leg. But everything felt different now, charged, as if the air had thickened in the hours since she had woken up. She ran her finger along the edge of the counter, felt the grain of the wood, the small imperfections that had become familiar over the years. 

The back door opened. 

Harry stepped inside, shaking the rain from his hair. His shirt was soaked through, clinging to his shoulders, his chest, the long line of his back. Thomas was behind him, equally wet, equally cheerful. 

"The roof is worse than I thought," Thomas said. "But Harry says he can fix it. And the fence. And the gate." 

"That's a lot of work." 

"It's a lot of work." Thomas walked to the fridge and pulled out three bottles of beer. "But he says he can do it. Over a few weekends. Reasonable rates." 

Olivia looked at Harry. He was standing by the back door, his toolbox at his feet, his hands in his pockets. He was looking at her—not at Thomas, not at the kitchen, not at anything except her. 

"When would you start?" she asked. 

"Next weekend," Harry said. "If that works for you." 

"Next weekend." Thomas handed him a beer. "Perfect. We'll be here. Liv will make tea." 

"I can make tea," Harry said. 

"You're the worker. You don't make tea. The workers get tea made for them." Thomas clinked his bottle against Harry's. "It's the law." 

Harry smiled. The dimple appeared, and Olivia looked away, looked at the window, looked at the rain running down the glass. 

"I'll show you the fence," Thomas said, already walking toward the back door. "It's not far. Just on the other side of the garden." 

Harry set his beer on the counter. He walked past Olivia, close enough that his arm brushed hers, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him through the wet fabric of his shirt. 

"Coming?" he asked. 

"In a minute," she said. "I'll make more tea." 

He followed Thomas into the rain. 

She stood at the counter for a long moment, her hands flat on the wood, her eyes closed. The kitchen was full of the sound of rain and the smell of beer and the echo of his voice. 

She opened her eyes. 

The beer bottle was still on the counter, exactly where he had left it. She picked it up—the glass was cold, wet with condensation—and held it to her lips. She did not drink. She just held it there, feeling the shape of it, the weight of it, the memory of his hand wrapped around the same glass. 

She put it down and walked to the window. 

Thomas and Harry were standing by the fence, their heads together, their hands gesturing at the wood and the posts and the gate that stuck in winter. The rain was falling harder now, and they were both soaked through, but neither of them seemed to notice. 

She watched them for a long time. 

The fence took an hour. 

The gate took another thirty minutes. By the time they came back inside, the rain had stopped, and the sun was trying to break through the clouds, and Olivia had made a pot of tea and a plate of Welsh cakes and set everything on the kitchen table. 

"Sit," she said. "Eat. You're both dripping on my floor." 

Thomas sat. Harry sat. They talked about the fence and the gate and the shed roof—the wood they would need, the tools they would use, the weekends it would take to finish everything. Olivia poured the tea and passed the Welsh cakes and said nothing. 

She was aware of Harry's presence the way she was aware of her own heartbeat—constant, underlying, impossible to ignore. Every time he reached for his cup, she watched his hands. Every time he laughed, she felt it in her chest. Every time he looked at her, she looked away. 

"This is good," Thomas said, holding up a Welsh cake. "Did you make these?" 

"No," Olivia said. "They're from the market. The woman with the stall." 

"They're good." 

"The woman with the stall is good." 

Harry laughed. The sound filled the kitchen, warm and easy, and Thomas laughed too, and for a moment, they were three people sitting around a table, eating Welsh cakes and drinking tea and pretending that the world was simple. 

"I should go," Harry said, standing up. "I've taken enough of your day." 

"You've taken the right amount," Thomas said. "We'll see you next weekend?" 

"Next weekend." Harry picked up his toolbox. "I'll bring the wood. We can start on the fence first thing Saturday." 

Thomas walked him to the door. Olivia stayed at the table, her hands wrapped around her cup, her eyes on the window. She heard Thomas say goodbye. She heard the door open. She heard Harry step outside. 

Then she heard Thomas say, "Liv, come say goodbye." 

She stood up. Walked to the door. Harry was standing on the step, his toolbox in his hand, his face half in shadow and half in light. 

"Goodbye," she said. 

"Goodbye, Mrs. Price." 

Thomas laughed. "Mrs. Price? You can call her Olivia. She's not your teacher anymore." 

Harry looked at her. His eyes were grey, steady, full of something she could not read. 

"Olivia," he said. "Goodbye." 

"Goodbye," she said again. 

He walked to his car. She closed the door. Thomas was already walking back to the kitchen, already talking about the fence and the wood and the weekends ahead. 

She leaned against the door and closed her eyes. 

The rain had stopped. The sun was breaking through the clouds. And somewhere inside her, something was breaking too. 

She messaged him that night. 

Olivia: Next weekend feels like a long time. 

Harry: I know. 

Olivia: Can we meet before then? 

Harry: When? 

Olivia: Tuesday. The shop. After closing. 

Harry: I'll be there. 

She put the phone on the bedside table and rolled onto her side. Thomas was already asleep, his breathing slow and even, his body warm beside hers. 

She reached for him. 

Her hand found his chest, his shoulder, his arm. He stirred, murmured something, and pulled her closer. His body was familiar—the weight of it, the warmth of it, the way he held her without thinking, without wanting, without anything except the habit of thirty-eight years. 

She pressed her face into his neck. 

"Thomas," she whispered. 

"Mm?" 

"Nothing. Go back to sleep." 

He was already gone. His breathing slowed, deepened, became the sound she had heard every night for most of her life. 

She lay awake, her hand on his chest, her eyes open in the dark. 

Tuesday. 

Three days away. 

Chapter 8: Decision 

The rain returned on Tuesday, but Olivia barely noticed it. 

She had been awake since five, lying in the dark, listening to the water run through the gutters and the wind move through the trees. Thomas had stirred at six, kissed her shoulder, and stumbled toward the bathroom without opening his eyes. Now he was gone—breakfast with Geraint, something about fishing, something about the season opening—and the house was empty. 

She stood in front of the wardrobe for a long time. 

The clothes hung in rows—dresses and skirts and blouses she had accumulated over the years, each one with its own memory, its own occasion, its own reason for staying. She ran her fingers across the fabric, feeling the wool and the cotton and the silk, until her hand stopped on something she had not worn in years. 

A dress. Black. Simple. The kind of dress you wore to a funeral or a dinner party or a night when you wanted to feel like someone else. 

She pulled it from the hanger and held it against her body. 

The fabric was soft—older than she remembered, softer than she remembered. She had bought it for Carys's wedding, ten years ago, and had not worn it since. It had hung in the back of the wardrobe, waiting for an occasion that never came. 

Today was the occasion. 

She slipped it over her head and turned to the mirror. The dress fit differently now—tighter in some places, looser in others, the fabric settling against her body in ways she had not expected. She ran her hands down her hips, her thighs, the curve of her waist. 

She looked like a woman who was about to do something she could not undo. 

She left the house at half past four. 

The charity shop was quiet. 

Mair was in the back room, sorting through a box of donations that smelled of mothballs and old perfume. Olivia stood behind the counter, her hands flat on the glass, her eyes on the clock. The minutes moved slowly, each one a small death, each one bringing her closer to five o'clock. 

"You're dressed up," Mair said, appearing in the doorway. 

"Am I?" 

"You're wearing a black dress. You never wear black dresses." 

"I wore this dress to Carys's wedding." 

"That was ten years ago." Mair walked to the counter and leaned against it, her arms crossed, her eyes sharp. "What's happening tonight?" 

"Nothing." 

"Nothing." 

"Nothing." 

Mair stared at her for a long moment. Then she shrugged, pushed off from the counter, and walked back to the back room. "Nothing," she said, loud enough for Olivia to hear. "I've been wearing the same skirt for three days, and she's wearing a funeral dress to nothing." 

Olivia looked at the clock. 

Five minutes to five. 

The bell above the door rang at five o'clock exactly. 

Olivia looked up. Harry was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his hair dry for once, pushed back from his forehead. He was wearing a white shirt—clean, pressed, the kind of shirt a man wore when he wanted to look like he had not tried. 

Mair came out of the back room. "We're closed." 

"I know," Harry said. "I'm here to fix the shelf. The one in the back. I told Olivia I'd do it today." 

Mair looked at Olivia. Olivia looked at Harry. 

"The shelf," Mair said. "In the back." 


"It's been loose for weeks," Harry said. "I noticed it when I fixed the window." 

Mair's eyes moved between them—sharp, assessing, the eyes of a woman who had spent forty years sorting through other people's secrets. "Fine," she said. "Fix the shelf. I'm leaving." 

She walked to the door, unlocked it, and stepped outside. Before she closed it behind her, she turned and looked at Olivia. 

"Lock up when you're done," she said. 

"I will." 

The door closed. The bell rang. And then there was silence. 

Harry walked to the door and turned the lock. 

The click was loud in the quiet shop. Olivia watched his hands—the way they moved, the way they turned the key, the way they rested on the lock for a moment after it was done. 

"There's no shelf," she said. 

"I know." 

"Then why did you say there was?" 

"Because Mair wouldn't have left otherwise." He turned to face her. "She's suspicious, Olivia. She watches you. She watches me. I needed a reason to be here." 

"You could have waited outside." 

"Outside is wet." He walked toward her, slowly, his shoes silent on the wooden floor. "And I didn't want to wait outside. I wanted to be here. With you." 

She stood behind the counter, her hands flat on the glass, her heart pounding in her chest. The black dress was suddenly too tight, too warm, too much. She wanted to tear it off. She wanted to keep it on. She wanted him to tear it off. 

"You look beautiful," he said. 

"I look like I'm going to a funeral." 

"Whose funeral?" 

She did not answer. He reached the counter and stopped, his hands on the glass across from hers, their fingers inches apart. 

"I've been thinking about you," he said. 

"I know." 

"Every day. Every night." 

"I know." 

"I can't stop." 

She looked at his hands. The long fingers, the calloused palms, the small scar on his knuckle that she had never noticed before. She wanted to touch him. She wanted to feel his skin against hers. She wanted to forget everything she knew about being a wife and a mother and a woman of sixty years. 

"Come around," she said. 

He walked around the counter. She turned to face him, and they were close—so close—the glass of the counter behind her, the warmth of his body in front of her. 

"Olivia." 

"Harry." 

He kissed her. 

It was different from the barn—softer, slower, more deliberate. He kissed her like he was trying to memorize her, like he was afraid she would disappear, like he had all the time in the world and none of it mattered. 

She pulled away. "Not here." 

"Where?" 

"The back room. There's a sofa. Mair sleeps on it sometimes." 

He raised his eyebrows. "Mair sleeps on it?" 

"Mair naps on it. There's a difference." 

He smiled, and she took his hand, and she led him through the door at the back of the shop, into the room where the donations were sorted and the clothes were steamed and the secrets were kept. 

The sofa was small. 

It was covered in a floral pattern—faded, worn, the fabric soft from years of use. Harry sat down first, and Olivia sat beside him, and then she was in his lap, her legs across his thighs, her hands on his shoulders, his hands on her hips. 

"Tell me what you want," he said. 

"I want you to stop asking what I want." 

"I want to make sure—" 

"I'm sure." She kissed him, hard, her fingers in his hair, her tongue in his mouth. He groaned, and she felt it in his chest, in her thighs, in the place between her legs that had been aching for him since the barn. 

He pulled the black dress over her head. 

She sat in his lap in her underwear—the same plain cotton, the same practical choices, the same body that had been sixty for a year and would be sixty-one in September. He looked at her the same way he had looked at her in the barn, the same wonder, the same gratitude, the same hunger. 

"You," he said. "Just you." 

He laid her down on the sofa. 

The floral fabric was rough against her back, and the cushions were too small, and her legs hung over the edge, and none of it mattered. His hands were on her body, his mouth on her skin, his fingers inside her, and she was drowning in the feeling of it. 

"Please," she said. "Please." 

He pushed her underwear to the side and entered her in one motion. She cried out—loud, too loud—and he covered her mouth with his hand. 

"Mair," he whispered. "She might come back." 

Olivia laughed. The sound was muffled by his palm, but he felt it, felt the vibration of it, and he smiled. 

"She won't come back," Olivia said. "She never comes back." 

He moved inside her. The sofa creaked beneath them, and the springs protested, and the afternoon light came through the dusty window and fell across his face. She watched him—the concentration, the pleasure, the way his eyes closed when she tightened around him. 

"Look at me," she said. 

He opened his eyes. 

"I'm not going to stop," she said. "I thought I would. After the barn. I thought I would feel guilty and I would stop and everything would go back to normal." 

"And?" 

"And I don't feel guilty." 

He thrust deeper. She gasped, arched her back, dug her heels into the sofa. 

"I feel alive," she said. "I feel like I've been asleep for years and I'm finally awake." 

"Olivia—" 

"I'm not going to stop." She pulled his face down to hers, her lips against his ear. "I'm not going to stop." 

He came inside her with a groan that he pressed into her neck, and she held him there, her legs wrapped around his hips, her hands on his back, her eyes on the ceiling. 

The dust motes floated in the light. 

The afternoon passed. 

And somewhere in the back room of a charity shop, on a floral sofa that had seen better days, Olivia Price made a decision she had been making for weeks without admitting it to herself. 

She was not going to stop. 

They lay on the sofa for a long time afterward. 

The light had shifted, grown softer, turned from gold to amber. Harry's head was on her chest, her fingers were in his hair, and the world outside the window was wet and grey and full of rain. 

"I should go," he said. 

"Soon." 

"Thomas will be home." 

"Soon." 

He lifted his head and looked at her. His face was soft, unguarded, younger than his years. "What happens now?" 

"I don't know." 

"Are you going to tell him?" 

"No." 

"Are you going to stop seeing me?" 

"No." 

"Then what?" 

She looked at the ceiling. The dust motes were still floating, still dancing, still doing the same thing they had been doing for hours. 

"I don't know," she said again. "I just know I can't stop. I've tried. I've told myself a hundred times that this is wrong, that I'm betraying him, that I'm putting everything at risk. But every time I tell myself to stop, I want you more." 

Harry pressed his mouth to her shoulder. "That's not an answer." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then he sat up, reached for his shirt, and began to dress. She watched him—the long line of his back, the curve of his spine, the small mole on his shoulder blade that she had not noticed before. 

"Next weekend," he said. "At the house. For the fence." 

"Thomas will be there." 

"I know." He pulled his shirt over his head. "But Thomas won't be there all the time. There will be moments. Gaps. Spaces where we can—" 

"Don't." 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't plan it." She sat up, reached for her dress. "If we plan it, it becomes something. If it becomes something, I have to think about it. And if I have to think about it, I'll talk myself out of it." 

He turned to face her. His shirt was buttoned wrong—the second button in the third hole, the collar crooked. She wanted to fix it. She wanted to leave it. 

"So I should just show up," he said. "And wait for a moment." 

"Yes." 

"And if the moment doesn't come?" 

She stood up. The black dress was wrinkled, crushed, ruined in ways that had nothing to do with fabric and everything to do with her. 

"Then the moment doesn't come," she said. "And we wait for the next one." 

She locked the shop behind them. 

The rain had stopped, and the street was wet and shining in the evening light. Harry's car was parked at the kerb, and he was standing by the driver's door, his hands in his pockets, his head tilted. 

"Olivia." 

"Yes?" 

"Thank you." 

"For what?" 

He looked at her for a long moment. The light caught his face, his eyes, the small smile that was not quite a smile. 

"For not stopping," he said. 

He got into his car and drove away. 

She stood on the pavement, the keys to the shop in her hand, the black dress damp at the hem, and watched his taillights disappear around the corner. 

Then she walked to her own car, sat in the driver's seat, and rested her forehead against the steering wheel. 

She did not cry. 

She did not pray. 

She did not do any of the things she had imagined herself doing when she had imagined this moment. 

She just sat there, in the gathering dark, and let herself feel everything she had been trying not to feel. 

The want. 

The guilt. 

The joy. 

The fear. 

All of it. 

Thomas was home when she got back. 

He was in the kitchen, standing at the stove, stirring something that smelled like onions and garlic and red wine. He looked up when she walked in, and his face broke into a smile. 

"There you are," he said. "I made dinner. Risotto. It's probably terrible." 

"I'm sure it's fine." 

"You're wearing your funeral dress." 

She looked down at the black dress, still wrinkled, still damp at the hem. "I wore it to the shop. Mair said I looked nice." 

"Mair said you looked nice?" 

"Mair said I looked like I was going to a funeral." 

Thomas laughed. The sound filled the kitchen, warm and easy, and she closed her eyes and let it wash over her. 

"Well," he said, turning back to the stove. "You're not at a funeral. You're at home. And dinner is almost ready. Go change. Put on something comfortable." 

She climbed the stairs, one at a time, her hand on the banister. The bedroom was dark, the curtains still drawn from the morning, and she stood in front of the wardrobe and hung the black dress back in its place. 

She pulled on a jumper and a pair of old trousers and walked back downstairs. 

Thomas was at the table, two plates of risotto steaming in front of him. He had lit a candle—a small one, the kind she used when the power went out—and it flickered in the centre of the table. 

"What's this?" she asked. 

"I told you. Dinner." 

"You lit a candle." 

"It was dark." He gestured to the window. "It's been raining all day. I thought the candle would be nice." 

She sat down across from him. The risotto was good—better than good, rich and creamy and full of mushrooms. She ate it slowly, tasting each bite, feeling the warmth spread through her chest. 

"Liv," Thomas said. 

"Yes?" 

"I'm glad you're home." 

She looked at him across the table. His face was soft in the candlelight, the lines around his eyes deeper than she remembered, the grey in his beard more pronounced. 

"Me too," she said. 

She reached across the table and took his hand. His palm was warm, calloused, familiar. She held it for a long moment, and he held hers, and the candle flickered between them. 

She thought about Harry. 

She thought about the back room of the charity shop. 

She thought about the look on his face when he said thank you. 

And she thought about the woman she was becoming—the woman who wore funeral dresses to nothing, who lay down on floral sofas with men half her age, who said I'm not going to stop and meant it. 

She did not know what to do with that woman. 

She was not sure she wanted to know. 

So she held her husband's hand, and she ate her dinner, and she let the candle burn down to nothing. 

Chapter 9: Day of Care 

The cottage on Penygraig smelled of wool and woodsmoke and something baking. 

Harry parked his car at the bottom of the lane—the track was too narrow for anything wider than a tractor—and walked the rest of the way, his boots squelching in the mud left by three days of rain. The hills were green around him, the same green he had grown up with, the same green he had thought he would escape and then discovered he could not live without. 

Beti was in the kitchen when he arrived. 

She was standing at the stove, her back to the door, a wooden spoon in her hand. She was small—smaller than she used to be, although he would never tell her that—and her white hair was pinned in a bun that had been the same shape for as long as he could remember. 

"You're late," she said, without turning around. 

"Good morning to you too." 

"I said you'd be here at nine. It's quarter past." 

"The lane is flooded." 

"The lane is always flooded." She turned, finally, and looked at him. Her eyes were blue—the same blue as his, the same blue as his mother's—and they missed nothing. "You've lost weight." 

"I haven't lost weight." 

"You've lost weight. Your shirt is loose." 

"My shirt is fine." 

"Your shirt is loose." She turned back to the stove. "Sit down. Eat. You're making me nervous." 

He sat at the kitchen table—the same table he had sat at since he was a child, the same table where he had done his homework and eaten his dinner and learned to read from the newspapers Beti kept in a stack by the window. The wood was scarred with years of use, and the legs were uneven, and a mug of tea was waiting for him in the exact spot where he always sat. 

"You remembered," he said. 

"I'm old. I'm not dead." 

He smiled and reached for the mug. The tea was strong—too strong, the way Beti had always made it, the way his mother had made it before her. He drank it standing up, because Beti was already moving, already pulling things from the oven, already filling the kitchen with the smell of lamb and rosemary and something else he could not name. 

"You didn't have to cook," he said. 

"I always cook." 

"On a Thursday?" 

"I always cook," she said again, "for people who visit me. Which you don't do enough." 

"I was here last week." 

"You were here to fix the gate. That doesn't count." 

He set down the mug and walked to the stove. Beti was shorter than him—had been shorter than him since he was fourteen—and he could see the top of her head, the small bald spot she tried to hide with the bun, the pale skin that had never seen the sun. 

"I'm here now," he said. 

"You're here now," she agreed. "Sit down. The cawl is ready." 

The cawl was the same. 

It was always the same—the same lamb, the same leeks, the same potatoes cut into the same uneven chunks. He had eaten this soup a thousand times, had dreamed about it when he was working late at the studio, had tried to make it himself and failed because he could never get the seasoning right. 

Beti watched him eat. 

She always watched him eat. It was her way of measuring—his health, his happiness, his state of mind. She could tell more from the way he held a spoon than from anything he said. 

"There's a woman," she said. 

He stopped chewing. 

"I can tell," she said. "You've got that look. The same look your father had, God rest his restless soul." 

"There's no woman." 

"Liar." 

"Beti—" 

"I'm not asking who she is." She sat down across from him, her own bowl of cawl untouched. "I'm asking if she makes you happy." 

He looked at his grandmother. At her sharp eyes, her wrinkled hands, the small scar above her eyebrow where she had fallen as a child and never bothered to have stitched. She had raised him. She had fed him and clothed him and taught him everything that mattered. And she had never, not once, judged him for anything. 

"Yes," he said. "She makes me happy." 

Beti nodded. She picked up her spoon, dipped it into the cawl, and took a small, careful sip. 

"Then be careful," she said. "Happiness is expensive. It costs more than you think." 

They ate in silence for a while. 

The rain had started again—soft at first, then harder, drumming on the roof of the cottage like a thousand small fists. Harry looked out the window, at the hills disappearing behind the grey curtain, and thought about Olivia. 

He thought about her hands. The way they moved when she talked, the way they touched things without thinking—the edge of a counter, the spine of a book, the small of her own back when she was tired. He thought about her voice. The way it changed when she was alone with him—lower, softer, full of something she did not show to anyone else. 

"You're thinking about her now," Beti said. 

"I'm thinking about work." 

"You're thinking about her. I can see it in your eyes." She set down her spoon and folded her hands on the table. "Is she married?" 

The question hung in the air between them. 

"Beti—" 

"Is she married?" 

"Yes." 

"Does her husband know?" 

"No." 

Beti was quiet for a long moment. The rain drummed on the roof. The fire crackled in the stove. Harry could hear his own heartbeat, loud in his ears, louder than it should have been. 

"I was married once," Beti said. "Before your grandfather. A long time ago. Before the war." She looked at her hands—at the cracked skin, the swollen knuckles, the wedding ring she still wore even though her husband had been dead for fifteen years. "He was a fool. I was a fool. We were both fools, and we hurt people, and in the end, it wasn't worth it." 

"That's not—" 

"It's always the same story, cariad. Different faces. Different names. But the same story." She reached across the table and took his hand. Her fingers were cold, bony, fierce. "I'm not telling you to stop. I'm not telling you to tell the truth. I'm just telling you to be careful. Because when it ends—and it will end—you'll have to live with yourself afterward. Make sure you like the person you become." 

He looked at her hand in his. The veins were raised, blue, fragile. He could feel her pulse, thin and fast, the same pulse that had been beating for eighty-two years. 

"I like who I am now," he said. 

"Good." She pulled her hand back and picked up her spoon. "Then make sure you keep liking him." 

He stayed until the rain stopped. 

He helped Beti with the washing-up, dried the dishes with a tea towel that smelled of lavender, and stacked them in the cupboard where they had always been stacked. He swept the kitchen floor, fed the fire, and checked the lock on the back door—the same lock he had checked a hundred times before, the same lock that had never been broken. 

"Stop fussing," Beti said from her chair by the stove. "You're worse than your mother." 

"I'm not fussing. I'm being helpful." 

"You're fussing." She pulled her knitting from the basket beside her—a scarf, pale blue, the colour of the sky after rain—and began to work the needles. "Go home. See your woman. Do whatever it is you do." 

"Beti—" 

"I'm old, not stupid." She did not look up from her knitting. "I know you're seeing someone. I know she's married. I know you think I don't approve." 

"Do you approve?" 

She was quiet for a moment. The needles clicked. The fire crackled. The rain had stopped, and the only sound was the drip of water from the eaves and the distant cry of a buzzard somewhere in the hills. 

"I approve of you," she said finally. "I approve of you being happy. I approve of you being loved. The rest of it—" She shrugged, a small movement of her shoulders. "The rest of it is between you and God." 

Harry walked to her chair, bent down, and kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled of woodsmoke and lavender and something else, something that had always smelled like home. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I know." She patted his cheek, never taking her eyes off the knitting. "Now go. You're tracking mud on my floor." 

He drove home slowly. 

The roads were wet, and the sky was grey, and the hills were shrouded in mist that made the world feel smaller, closer, more intimate. He thought about what Beti had said—about happiness being expensive, about liking the person he became, about the story being the same no matter the faces. 

He did not believe her. 

Not because she was wrong. Beti was never wrong. But because he could not imagine regretting Olivia. He could not imagine looking back at this—at her hands, her voice, the way she said his name—and feeling anything except gratitude. 

His phone buzzed in his pocket. 

He pulled over to the side of the road—a habit, one of the few safe habits he had left—and read the message. 

Olivia: Thomas is at the garden centre. I'm alone until four. 

He stared at the words. 

His heart was beating faster. His hands were shaking. He wanted to see her. He wanted to feel her. He wanted to be inside her, around her, everywhere at once. 

Harry: I'll be there in twenty minutes. 

He put the phone in his pocket and pulled back onto the road. 

The mist was lifting. The hills were appearing. And somewhere, in a house on Mount Street, Olivia Price was waiting for him. 

Chapter 10: Echo 

The house was too quiet. 

Olivia had noticed it first thing in the morning, when Thomas kissed her goodbye and walked out the door with a fishing rod in one hand and a thermos in the other. The silence had settled over the rooms like dust, soft and pervasive, and no matter how many windows she opened or radios she turned on, she could not shake it. 

She had told Harry to come at two. 

It was now one-fifteen, and she had already cleaned the kitchen twice, rearranged the books on the living room shelf, and cut a dozen roses from the garden only to put them in a vase and then take them out again. 

The roses lay on the kitchen table, their petals already beginning to wilt, their scent filling the room with something that smelled like regret. 

She stood at the window and watched the street. 

No cars. No people. No movement except the leaves of the silver birch across the road, turning their pale undersides to the wind. 

She thought about the last time she had been alone in this house. It had been before the affair—before the market, before the coffee, before the desk in the empty classroom. She had moved through the rooms the same way she always moved: slowly, comfortably, without thinking. She had made tea and drunk it. She had read a book and forgotten it. She had waited for Thomas to come home and felt nothing except the mild pleasure of a day to herself. 

Now the waiting was different. 

Now the waiting had edges. 

She heard his car before she saw it. 

The engine was quiet—a small hatchback, not the kind of car that announced itself—but she had been listening for it, had been listening for the past hour, and her ears caught the sound before her eyes found the shape. 

He parked across the street, in the shade of the birch tree. The driver's door opened, and he stepped out, and she watched him walk toward the house. 

He was wearing jeans. Dark ones, the same ones he always wore. A jumper—grey, soft-looking, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His hair was dry today, pushed back from his forehead, and his hands were in his pockets, and his face was serious in a way that made her chest ache. 

The doorbell rang. 

She walked to the door slowly, her bare feet on the slate floor, her hand reaching for the handle. The brass was warm from the afternoon sun, and she held it for a moment, feeling the heat of it, before she turned and pulled. 

"Hello," she said. 

"Hello." He stood on the step, his hands still in his pockets, his eyes on her face. "You look different." 

"Different how?" 

"I don't know." He stepped inside, and she closed the door behind him. The hallway was narrow, and they were close—closer than they had been in the charity shop, closer than they had been in the barn. "Younger. Is that possible? To look younger than you did yesterday?" 

"I'm not younger than I was yesterday." 

"You look it." He did not touch her. He stood with his hands at his sides, his body still, his eyes moving across her face as if he was memorizing it. "I've been thinking about you." 

"I know." 

"All morning. All week. Every day since the barn." 

"Harry—" 

"I'm not asking for anything." He said it quickly, as if he had been rehearsing it. "I'm not asking you to leave him. I'm not asking you to choose. I'm just asking you to let me be here. In this house. In your life. In whatever space you have." 

She looked at him. 

At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. She thought about the first time she had seen him—a boy of fifteen, sitting in the back of her classroom, his head down, his pen moving across the page. She had not known then what he would become. She had not known that he would grow into a man who stood in her hallway and asked for nothing except the right to stay. 

"Come in," she said. "I'll make tea." 

The kitchen was the same. 

The slate floor, the AGA stove, the table with the uneven leg. But the light was different today—softer, the sun filtered through the clouds that had gathered over the hills—and everything looked painted, golden, unreal. 

Harry sat at the table. She filled the kettle and set it on the stove. 

"You have a nice home," he said. 

"Thank you." 

"It's warm. It feels lived-in." 

"It's been lived-in for a long time." She took mugs from the cupboard—the blue one for Thomas, the green one for herself, the plain white one for guests. She set the white mug in front of Harry. "Thirty-two years. We moved in when Carys was two." 

"Has it changed much?" 

"The house? No." She sat down across from him. The kettle was heating, the water beginning to hum. "The garden has changed. I've changed. Thomas has changed. But the house is the same. It holds onto things." 

"Like what?" 

She looked around the kitchen. The scratches on the table, the worn spot on the floor by the sink, the small dent in the wall where Ioan had thrown a toy truck last Christmas. Every mark was a memory. Every memory was a weight. 

"Everything," she said. "It holds onto everything." 

The kettle began to whistle. She stood up, poured the water into the teapot, and carried it to the table. The ritual was familiar—the waiting, the pouring, the small silence while the tea steeped. She had done this a thousand times. She had never done it with him. 

"Thomas asked about you," she said. 

"What did he say?" 

"He said you seemed like a good lad." She poured the tea, watched the liquid darken in the mugs. "He said he trusted you." 

Harry wrapped his hands around the white mug. "He shouldn't." 

"Probably not." 

"Do you trust me?" 

She looked at him. At his hands, his face, the way he held the mug as if it was the only thing keeping him warm. "I don't know," she said. "I don't know if trust is the right word. I know I want you here. I know I've been thinking about you. I know that when I'm with you, I feel like someone I used to know." 

"Who?" 

"Myself." She set down the teapot. "The self I was before I became a wife and a mother and a retired teacher. The self who read books and walked in the rain and thought that anything was possible." 

"And now?" 

"Now I'm here. In this kitchen. With you." She touched his hand. Just his fingers, just the tips, just enough to feel the warmth. "And I don't know what happens next." 

They sat at the table for a long time. 

The tea grew cold. The light shifted, the shadows lengthened, and the clock on the wall ticked away the minutes. They did not talk about the affair. They did not talk about Thomas, or Beti, or the future. They talked about small things—the garden, the weather, a book she had read and he had not. 

"The roses," he said, looking out the window. "Are they yours?" 

"I planted them. Most of them." 

"The pink ones. By the fence." 

"The 'Generous Gardener.'" She smiled. "That's what they're called. It's a stupid name." 

"I like it." He stood up and walked to the window. "Can I see them?" 

She led him into the garden. 

The air was warm, softer than it had been in the morning, and the clouds had parted, letting through a pale gold light that made everything look gentler. The roses were blooming—the pink ones, the red ones, the white ones that climbed the wall by the shed. 

Harry knelt by the 'Generous Gardener' and touched a petal. 

"They're soft," he said. 

"They're roses." 

"I've never really looked at a rose before." He glanced up at her. "I've seen them, obviously. I've walked past them. But I've never looked." 

"And now?" 

"Now I understand why people write poems about them." 

She stood behind him, her hands at her sides, her eyes on his back. He was still kneeling, still touching the rose, and the sun was in his hair, and she wanted to hold him. She wanted to put her arms around him and press her face into his neck and forget everything she knew about right and wrong. 

She did not. 

She stood very still, and she watched him, and she waited. 

"Olivia." He stood up and turned to face her. "Can I stay?" 

"You are staying." 

"For a while. Not just today. I mean—" He ran a hand through his hair, a gesture she had never seen before, something anxious and young. "I mean, can I be part of your life? Not just the secret part. The other part. The everyday part. The part where you drink tea and read books and tend your roses." 

"That's the part I share with Thomas." 

"I know." He stepped closer. "But it's also the part that's yours. And I want to know it. I want to know you." 

She looked at the house, at the kitchen window, at the blue mug still on the table where Thomas would have sat. She looked at the roses, the garden, the small square of earth she had cultivated for thirty-two years. She looked at Harry, at his grey eyes, his serious mouth, his hands hanging at his sides. 

"Stay for dinner," she said. "Thomas won't be back until seven. I'll cook. We'll eat. And then—" 

"And then?" 

"And then we'll see." 

She cooked. 

Pasta with tomatoes from the garden, basil from the windowsill, garlic from the market. The same dish she had made a hundred times, the same dish she had made for Thomas on the night he had kissed her forehead and told her it was enough. 

Harry sat at the kitchen table and watched her. 

"I feel like I'm watching a different person," he said. 

"I'm the same person I've always been." 

"You're not. You're someone who cooks with her hands. You're someone who tastes the sauce with her finger. You're someone who hums when she's focused." 

She stopped humming. "I didn't know I was humming." 

"You were humming. Something by the Beatles. I think." 

She laughed. The sound surprised her—loud, unguarded, the same laugh she had laughed in the cafe, the same laugh she had thought she had lost. "I don't know any songs by the Beatles." 

"Everyone knows songs by the Beatles." 

"I teach you something about roses, you teach me something about music. Fair?" 

"Fair." 

She plated the pasta—two plates, one for him, one for her—and carried them to the table. He had opened a bottle of wine, some red thing Thomas had bought at the market, and he poured two glasses and set one in front of her. 

"To new things," he said, raising his glass. 

"To new things." 

They drank. They ate. They talked about nothing and everything. The afternoon passed, the light faded, and the clock on the wall ticked toward seven. 

He left at half past six. 

She stood at the door and watched him walk to his car. The street was quiet, the houses dark, the only light coming from the streetlamp at the corner. He turned before he got into the car and looked at her. 

"Thank you," he said. 

"For what?" 

"For dinner. For the garden. For letting me stay." 

She nodded. She did not say anything. She could not find the words. 

He got into the car and drove away. 

She closed the door and leaned against it, her forehead pressed to the wood, her eyes closed. The house was quiet again, but the silence was different now—fuller, heavier, as if the rooms were holding their breath. 

She walked to the kitchen and washed the dishes. 

The white mug, the two plates, the wine glasses. She dried them and put them away, and then she stood at the window and looked at the garden. 

The roses were dark now, the colour drained from them by the fading light. But they were still there. Still blooming. Still holding on. 

She heard Thomas's car in the driveway. 

She turned from the window, smoothed her jumper, and walked to the front door. When he came in—smelling of river water and fresh air, his face pink from the sun—she kissed his cheek. 

"How was it?" she asked. 

"Caught nothing." He laughed and hung his coat on the hook. "But Geraint caught three. He won't shut up about it." 

"Dinner's in the fridge. I ate already. I was hungry." 

He nodded, already walking toward the kitchen, already reaching for the fridge. "You look tired." 

"I am tired." 

"Go to bed. I'll clean up." 

She climbed the stairs, one at a time, her hand on the banister. The bedroom was dark, the curtains still drawn, and she lay down on the bed without undressing. 

She stared at the ceiling. 

The minutes passed. She heard Thomas in the kitchen, the clink of plates, the wash of water. She heard him climb the stairs, walk down the hall, stop at the bedroom door. 

"Liv?" 

"Yes?" 

He came in, sat on the edge of the bed, and put his hand on her shoulder. "Are you alright?" 

"I'm fine." 

"You seem different." 

"Different how?" 

He was quiet for a moment. The room was dark, and she could not see his face, but she could feel him thinking, feel him searching for the right words. 

"Happier," he said finally. "You seem happier." 

She closed her eyes. 

"I am happier," she said. 

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. The same kiss. The same gentleness. The same quiet love that had held her together for thirty-eight years. 

"Good," he said. "That's good." 

He stood up, walked to his side of the bed, and began to undress. She listened to the sounds—the belt, the buttons, the soft fall of his clothes to the floor. Then the bed shifted as he lay down beside her, and the sheets rustled as he settled into his place. 

"Goodnight, Liv." 

"Goodnight, Thomas." 

She lay awake for a long time after he fell asleep. 

She thought about Harry. About the way he had looked at the roses. About the way he had said I want to know you. About the way her heart had beat faster when he walked through the door. 

She thought about Thomas. About the way he had said you seem happier. About the way he had kissed her forehead. About the way he trusted her without knowing the truth. 

She thought about the woman she was becoming—the woman who cooked pasta for one man and kissed another, the woman who tended roses and told lies, the woman who felt more alive than she had in years. 

She did not know what to do with that woman. 

But she was tired of pretending she did not exist. 

Chapter 11: Two Scripts 

The shed roof took three weekends. 

Harry arrived on Saturdays at eight, when the morning was still cool and the dew was still on the grass. Thomas met him in the garden with a cup of tea and a list of things to do, and they worked together until noon—the older man handing up planks of wood, the younger one on the ladder, hammering and measuring and calling down questions about angles and nails. 

Olivia watched from the kitchen window. 

She had stopped pretending not to watch. She stood at the sink with a tea towel in her hands, or sat at the table with a book she was not reading, or leaned against the counter with a mug that had gone cold. Her eyes found him automatically, the way they had once found her children in a crowded playground, the way they had once found a particular desk in a particular row of a particular classroom. 

"You're staring," Thomas said behind her. 

She turned. He was standing in the doorway, his face flushed from the sun, his hands dirty from the garden. 

"I'm watching," she said. "There's a difference." 

"Watching. Staring." He walked to the fridge and pulled out two bottles of water. "He's good, isn't he? Harry. Knows what he's doing." 

"He seems to." 

"Better than me. I'd have fallen off that ladder three times by now." 

She looked back at the window. Harry was on the roof, his back to her, his shoulders moving as he hammered. The muscles in his arms were visible beneath the thin fabric of his t-shirt, and she watched them flex and release, flex and release, in a rhythm that made her chest tight. 

"I'll take him some water," Thomas said, already walking toward the back door. 

"No—I'll do it." 

Thomas stopped. He looked at her, then at the window, then back at her. "Alright," he said, handing her the bottles. "You take it. I'll start on the fence." 

She walked out the back door with the water in her hands. The grass was damp beneath her bare feet, and the sun was warm on her shoulders, and Harry was on the ladder, climbing down, his hammer tucked into his belt. 

"Thomas sent water," she said. 

"He sent you." 

"He sent water. I'm the delivery service." 

He reached the bottom of the ladder and took the bottle from her hand. Their fingers touched—just a brush, just a second, just enough to feel—and he looked at her over the rim of the bottle as he drank. 

"The roof is almost done," he said. 

"I can see that." 

"Two more weekends. Maybe three." 

"And then the fence." 

"And then the fence." He capped the bottle and set it on the ground. "And then the gate. And then I run out of things to fix at your house." 

She looked at him. At the sweat on his forehead, the dust on his jeans, the small cut on his finger where the wood had splintered. "You could find other things to fix." 

"I could." 

"The kitchen tap drips." 

"I noticed." 

"The window in the spare room doesn't close properly." 

"I noticed that too." 

"You notice everything." 

He stepped closer. Just a step. Just enough that she could smell him—sweat and wood and something clean beneath it all. "I notice you," he said. "I've been noticing you since I was fifteen years old." 

"Harry—" 

"Thomas is at the fence." He glanced over his shoulder, then back at her. "He can't see us from there." 

"That doesn't mean—" 

"I'm not asking for anything." His voice was low, careful. "I'm just telling you. I notice you. The way you stand at the window. The way you look at me when you think I'm not watching. The way you touch your neck when you're nervous." 

She touched her neck. 

He smiled. "Like that." 

She dropped her hand. "You're impossible." 

"I'm patient." He picked up the bottle and walked toward the ladder. "There's a difference." 

The afternoon was hotter than usual. 

Olivia had made sandwiches—cheese and pickle, Thomas's favourite—and they ate them at the garden table, the three of them, like a family pretending to be ordinary. Thomas talked about the fence. Harry talked about the shed. Olivia listened and poured lemonade and said nothing. 

"You're quiet," Thomas said. 

"I'm tired." 

"It's the heat." He leaned back in his chair and looked at the sky. "We should get a paddling pool. For the grandchildren. Something small." 

"We don't have room for a paddling pool." 

"We have room. The garden is big enough." 

"The garden is full of roses." 

"The roses can share." He turned to Harry. "What do you think? Paddling pool?" 

Harry looked at Olivia. Just a glance, quick and unreadable. "I think the grandchildren would love it." 

"See?" Thomas pointed at Harry. "He agrees with me. He's a smart man." 

"He's a polite man. There's a difference." 

Thomas laughed. The sound was loud, warm, the sound of a man who had nothing to hide. "Same thing, Liv. Same thing." 

She stood up and began to clear the plates. Harry stood too, reaching for the glasses, and for a moment, they were close—his hand on the glass, her hand on the plate, their arms brushing in a way that looked accidental and was not. 

"I'll help," he said. 

"You're the guest." 

"I'm the handyman. Handymen help." 

Thomas waved a hand. "Let him help. It's good manners." 

She walked into the kitchen with Harry behind her. The door swung shut, and they were alone, surrounded by the smell of cheese and pickle and the sound of the fridge humming. 

"Thomas is at the table," she said. 

"He can't see us." 

"He can hear us." 

"Then we'll be quiet." 

He set the glasses on the counter and turned to face her. His hands were on his hips, his head tilted, his eyes dark in the afternoon light. 

"You're playing a dangerous game," she whispered. 

"I'm not playing anything." He stepped closer. "I'm just helping you clear the table." 

"Harry—" 

"Your husband is twenty feet away. The door is open. Anyone could walk in." He picked up a tea towel and began to dry the glasses, slowly, deliberately. "I'm not going to touch you. I'm not going to kiss you. I'm just going to stand here and dry these glasses and think about all the things I want to do to you." 

Her breath caught. 

"What things?" she asked. 

He looked at her. The tea towel was still in his hands, the glass was still wet, and the afternoon light was falling across his face in a way that made him look older and younger at the same time. 

"Everything," he said. "Every single thing." 

Thomas called him back to the garden. 

Harry set down the tea towel and walked out the back door without looking at her. She stood at the counter, her hands flat on the wood, her heart pounding in her chest. The glasses were dry. The plates were stacked. The kitchen was empty except for the hum of the fridge and the echo of his voice. 

Every single thing. 

She pressed her hands to her face and breathed. 

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur. 

She worked in the garden—deadheading roses, pulling weeds, doing anything that kept her hands busy and her mind elsewhere. Thomas and Harry worked on the fence, their voices drifting across the lawn, a low murmur of measurements and plans. 

At five o'clock, Harry packed his tools. 

"The roof next weekend," Thomas said, shaking his hand. "Then the fence the weekend after. We're making good progress." 

"Good progress," Harry agreed. He looked at Olivia, standing by the roses, her hands dirty, her hair escaping from its pins. "Thank you for the sandwiches." 

"Thank you for the help." 

He walked to his car. She watched him go—the same way she always watched him go, the same way she had watched him drive away from the charity shop and the barn and the house on Mount Street. 

"He's a good man," Thomas said, coming to stand beside her. 

"He seems like one." 

"I trust him." Thomas put his arm around her shoulder. "That's rare. I don't trust many people. But I trust him." 

She leaned into him. His body was warm, familiar, the same warmth that had held her for thirty-eight years. 

"I trust him too," she said. 

That night, after Thomas was asleep, she sent a message. 

Olivia: Next weekend. Thomas is going to Cardiff to see Carys. He'll be gone from Friday to Sunday. 

Harry: Three days? 

Olivia: Three days. 

Harry: I'll be there. 

She put the phone on the bedside table and rolled onto her side. Thomas was breathing beside her, slow and even, his face peaceful in the dark. 

She thought about the shed roof and the fence and the gate that stuck in winter. She thought about the kitchen counter and the tea towel and the way he had said every single thing. She thought about the three days that were coming—three days of nothing and everything, three days of pretending to be someone she was not sure she knew. 

She closed her eyes. 

The house was quiet. 

The roses were blooming. 

And somewhere, in the dark, she was waiting. 

Chapter 12: Mirror 

The mirror in the hallway had hung on the same wall for thirty-two years. 

Olivia had chosen it herself, back when she and Thomas were still young enough to argue about furniture. She had wanted something old, something with weight, something that would catch the light from the window and scatter it across the wall. Thomas had wanted something cheaper. She had won, because she usually won, and the mirror had stayed. 

Tonight, she stood in front of it and did not recognise herself. 

The woman in the glass was sixty years old. That much was true. The grey in her hair, the lines around her eyes, the softness at her jaw—those had been there for years, had been there since before the affair, had been there since before she had any secrets worth keeping. 

But there was something else now. Something new. Something that made her look twice. 

Her eyes were brighter. Her skin was warmer. Her mouth was curved in a way that was not quite a smile but was not quite neutral either. She looked like a woman who had been kissed recently, who had been touched recently, who had been reminded that her body was not just a container for her life but a living thing with its own hungers. 

"Olivia," she said to the mirror. 

The woman in the glass said nothing back. 

Thomas had left for Cardiff at nine in the morning. 

He had kissed her goodbye—the same kiss, the same forehead, the same familiar pressure—and driven away in the car with a bag of clothes and a box of Welsh cakes for Carys and the children. The house had settled into silence around her, the same silence she had known for weeks, but today it felt different. 

Today, she was not waiting for a message or a moment or a handyman who arrived with a toolbox and a careful excuse. 

Today, Harry was coming to stay. 

She had not planned it. That was what she told herself. She had not stood in front of this mirror three weeks ago and imagined him in her bedroom, in her bed, in the spaces where she had slept beside Thomas for most of her life. She had not imagined any of it. 

But now the door was open. The sheets were clean. The house was ready. 

She turned away from the mirror and walked to the kitchen. 

He arrived at noon. 

She heard his car in the driveway—the same small hatchback, the same quiet engine—and she walked to the door before he could ring the bell. She wanted to see him on the step. She wanted to feel the sunlight on his face. She wanted to remember this moment exactly as it was. 

"Hello," she said. 

"Hello." He was holding a bag—canvas, worn, the kind of bag a man carried when he was staying somewhere for more than a night. "I brought things." 

"What things?" 

"Things." He stepped inside, and she closed the door behind him. The hallway was narrow, and they were close, and he smelled of soap and clean clothes and something else, something that made her want to press her face into his neck. "Clothes. A book. Some food. I didn't want to assume—" 

"Assume what?" 

"Assume that you would feed me." 

She smiled. "I'm going to feed you." 

"Then I brought too much food." 

"You can never have too much food." She took the bag from his hand and set it by the stairs. "Come in. I'll show you the house." 

She showed him everything. 

The living room, with its worn sofas and shelves of books and the photograph of Carys on her wedding day. The dining room, which they never used except for Christmas and the occasional argument about the children. The garden, which he had already seen but which looked different now, in the middle of the day, with the sun high and the roses open. 

And then the bedroom. 

She stopped at the door. Her hand was on the frame, her fingers curled around the wood, and she could feel him behind her, close enough to touch. 

"This is where I sleep," she said. 

"I know." 

"This is where Thomas sleeps." 

"I know." 

She turned to face him. His face was serious, careful, the same face he had worn in the classroom when he was waiting for her to read his story aloud. 

"Is this strange for you?" she asked. 

"Is what strange?" 

"Being here. In this room. With me." 

He looked at the bed—the white sheets, the blue blanket, the two pillows side by side. He looked at the dresser, with its photographs of children and grandchildren. He looked at the window, with its view of the garden and the hills beyond. 

"No," he said. "It's not strange. It's where I've wanted to be since the first time I saw you." 

"Harry—" 

"I'm not trying to be romantic. I'm not trying to be anything except honest." He stepped closer. His hand found hers, his fingers warm around her wrist. "I know this is complicated. I know you're married. I know you love him. I know you're not going to leave him. I know all of it. And I'm still here. I'm still standing in your bedroom. I'm still wanting you." 

She looked at their hands. His skin was darker than hers, younger than hers, and she could see the veins in her own wrist, blue and raised, the visible map of her age. 

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

"Neither do I." 

"I'm sixty years old. I should know what I'm doing." 

"You're sixty years old. You should know that you don't have to know what you're doing." He lifted her hand and pressed it to his chest. His heart was beating fast—fast and hard, the same rhythm as hers. "Feel that?" 

"Yes." 

"That's what you do to me. Every time I see you. Every time I think about you." 

She pressed her palm flat against his chest, feeling the warmth of him, the solidness of him, the reality of him standing in her bedroom with a bag of things he had brought to stay. 

"Stay," she said. "For three days. For as long as you want." 

"I'll stay for as long as you let me." 

They ate lunch in the garden. 

She had made salad—tomatoes from the greenhouse, lettuce from the vegetable patch, bread from the bakery on Great Oak Street. They sat at the wooden table under the shade of the apple tree, and the sun was warm on their arms, and the bees were busy in the lavender, and everything looked ordinary. 

"Tell me something I don't know about you," she said. 

"Like what?" 

"Like something from before. From when you were young. From when you sat in my classroom and wrote stories in the margins." 

He leaned back in his chair and looked at the sky. The clouds were moving slowly, white against the blue, and the sun was in his hair, and she wanted to touch it. 

"I used to walk to school," he said. "Every morning. I'd leave the house at seven-thirty and walk through the park and along the river and up the hill to the school. It took forty minutes. I could have taken the bus. But I liked the walking. I liked being alone." 

"Forty minutes. That's a long walk." 

"It was the best part of my day. No one talking to me. No one expecting anything from me." He glanced at her. "Except when I got to your class. Then I wanted you to expect something." 

"What did you want me to expect?" 

"I wanted you to expect that I would write something worth reading." He picked up a tomato from his plate and ate it in one bite. "That's all I wanted. Not to be the best. Just to be worth your time." 

She looked at him across the table. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. She thought about the boy who had walked forty minutes to school every morning, who had sat in the back of her classroom and written stories in the margins, who had grown into a man who stood in her bedroom and told her the truth. 

"You were worth my time," she said. "You've always been worth my time." 

He reached across the table and took her hand. 

The bees kept buzzing. The clouds kept moving. The sun kept shining. 

And Olivia sat in her garden with a man half her age and felt, for the first time in years, like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. 

The afternoon passed slowly. 

They walked to the reservoir. They sat on the same bench, the one with the peeling paint, and watched the heron stand in the shallows. They talked about nothing—his work, her garden, a film he had seen and she had not. They did not talk about the future. They did not talk about Thomas. They did not talk about any of the things that would matter tomorrow. 

When they came back to the house, the sun was low, and the shadows were long, and the kitchen was full of golden light. 

"I'll make dinner," she said. 

"I'll help." 

"You always help." 

"I always want to be near you." 

She looked at him. He was standing by the counter, his hands in his pockets, his head tilted. The light was in his hair, and his face was soft, and she wanted to remember him like this—young and patient and full of wanting. 

"Dinner can wait," she said. 

"What do you want to do instead?" 

She walked to him. She put her hands on his chest, felt his heart beating beneath her palms, and looked up into his eyes. 

"I want to go to bed," she said. 

The bedroom was dark. 

The curtains were drawn, and the only light came from the hallway, a thin gold line beneath the door. She could hear him breathing beside her, could feel the warmth of his body, could smell the soap on his skin. 

"Olivia," he said. 

"Yes?" 

"Are you sure?" 

She turned to face him. The dark was thick around them, but she could see the shape of him—his shoulders, his chest, the long line of his legs beneath the sheets. 

"I've never been more sure of anything," she said. 

He reached for her. His hand found her waist, her hip, the small of her back. He pulled her close, and she went willingly, her body pressing against his, her mouth finding his in the dark. 

The kiss was slow. Slower than the others. Slower than the classroom, slower than the barn, slower than the back room of the charity shop. He kissed her like he had all the time in the world, like he was memorising her, like he was learning a language he wanted to speak for the rest of his life. 

"Take off my clothes," she whispered. 

He did. 

His hands were gentle, careful, the same hands that had fixed the bell and the window and the roof of the shed. He unbuttoned her blouse, one button at a time, and pushed it from her shoulders. He unhooked her bra, his fingers fumbling for a moment before he found the clasp. He pulled down her trousers, her underwear, and then she was naked, and he was looking at her, and the dark was not dark enough to hide her. 

"You're beautiful," he said. 

"I'm old." 

"You're beautiful." He touched her breast—not her nipple, not yet, just the soft curve of it, the weight of it in his palm. "You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen." 

She wanted to believe him. She wanted to let go of the voice in her head that told her she was too old, too grey, too lined. She wanted to be the woman he saw when he looked at her. 

"Touch me," she said. "Please." 

He lowered his mouth to her breast. His tongue circled her nipple, and she gasped, arched her back, dug her fingers into his hair. He sucked gently, then harder, and she felt the pleasure shoot through her like lightning, from her breast to her belly to the place between her legs that was already wet and waiting. 

"Harry." 

He moved his mouth to her other breast, and his hand slid down her belly, through the soft hair, into the slick folds of her. He found her clit with his thumb, circled it slowly, and she cried out—loud, too loud—and he covered her mouth with his. 

"Thomas is gone," he whispered. "You don't have to be quiet." 

"I forgot." 

"Forget again." 

She laughed, and he kissed her, and his fingers kept moving, kept circling, kept building the pressure inside her until she was trembling, until she was trembling and he was inside her—when had that happened?—and she could feel him, thick and hard and everywhere. 

"Don't stop," she said. 

"I won't." 

"Don't ever stop." 

He thrust deeper, and she wrapped her legs around him, and the bed creaked beneath them, and the headboard knocked against the wall, and she did not care. She did not care about any of it. She cared only about this—about him, about her, about the way their bodies fit together like they had been made for this, like they had been waiting for this for years. 

"I'm going to—" he started. 

"Look at me." 

He opened his eyes. 

She came. Hard, louder than before, her body clenching around him, her nails digging into his back. He followed her, his face pressed into her neck, his body shuddering against hers, and they lay there together, tangled in the sheets and the dark and the silence. 

The room was quiet. 

The headboard had stopped knocking. The bed had stopped creaking. The only sound was their breathing, slow and deep and intertwined. 

She traced her fingers along his spine, feeling the small bumps of his vertebrae, the warmth of his skin. 

"Harry." 

"Mm?" 

"Thank you." 

He lifted his head and looked at her. The dark was thinning now—she could see his face, his eyes, the small smile that was not quite a smile. 

"For what?" 

"For making me feel like me again." 

He kissed her forehead. The same kiss Thomas gave her, but different. Everything was different. 

"You never stopped being you," he said. "You just forgot." 

She closed her eyes. 

The house was dark. The garden was quiet. The roses were blooming in the dark, and she was here, in her bed, with a man who was not her husband, and she did not feel guilty. 

She felt alive. 

And that was enough. 

Chapter 13: Hourglass

The second morning was the hardest.

Olivia woke before dawn, the way she always woke, her body attuned to a rhythm that had been set decades ago. But this morning was different. This morning, there was an arm across her waist, a warmth at her back, a soft breathing in her ear that did not belong to Thomas.

She lay very still.

The room was grey, the curtains still drawn, the only light a thin line at the edge of the window where the fabric did not quite meet. She could feel Harry's chest rising and falling against her spine, could feel his hand curled loosely around her hip, could feel the steady beat of his heart through the thin cotton of her nightgown.

She had put on a nightgown.

Not because she was cold—the room was warm, the summer air thick through the open window—but because she had woken in the night and felt the weight of his body beside hers and panicked. The nightgown was old, plain, the kind of thing she had worn for years, the kind of thing that covered everything and revealed nothing.

She wondered if he had noticed.

She wondered if he had woken when she put it on.

She wondered if he was awake now.

"Olivia."

His voice was soft, barely a whisper, his breath warm on her neck.

"Harry."

"You're thinking."

"I'm always thinking."

"Too much." He pulled her closer, his arm tightening around her waist. "What time is it?"

"Early. Still early."

"Go back to sleep."

"I can't."

He was quiet for a moment. The birds were beginning to sing—first the blackbirds, then the robins, then the wrens with their quick, scolding notes. The same birds that had sung outside this window for thirty-two years, the same birds that had woken her on a thousand ordinary mornings.

"What are you thinking about?" he asked.

She stared at the wall. The wallpaper was floral—small pink roses on a cream background, chosen by a younger Olivia who had believed in things like matching patterns and coordinated colours. She had not looked at it in years. She had stopped seeing it, the way you stop seeing the face of someone you have lived with for decades.

"Thomas," she said.

His arm tightened. Then relaxed.

"What about him?"

"He'll be home tomorrow." She turned over, slowly, carefully, until she was facing him. His face was close—too close—his grey eyes soft in the dim light, his dark hair mussed from sleep. "Tomorrow afternoon. And then everything goes back to normal."

"Does it?"

"We'll have to act normal. We'll have to pretend. We'll have to go back to the way things were before."

Harry reached up and touched her face. His fingers traced her eyebrow, her cheekbone, the corner of her mouth. "You're not very good at pretending."

"The charity shop."

"You blushed every time I walked in."

"The market."

"You held my hand when you thought no one was looking."

"The classroom." She closed her eyes. "I thought about you. In the classroom. For days afterward. I couldn't stop."

"Neither could I."

She opened her eyes. His face was serious now, the softness gone, replaced by something that looked like worry.

"What are we doing?" she asked.

"I thought we were having breakfast."

"Harry—"

"I don't know." He pulled his hand back and lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. The same ceiling Olivia had stared at for thirty-two years, the same cracks in the plaster, the same small water stain in the corner that Thomas had promised to fix and never did. "I don't know what we're doing. I don't know what happens when tomorrow comes. I don't know anything except that I want to be here, with you, for as long as you'll have me."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer I have."

She looked at him. At his profile—the strong nose, the firm jaw, the small mole on his throat that she had kissed last night. She thought about the boy who had written a story about a lighthouse, about the man who had fixed a bell and a window and a shelf that was not broken, about the person who had come to her house and stayed in her bed and said I love you in the dark.

"What if I can't have you?" she asked.

"What do you mean?"

"What if I can't do this anymore? What if the guilt catches up with me? What if I wake up one day and I can't look at myself in the mirror?"

He turned his head to look at her. "Then you stop."

"Just like that?"

"Just like that." He reached for her hand and held it against his chest. "I'm not going to trap you, Olivia. I'm not going to make you choose. If you want to stop, you stop. I'll be sad. I'll be heartbroken. I'll probably spend the rest of my life thinking about you. But I'll let you go."

She looked at their hands. His was larger, darker, the fingers intertwined with hers.

"And if I don't want to stop?"

"Then you don't stop."

"That's not an answer either."

"It's the only answer I have," he said again. And then he kissed her—softly, gently, the way he had kissed her the first time in the classroom—and she stopped asking questions.

They spent the morning in the garden.

The sun was warm, the sky was blue, and the roses were blooming in a riot of pink and red and white. Olivia knelt by the border, pulling weeds, her hands in the soil, while Harry sat on the grass and watched her.

"You're good at that," he said.

"I've been doing it for thirty-two years."

"Does it ever get boring?"

"It gets routine. Routine isn't boring." She sat back on her heels and looked at him. "Routine is the comfort of knowing what comes next. There's nothing wrong with routine."

"Is that what you have with Thomas? Routine?"

She brushed the dirt from her hands. "I have a life with Thomas. A good life. A life that took decades to build."

"I'm not criticizing it."

"I know." She looked at the house, at the kitchen window, at the place where she had stood a thousand times, watching Thomas work in the garden. "I'm not criticizing it either. I love him. I love the life we built. But sometimes—"

"Sometimes?"

"Sometimes I forget that I'm in it. That I chose it. That I'm not just an observer, watching my own life from a distance."

Harry leaned forward. "And with me?"

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. She thought about the night before, the way he had held her, the way he had said I love you in the dark.

"With you, I remember," she said. "I remember that I'm alive. That I have a body. That I can feel things I thought I had forgotten how to feel."

He reached out and touched her hand. His fingers were warm, calloused, the same fingers that had touched her everywhere.

"That's not nothing," he said.

"No," she agreed. "It's not nothing."

They made love in the afternoon.

Not in the bed this time, but on the floor of the living room, on the rug that had belonged to Thomas's mother, the one that had been in the family for three generations. The rug was scratchy beneath Olivia's back, and the sun was in her eyes, and Harry was inside her, moving slowly, teasingly, drawing out every sensation.

"You're thinking again," he said.

"I'm always thinking."

"Stop thinking."

"I can't."

He stopped moving. She looked up at him—at his flushed face, his damp hair, the small bead of sweat on his upper lip.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"I'm waiting."

"For what?"

"For you to stop thinking."

She laughed. The sound was loud, unguarded, the same laugh she had laughed in the cafe and the kitchen and the barn. "I can't stop thinking. I'm a retired teacher. Thinking is what I do."

"Then think about this." He thrust deeper, and she gasped, and he smiled. "Think about how this feels. Think about how I feel inside you. Think about the sounds you make when you come."

"Harry—"

"Think about that, Olivia. Nothing else. Just that."

She closed her eyes.

She thought about the way he filled her, the way he stretched her, the way he moved inside her like he had been made for this. She thought about the sounds he made—the low groans, the sharp breaths, the way he said her name like a prayer. She thought about the pleasure building in her belly, her thighs, the backs of her eyes.

She stopped thinking.

She felt.

And when she came, she cried out his name, and he followed her over the edge, and they lay together on the scratchy rug, breathing hard, the afternoon sun warm on their skin.

Later, they sat in the kitchen.

Olivia had made tea—loose leaf, the way she liked it—and Harry had cut thick slices of bread and buttered them. They ate in comfortable silence, the way she usually ate with Thomas, the way she had learned to eat with someone who knew her well enough to not need words.

"Tell me about your mother," Harry said.

She set down her cup. "Why?"

"Because I told you about mine. Because I want to know you. Because I think she's part of who you are."

Olivia looked out the window. The garden was quiet, the roses still, the only movement a small bird hopping along the fence.

"She died when I was forty-two," she said. "Breast cancer. It was fast. Six months from diagnosis to the end."

"I'm sorry."

"I thought I would have more time. I thought we would have more time. There were things I wanted to ask her—about her life, her marriage, the choices she made. But she was gone before I could figure out the questions."

Harry reached across the table and took her hand. "What kind of questions?"

Olivia was quiet for a moment. The clock ticked. The fridge hummed. The small bird hopped along the fence and then flew away.

"I wanted to ask her if she was happy," Olivia said. "Not just content. Not just comfortable. Happy. The way you imagine happiness when you're young and you don't know any better."

"Do you think she was?"

"I don't know." She looked down at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. "I don't know if anyone is. Not really. Not the way we think they are."

"Are you?"

She looked up. His eyes were grey, steady, full of something that looked like hope.

"I'm trying to be," she said.

Harry left at seven.

Not because he had to—Thomas was still in Cardiff, the house was still empty, the night was still young—but because Olivia had asked him to. She needed time alone. Time to think. Time to prepare herself for the return of her husband and the resumption of her real life.

"Tomorrow," he said at the door.

"Tomorrow."

"Same time?"

"Same time."

He kissed her—softly, briefly, the way a man kissed a woman when he knew he would see her soon. Then he walked to his car, got in, and drove away.

She closed the door and leaned against it.

The house was quiet.

She walked to the living room, to the rug that had belonged to Thomas's mother, and knelt down. She ran her hand over the wool, feeling the scratchy fibres, the small indentations where their bodies had pressed into it.

She thought about Thomas.

She thought about the first time he had brought her to this house, thirty-two years ago, when the walls were white and the floors were bare and the garden was a wilderness of weeds and brambles. He had stood in the middle of the living room and said, We can make this ours. We can build something here.

And they had.

They had built a life. A home. A family. They had raised children and planted gardens and grown old together in the way that people were supposed to grow old.

But somewhere along the way, she had stopped building.

She had started maintaining. Preserving. Keeping things the way they were because change was hard and effort was exhausting and it was easier to drift than to swim.

Harry was not drifting.

Harry was swimming.

And he was pulling her along with him, into waters she had forgotten existed, into currents that terrified and thrilled her in equal measure.

She stood up and walked to the window.

The garden was dark now, the roses hidden in the shadows, the only light the faint glow of the streetlamp at the corner.

She thought about tomorrow.

Thomas would come home. She would kiss his cheek and ask about Carys and listen to his stories about the grandchildren. She would make dinner and pour wine and sit across from him at the kitchen table and pretend that everything was normal.

And Harry would be here.

In her garden. In her house. In her bed.

She pressed her forehead against the cool glass and closed her eyes.

"Help me," she whispered. She did not know who she was asking. God. The universe. The woman in the mirror. "Help me figure out what I'm doing."

The house did not answer.

But the roses kept blooming.

Chapter 14: Thursday Verb

The knock came at half past ten.

Olivia was in the kitchen, standing at the counter, a knife in one hand and a half-chopped onion in the other. She had been cooking all morning—stews and sauces and things that could be frozen, things that would fill the freezer and justify the hours she had spent standing in this spot, waiting.

She set down the knife and wiped her hands on her apron.

The knock came again. Louder this time. More insistent.

She walked to the door, her bare feet silent on the slate floor, and opened it.

Harry was standing on the step. His hands were in his pockets, his hair was wet from the rain that had started an hour ago, and his face was serious in a way that made her stomach clench.

"You're early," she said.

"I couldn't wait."

"Thomas won't be back until—"

"I know." He stepped inside, and she closed the door behind him. The hallway was narrow, and they were close, and she could smell the rain on his clothes, the soap on his skin, the familiar warmth of him. "I don't care about Thomas. I care about you. I've been thinking about you all night."

"Harry—"

"I've been thinking about the way you said my name. In the living room. On the rug. The way you said it like you meant it."

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. She thought about the night before, after he had left, the hours she had spent lying awake in the dark, staring at the ceiling, trying to find the place where guilt ended and want began.

She had not found it.

"I've been thinking about you too," she said.

He kissed her.

It was not a gentle kiss. It was not the slow, careful kiss of the classroom or the barn or the bed. It was hungry, demanding, the kiss of a man who had been waiting too long and did not want to wait any longer. His hands were in her hair, on her back, pulling her close, pressing her against him.

She kissed him back.

Her hands found his chest, his shoulders, the back of his neck. She pulled him toward the kitchen, toward the counter, toward the half-chopped onion and the knife and the apron that was still tied around her waist.

"The onion," she said, between kisses.

"Fuck the onion."

She laughed. The sound was muffled by his mouth, but he felt it, felt the vibration of it, and he smiled.

"I've never heard you swear," she said.

"There's a lot you've never heard."

"Show me."

He lifted her onto the counter.

The wood was cool beneath her thighs, and the knife was somewhere behind her, and the onion was rolling across the floor, and none of it mattered. He stood between her legs, his hands on her hips, his mouth on her throat.

"I want to take you here," he said. "On this counter. In this kitchen. Where you make breakfast for your husband and pack lunches for your grandchildren and pretend that everything is normal."

"Harry—"

"I want to be inside you when you stop pretending."

She pulled his shirt over his head. His chest was warm, smooth, the muscles tensing beneath her palms. She traced the line of his collarbone, the curve of his shoulder, the small hollow at the base of his throat.

"Then stop talking," she said.

He unfastened her apron.

It fell to the floor, a soft flutter of fabric, and then his hands were on her jumper, pulling it over her head, and she was sitting on the counter in her bra and her jeans, her hair falling around her face, her heart pounding in her chest.

"You're beautiful," he said.

"You've said that."

"I'll keep saying it." He unfastened her jeans and pulled them down her legs. She lifted her hips to help him, and then she was sitting in her underwear, the cotton damp between her legs, the cool air on her skin. "Until you believe it."

"Harry—"

He kissed her again. His tongue was in her mouth, his hands were on her breasts, and she was drowning in the feeling of it—the heat, the want, the sheer, overwhelming presence of him.

He pulled her underwear aside and entered her in one motion.

She cried out.

The sound was loud in the quiet kitchen, echoing off the walls, bouncing off the windows. She did not cover her mouth. She did not try to be quiet. She let herself be heard, let herself be known, let herself be exactly who she was in this moment: a woman on a kitchen counter, her legs wrapped around a man half her age, her body reclaiming something she had thought was lost.

"Yes," she said. "Yes. Yes."

He thrust deeper. His hands were on her hips, pulling her toward him, and she could feel every inch of him, every ridge, every pulse. The counter was hard beneath her, and the wood was digging into her thighs, and she did not care.

"Olivia," he said. His voice was rough, broken, the voice of a man who was losing control. "Olivia, I'm going to—"

"Inside me."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure. I want to feel you. I want to carry you with me. I want to think about this when you're gone and know that a part of you is still inside me."

He came with a groan that he pressed into her neck, his body shuddering against hers, his hands gripping her hips so hard she would have bruises tomorrow. She held him there, her legs still wrapped around him, her hands on his back, her eyes closed.

The kitchen was quiet.

The rain had stopped. The only sound was their breathing, slow and steady, and the drip of the tap that Harry had promised to fix.

"I love you," he said.

She still did not say it back.

But she held him tighter.

They stayed on the counter for a long time.

The afternoon light shifted, the shadows lengthened, and the kitchen grew cool around them. Harry pulled a blanket from the back of the sofa—the one Thomas used when he fell asleep in front of the television—and wrapped it around her shoulders.

"You're thinking again," he said.

"I'm always thinking."

"What are you thinking about?"

She looked at the kitchen. The half-chopped onion was still on the floor, the knife was still on the counter, the apron was still in a heap by the stove. Everything was exactly as it had been, and nothing was the same.

"I'm thinking about the first time I saw you," she said.

"In your classroom?"

"Before that. The first day of term. Year ten. You walked in with your head down and your shoulders hunched and you sat in the back row, as far away from me as you could get."

"I was shy."

"You were scared."

"Same thing."

"Not the same thing." She pulled the blanket tighter. "I watched you for weeks. You never spoke. You never raised your hand. You just sat there, writing in your notebook, keeping yourself separate from everyone else."

"I was writing stories."

"I know." She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. "I used to read them. After class. When everyone else had gone home. I'd pull your notebook from the pile and read what you'd written."

He was quiet for a moment. "I didn't know that."

"No one knew."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"Because I was your teacher." She reached up and touched his face. "Because there were rules. Because I was supposed to be professional. Because I was afraid that if I told you how good you were, you would stop."

"Stop what?"

"Stop trying. Stop believing. Stop being the person who wrote stories that made me feel like the world was bigger than I thought."

Harry took her hand and pressed it to his chest. His heart was beating fast, faster than it should have been, and she could feel it through his skin, through his ribs, through everything.

"You should have told me," he said.

"Maybe."

"It would have meant something. Coming from you."

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. "It would have meant something to me too."

The rain started again in the late afternoon.

They sat on the sofa, the blanket still around her shoulders, his arm around her waist. The television was off, the radio was silent, and the only sound was the rain on the roof and the fire crackling in the stove.

"Tell me something I don't know about you," he said.

"Like what?"

"Something you've never told anyone."

She was quiet for a moment. The rain drummed. The fire crackled. The clock ticked.

"I wanted to be a writer," she said. "When I was young. Before I became a teacher. I wanted to write novels."

"What happened?"

"Life happened. Thomas. The children. The mortgage. The garden." She shrugged. "I ran out of time."

"You didn't run out of time. You made choices."

"Same thing."

"Not the same thing." He turned to face her. "You could still write. You're retired. You have time."

"I don't have the courage."

"You have the courage to have an affair with a man half your age."

She laughed. "That's different."

"How?"

"Because that doesn't require me to be good at anything." She looked at the fire, at the flames dancing, at the way the light moved across the ceiling. "Writing requires me to put myself on the page. To be seen. To be judged. To fail."

"And this doesn't?"

"This is private. This is just us. No one else has to know."

Harry pulled her closer. "I know."

"You know what?"

"I know you're good at this. I know you're brave. I know you're smarter than you give yourself credit for." He kissed her temple. "And I know you could write a novel if you wanted to."

"Harry—"

"I'm not saying you should. I'm just saying you could."

She leaned her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes. The rain was soft now, a gentle murmur, and the fire was warm, and his arm was solid around her.

"Maybe," she said. "Maybe someday."

Thomas came home at six.

Harry had left an hour earlier, slipping out the back door while the rain was still falling, his collar turned up against the wet. The house was clean—the counter wiped, the floor swept, the apron folded and hung in its place. The only evidence of the afternoon was the small ache between Olivia's legs and the memory of his hands on her body.

"Liv?" Thomas called from the front door.

"In the kitchen."

He walked in, dropped his bag on the floor, and wrapped his arms around her from behind. His body was cold from the rain, and he smelled of the train and the city and something else, something that was just him.

"I missed you," he said.

"I missed you too."

He held her for a moment longer, then pulled back and looked at her. "You look different."

"Different how?"

"I don't know." He studied her face, his head tilted. "Happier. You look happier."

She smiled. "I am happier."

"Good." He kissed her forehead—the same kiss, the same gentleness, the same quiet love. "That's good."

He walked to the fridge and pulled out a beer. She watched him—the way he moved, the way he opened the bottle, the way he leaned against the counter and looked at her like she was the only thing in the room.

"How was Carys?" Olivia asked.

"Good. The children are good. Eira asked about you. She wants to come for a visit."

"Tell her she can come whenever she wants."

"I did." He took a long drink of his beer. "She also asked if the roses were still blooming."

"What did you tell her?"

"I told her they were blooming like crazy. That you've been out there every day, talking to them, telling them secrets."

Olivia's chest tightened. "I don't tell them secrets."

"You talk to them. Same thing."

"Not the same thing."

Thomas smiled. "Same thing, Liv. Same thing."

He walked to the living room and sat down on the sofa. She heard the television click on, heard the familiar sounds of the evening news, heard him settle into his place.

She stood at the counter for a long moment.

The kitchen was clean. The dinner was made. The apron was folded.

And somewhere, inside her, something was still burning.

Chapter 15: Edge of September

The leaves were turning.

Olivia noticed it first on the silver birch across the road—the pale green edges fading to yellow, the yellow deepening to gold, the gold beginning to brown and curl. September had arrived without announcing itself, slipping in during the quiet hours between summer and autumn, and the world was changing in ways that were barely visible but impossible to ignore.

She stood at the window with a cup of tea in her hands, watching the birch shed its leaves one by one. The mornings were cooler now, the evenings darker, the light softer in a way that made everything look painted.

Three months.

She had been seeing Harry for three months.

The thought should have shocked her. Should have frightened her. Should have reminded her of everything she was risking, everything she was betraying, everything she stood to lose. But the numbers did not feel real. The days had blurred together, each one bleeding into the next, and she had stopped counting somewhere around the middle of July.

Thomas was in the garden, raking leaves. He had been out there for an hour, moving slowly, methodically, the way he did everything. His shoulders were hunched against the cold, and his breath steamed in the air, and every few minutes he stopped to rest his weight on the rake and look up at the sky.

She watched him for a while.

He looked older than he had in the spring. The lines around his eyes were deeper, the grey in his beard more visible, the slight stoop in his posture more pronounced. He was sixty-three, and he was aging, and she was aging beside him, and somewhere along the way, they had become the kind of old people she had once pitied.

She did not pity them.

She pitied herself.

Harry had suggested the drive.

"A hotel," he had said, his voice low on the phone, careful because Thomas was in the next room. "Just for one night. Somewhere far enough that no one will recognise us."

"Why?"

"Because I want to wake up next to you. Because I want to have breakfast with you. Because I want to pretend, for one night, that we're normal."

She had said yes before she could think about it.

Now she was standing in the bedroom, a small suitcase open on the bed, trying to decide what to pack. A dress. Jeans. A jumper. The black dress she had worn to the charity shop, the one Harry had pulled over her head in the back room.

Thomas appeared in the doorway.

"What's the suitcase for?" he asked.

"The charity shop." She did not look at him. "They're sending me to a training thing. In Cardiff. Overnight."

"Since when does the charity shop have training things?"

"Since Mair decided we needed to modernise."

Thomas leaned against the doorframe. His hands were dirty from the garden, and there were leaves in his hair, and his face was open and trusting and full of love.

"Fair enough," he said. "When do you leave?"

"Tomorrow morning."

"How long will you be gone?"

"One night. I'll be back on Sunday."

He nodded, pushed off from the doorframe, and walked back toward the stairs. "Have fun," he called over his shoulder. "Learn something. Modernise."

She stood very still, her hands on the suitcase, her eyes on the place where he had been. The lie had been easy—too easy—the words slipping out before she could stop them. She had lied to him before, of course. She had been lying to him for months. But this was different. This was leaving. This was choosing.

She zipped the suitcase and carried it to the door.

They met at the market.

It was a Saturday, which meant the square was crowded, the stalls were busy, and there were a dozen people who might see them together and remember. But Harry had parked his car in the long-stay lot on the edge of town, and she had parked hers in the short-stay by the library, and they had agreed to walk to the car separately, to leave at different times, to make sure no one saw them get into the same vehicle.

She walked to the long-stay lot with her suitcase in her hand.

The rain had started again—a soft, persistent drizzle that soaked through her coat and made her hair curl at the edges. She kept her head down, her eyes on the pavement, her hand tight around the handle of the suitcase.

His car was in the far corner of the lot, away from the lights, away from the cameras, away from anyone who might be watching. He was sitting in the driver's seat, his hands on the wheel, his eyes on the rearview mirror. When he saw her, he reached over and opened the passenger door.

"Get in," he said.

She put her suitcase in the back seat and climbed in beside him. The car was warm, the heater already running, and the windows were fogged with condensation.

"Hello," he said.

"Hello."

He did not kiss her. He put the car in gear and drove out of the lot, past the market, past the clock tower, past the edge of the town and into the hills. The rain was heavier now, drumming on the roof, and the wipers moved back and forth in a rhythm that was almost hypnotic.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"I booked a place. Near the coast. An hour from here."

"The coast?"

"You've never been to the coast with me."

She looked out the window. The hills were grey, shrouded in mist, the trees dark against the sky. The world was wet and wild and beautiful, and she was in a car with a man who was not her husband, driving toward a hotel where no one knew her name.

"I'm nervous," she said.

"Don't be."

"I can't help it."

He reached over and took her hand. His fingers were warm, solid, steady. "We don't have to do anything. We can just sleep. We can just talk. We can just be together in a place that isn't your house or my grandmother's cottage or the back room of a charity shop."

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers.

"Together," she said.

"Together."

The hotel was called The Greyhound.

It was an old coaching inn, whitewashed stone with a slate roof, nestled in a valley that opened onto the sea. The rain had stopped by the time they arrived, and the clouds were breaking, and the light was gold and soft and beautiful.

Harry parked the car and carried her suitcase inside.

The woman at the reception desk was old—older than Olivia, older than Beti, older than anyone she had seen in years. She looked at them over her glasses, her eyes sharp and assessing, and Olivia felt her face grow warm.

"Reservation for Davies," Harry said.

The woman looked down at her book. "One night?"

"One night."

She handed him a key—an actual key, brass and heavy, attached to a diamond-shaped fob—and nodded toward the stairs. "Room seven. Top of the stairs. Turn left."

"Thank you."

They climbed the stairs in silence. The stairs were narrow, the walls were low, and the floorboards creaked beneath their feet. Room seven was at the end of the corridor, the last door on the left, and Harry unlocked it with a click that echoed in the quiet.

The room was small.

A bed. A wardrobe. A window that looked out over the valley, the sea visible in the distance, a thin line of grey between the green of the hills and the white of the sky.

She set her suitcase on the floor and walked to the window.

"It's beautiful," she said.

"It's just a room."

"It's a room with a view." She turned to face him. He was standing by the door, his hands in his pockets, his head tilted. "Thank you for bringing me here."

"Thank you for coming."

She walked toward him. The room was small, and the space between them was small, and she stopped when she was close enough to touch.

"I'm still nervous," she said.

"Still don't be."

She reached up and touched his face. His skin was warm, slightly rough from the morning's stubble, and she traced the line of his jaw, the curve of his cheek, the small scar on his chin.

"I want to pretend," she said. "Just for tonight. I want to pretend that we're normal. That we're not doing anything wrong. That we're just two people who found each other."

Harry put his hands on her hips. "Then pretend."

She kissed him.

It was soft at first—tentative, careful, the kiss of a woman who was still learning the shape of him. But he pulled her closer, and she opened her mouth beneath his, and the kiss deepened, and the world outside the window disappeared.

They undressed each other slowly.

There was no rush now. No fear of discovery. No clock ticking toward the hour when one of them would have to leave. They had the room. They had the night. They had the sea visible through the window, grey and endless and full of possibilities.

He laid her down on the bed.

The sheets were cool, crisp, and the pillows were soft, and the light was gold through the thin curtains. He knelt above her, his hands on her body, his eyes on her face.

"I love you," he said.

She still did not say it back.

But she pulled him down to her, and she held him, and she let him love her.

He entered her slowly.

The same slowness as the first time, the same careful attention, the same sense that he was memorising every inch of her. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper, and he groaned, and she felt the sound in her chest, in her belly, in the place where they were joined.

"This is what I wanted," she said. "This is what I've been wanting."

"What?"

"To be here. With you. Like this. No pretending. No hiding. Just us."

He moved inside her, slow and deep, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it—the pleasure, the warmth, the overwhelming presence of him.

"Open your eyes," he said.

She opened her eyes.

"Look at me."

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small bead of sweat on his upper lip. He was beautiful. He was young. He was everything she had never known she wanted.

"I'm not going to stop," she said.

"I know."

"I'm not going to feel guilty."

"I know."

"I'm going to enjoy this. I'm going to enjoy you. And tomorrow, when we go back, I'm going to pretend that none of it happened. But tonight—" She pulled him closer, deeper. "Tonight, I'm going to be yours."

He came with a cry that she swallowed with her mouth, and she held him there, her legs wrapped around him, her hands on his back, her eyes on the ceiling.

The light shifted.

The sea was grey through the window.

And somewhere, far away, the life she had left behind kept turning without her.

Chapter 16: Distance 

The morning after the hotel, Olivia woke before Harry. 

The room was grey, the curtains still drawn, the only light a thin line at the edge of the window where the fabric did not quite meet. She lay very still, listening to him breathe—the slow, steady rhythm of sleep, the small sounds he made when he was dreaming. 

She had not dreamed. 

She had lain awake for hours, staring at the ceiling, her body still humming from the night before. The bed was unfamiliar, the sheets were unfamiliar, the weight of his arm across her waist was unfamiliar. Everything about this place was unfamiliar, and yet she had never felt more awake. 

She slipped out from under his arm and walked to the window. 

The sea was grey this morning, flat and still, the sky the same colour as the water. The clouds hung low over the hills, and the rain had started again—a soft, steady drizzle that blurred the edges of the world. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass and closed her eyes. 

Last night, she had told him she would not feel guilty. 

She had lied. 

The guilt was there, coiled in her stomach like a snake, waiting for the moment when she would have to return to her real life. It had been there all along, of course—had been there since the first time he kissed her in the classroom—but she had been good at ignoring it, good at pushing it down, good at pretending it did not exist. 

This morning, she could not pretend. 

The bed creaked behind her. 

"Olivia." 

She did not turn around. 

"Olivia, what's wrong?" 

"Nothing." 

"Something's wrong." She heard him sit up, heard the sheets rustle, heard his feet on the floor. "You're standing at the window. You're not looking at me. You're not talking." 

"I'm thinking." 

"About what?" 

She turned. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, naked, his hair mussed, his eyes soft with sleep. He looked young like this—younger than his years, younger than the man who had made love to her last night, younger than the person who had said I love you in the dark. 

"I'm thinking about Thomas," she said. 

Harry was quiet for a moment. He reached for his trousers, pulled them on, and walked toward her. He stopped when he was close enough to touch, but he did not touch her. 

"What about him?" 

"He's going to find out." She looked down at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. "Not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday. He's going to find out, and it's going to destroy him." 

"Olivia—" 

"I've been lying to him for months. Every morning, I wake up next to him and I tell him I love him. And I do love him. That's the worst part. I love him, and I'm lying to him, and I don't know how to stop." 

Harry reached for her hand. She let him take it, let him hold it, let him press it against his chest. 

"Then stop," he said. 

"What?" 

"Stop." His eyes were grey, steady, full of something that looked like pain. "Stop lying to him. Stop seeing me. Stop all of it. Go back to your house and your husband and your roses and pretend that the last three months never happened." 

She stared at him. "Is that what you want?" 

"No." He said it quickly, too quickly, the word escaping before he could stop it. "No, that's not what I want. But I can't watch you destroy yourself. I can't watch you stand at a window and stare at the sea and wish you were somewhere else." 

"I don't wish I was somewhere else." 

"Then what do you wish?" 

She looked at their hands. His fingers were intertwined with hers, warm and solid and sure. She thought about the night before, the way he had held her, the way he had said her name like a prayer. 

"I wish I could have both," she said. "I wish I could have you and keep him. I wish I could be the woman who tends her roses and the woman who runs away to the coast. I wish I didn't have to choose." 

Harry lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. "Then don't choose." 

"Harry—" 

"Don't choose. Not today. Not yet." He pulled her close, wrapped his arms around her, and held her against his chest. His heart was beating fast, faster than it should have been, and she could feel it through his skin, through his ribs, through everything. "Just be here. With me. For a few more hours. And then we'll go back, and you'll be with him, and we'll figure out the rest." 

She pressed her face into his neck. He smelled of sleep and soap and something else, something that had become familiar over the past months. 

"I don't deserve you," she said. 


"That's not for you to decide." 

They left the hotel at noon. 

The rain had stopped, and the clouds were breaking, and the sea was visible in the distance, a thin line of blue between the green of the hills and the white of the sky. Harry drove with his eyes on the road, his hands on the wheel, the radio playing something soft and familiar. 

Olivia sat in the passenger seat with her hands in her lap. 

"Harry." 

"Yes?" 

"Thank you." 

"For what?" 

"For not letting me run away." She looked out the window. The hills were passing, the trees were passing, the small towns and the narrow lanes and the stone walls that had stood for centuries. "I wanted to. This morning. I wanted to tell you that it was over, that I couldn't do it anymore, that I had to go back to my real life." 

"Why didn't you?" 

"Because I don't know what my real life is anymore." She turned to look at him. His profile was sharp against the grey sky, the line of his jaw, the curve of his cheek, the small scar on his chin. "I thought I knew. I thought I was a wife and a mother and a retired teacher who volunteered at a charity shop and tended her roses. But that's not all I am. That's not even most of who I am." 

"Who are you?" 

She was quiet for a moment. The road curved, and the sea appeared again, blue and endless and full of possibilities. 

"I'm someone who wants things," she said. "Someone who wants more than she has. Someone who is willing to risk everything for a feeling she doesn't even have a name for." 

Harry reached over and took her hand. "That's called being alive." 

"Then I've been dead for a long time." 

"Not anymore." 

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. 

"No," she said. "Not anymore." 

Thomas was in the kitchen when she got home. 

He was standing at the stove, stirring something that smelled like tomatoes and garlic and red wine. He looked up when she walked in, and his face broke into a smile. 

"There you are," he said. "How was the training?" 

"Boring." 

"Did you learn anything?" 

She set her suitcase by the door and walked to the counter. The kitchen was warm, familiar, full of the smell of his cooking. She had missed it. She had missed him. She had missed the life she was slowly destroying. 

"I learned that I don't like sleeping in hotels," she said. 

"Neither do I." He turned back to the stove. "Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes. Go change. Put on something comfortable." 

She climbed the stairs. The bedroom was dark, the curtains still drawn, and she stood in front of the wardrobe for a long time, her hand on the black dress she had worn to the charity shop, the dress Harry had pulled over her head in the back room. 

She hung it back in its place. 

She pulled on a jumper and a pair of old trousers and walked back downstairs. 

Thomas was at the table, two plates of pasta steaming in front of him. He had lit a candle—the same candle, the same small flame—and it flickered between them. 

"You look tired," he said. 

"I am tired." 

"Eat." He pushed a plate toward her. "You'll feel better." 

She ate. The pasta was good—better than good, rich and creamy and full of mushrooms. She tasted each bite, felt the warmth spread through her chest, watched her husband's face in the candlelight. 

"Liv," he said. 

"Yes?" 

"I'm glad you're home." 

She reached across the table and took his hand. His palm was warm, calloused, familiar. She held it for a long moment, and he held hers, and the candle flickered between them. 

"Me too," she said. 

But the words felt hollow. 

And somewhere, in the back of her mind, she was still at the coast. Still in the hotel. Still in the bed with Harry's arms around her and the sea visible through the window. 

She would always be there, she realised. A part of her would never leave. 

And a part of her did not want to. 

Chapter 17: City Confidence 

The invitation arrived on a Tuesday, tucked inside a paperback left on the secret shelf behind the gardening guides. 

Olivia found it in the late afternoon, after Mair had gone home and the shop was empty. The book was thin—a collection of poems she had never heard of—and the note was written on a torn piece of lined paper, the kind students used in school. 

Come with me to the city. Saturday. Just for the day. I know a place. — H 

She read the note three times, folded it, and slipped it into her pocket. 

The city. 

Cardiff, probably. Or maybe Swansea. Somewhere far enough that no one would recognise them, close enough that she could be home before Thomas noticed she was gone. 

She had been to the city with Thomas, of course. Dozens of times. For anniversaries and birthdays and the occasional theatre trip. But never with Harry. Never like this. 

She pulled out her phone. 

Olivia: What time? 

Harry: I'll pick you up at the market. Nine o'clock. 

Olivia: Thomas thinks I'm working at the shop. 

Harry: Then we'll be careful. 

She put the phone away and looked at the shelf. The gardening guides were still there, neat and orderly, hiding nothing and everything. 

Saturday arrived with rain. 

Olivia stood at the kitchen window, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, watching the water run down the glass. Thomas was still in bed—he had stayed up late, watching a documentary about something she had already forgotten—and the house was quiet. 

She had laid out her clothes the night before. Jeans. A jumper. A coat that was warm enough for the city but not so warm that she would look out of place. She had stood in front of the wardrobe for a long time, trying to decide, before finally choosing the same grey jumper she always wore. 

She was tired of pretending to be someone else. 

She was tired of choosing clothes that would make her look younger, or older, or more attractive, or less noticeable. She was tired of thinking about what people would see when they looked at her. 

She was sixty years old. 

She had grey hair and wrinkles and a body that had borne two children. 

And Harry wanted her anyway. 

She finished her tea, rinsed the mug, and left it in the sink. 

The market was quiet. 

The rain had kept most of the shoppers away, and the only people braving the weather were the stallholders and the desperate. Olivia walked through the square with her head down, her hands in her pockets, her eyes on the cobblestones. 

Harry's car was parked in the long-stay lot, the same lot as before, the same corner, the same space. He was sitting in the driver's seat, his hands on the wheel, his eyes on the rearview mirror. When he saw her, he reached over and opened the passenger door. 

"You're early," he said. 

"So are you." 

She climbed in beside him. The car was warm, the heater already running, and the windows were fogged with condensation. He did not kiss her. He put the car in gear and drove out of the lot, past the market, past the clock tower, past the edge of the town and onto the main road. 

"Where are we going?" she asked. 

"Cardiff." 

"I thought so." 

"There's a place I want to show you. A studio. Where I used to work." 

"You used to work in Cardiff?" 

"Before the studio in Caersws. When I was first starting out. I shared a space with a few other engineers. It's nothing fancy. But it's mine. Or it was." 

She looked out the window. The hills were grey, shrouded in mist, the trees dark against the sky. The rain was falling harder now, drumming on the roof, and the wipers moved back and forth in a rhythm that was almost hypnotic. 

"Thank you for bringing me," she said. 

"Thank you for coming." 

He reached over and took her hand. She let him hold it, let him press it against his thigh, let him drive with one hand on the wheel and the other wrapped around her fingers. 

They did not speak again until they reached the city. 

Cardiff was wet. 

The rain was falling in sheets, bouncing off the pavement, flooding the gutters. Harry parked in a multi-storey lot near the river, and they walked through the streets with their heads down, their shoulders hunched against the wet. 

The studio was in an old warehouse, the kind of building that had been abandoned for years before someone realised it could be something else. The windows were high and arched, and the brick was stained with soot, and the door was heavy and painted black. 

Harry unlocked it with a key from his pocket. 

"After you," he said. 

She stepped inside. 

The space was large—larger than she had expected—with high ceilings and exposed beams and a floor that was scuffed and scarred from years of use. There were instruments everywhere: guitars leaning against walls, drums stacked in corners, cables snaking across the floor like dark rivers. 

"This is where you worked?" 

"This is where I learned." He walked to a mixing board in the centre of the room and ran his fingers across the sliders. "I spent three years in this room. Sometimes twelve hours a day. Sometimes more." 

"What were you working on?" 

"Anything. Everything. Local bands. Solo artists. A man who wanted to record his dead wife's favourite songs so he could listen to them whenever he wanted." He looked at her. "That one was hard. He cried every time we played the first track." 

"Did you finish it?" 

"We finished it. He came to pick up the recording, and he listened to it in the car, and he came back inside and hugged me." Harry smiled. "He was a big man. Taller than me. He lifted me off the ground." 

Olivia looked around the room. The instruments, the cables, the mixing board with its hundreds of sliders and buttons and lights. This was his world. The world he had built for himself, the world he had chosen, the world where he was not a handyman or a former student or a young man having an affair with an older woman. 

He was an artist. 

And she had never seen him like this. 

"Play something for me," she said. 

"What?" 

"Something you recorded. Something that matters." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he walked to the mixing board, flipped a switch, and pressed a button. 

The room filled with sound. 

It was a voice—a woman's voice, low and rough, singing something in a language Olivia did not recognise. The melody was simple, almost childlike, and the accompaniment was sparse—a guitar, a piano, the soft brush of drums. 

"Who is she?" Olivia asked. 

"Someone I used to know. She was trying to make a record. A demo. Something to send to labels." 

"Did it work?" 

"She got a deal. Moved to London. I haven't heard from her since." 

The song ended. The room was quiet again, the only sound the rain on the roof and the distant hum of the city. 

"That was beautiful," Olivia said. 

"It was alright." 

"It was beautiful, Harry. You made something beautiful." 

He walked toward her. His hands were in his pockets, his head tilted, his eyes soft. 

"I made a lot of things in this room," he said. "Some of them were good. Some of them were terrible. But I never made anything as beautiful as you." 

She reached up and touched his face. His skin was warm, slightly rough from the morning's stubble, and she traced the line of his jaw, the curve of his cheek, the small scar on his chin. 

"You're a romantic," she said. 

"I'm honest." 

"Same thing." 

"Not the same thing." He pulled her close, wrapped his arms around her, and held her against his chest. "Romance is about saying what people want to hear. Honesty is about saying what's true." 

"And what's true?" 

He looked down at her. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like wonder. 

"I love you," he said. "And I don't care who knows it." 

They made love on the floor of the studio. 

The carpet was old, threadbare, stained with coffee and something else she did not want to name. But the room was warm, and the rain was falling, and the city was far away, and none of it mattered. 

He undressed her slowly, the way he always undressed her, as if he was unwrapping something precious. Her clothes fell to the floor—her jeans, her jumper, her underwear—and she stood in front of him, naked, exposed, her hands at her sides. 

"You're cold," he said. 

"I'm nervous." 

"Don't be." 

He pulled off his own clothes—his shirt, his trousers, his boxers—and then he was naked too, and they were standing face to face, skin to skin, the rain drumming on the roof above them. 

He laid her down on the carpet. 

It was scratchy against her back, and the floor was hard, and she could feel every knot in the wood beneath the thin padding. But his body was warm, and his hands were gentle, and his mouth was soft on her throat. 

"I want to try something," he said. 

"What?" 

"Something I've never done with anyone else." 

She looked up at him. His face was serious, almost solemn, and there was a small furrow between his eyebrows that she had never noticed before. 

"Okay," she said. 

He kissed his way down her body. Her collarbone. Her breasts. Her belly. He lingered at the stretch marks, the small imperfections, the places where her body had been stretched and changed by the children she had carried. 

Then he turned her over. 

She lay on her stomach, her cheek pressed to the carpet, her arms folded beneath her head. She could hear him moving behind her—the soft sound of his hands on her skin, the quiet murmur of his breath. 

"Harry—" 

"Trust me." 

She closed her eyes. 

His hands were on her hips, lifting her, positioning her. She felt his breath on her lower back, warm and soft, and then his mouth was there, pressing kisses to her spine, her hips, the curve of her backside. 

Then his tongue. 

She gasped. 

He was touching her in a place no one had ever touched her—a place she had never thought to be touched—and the sensation was overwhelming, electric, almost too much to bear. She gripped the carpet, her fingers digging into the fibres, and let herself feel it. 

"Harry," she said. His name was a warning. His name was an invitation. His name was the only word she could remember. 

He pressed deeper, and she cried out. 

The rain was falling. The city was far away. And she was somewhere she had never been, with someone she had never known, and she did not want to leave. 

Afterward, they lay on the carpet, tangled together, the rain still falling on the roof. 

"I've never done that before," she said. 

"I know." 

"With anyone." 

"I know." 

She turned her head to look at him. His face was soft, younger than his years, older than his years, everything and nothing at once. 

"Where did you learn to do that?" she asked. 

"I read about it." 

"You read about it?" 

"In a book. A long time ago. I thought it sounded like something I would want to try." He smiled. "With the right person." 

She reached up and touched his face. "And am I the right person?" 

"You're the only person." 

She pulled him close and held him against her chest. His heart was beating fast, faster than it should have been, and she could feel it through his skin, through his ribs, through everything. 

"I love you," she said. 

The words came out before she could stop them. She had not planned to say them. Had not thought about them. Had not rehearsed them in the mirror or whispered them to herself in the dark. 

But they were true. 

They were the truest thing she had said in months. 

Harry lifted his head and looked at her. His eyes were bright, wet, and she realised he was crying. 

"Say it again," he said. 

"I love you." 

"Again." 

"I love you, Harry. I love you." 

He kissed her. It was soft, gentle, the kiss of a man who had been waiting his whole life to hear those words. 

"I love you too," he said. "I've loved you since I was fifteen years old. I've loved you since you read my story in front of the class and looked at me like I was someone worth seeing." 

She held his face in her hands. "You are someone worth seeing." 

"So are you." 

The rain stopped. The city was quiet. And somewhere, in a studio that smelled of coffee and dust and old music, two people who should not have been together held each other and pretended that the world outside did not exist. 

Chapter 18: Signals 

The first sign came from Mair. 

It was a Thursday, late September, the kind of afternoon that pretended to be summer but carried autumn in its bones. Olivia was behind the counter, pricing a box of paperbacks that had arrived that morning, when Mair appeared in the doorway of the back room with her arms crossed and her eyes sharp. 

"That young man," Mair said. "The one who fixed the bell." 

Olivia's hands stopped moving. "Harry?" 

"He was here yesterday. While you were at lunch." 

"I know. He came to fix the shelf." 

"He fixed the shelf three weeks ago." Mair walked to the counter and leaned against it. Her glasses were on the end of her nose, and her mouth was set in a line that Olivia had learned to recognise over the years. "He came to see you. Not the shelf. Not the window. Not the bell." 

"He came to drop off a donation." 

"He came to see you, Olivia. I'm not blind." 

The shop was quiet. The only sound was the ticking of the clock on the wall and the distant hum of a car passing on the street. Olivia set down the book she was holding and looked at Mair. 

"What are you saying?" 

"I'm not saying anything." Mair pushed off from the counter and walked toward the window. The afternoon light caught her face, her sharp cheekbones, the small lines around her eyes. "I'm just telling you what I saw. He came to see you. He stood by the counter for twenty minutes, waiting. And when I told him you weren't here, he left. He didn't fix anything. He didn't drop off anything. He just left." 

"Maybe he forgot." 

"He didn't forget." Mair turned to face her. "I've known you for ten years, Olivia. I've watched you raise your children and tend your garden and volunteer at this shop. I've never seen you look at anyone the way you look at him." 

Olivia's heart was pounding. Her hands were cold. She pressed them flat against the counter and forced herself to breathe. 

"I don't know what you're talking about." 

"Yes, you do." Mair walked back to the counter and stood across from her. Her eyes were kind now, softer than before, and her voice was low. "I'm not going to tell anyone. I'm not going to judge you. I'm not going to try to stop you. But I need you to be careful." 

"Careful?" 

"People talk. In a town this size, people talk. And if anyone else notices the way you look at him—or the way he looks at you—it won't stay a secret for long." 

Olivia looked down at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"Don't thank me." Mair picked up her coat from the hook by the door. "Just be careful. For your sake. For his. For Thomas's." 

She walked out the door. The bell rang. The shop was empty. 

Olivia stood behind the counter for a long time, her hands flat on the glass, her eyes on the door. 

She messaged Harry that night. 

Olivia: Mair knows. 

Harry: Knows what? 

Olivia: About us. She saw you. She saw the way we look at each other. 

Harry: Did she say something? 

Olivia: She said to be careful. 

Harry: She's right. 

Olivia: I know. 

Harry: Do you want to stop? 

She stared at the screen. The bedroom was dark, and Thomas was asleep beside her, his breathing slow and even. The phone glowed in her hand, casting shadows on the ceiling. 

Olivia: No. 

Harry: Then we'll be more careful. 

Olivia: How? 

Harry: We'll meet somewhere new. Somewhere no one knows us. I'll find a place. 

Olivia: When? 

Harry: Soon. 

She put the phone on the bedside table and rolled onto her side. Thomas shifted in his sleep, mumbled something she could not understand, and settled again. 

She stared at the wall. 

The floral wallpaper was faded now, the pink roses barely visible in the dark. She had chosen it when Carys was a baby, when the house was new and the future was infinite and she had believed in things like forever. 

Forever was a long time. 

Longer than she had thought. 

The second sign came from Emrys. 

She was at the market on Saturday, buying vegetables for the week, when the old man leaned across his stall and spoke in a voice that was meant to be quiet but carried anyway. 

"Everything alright at home, Mrs. Price?" 

Olivia looked up from the leeks. "What do you mean?" 

"I saw you. Last week. In the long-stay lot. Getting into a car." He glanced around, making sure no one was listening. "Young fella. Dark hair. Not your Thomas." 

Olivia's blood went cold. 

"I was getting a ride," she said. "My car was in the shop." 

Emrys looked at her for a long moment. His eyes were pale blue, watery, the eyes of a man who had seen everything and forgotten nothing. 

"My wife used to say that the truth has a way of coming out," he said. "No matter how hard you try to hide it." 

"Emrys—" 

"I'm not saying anything." He held up his hands. "I'm not going to say anything. But you should know that other people saw you too. The woman who sells cheese. The man who runs the bread stall. They were talking about it yesterday." 

Olivia set down the leeks. She could feel the eyes of the market on her, the weight of a hundred small suspicions. 

"Thank you for telling me," she said. 

"Thank me by being careful." He handed her a bag of potatoes. "These are on the house. You look like you could use something for free." 

She took the potatoes and walked away. 

The market was crowded, the stalls busy, and she kept her head down, her eyes on the ground, her hands tight around the handles of her shopping bag. She could feel people looking at her—or maybe she was imagining it, maybe the guilt was making her paranoid, maybe Emrys was wrong. 

But he wasn't wrong. 

She knew he wasn't wrong. 

She called Harry from the car. 

"We need to talk," she said. 

"Where are you?" 

"The market car park. I'm sitting in my car." 

"What happened?" 

"Emrys saw us. In the long-stay lot. He says other people saw us too. The woman who sells cheese. The man who runs the bread stall." 

Harry was quiet for a moment. She could hear him breathing, could hear the distant sound of traffic in the background. 

"Where are you?" she asked. 

"At home. Beti's." 

"Did anyone see you?" 

"I don't think so." 

"Harry—" 

"We'll be more careful." His voice was calm, steady, the voice of a man who was trying to hold himself together. "We'll stop meeting in Llanidloes. We'll go somewhere else. Somewhere further." 

"Like where?" 

"There's a place. In the mountains. A cottage Beti used to own. It's empty now. No one goes there." 

"When?" 

"Next week. I'll pick you up. We'll drive separately. We'll meet at the cottage." 

She closed her eyes. The car was cold, the windows fogged, and she could see her reflection in the glass—a woman of sixty, grey-haired and wrinkled, her face pale with fear. 

"Okay," she said. "Next week." 

She went home and made dinner. 

Thomas was in the garden, raking leaves, the same leaves he had been raking for weeks. The birch across the road was almost bare now, its branches dark against the sky, and the air smelled of smoke and damp and the end of things. 

She stood at the window and watched him. 

He looked tired. Older than he had in the spring, the lines around his eyes deeper, the grey in his beard more visible. He moved slowly, methodically, the way he always moved, but there was a heaviness to his steps that she had not noticed before. 

She thought about telling him. 

The idea came to her suddenly, unbidden, the way bad ideas always came—in a flash of clarity that felt like truth. She could tell him. She could sit him down at the kitchen table and hold his hands and tell him everything. The market. The coffee. The classroom. The barn. The hotel. The studio. 

She could tell him, and he would be hurt, and he would be angry, and he would probably leave her. And then she would be free. Free to see Harry. Free to love him without lying. Free to be the woman she had become. 

But she did not want to be free. 

She wanted to be held. She wanted to be forgiven. She wanted to have everything she had and everything she wanted, all at once, without having to choose. 

She turned from the window and walked to the stove. 

The dinner was burning. 

She turned off the heat and stood in the smoke-filled kitchen, her hands on the counter, her eyes closed. 

The truth had a way of coming out. 

She just hoped it would wait a little longer. 

Chapter 19: Market Stars 

The cottage in the mountains was smaller than Olivia had imagined. 

She had driven for an hour, following the directions Harry had sent, the roads narrowing from asphalt to gravel to dirt. The hills rose around her, dark and ancient, their peaks lost in clouds that hung low and heavy. There were no other cars, no houses, no signs of life except the sheep that watched her from the slopes and the buzzards that circled in the grey sky. 

The cottage appeared at the end of the track, a low building of whitewashed stone with a roof of slate and windows that stared out at the valley like eyes. There was no car in front of it, no sign that anyone had been there for years, and for a moment, she thought she had come to the wrong place. 

Then the door opened. 

Harry stood in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his hair pushed back from his forehead. He was wearing the grey jumper, the soft one, and his face was serious in a way that made her chest ache. 

"You found it," he said. 

"You gave good directions." 

She parked beside the cottage and climbed out of the car. The air was cold, thinner than in the valley, and she could smell woodsmoke and damp earth and something else, something wild. 

"This was Beti's," Harry said, walking toward her. "She bought it when my mother was young. We used to come here in the summers. Before my father left." 

"It's beautiful." 

"It's falling down." He reached for her hand. "But it's ours. For tonight." 

She let him lead her inside. 

The cottage was one room. 

A bed in the corner, a table by the window, a stove that glowed with heat. The walls were stone, the floor was flagstone, and the only light came from a lantern on the table and the fire in the stove. 

"You stayed here?" she asked. 

"Many times." He walked to the stove and added a log. The flames leaped, crackled, settled. "When I was young, I thought this was the most beautiful place in the world. Now I know it's just a cottage. But it's still beautiful to me." 

She walked to the window. The valley stretched below them, dark and green, the river a silver thread in the distance. The clouds were breaking, and the sun was setting, and the sky was turning the colour of apricots. 

"Thank you for bringing me here," she said. 

"Thank you for coming." 

He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. She leaned back against him, felt his heart beating against her spine, felt his breath warm on her neck. 

"No one knows about this place," he said. "No one comes here. We're safe." 

"Are we?" 

"We're as safe as we can be." 

She turned in his arms and looked up at him. His face was soft in the fading light, younger than his years, older than his years, everything and nothing at once. 

"I've been thinking about what Mair said," she told him. "And Emrys. About people talking." 

"What about it?" 

"She's right. Emrys is right. People are going to find out. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday." 

Harry was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The wind rattled the window. 

"And when they do?" he asked. 

She reached up and touched his face. "I don't know." 

They made love as the sun set. 

It was different this time—slower, softer, more tender. He laid her down on the bed, the sheets cool beneath her back, and kissed her like he was saying goodbye. 

"Don't," she said. 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't kiss me like that. Like you're going to lose me." 

He pulled back and looked at her. His eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like fear. 

"Aren't I?" 

"No." She pulled him down to her. "I'm not going anywhere." 

He entered her slowly, the way he always entered her, and she wrapped her legs around him and held him close. The room was dark now, the only light the glow of the fire, and the shadows moved across the walls like dancers. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

She meant it. She meant it more than she had ever meant anything. And for a moment, the guilt disappeared, and the fear disappeared, and the only thing that remained was the two of them, together, in a cottage in the mountains, while the world outside forgot they existed. 

Afterward, they lay in the dark. 

The fire had burned low, and the room was cold, and they were wrapped in each other, skin to skin, nothing between them. 

"Tell me something," she said. 

"What?" 

"Something you've never told anyone." 

He was quiet for a moment. She could feel him thinking, could feel his chest rise and fall beneath her hand. 

"I used to write letters to you," he said. "After I left school. Before I became a sound engineer. When I was working odd jobs and living with Beti and trying to figure out what to do with my life." 

"Letters?" 

"I wrote them in my head. I never put them on paper. I was too afraid." 

"Afraid of what?" 

"Afraid that you would read them and think I was pathetic. Afraid that you wouldn't read them at all. Afraid that you would read them and feel sorry for me." 

She lifted her head and looked at him. "I wouldn't have felt sorry for you." 

"What would you have felt?" 

She thought about it. The boy she had known, the man he had become, the person who lay beside her in the dark. 

"I would have felt honoured," she said. "That you thought of me. That I mattered to you." 

"You mattered to me." He reached up and touched her face. "You matter to me. You've always mattered to me." 

She kissed him. Softly, gently, the way he had kissed her in the classroom. 

"You matter to me too," she said. 

They woke before dawn. 

The fire had gone out, and the room was cold, and the windows were grey with the first light of morning. Olivia lay in Harry's arms, her head on his chest, her hand on his heart. 

"We should go back," she said. 

"Soon." 

"Thomas will be wondering where I am." 

"Let him wonder." 

She laughed. It was a small sound, almost nothing, but he felt it, felt the vibration of it in his chest. 

"You're terrible," she said. 

"I'm in love." 

"Same thing." 

"Not the same thing." He kissed the top of her head. "Love is about wanting someone to be happy. Even if it's not with you." 

She looked up at him. "Is that what you want? For me to be happy?" 

"More than anything." 

"Then make love to me again." 

He did. 

The sun rose over the mountains, and the valley filled with light, and the world woke up around them. But in the cottage, time stood still. 

She drove home with the windows down. 

The air was cold, and the wind was sharp, and her hair was tangled around her face. She did not care. She felt alive in a way she had not felt in years—in a way she had forgotten she could feel. 

Thomas was in the kitchen when she walked in. 

He was standing at the stove, frying bacon, his back to the door. The radio was playing something soft, and the kettle was boiling, and the room smelled of coffee and toast and the ordinary comfort of a Saturday morning. 

"Morning," she said. 

He turned. "Morning. You're up early." 

"I couldn't sleep." 

"Neither could I." He walked to her and kissed her forehead. "I made breakfast. Sit down." 

She sat at the table. He brought her a plate—bacon, eggs, toast, a mug of tea. He sat across from her and watched her eat. 

"You look different," he said. 

"Different how?" 

"I don't know." He tilted his head, studying her. "Rested. You look rested." 

She smiled. "I am rested." 

"Good." He picked up his fork. "That's good." 

They ate in silence. The radio played. The kettle hummed. And somewhere, in the back of her mind, she was still in the cottage, still in the bed, still in Harry's arms. 

She would always be there, she realised. A part of her would never leave. 

And a part of her did not want to. 

Chapter 20: Winter Terms 

October arrived with frost. 

Olivia woke to find the garden transformed, the roses bowed under a layer of white, the grass crisp beneath her bare feet when she stepped outside for the morning paper. The air bit at her cheeks, and her breath steamed, and the sky was pale and clear and endless. 

She stood on the step for a long time, the paper tucked under her arm, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea. The world was quiet—no birds, no traffic, no sound except the distant crow of a rooster from somewhere down the lane. 

Winter was coming. 

She could feel it in her bones, the way she always felt it, the small ache that settled into her joints and reminded her that she was sixty years old. But this year was different. This year, the cold did not feel like an ending. It felt like a beginning. 

"Liv?" Thomas called from inside. "Are you coming in? You'll catch your death." 

"Coming." 

She walked inside and closed the door. 

The charity shop was quieter now. 

The tourists had gone, the summer crowds had faded, and the only customers were the locals, the ones who came in for warmth and conversation and the small comfort of familiar things. Mair had put up a display of winter coats—donations, mostly, some of them old enough to have belonged to people who were no longer alive—and the window was full of wool and tweed and the deep colours of the season. 

Olivia stood behind the counter, her hands busy with a box of Christmas ornaments. It was too early for Christmas—too early by months—but the ornaments had arrived in a donation, and Mair had insisted on putting them out before someone else did. 

"People like to plan ahead," Mair had said. 

"People like to pretend that summer isn't over." 

"Same thing." 

Olivia smiled and hung a glass bauble on a hook by the window. 

Harry came in at noon. 

He was wearing a coat she had not seen before—dark wool, collar turned up, his hands buried in the pockets. His hair was wet from the rain that had started an hour ago, and his face was flushed from the cold. 

"We're closed," Mair said from the back room. 

"I'm not here to shop." 

"Then what are you here for?" 

Olivia looked at him. He looked back at her. The air between them was thick with things they could not say. 

"The shelf," Harry said. "The one in the back. I said I'd fix it." 

"You fixed it last month." 

"I'm fixing it again." 

Mair appeared in the doorway. Her eyes moved between them—sharp, assessing, the eyes of a woman who had seen everything and forgotten nothing. 

"Fine," she said. "Fix the shelf. I'm going to the bank." 

She picked up her coat and walked out the door. The bell rang. The shop was empty. 

Harry walked to the counter. 

"The shelf isn't broken," Olivia said. 

"I know." 

"Then why are you here?" 

"Because I needed to see you." He leaned against the counter, his hands flat on the glass. "Because I've been thinking about you. Because I can't stop." 

"Harry—" 

"I know." He looked down at his hands. "I know we said we'd be careful. I know we said we'd meet at the cottage. But it's been weeks, Olivia. Weeks. And I can't—" 

She reached across the counter and took his hand. 

His fingers were cold, and she wrapped hers around them, warming them, holding them. 

"Beti is sick," he said. 

Olivia's chest tightened. "What do you mean?" 

"She fell. Last week. In the garden. She broke her wrist." He looked up at her. His eyes were red, the skin beneath them dark with sleeplessness. "She's eighty-two, Olivia. She's not supposed to fall. She's not supposed to break. She's supposed to be invincible." 

"Harry—" 

"I've been staying with her. Every night. She doesn't want to be alone. She doesn't want me to leave. And I can't—I can't see you. I can't be with you. I can't be anywhere except there, in that cottage, watching her get older." 

Olivia walked around the counter and pulled him into her arms. 

He held her tightly, his face pressed into her hair, his body shaking. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm so sorry." 

"I don't want to lose her." 

"You won't." 

"Everyone leaves." His voice was muffled, thick. "My father left. My mother left. Everyone leaves." 

She pulled back and looked at him. His face was wet, and she wiped the tears with her thumb, the way she had wiped her children's tears when they were small. 

"I'm not leaving," she said. "I'm not going anywhere." 

He looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, full of something that looked like hope. 

"Promise?" 

"I promise." 

They did not make love. 

They sat on the floor of the back room, their backs against the wall, their shoulders touching. The shop was dark, the lights off, the only illumination the grey light that came through the dusty window. 

"Tell me about her," Olivia said. "Beti. Tell me about when you were young." 

Harry was quiet for a moment. The rain was falling, soft and steady, and she could hear it dripping from the eaves. 

"She used to sing," he said. "When I was small. She would hold me on her lap and sing in Welsh—old songs, the kind her mother had sung to her. I didn't understand the words. I don't think she did either. But the sound of it—the sound of her voice—it made me feel safe." 

"What happened to the singing?" 

"She stopped. When my mother died. She said the songs made her sad. She said they reminded her of things she wanted to forget." 

Olivia reached for his hand. "What things?" 

He was quiet for a long moment. The rain fell. The clock ticked. 

"My mother," he said. "She wasn't supposed to be on that road. She was supposed to be at home. But she had gone to pick up Beti—Beti's car had broken down, and my mother was the only one who could drive. If Beti's car hadn't broken down, my mother would still be alive." 

"Harry—" 

"Beti knows. She's always known. She blames herself. And I've never been able to tell her that it wasn't her fault. Because some part of me—some small, ugly part of me—blames her too." 

Olivia pulled him close and held him. 

"You were seventeen," she said. "You were a child. You're not responsible for how you felt then." 

"I'm responsible for how I feel now." 

"And how do you feel now?" 

He was quiet. The rain fell. The clock ticked. 

"I love her," he said. "I love her more than anything. And I'm afraid that when she dies, I'll be alone." 

"You won't be alone." 

"You don't know that." 

"Yes, I do." She pulled back and looked at him. "Because I'll be there. I'll be wherever you are. For as long as you want me." 

He looked at her. His eyes were bright, wet, and he reached up and touched her face. 

"As long as I want you?" 

"As long as you want me." 

She stayed until the light faded. 

They talked about small things—the shop, the garden, the books on the shelf behind the counter. They did not talk about Thomas, or the future, or the choices they were making. They just sat together, in the dark, and held each other. 

"Olivia," Harry said. 

"Yes?" 

"Thank you." 

"For what?" 

"For being here. For listening. For not running away when I told you the truth." 

She kissed his cheek. "I'm not going to run away." 

"I know." He smiled—a small, tired smile, the first smile she had seen from him all day. "That's why I love you." 

She did not say it back. 

She did not need to. 

She drove home in the dark. 

The roads were wet, the headlights reflecting off the asphalt, and the rain was falling harder now, drumming on the roof of the car. She gripped the wheel and watched the road and thought about Beti. 

She had met her once, years ago, at parents' evening. A small woman with sharp eyes and a sharper tongue, the kind of woman who did not suffer fools and did not hide her opinions. She had looked at Olivia and said, You're the one who reads his stories. He talks about you at home. 

Olivia had not known what to say. 

Now she wished she had said something. Something kind. Something true. Something that would have mattered. 

She pulled into the driveway and turned off the engine. 

The house was dark, the windows black, the only light the faint glow of the streetlamp at the corner. Thomas was already in bed—she could see the shape of him through the bedroom window, the curve of his shoulder, the stillness of his body. 

She sat in the car for a long time. 

The rain fell. 

The world was dark. 

And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a woman was dying and a man was watching and the world was spinning toward winter. 

Chapter 21: Quiet Gifts 

The first Sunday of December, Carys arrived with the children. 

Olivia heard the car before she saw it—the familiar rumble of the old estate, the crunch of tyres on the gravel drive. She was in the kitchen, her hands buried in flour, a batch of Welsh cakes half-formed on the board before her. She wiped her fingers on her apron and walked to the door. 

Eira was the first one out of the car. 

The six-year-old burst from the back seat like a small explosion, her blonde hair flying, her coat unbuttoned, her boots unlaced. She ran toward Olivia with her arms outstretched, and Olivia knelt to catch her, and the child crashed into her chest with a force that knocked the breath from her lungs. 

"Bopa!" Eira's voice was high, excited, the voice of someone who had not learned to moderate her joy. "Bopa, I brought you something. I made it myself." 

"You made it yourself?" 

"In school. With glue. And glitter." 

Olivia looked at Harry—the other Harry, the one who was not her lover, the one who was standing by the car with a sleeping Ioan in his arms. Thomas. Thomas was standing there, and his face was soft with happiness, and he was looking at her like she was the centre of the world. 

"I can't wait to see it," Olivia said. 

Eira pulled a crumpled piece of paper from her coat pocket. It was folded unevenly, the edges torn, and when Olivia opened it, she found a drawing of a rose—a pink rose, with green leaves and a brown stem and a sky that was coloured purple because, as Eira explained, "the sky can be any colour I want." 

"It's beautiful," Olivia said. 

"I know." Eira beamed. "It's for you. For your garden. So the roses don't get lonely." 

Olivia held the drawing to her chest. "I'll put it on the fridge. Right in the middle. Where everyone can see it." 

"It has to be in the middle," Eira agreed. "Because it's the best one." 

The house filled with noise. 

Ioan woke up when Thomas carried him inside, and he cried for a few minutes—the small, bewildered cry of a child who had been sleeping and did not understand why he was awake. But then he saw Olivia, and his face changed, and he reached for her with both arms. 

"Bopa," he said. "Bopa, Bopa, Bopa." 

She took him from Thomas and held him against her hip. He was heavier than she remembered, denser, more solid. He was growing. They were both growing. And she was missing it. 

"I'm here," she said. "I'm here." 

He pressed his face into her neck and was quiet. 

The afternoon passed in a blur of small things. 

Eira wanted to see the garden, so Olivia wrapped her in an extra jumper and led her outside. The roses had finished blooming weeks ago, and the bushes were bare, their branches dark against the grey sky. But Eira did not seem to mind. She walked from bush to bush, touching the thorns with careful fingers, looking for something only she could see. 

"The roses are sleeping," Eira said. 

"That's right." 

"Can I wake them up?" 

"Not until spring." 

Eira considered this. "That's a long time." 

"It is." 

"I don't like waiting." 

"Neither do I." Olivia knelt beside her. "But some things are worth waiting for." 

Eira looked at her. Her eyes were blue—Thomas's eyes, Carys's eyes, the eyes of three generations of women who had learned to wait. 

"Like what?" Eira asked. 

"Like roses. Like spring. Like the people you love." 

Eira nodded, satisfied, and ran back toward the house. 

Carys was in the kitchen, making tea. 

She had her mother's hands—the same long fingers, the same quick movements, the same way of holding a mug as if it was something precious. Olivia stood in the doorway and watched her, and for a moment, she was thirty years younger, watching her own mother make tea in a kitchen that no longer existed. 

"Mam," Carys said without turning around. "You're staring." 

"I'm watching." 

"Same thing." 

"Not the same thing." 

Carys turned. She had her mother's face too—the same hazel eyes, the same high cheekbones, the same small dimple that appeared when she smiled. But there was something else in her face now, something that had not been there before. A wariness. A watchfulness. 

"How are you?" Carys asked. 

"Fine." 

"You look tired." 

"I am tired." 

"The children are a lot." 

"The children are wonderful." 

Carys set down the teapot and walked toward her. She stopped when she was close enough to touch, close enough to see, close enough to know. 

"Mam," she said. "Is everything alright?" 

Olivia looked at her daughter. At the woman she had raised, the woman she had loved, the woman she was lying to. 

"Everything is fine," she said. 

Carys looked at her for a long moment. Then she nodded, picked up the teapot, and carried it to the table. 

"Good," she said. "That's good." 

Dinner was loud. 

The children talked over each other, their voices rising and falling, their hands reaching for bread and butter and the small pickles that Ioan refused to eat. Thomas sat at the head of the table, carving the roast lamb with the concentration of a surgeon, and Carys sat across from Olivia, her eyes moving around the room like she was looking for something. 

"Tell me about the charity shop," Carys said. 

"It's the same." 

"Same how?" 

"Same books. Same clothes. Same Mair." 

"Mair still hates me?" 

"Mair doesn't hate you." 

"Mair told me I was 'too loud' when I was twelve. I've never recovered." 

Thomas laughed. "Mair told me I was 'too tall.' I've also never recovered." 

"You are too tall," Olivia said. 

"I'm the right height." 

"You're too tall for the doorframes." 

"The doorframes are too short for me." 

The children laughed, and Carys laughed, and Olivia laughed too. The sound filled the kitchen, warm and familiar, and for a moment, she forgot about everything else. The affair. The lies. The woman she had become. 

She was just a mother. Just a grandmother. Just a wife. 

Just Olivia. 

After dinner, Carys helped with the dishes. 

They stood side by side at the sink, their hands in the warm water, the radio playing something soft in the background. The children were in the living room with Thomas, watching a programme about talking animals, and the house was quiet in a way that felt almost sacred. 

"Do you remember when we used to do this?" Carys asked. "When I was little. You would wash, and I would dry, and we would talk about everything." 

"I remember." 

"You don't talk to me anymore." 

Olivia's hands stopped moving. "What do you mean?" 

"Mam." Carys set down the dish she was drying and turned to face her. "I'm not stupid. I know something is going on." 

"Nothing is going on." 

"You're different. You've been different for months. You're happier, which is good. But you're also—" She searched for the word. "Distant. Like you're here, but you're not here. Like you're thinking about something else." 

Olivia looked at her daughter. At the woman she had raised, the woman she had loved, the woman she was betraying. 

"I'm not distant." 

"You are." Carys reached for her hand. "And I'm not asking you to tell me what's wrong. I'm just asking you to know that I'm here. If you need me." 

Olivia looked at their hands, her daughter's fingers intertwined with hers. 

"I know," she said. 

"Do you?" 

"I know." 

Carys held her gaze for a moment longer. Then she nodded, picked up the dish, and began to dry it. 

"I love you, Mam." 

"I love you too." 

The children fell asleep on the sofa. 

Eira was sprawled across the cushions, her mouth open, her hand still clutching the remote control. Ioan was curled in Thomas's lap, his thumb in his mouth, his breathing soft and even. 

"We should put them to bed," Carys said. 

"In a minute." Thomas stroked Ioan's hair. "He's comfortable." 

"He's drooling on your shirt." 

"He's comfortable." 

Carys laughed and sat down beside Olivia. The fire was burning low, and the room was dark except for the glow of the television, and the family was together, all of them, in the same room, breathing the same air. 

Olivia looked at her husband. At her daughter. At her grandchildren. 

She thought about Harry. 

She thought about the cottage, the studio, the barn, the classroom. She thought about the way he said her name, the way he touched her, the way he looked at her like she was the only person in the world. 

She thought about the woman she was becoming. 

And she wondered if she would ever be able to look at her family again without feeling like a stranger. 

Chapter 22: Exact Distance 

The week before Christmas, Thomas surprised her. 

He came home from the garden centre with a box in his hands—not the usual box, not the one that held compost or fertilizer or the small ceramic pots he liked to buy and never use. This box was white, tied with a silver ribbon, and it sat on the kitchen table like an accusation. 

"What's this?" Olivia asked. 

"Open it." 

She looked at him. His face was flushed from the cold, and there was a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth, and his eyes were bright in a way she had not seen in years. 

"Thomas—" 

"Open it, Liv." 

She untied the ribbon and lifted the lid. Inside, nestled in a bed of tissue paper, was a dress. Not a winter dress, not the kind of thing she would wear to the charity shop or the market. A summer dress. Pale blue. The colour of the sky before rain. 

"I saw it in the window," Thomas said. "In Brecon. When I went to pick up the fishing license. I thought—" He shrugged. "I thought you might like it." 

Olivia lifted the dress from the box. The fabric was light, almost weightless, and it spilled through her fingers like water. 

"It's beautiful," she said. 

"You're beautiful." 

"Thomas—" 

"You don't believe me. I know you don't believe me. But it's true." He walked to her and put his hands on her shoulders. "You're beautiful, Liv. You've always been beautiful. And I don't say it enough. I don't say a lot of things enough." 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. She thought about the first time he had told her she was beautiful—thirty-eight years ago, in a garden not unlike this one, the summer light catching his hair. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"Don't thank me. Wear it." He kissed her forehead. "When summer comes. Wear it for me." 

She held the dress against her chest. 

"When summer comes," she said. 

She hung the dress in the wardrobe, next to the black one Harry had pulled over her head in the back room of the charity shop. 

The two dresses hung side by side—the blue one from Thomas, the black one from no one, the two lives she was living in the same small space. She stood in front of the wardrobe for a long time, looking at them, trying to decide which one was real. 

Neither, she thought. Or both. 

She closed the wardrobe door. 

The message came that night. 

Harry: Beti is worse. The doctors say she needs someone with her all the time. I'm moving into the cottage. I don't know when I'll be able to see you. 

Olivia read the words once, twice, three times. 

Olivia: I understand. 

Harry: I'm sorry. 

Olivia: Don't be. She needs you. 

Harry: I need you too. 

She put the phone on the bedside table and lay back against the pillows. Beside her, Thomas was reading a book about fishing, his reading glasses perched on his nose, his face peaceful in the lamplight. 

"Everything alright?" he asked. 

"Everything's fine." 

"Who was that?" 

"Mair. About the shop." 

He nodded and turned back to his book. The pages rustled. The clock ticked. The world went on. 

She closed her eyes and thought about Harry. About Beti. About the cottage in the mountains where they had spent the night, where he had told her about his mother, where he had held her in the dark and asked her not to leave. 

She was not leaving. 

But she was not sure she was staying either. 

The days grew shorter. 

The solstice came and went, the darkest night of the year, and Olivia lit candles and made a fire and sat in the living room with Thomas, pretending to watch a programme about Christmas markets. The flames danced, the logs crackled, and the world outside was black and cold. 

"Are you happy, Liv?" Thomas asked. 

She turned to look at him. His face was soft in the firelight, the lines around his eyes deeper than she remembered, the grey in his beard more visible. 

"Of course I'm happy." 

"You seem sad." 

"I'm not sad." 

"You seem—" He searched for the word. "Quiet. You've been quiet for months." 

"I've always been quiet." 

"Not like this." He set down his book and turned to face her. "You used to talk to me. About everything. About nothing. About the garden and the shop and the books you were reading. Now you sit in the same room as me, and you're a thousand miles away." 

Olivia looked at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. 

"I'm not a thousand miles away." 

"Then where are you?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. She thought about telling him the truth. The words were there, on the tip of her tongue, waiting to be spoken. 

I'm with someone else. I've been with someone else for months. I love him. I don't know how to stop. 

But she could not say them. 

She could not break him. 

She could not break the life they had built together. 

"I'm here," she said. "I'm right here." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded, picked up his book, and went back to reading. 

She watched him for a while longer. Then she stood up, walked to the kitchen, and poured herself a glass of wine. 

The wine was red, dark, the colour of blood. She drank it standing at the counter, staring out the window at the dark garden, and tried to remember who she had been before she started lying. 

She messaged Harry on Christmas Eve. 

Olivia: I miss you. 

Harry: I miss you too. 

Olivia: How is she? 

Harry: She's sleeping. She sleeps most of the time now. The doctors say it's normal. The body preparing itself. 

Olivia: Are you okay? 

Harry: No. 

Olivia: I wish I was there. 

Harry: I wish you were too. 

She put the phone down and walked to the living room. Thomas was in his chair, a glass of whisky in his hand, the fire burning low. He looked up when she came in, and his face broke into a smile. 

"There you are," he said. "I was starting to think you'd got lost." 

"I was in the kitchen." 

"For an hour?" 

"I was thinking." 

He set down his glass and held out his hand. She walked to him, took his hand, and let him pull her into his lap. 

"Don't think so much," he said. "It's Christmas. Be happy." 

She leaned her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes. 

"I'm happy," she said. 

But the words felt hollow. 

And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a man was watching his grandmother die, and the world was spinning toward a new year, and nothing was the same. 

Chapter 23: Light Roads 

The new year arrived with frost on the windows and silence in the streets. 

Olivia stood at the kitchen sink, looking out at the garden, her hands submerged in warm water that had gone cold without her noticing. The party had ended hours ago—if it could be called a party. Thomas had opened a bottle of champagne at midnight, and they had clinked glasses across the kitchen table, and he had kissed her cheek and said, "To another year," and then he had gone to bed. 

She had stayed up. 

The house was dark, the only light the glow of the streetlamp through the window, and the world was quiet in a way that felt almost sacred. She thought about the year that had passed—the market, the coffee, the classroom, the barn. She thought about the woman she had been in January, the woman who had not yet met Harry Davies, the woman who had believed she knew who she was. 

That woman was a stranger now. 

She dried her hands and walked to the living room. The fire had burned down to ash, and the room was cold, and the only sound was the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece. She sat on the sofa and pulled a blanket around her shoulders. 

Her phone buzzed. 

Harry: Happy New Year. 

Olivia: Happy New Year. 

Harry: I'm sorry I couldn't call. Beti was restless. 

Olivia: How is she? 

Harry: The same. She sleeps most of the time. But sometimes she wakes up, and she knows who I am, and she tells me stories about when she was young. 

Olivia: What kind of stories? 

Harry: About my mother. About my grandfather. About the war and the years after. She remembers everything now. Things I've never heard her say before. 

Olivia: That's a gift. 

Harry: It feels like a goodbye. 

She stared at the words. The screen glowed in the dark, and the letters blurred, and she blinked until they came back into focus. 

Olivia: Maybe it is. 

Harry: I'm not ready. 

Olivia: No one ever is. 

She put the phone down and pulled the blanket tighter. The clock ticked. The house settled. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a man was watching his grandmother die, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. 

Beti died on the twelfth of January. 

Harry called at six in the morning, his voice thick, his words slurred with exhaustion and grief. Olivia was in the kitchen, making tea, and she sat down at the table when she heard his voice. 

"She's gone," he said. 

"Harry—" 

"She went in her sleep. I was holding her hand. She opened her eyes and looked at me, and she said my name, and then she closed her eyes and she was gone." 

Olivia pressed her hand to her mouth. The tears came—not for Beti, not really, but for him, for the boy who had lost his mother and the man who was losing everything. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "I'm so sorry." 

"I don't know what to do." 

"Have you called anyone?" 

"The doctor. The undertaker." He paused. "I called you." 

"I'm glad you called me." 

"I don't have anyone else." 

"You have me." 

He was quiet for a moment. She could hear him breathing, could hear the small, ragged sounds of someone who was trying not to cry. 

"Can you come?" he asked. 

"Where?" 

"The cottage. Beti's cottage. I can't—I can't be here alone." 

Olivia looked at the clock. It was six-fifteen. Thomas would wake at seven, would come downstairs at seven-thirty, would expect her to be in the kitchen with tea and toast and the morning paper. 

"Thomas—" she started. 

"Please." 

She closed her eyes. 

"I'll be there as soon as I can," she said. 

She left at seven. 

Thomas was in the shower, the water running, the radio playing something cheerful in the bedroom. She wrote a note—Gone to help Mair with an emergency at the shop. Back soon.—and left it on the kitchen table. 

She drove too fast. 

The roads were icy, the sun not yet high enough to melt the frost, and the car skidded twice on the bends. She did not slow down. She gripped the wheel and pressed the accelerator and thought about Harry, alone in a cottage with the body of the woman who had raised him. 

The cottage was grey in the winter light. 

She parked beside his car and walked to the door. It was unlocked, and she pushed it open, and the smell hit her—woodsmoke and lavender and something else, something that smelled like death. 

Harry was sitting at the table, his head in his hands. 

She walked to him and knelt beside him and put her arms around him. 

"I'm here," she said. "I'm here." 

He held her. His body was shaking, and his face was wet, and he held her like she was the only thing keeping him from falling apart. 

"She's gone," he said. "She's gone, and I don't—I don't know who I am without her." 

"You're Harry," she said. "You're the same person you've always been." 

"That person was her grandson." 

"And now?" 

He pulled back and looked at her. His eyes were red, swollen, the skin beneath them dark with sleeplessness. 

"Now I don't know." 

The undertaker came at nine. 

He was a small man, bald, with kind eyes and gentle hands. He talked to Harry in a low voice, asking questions about Beti's wishes, about the funeral, about the paperwork that needed to be signed. 

Olivia stood by the window and watched. 

The valley was white with frost, the trees black against the sky, and the sun was trying to break through the clouds. She thought about Beti—the small woman with the sharp eyes and the sharper tongue, the woman who had raised a son who had raised a grandson, the woman who had died holding Harry's hand. 

She thought about her own mother. 

She thought about the phone call that had come on a Tuesday morning, the words she had never been able to forget. Your mother is gone. She went in her sleep. 

She had not been there. 

She had not held her hand. 

She had been at home, making breakfast, living her ordinary life, while her mother slipped away in a hospital bed that smelled of antiseptic and fear. 

She walked to Harry and took his hand. 

"I'm here," she said again. 

"I know." 

"I'm not going anywhere." 

He looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, hollow, but there was something else there too—something that looked like gratitude. 

"Thank you," he said. 

The funeral was on a Thursday. 

The chapel was small, the congregation smaller—a handful of neighbours, a few old friends, the woman who had delivered Beti's milk for thirty years. Olivia sat in the back, her coat collar turned up, her hands folded in her lap. 

Harry stood at the front. 

He was wearing a black suit—too large, too old, the suit his father had worn to his mother's funeral. He stood beside the coffin, his hands at his sides, his face pale, and he read a poem that Beti had loved. 

Do not stand at my grave and weep.
I am not there. I do not sleep. 

His voice cracked on the second line, and Olivia felt her own throat tighten. She wanted to go to him. She wanted to hold his hand. She wanted to stand beside him and tell him that he was not alone. 

But she could not. 

She was not his wife. She was not his family. She was nothing to him, nothing that anyone could see. 

She sat in the back and watched him grieve, and she grieved with him, and she hated herself for not being able to do more. 

After the funeral, there was tea. 

The neighbours had brought sandwiches and cakes and a large pot of something that was supposed to be coffee but tasted like hot water. Harry stood by the window, a cup in his hand, nodding at the people who came to offer their condolences. 

Olivia stayed in the corner. 

She did not approach him. She did not touch him. She did not do anything that might make people wonder who she was and why she was there. 

But she watched him. 

She watched the way he smiled at the old woman who had lived next door to Beti for fifty years. She watched the way he held himself upright when all he wanted to do was collapse. She watched the way he kept looking at the door, as if he was waiting for someone who was never going to walk through it. 

She wanted to tell him that she was there. 

That she was not going to leave. 

That he was not alone. 

But she could not. 

So she stood in the corner, and she watched, and she waited. 

The last guest left at four. 

Harry closed the door behind them and leaned against it, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling. 

"Olivia," he said. 

"I'm here." 

He opened his eyes and looked at her. "I didn't think you would come." 

"I said I would." 

"People say a lot of things." 

"I'm not people." She walked to him and took his hands. His fingers were cold, and she wrapped hers around them, warming them, holding them. "I'm here. I'm not going anywhere." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he pulled her close and held her, his face pressed into her hair, his body shaking. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

She held him, and the house was quiet, and the winter light faded, and the world outside forgot they existed. 

Chapter 24: Weather Word 

February arrived with a storm. 

The wind came from the east, cold and sharp, rattling the windows and tearing the last remaining leaves from the trees. Olivia stood at the kitchen window, watching the garden bend and sway, and thought about Harry. 

She had not seen him since the funeral. 

Three weeks. Twenty-one days. She had counted each one, had marked them on the calendar in the back of her mind, had replayed their last conversation a hundred times. 

I love you. 

I love you too. 

And then she had driven home, and Thomas had been waiting, and she had put on her other face, the one that belonged to the woman who was not in love with someone else. 

Thomas came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. 

"Storm's getting worse," he said. 

"I noticed." 

"The power might go out. I'll get the torch." 

"There's one in the drawer." 

He nodded and walked to the drawer. She listened to him rummage through the contents—the batteries, the matches, the old candles they had not used in years. 

"Liv." 

"Yes?" 

"Are you alright?" 

She turned to face him. His face was soft in the grey light, the lines around his eyes deeper than she remembered, the grey in his beard more visible. 

"I'm fine." 

"You've been quiet." 

"I've been thinking." 

"About what?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. She thought about telling him the truth. The words were there, on the tip of her tongue, waiting to be spoken. 

I'm in love with someone else. I have been for months. I don't know how to stop. 

But she could not say them. 

"I've been thinking about my mother," she said. "It's nearly the anniversary." 

Thomas's face softened. He walked to her and put his arms around her, pulling her close. 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I know this time of year is hard." 

She pressed her face into his chest. He smelled of soap and wool and something else, something that had always smelled like home. 

"I miss her," Olivia said. 

"I know." 

"Every day." 

"I know." 

He held her for a long time. The wind rattled the windows. The rain began to fall. And she stood in her husband's arms and thought about the man she loved, and she wondered if she would ever stop lying. 

The power went out at nine. 

The house was dark, the only light the flicker of the candles Thomas had set on the kitchen table. They sat across from each other, their faces half in shadow, the remains of dinner cooling on their plates. 

"Remember the last time the power went out?" Thomas asked. 

"When?" 

"Ten years ago. The children were still at home. Carys was - what? Twenty-four? She was living with us for a few months. Between jobs." 

"I remember." 

"You told ghost stories. By candlelight. The children were terrified." 

"They weren't terrified. They were pretending to be terrified." 

"Same thing." 

"Not the same thing." 

He smiled. The candlelight caught his face, his eyes, the small lines around his mouth. 

"You used to tell stories all the time," he said. "When the children were small. You would make up tales about the garden, about the roses, about the birds that lived in the hedge." 

"I remember." 

"You don't do that anymore." 

She looked down at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. 

"I ran out of stories," she said. 

"Did you?" 

"Maybe." 

Thomas reached across the table and took her hand. His palm was warm, calloused, familiar. 

"I don't think you ran out," he said. "I think you stopped telling them." 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"Maybe," she said. "Maybe I did." 

The storm raged all night. 

Olivia lay in bed, awake, listening to the wind and the rain and the small sounds of the house settling. Beside her, Thomas slept the deep, untroubled sleep of a man who had no secrets. 

Her phone buzzed on the bedside table. 

Harry: Are you awake? 

Olivia: Yes. 

Harry: I can't sleep either. 

Olivia: The storm? 

Harry: Everything. 

She stared at the screen. The light from the phone cast shadows on the ceiling, and she watched them dance, and she thought about him lying alone in Beti's cottage, the rooms empty, the silence heavy. 

Olivia: Tell me what you're thinking. 

Harry: I'm thinking about her. About Beti. About the last time I saw her alive. 

Olivia: You were holding her hand. 

Harry: She was so thin. At the end. She weighed almost nothing. I could feel her bones through her skin. 

Olivia: Harry— 

Harry: I keep thinking about all the things I should have said. All the things I should have asked. And now it's too late. 

Olivia: It's not too late. 

Harry: She's gone. 

Olivia: But you're not. 

He was quiet for a long moment. The wind howled. The rain hammered. She watched the three dots appear and disappear, appear and disappear. 

Harry: I wish you were here. 

Olivia: I wish I was too. 

Harry: When can I see you? 

Olivia: Soon. 

Harry: When? 

She looked at Thomas. His face was peaceful in the dark, his mouth slightly open, his breathing slow and even. 

Olivia: Tomorrow. The cottage. Two o'clock. 

Harry: I'll be there. 

She put the phone down and closed her eyes. 

The wind howled. The rain fell. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a man was waiting for her. 

The morning was grey. 

The storm had passed, leaving behind broken branches and flooded gutters and a sky that was the colour of old wool. Olivia made breakfast—porridge for Thomas, toast for herself—and stood at the window while he ate. 

"I'm going to the shop," she said. 

"On a Saturday?" 

"Mair needs help with the new donations." 

Thomas nodded, his mouth full of porridge. "Will you be back for lunch?" 

"I don't know. I'll call you." 

He nodded again, and she kissed the top of his head, and she walked out the door. 

The car was cold. She sat in the driver's seat for a moment, her hands on the wheel, her breath steaming in the air. Then she started the engine and drove toward the hills. 

The cottage was smaller than she remembered. 

Or maybe it was the light—the grey, flat light of February, the kind of light that made everything look smaller, older, more worn. Harry was standing in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his hair pushed back from his forehead. 

"You came," he said. 

"I said I would." 

She walked toward him. The ground was muddy, and her boots sank into the earth, and the wind was cold on her face. He met her halfway, and she put her arms around him, and he held her. 

"I've missed you," he said. 

"I've missed you too." 

He pulled back and looked at her. His face was thinner than she remembered, the lines around his eyes deeper, the shadows beneath them darker. 

"You look tired," she said. 

"So do you." 

"I'm fine." 

"You're lying." 

"I'm lying," she agreed. 

He smiled. It was a small smile, tired, but it was there. 

"Come inside," he said. "It's cold out here." 

The cottage was warm. 

The fire was burning, and the kettle was on the stove, and the room smelled of woodsmoke and coffee and something else, something that reminded her of Beti. 

"You've been cleaning," Olivia said. 

"I've been trying. There's so much stuff. So many things she kept. Letters. Photographs. Clothes." He walked to the table and picked up a small box. "I found these yesterday." 

He opened the box. 

Inside were photographs—old ones, the paper yellowed, the edges curled. Harry's mother as a child. Harry's grandfather in his army uniform. Beti on her wedding day, young and beautiful, her smile wide and unguarded. 

"She was happy," Olivia said. 

"She was." He set down the box. "She was happy. Most of the time. There were hard years, after my mother died. But she never stopped living. She never stopped trying." 

"That's a gift." 

"It's a choice." He looked at her. "She used to say that happiness is something you decide. Not something that happens to you." 

Olivia looked at the photographs. The young Beti, the happy Beti, the woman who had lived and loved and lost and kept going. 

"Is that true?" she asked. 

"I don't know." He reached for her hand. "But I'm trying to believe it." 

They made love slowly. 

There was no urgency now, no fear of discovery, no clock ticking toward the hour when they would have to part. The fire burned, the wind howled, and the world outside was cold and grey and full of things they did not want to think about. 

He undressed her by the fire. 

Her clothes fell to the floor—her jumper, her jeans, her underwear—and she stood in front of him, naked, exposed, her hands at her sides. 

"You're beautiful," he said. 

"So are you." 

He pulled her down to the rug, and she lay beneath him, and he entered her slowly, the way he always entered her, and she closed her eyes and let herself feel it. 

The pleasure. The warmth. The love. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

She meant it. She meant it more than she had ever meant anything. And for a moment, the guilt disappeared, and the fear disappeared, and the only thing that remained was the two of them, together, in a cottage in the hills, while the storm raged outside. 

Afterward, they lay by the fire. 

The flames were low, and the room was dark, and she was curled against his chest, her head on his shoulder, her hand on his heart. 

"What happens now?" she asked. 

"What do you mean?" 

"After this. After the funeral. After the storm." She looked up at him. "What happens to us?" 

Harry was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The wind howled. 

"I don't know," he said. "I don't know what happens next. I don't know if we can keep doing this. I don't know if we should." 

"Harry—" 

"I love you." He said it quickly, urgently, as if he was afraid he would not get another chance. "I love you, and I don't want to lose you. But I can't keep meeting you in secret forever. I can't keep pretending that I'm not in love with you." 

"Then don't." 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't pretend." She sat up and looked at him. "Don't pretend that you're not in love with me. Don't pretend that this doesn't matter. Don't pretend that you're willing to walk away." 

He reached up and touched her face. 

"I'm not willing to walk away," he said. "But I'm not willing to share you either." 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Then don't," she said. "Don't share me." 

"What are you saying?" 

She was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled. The wind howled. The world outside was cold and grey and full of things she could not control. 

"I'm saying," she said finally, "that I need to make a choice." 

Chapter 25: Margin

March came slowly.

The days lengthened, the frost retreated, and the first green shoots appeared in the garden—crocuses first, then daffodils, then the small, tight buds of the roses that would bloom in summer. Olivia knelt in the soil, her hands buried in the earth, and tried to remember who she had been before the affair.

She could not.

That woman was gone. She had been replaced by someone else—someone who lied to her husband, someone who drove to the hills to meet a younger man, someone who said I love you and meant it and did not know how to stop.

Thomas was in the shed, fixing the lawnmower. She could hear him through the open window—the clink of metal, the low mutter of his voice as he talked to himself, the occasional curse when something did not fit.

He had been fixing things a lot lately.

The lawnmower. The gate. The kitchen tap that Harry had promised to fix and never did. He moved through the house with a new energy, a new purpose, as if he was trying to hold the world together with his hands.

She knew why.

He had felt her drifting. Had felt the distance growing between them, the silence that had settled over their marriage like fog over a valley. He did not know what was wrong—did not know about Harry, did not know about the lies, did not know about the woman she had become—but he knew something was wrong.

And he was trying to fix it.

The way he always tried to fix things.

She sat back on her heels and looked at the house. The windows were dark, the curtains drawn, and she could see her reflection in the glass—a woman of sixty, grey-haired and wrinkled, her hands covered in soil.

She thought about what Harry had said.

I'm not willing to share you.

She thought about what she had said.

I need to make a choice.

She had been thinking about that choice for weeks. Turning it over in her mind, examining it from every angle, trying to find a way out that did not involve breaking someone's heart.

There was no way out.

She was going to break someone's heart. The only question was whose.

She met Harry at the cottage on a Thursday.

The hills were green again, the winter brown giving way to the first flush of spring, and the sky was pale and clear and endless. He was waiting for her in the doorway, the same way he always waited, his hands in his pockets, his hair pushed back from his forehead.

"You came," he said.

"I said I would."

She walked toward him. The ground was soft, and her boots sank into the earth, and the sun was warm on her face. He met her halfway, and she put her arms around him, and he held her.

"I've been thinking," she said.

"So have I."

"About what?"

He pulled back and looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like fear.

"About us," he said. "About what happens next."

She took his hand and led him inside.

The cottage was the same.

The fire was burning, the kettle was on the stove, and the room smelled of woodsmoke and coffee and the lingering presence of Beti, who had died in this room, in this bed, with Harry holding her hand.

Olivia sat on the sofa. Harry sat beside her.

"I can't keep doing this," she said.

"Doing what?"

"Lying. Sneaking around. Pretending that I'm not in love with you." She looked at him. "I'm sixty years old. I've spent my whole life doing the right thing. Being a good wife. A good mother. A good person. And now—" She shook her head. "Now I don't know what I am."

"You're Olivia."

"I'm someone who lies to her husband."

"You're someone who loves."

"Same thing?"

"No." He reached for her hand. "Not the same thing. You're not lying because you want to hurt him. You're lying because you don't want to hurt him. There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Yes." He held her hand against his chest. "The difference is love."

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers.

"I love him," she said. "I love Thomas. I've loved him for thirty-eight years. He's the father of my children. He's the man who held my hand when I gave birth. He's the man who stayed with me when my mother died, when my father died, when everything fell apart."

"I know."

"He doesn't deserve this."

"No. He doesn't."

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin.

"And you don't deserve to be the other man," she said. "You don't deserve to be a secret. You don't deserve to wait for me to choose."

"I'll wait."

"Harry—"

"I'll wait." He said it fiercely, urgently, as if he was trying to convince himself as much as her. "I'll wait as long as it takes. I'll wait until you're ready. I'll wait until you're free. I'll wait until the end of time."

She closed her eyes.

The fire crackled. The clock ticked. And somewhere, in the distance, a bird was singing.

"I don't know if I'll ever be free," she said.

"Then I'll wait anyway."

They did not make love.

They sat on the sofa, holding hands, watching the fire burn down. The afternoon passed, the light shifted, and the room grew dark around them.

"Tell me something," Harry said.

"What?"

"Something you've never told anyone."

She was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The clock ticked.

"I'm afraid," she said. "I'm afraid of getting old. I'm afraid of dying. I'm afraid of being forgotten."

"You won't be forgotten."

"You don't know that."

"I know you." He turned to face her. "I know you, Olivia. I know the way you look at the roses. I know the way you touch your neck when you're nervous. I know the way you say my name when you think no one is listening. You won't be forgotten. Not by me."

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin.

"Promise?" she asked.

"Promise."

She leaned her head against his shoulder.

The fire crackled. The clock ticked. And the world outside was full of things she could not control.

But here, in this room, with this man, she was safe.

For now.

She drove home in the dark.

The roads were empty, the hills black against the sky, and the only light came from the headlights and the stars. She gripped the wheel and watched the road and thought about the choice she had to make.

Thomas was in the kitchen when she walked in.

He was standing at the stove, stirring something that smelled like tomatoes and garlic and red wine. He looked up when she came in, and his face broke into a smile.

"There you are," he said. "I was starting to worry."

"I'm fine."

"You're late."

"The shop was busy."

He nodded, accepting this, and turned back to the stove. "Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes. Go change. Put on something comfortable."

She climbed the stairs. The bedroom was dark, the curtains still drawn, and she stood in front of the wardrobe for a long time, her hand on the blue dress Thomas had given her for Christmas.

She pulled it from the hanger and held it against her body.

The fabric was light, almost weightless, and it spilled through her fingers like water.

She thought about what Harry had said.

I'll wait as long as it takes.

She thought about what Thomas had said.

I don't think you ran out of stories. I think you stopped telling them.

She hung the dress back in its place.

She pulled on a jumper and a pair of old trousers and walked back downstairs.

Thomas was at the table, two plates of pasta steaming in front of him. He had lit a candle—the same candle, the same small flame—and it flickered between them.

"You look tired," he said.

"I am tired."

"Eat." He pushed a plate toward her. "You'll feel better."

She ate. The pasta was good—better than good, rich and creamy and full of mushrooms. She tasted each bite, felt the warmth spread through her chest, watched her husband's face in the candlelight.

"Liv," he said.

"Yes?"

"I love you."

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow.

"I love you too," she said.

She meant it. She meant it more than she had ever meant anything. But the words felt different now. Heavier. More complicated.

She reached across the table and took his hand.

"You look worried," Thomas said.

"I'm not worried."

"You look worried."

She squeezed his hand. "I'm fine. Everything is fine."

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded, picked up his fork, and went back to his dinner.

She watched him for a while longer.

Then she picked up her own fork, and she ate, and she smiled, and she pretended that everything was fine.

Because that was what she did.

That was who she was.

A woman who pretended.

Chapter 26: Equinox Practice 

The first day of spring arrived with rain. 

Olivia stood at the kitchen window, watching the water run down the glass, and thought about balance. The equinox. Equal day and equal night. Light and dark in perfect proportion. She wished her life could be so neatly divided. 

Thomas had gone to Cardiff for the day—Carys needed help with something, something about the boiler, something about a leak, something that required a father's hands and a father's patience. He had kissed her cheek at seven and promised to be back by dinner, and she had stood at the window and watched his car disappear around the corner. 

The house was quiet. 

She had not messaged Harry. She had not planned to see him. But now, with the rain falling and the house empty and the whole day stretching before her like a blank page, she found herself reaching for her phone. 

Olivia: Thomas is away. The house is empty. 

Harry: I'll be there in an hour. 

She put the phone down and walked to the wardrobe. 

The blue dress was still there—the one Thomas had given her for Christmas, the one she had not worn. She touched the fabric, felt the weight of it, the lightness of it. Then she pushed it aside and reached for the grey jumper, the old one, the one she always wore. 

She was tired of pretending. 

She was tired of dressing up. 

She was tired of being someone she was not. 

She pulled the jumper over her head and walked downstairs to wait. 

Harry arrived at eleven. 

The rain had stopped, and the sun was trying to break through the clouds, and the garden was wet and shining and full of the first green shoots of spring. He stood on the step, his hands in his pockets, his hair damp from the walk from his car. 

"You look different," he said. 

"So do you." 

"I'm not different." 

"Neither am I." 

He stepped inside, and she closed the door behind him. The hallway was narrow, and they were close, and she could smell the rain on his clothes, the soap on his skin, the familiar warmth of him. 

"I've missed you," he said. 

"I've missed you too." 

He kissed her. It was soft, gentle, the kiss of a man who had been waiting. She kissed him back, and for a moment, the world outside disappeared. 

Then she pulled away. 

"We need to talk," she said. 

His face changed. The softness faded, replaced by something that looked like fear. 

"About what?" 

"About us." She took his hand and led him to the living room. The fire was already burning—she had lit it an hour ago, had sat in front of it, had tried to find the words. "I've been thinking about what you said. About not wanting to share me." 

Harry sat on the sofa. She sat beside him. 

"I meant it," he said. 

"I know you did." She looked at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. "I've been thinking about it too. About what it would mean. To choose." 

"And?" 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"I don't know how to choose," she said. "I love you. I love Thomas. I love the life I have with him. I love the life I could have with you. And I don't know how to pick one without losing the other." 

Harry was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The clock ticked. 

"Then don't," he said. 

"What?" 

"Don't choose." He reached for her hand. "Not today. Not yet. Just—" He paused, searching for the words. "Just be here. With me. For now. And we'll figure out the rest later." 

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. 

"That's not an answer." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

They sat on the sofa for a long time. 

The fire burned low, and the light shifted, and the rain started again—soft at first, then harder, drumming on the roof. They did not talk. They just sat, holding hands, watching the flames. 

"Olivia," Harry said. 

"Yes?" 

"I want to ask you something." 

"What?" 

He turned to face her. His face was serious, solemn, the way it had been at the funeral, the way it had been in the cottage when he told her about his mother. 

"If you could go back," he said. "To the beginning. To the market, when we first met. Would you do it again? Would you choose this?" 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Yes," she said. "I would choose this. I would choose you. Every time." 

He closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were bright, wet. 

"Then that's enough," he said. "For now. That's enough." 

They made love in the bedroom. 

Not on the rug, not on the sofa, not in the back room of a charity shop. In the bed. The bed she had shared with Thomas for thirty-eight years. The bed where she had slept beside her husband, had dreamed of other lives, had woken to the sound of the birds and the light through the curtains. 

Harry hesitated at the door. 

"Are you sure?" he asked. 

"I'm sure." 

"Olivia—" 

"I'm sure." She took his hand and led him to the bed. "I want to be with you. Here. In this room. In this bed. I want to replace the memories." 

"Which memories?" 

"All of them." She lay down on the sheets and pulled him toward her. "I want to make new ones." 

He undressed her slowly, the way he always undressed her, as if she was something precious. Her clothes fell to the floor—her jumper, her jeans, her underwear. She lay beneath him, naked, exposed, her hands at her sides. 

He looked at her. 

He looked at every part of her—her breasts, her belly, the soft curve of her hips, the grey hair between her legs. He looked at her the way a painter looked at a canvas, the way a gardener looked at a rose, the way a man looked at a woman he had been waiting for his whole life. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

He entered her slowly. 

The sheets were cool beneath her back, and the light was grey through the curtains, and his body was warm on top of hers. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him closer, and he groaned, and she felt the sound in her chest, in her belly, in the place where they were joined together. 

"This is where I belong," she said. 

"This is where you belong." 

"With you." 

"With me." 

She closed her eyes and let herself feel it. The pleasure. The warmth. The love. 

When she came, it was quiet—a small sound, almost a sigh. He followed a moment later, his face pressed into her neck, his body shuddering against hers. 

They lay there afterward, tangled together, the sheets twisted around their legs, the rain falling on the roof. 

"Olivia," he said. 

"Yes?" 

"Thank you." 

"For what?" 

"For letting me in." He kissed her shoulder. "For letting me see you. For letting me love you." 

She turned her head and looked at him. His face was soft, younger than his years, older than his years, everything and nothing at once. 

"Thank you for staying," she said. 

He left at four. 

Thomas would be home soon, and the house needed to be aired, and the sheets needed to be changed, and she needed to remember how to be the woman who belonged to someone else. 

Harry stood at the door, his hands in his pockets, his hair damp from the rain. 

"Will I see you tomorrow?" he asked. 

"I don't know." 

"Will you call me?" 

"I'll try." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he stepped forward, kissed her forehead, and walked to his car. 

She closed the door and leaned against it. 

The house was quiet. The rain was falling. And somewhere, in the distance, her husband was driving home to a wife who was not sure she wanted to be saved. 

Chapter 27: Dry Run 

April arrived with a tenderness that felt like a lie. 

The daffodils bloomed along the lane, their heads bowed by the rain, and the birds sang from every branch, and the world was green and gold and full of the kind of beauty that made Olivia want to cry. She stood at the window each morning, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, and watched the light change. 

She had not seen Harry in two weeks. 

They had spoken on the phone—brief, hurried conversations, the kind of conversations that happened in the spaces between other lives. He was working. She was working. Beti's cottage needed to be cleared, and the charity shop needed to be staffed, and Thomas needed her attention in ways that felt like accusations. 

"Olivia," he had said last night, his voice low. "I need to see you." 

"Thomas is home all week." 

"Then meet me somewhere. Anywhere. The cottage. The park. The back of the shop." 

"Harry—" 

"I can't do this anymore. The phone calls. The waiting. The not knowing when I'll see you next." 

She had closed her eyes. The bedroom was dark, and Thomas was asleep beside her, and the phone was warm against her ear. 

"Next week," she had said. "Thomas is going to a fishing thing. In Scotland. He'll be gone for three days." 

"Three days?" 

"Three days." 

"I'll come to the house." 

"Harry—" 

"I'll come to the house," he said again. "And we'll talk. Really talk. About what happens next." 

She had agreed. What else could she do? 

The fishing trip was Thomas's idea. 

He had mentioned it in passing, weeks ago, the way he mentioned most things—casually, almost absently, as if he was not sure he wanted to go. But Geraint had convinced him, and the tickets had been bought, and the bag had been packed, and now he was standing at the door, a suitcase in one hand and a fishing rod in the other, looking at her like he was trying to memorize her face. 

"Are you sure you'll be alright?" he asked. 

"I'll be fine." 

"The house will be empty." 

"I like the house empty." 

He nodded, but he did not move. He stood in the doorway, the morning light catching his face, the small lines around his eyes, the grey in his beard. 

"Liv," he said. 

"Yes?" 

"I love you." 

She walked to him and put her arms around him. He smelled of soap and wool and something else, something that had always smelled like home. 

"I love you too," she said. 

He held her for a moment longer. Then he kissed her forehead, picked up his suitcase, and walked to the car. 

She stood in the doorway and watched him drive away. 

The house was quiet. 

She stood in the living room, the kitchen, the bedroom. She walked from room to room, touching things—the books on the shelf, the photographs on the wall, the small ceramic pot on the mantelpiece that Carys had made when she was seven. 

She was saying goodbye. 

She did not know it consciously—did not name it, did not acknowledge it, did not give it words. But her hands knew. Her hands moved from object to object, memorizing them, storing them away. 

She stopped in front of the photograph on the piano. 

It was old—thirty years old, maybe more. She and Thomas on their wedding day, young and beautiful and full of hope. She was wearing white, and he was wearing a suit that was too large, and they were laughing at something the photographer had said. 

She touched the glass. 

"I'm sorry," she whispered. 

The photograph did not answer. 

Harry arrived at noon. 

She heard his car in the driveway, heard the engine cut, heard his footsteps on the gravel. She stood at the kitchen window and watched him walk toward the house—the same way he always walked, his hands in his pockets, his head down. 

She opened the door before he could knock. 

"Hello," she said. 

"Hello." 

He stepped inside, and she closed the door behind him. The hallway was narrow, and they were close, and she could smell him—soap and rain and something else, something that had become familiar. 

"You look different," he said. 

"So do you." 

"I'm not different." 

"Neither am I." 

He reached for her hand. She let him take it, let him hold it, let him press it against his chest. 

"Thomas is gone," he said. 

"Three days." 

"Three days." 

He pulled her close, and she went willingly, her face pressed into his chest, her arms around his waist. He held her, and the house was quiet, and the clock ticked, and the world outside forgot they existed. 

"I've missed you," he said. 

"I've missed you too." 

He pulled back and looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like fear. 

"We need to talk," he said. 

"I know." 

They sat in the living room. 

The fire was burning—she had lit it before he arrived, had sat in front of it, had tried to find the words. He sat beside her on the sofa, close enough to touch, far enough to pretend. 

"I've been thinking," he said. 

"So have I." 

"About us. About what happens next." 

She looked at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. 

"I don't know how to do this," she said. "I don't know how to choose." 

"Then don't." 

"Harry—" 

"Don't choose." He reached for her hand. "Not today. Not yet. Just—" He paused, searching for the words. "Just be here. With me. For now." 

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. 

"That's not an answer." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

They sat on the sofa for a long time. 

The fire burned low, and the light shifted, and the rain started again—soft at first, then harder, drumming on the roof. They did not talk. They just sat, holding hands, watching the flames. 

"Olivia," Harry said. 

"Yes?" 

"I want to ask you something." 

"What?" 

He turned to face her. His face was serious, solemn, the way it had been at the funeral, the way it had been in the cottage when he told her about his mother. 

"If you could go back," he said. "To the beginning. To the market, when we first met. Would you do it again? Would you choose this?" 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Yes," she said. "I would choose this. I would choose you. Every time." 

He closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were bright, wet. 

"Then that's enough," he said. "For now. That's enough." 

They made love in the afternoon. 

Not quickly, not urgently, but slowly, carefully, the way you make love when you are not sure if it will be the last time. He undressed her by the fire, and she undressed him, and they lay together on the rug, skin to skin, nothing between them. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

He entered her slowly, and she wrapped her legs around him, and they moved together in a rhythm that felt like breathing. The fire crackled. The rain fell. And the world outside was full of things she could not control. 

But here, in this room, with this man, she was safe. 

For now. 

Afterward, they lay by the fire. 

The flames were low, and the room was dark, and she was curled against his chest, her head on his shoulder, her hand on his heart. 

"What happens now?" she asked. 

"What do you mean?" 

"After today. After this. After the three days." She looked up at him. "What happens to us?" 

Harry was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The rain fell. 

"I don't know," he said. "I don't know what happens next. I don't know if we can keep doing this. I don't know if we should." 

"Harry—" 

"I love you." He said it quickly, urgently, as if he was afraid he would not get another chance. "I love you, and I don't want to lose you. But I can't keep meeting you in secret forever. I can't keep pretending that I'm not in love with you." 

"Then don't." 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't pretend." She sat up and looked at him. "Don't pretend that you're not in love with me. Don't pretend that this doesn't matter. Don't pretend that you're willing to walk away." 

He reached up and touched her face. 

"I'm not willing to walk away," he said. "But I'm not willing to share you either." 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Then don't," she said. "Don't share me." 

"What are you saying?" 

She was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled. The rain fell. The world outside was cold and grey and full of things she could not control. 

"I'm saying," she said finally, "that I need to make a choice." 

She made him leave at six. 

The house needed to be aired, and the sheets needed to be changed, and she needed to remember how to be the woman who belonged to someone else. 

He stood at the door, his hands in his pockets, his hair damp from the rain. 

"Will I see you tomorrow?" he asked. 

"I don't know." 

"Will you call me?" 

"I'll try." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he stepped forward, kissed her forehead, and walked to his car. 

She closed the door and leaned against it. 

The house was quiet. The rain was falling. And somewhere, in the distance, her husband was fishing in a river that had nothing to do with her. 

Chapter 28: Postcards 

The second day of Thomas's absence, Olivia woke to sunlight. 

She had not slept well—had lain awake for hours, staring at the ceiling, listening to the house settle around her. The bed felt too large without him, the sheets too cold, the silence too loud. She had grown used to his breathing, the slow rhythm of it, the way it anchored her to the world. 

Now he was gone, and she was adrift. 

She made tea and carried it to the garden. The morning was cool, the grass wet with dew, and the roses were beginning to show signs of life—small green buds on the bare branches, the first promise of summer. She knelt by the 'Generous Gardener' and touched the leaves with her fingertips. 

She thought about Harry. 

He had asked her to choose. Had asked her to decide. Had asked her to be the woman who belonged to him and only him. 

She did not know if she could. 

She did not know if she wanted to. 

She sat back on her heels and looked at the house. The windows were dark, the curtains still drawn, and she could see her reflection in the glass—a woman of sixty, grey-haired and wrinkled, her hands covered in soil. 

She had spent her whole life being what other people needed her to be. 

A daughter. A wife. A mother. A teacher. 

She had never asked herself what she needed. 

Harry arrived at noon with a cardboard box. 

He stood on the step, his hands full, his face flushed from the walk from his car. The box was heavy—she could see the strain in his arms, the way his knuckles were white against the cardboard. 

"What's that?" she asked. 

"Beti's things." He carried the box inside and set it on the kitchen table. "I've been clearing the cottage. I found some stuff I thought you might want." 

"Me?" 

"Photographs. Letters. Things she kept." He opened the box and pulled out a small album, the cover worn, the pages yellowed. "She knew about us." 

Olivia's blood went cold. "What?" 

"Beti. She knew. About you. About me. About the affair." He set the album on the table. "She never said anything. Not to me. But she left this. For you. With a note." 

Olivia looked at the album. Then at Harry. Then at the album again. 

"What does the note say?" 

He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to her. 

The handwriting was small, cramped, the letters shaking with age. 

Olivia,
I've watched my grandson fall in love twice in his life. The first time broke him. The second time saved him. You saved him. Don't let him go.
— Beti 

Olivia read the words once, twice, three times. 

"She never said anything," Olivia whispered. 

"She never said anything." Harry sat down at the table. "She just watched. And waited. And hoped." 

"She hoped for what?" 

He looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like hope. 

"She hoped that you would choose me." 

They sat at the kitchen table for a long time. 

The tea grew cold. The light shifted. The clock ticked. Harry showed her the photographs—Beti as a young woman, Beti on her wedding day, Beti holding Harry's mother as a baby. There were pictures of Harry too—as a child, as a teenager, as the young man who had walked into her classroom and changed everything. 

"I didn't know she kept these," Olivia said. 

"She kept everything. Every card. Every letter. Every photograph." He turned the page. "She said that memories were all we had in the end." 

"Was she right?" 

Harry looked at her. "I don't know. I hope not." 

She reached across the table and took his hand. 

"Tell me about her," she said. "The real her. Not the grandmother. The woman." 

Harry was quiet for a moment. The clock ticked. The fridge hummed. 

"She was stubborn," he said. "Stubborn and proud and fierce. She never backed down from a fight. She never apologized for who she was." 

"Sounds familiar." 

"She was also lonely." He looked down at their hands. "After my mother died, she never let anyone get close. Not really. She was afraid of losing them." 

"Like you." 

"Like me." He looked up at her. "I'm afraid of losing you." 

"You won't lose me." 

"How do you know?" 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Because I'm not going anywhere," she said. 

They made love in the afternoon. 

Not on the rug, not on the sofa, but in the garden, on the grass, beneath the grey spring sky. The earth was soft beneath her back, and the air was cool on her skin, and his body was warm on top of hers. 

"This is new," he said. 

"I've never done this before." 

"Nor have I." 

She laughed. The sound was loud, unguarded, the same laugh she had laughed in the cafe and the kitchen and the barn. 

"Neither of us has ever made love in a garden?" 

"Not like this." 

He kissed her. Softly, gently, the way he had kissed her in the classroom. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

He entered her slowly, and she wrapped her legs around him, and they moved together in a rhythm that felt like breathing. The birds sang. The wind blew. And the roses watched, their buds still closed, waiting for summer. 

When she came, she cried out his name. 

He followed a moment later, his face pressed into her neck, his body shuddering against hers. 

They lay there afterward, tangled together, the grass pressed flat beneath them. 

"Olivia," he said. 

"Yes?" 

"I want to ask you something." 

"What?" 

He propped himself up on his elbow and looked down at her. His face was serious, solemn, the way it had been at the funeral. 

"If Thomas weren't in the picture," he said. "If it were just us. Would you marry me?" 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Yes," she said. "I would marry you." 

"Then why don't you?" 

"You know why." 

"Because of him." 

"Because of him." 

He was quiet for a moment. The birds sang. The wind blew. 

"Then we're stuck," he said. 

"Then we're stuck." 

She made him leave at five. 

Thomas would be home tomorrow, and the house needed to be cleaned, and the sheets needed to be washed, and she needed to remember how to be the woman who belonged to someone else. 

He stood at the door, his hands in his pockets, his hair damp from the rain that had started again. 

"Will I see you tomorrow?" he asked. 

"He'll be home tomorrow." 

"Then when?" 

"I don't know." 

He looked at her for a long moment. Then he stepped forward, kissed her forehead, and walked to his car. 

She closed the door and leaned against it. 

The house was quiet. The rain was falling. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a dead woman's postcards were scattered across a table, waiting for someone to read them. 

Chapter 29: Afterlight 

Thomas came home on a Tuesday. 

Olivia heard the car in the driveway, heard the engine cut, heard his footsteps on the gravel. She was in the kitchen, standing at the counter, her hands flat on the wood, her eyes on the door. 

He walked in with a suitcase in one hand and a cardboard box in the other. His face was pink from the sun, and he was smiling—the same smile he had worn for thirty-eight years, the smile that had once made her believe in forever. 

"I'm back," he said. 

"I see that." 

"I brought you something." He set the box on the table. "From Scotland. A postcard. And some fudge. The woman at the shop said it was the best in the Highlands." 

Olivia walked to the table and opened the box. The fudge was wrapped in paper, tied with a ribbon, and the postcard showed a photograph of a loch, the water dark and still, the mountains rising behind it. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"There's more." He reached into the box and pulled out a small piece of cloth—soft, grey, the colour of the sky after rain. "A scarf. I saw it in a window. I thought of you." 

She took the scarf and held it to her cheek. The fabric was soft—softer than she had expected—and it smelled like nothing, like newness, like a gift that had not yet been worn. 

"It's beautiful," she said. 

"You're beautiful." 

"Thomas—" 

"I missed you." He walked to her and put his arms around her. His body was warm, familiar, the same body that had held her for most of her life. "The whole time I was gone, I kept thinking about you. About coming home. About seeing your face." 

She pressed her face into his chest. He smelled of soap and wool and something else, something that had always smelled like home. 

"I missed you too," she said. 

He held her for a moment longer. Then he pulled back and looked at her. 

"You look different," he said. 

"Different how?" 

"I don't know." He tilted his head, studying her. "Younger. You look younger." 

She smiled. It was not a lie, the smile. It was not the truth either. 

"I feel younger," she said. 

"Good." He kissed her forehead. "That's good." 

That night, she made dinner. 

Pasta with tomatoes from the garden—the last of them, the ones she had frozen in summer. Thomas opened a bottle of red wine and poured them both a glass, and they ate at the kitchen table with the radio playing something soft. 

"Tell me about Scotland," she said. 

"It was cold." 

"You went fishing." 

"I went fishing." He laughed. "I caught nothing. Same as always." 

"Did you have fun?" 

"I missed you." He looked at her across the table. "I always miss you when I'm gone." 

She reached across the table and took his hand. 

"I'm here now," she said. 

"You're here now." 

They ate in silence. The radio played. The clock ticked. And the world outside was dark and full of things she could not control. 

She messaged Harry after Thomas fell asleep. 

Olivia: He's back. 

Harry: I know. 

Olivia: How did you know? 

Harry: I saw his car. I was driving past. I saw the lights on in the house and I knew. 

Olivia: I'm sorry. 

Harry: Don't be. 

Olivia: I miss you. 

Harry: I miss you too. 

She put the phone on the bedside table and rolled onto her side. Thomas was asleep beside her, his breathing slow and even, his body warm beneath the sheets. 

She thought about Harry. 

She thought about the cottage, the garden, the postcards on the table. She thought about what Beti had written. You saved him. Don't let him go. 

She did not know how to save him. 

She did not know how to save herself. 

The next morning, she woke early. 

The sun was rising over the hills, the sky pink and gold and full of promise. She stood at the window, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, and watched the light change. 

Thomas was still asleep. 

She walked to the wardrobe and opened the door. The blue dress was still there—the one he had given her for Christmas, the one she had not worn. She touched the fabric, felt the weight of it, the lightness of it. 

Then she pushed it aside and reached for the grey jumper. 

The same grey jumper. The same old clothes. The same woman who did not know how to change. 

She pulled the jumper over her head and walked downstairs. 

Harry was waiting at the market. 

He was standing by the book stall, his hands in his pockets, his head tilted. She saw him from across the square—saw the familiar shape of him, the familiar way he held himself, the familiar curve of his shoulders. 

She walked toward him. 

"Olivia," he said. 

"Harry." 

"We need to talk." 

"I know." 

They walked to the cafe—the same cafe, the same window seat, the same two mugs of coffee. They sat across from each other, and the morning light fell across the table, and the world outside was full of people who did not know them. 

"I've been thinking," he said. 

"So have I." 

"About us. About what happens next." 

She looked at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. 

"I don't know how to do this," she said. 

"Neither do I." 

"I love him." 

"I know." 

"I love you." 

"I know." 

She looked up at him. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like pain. 

"Then what do we do?" she asked. 

He was quiet for a moment. The cafe hummed around them—the sound of cups and spoons, the murmur of conversation, the hiss of the espresso machine. 

"I don't know," he said. "I don't know what we do. I don't know if we keep doing this. I don't know if we stop." 

"Harry—" 

"I love you." He said it fiercely, urgently, as if he was afraid he would not get another chance. "I love you, and I don't want to lose you. But I can't keep doing this. I can't keep waiting." 

"Then don't." 

"Don't what?" 

"Don't wait." She reached across the table and took his hand. "Don't wait for me to choose. Don't wait for me to leave him. Don't wait for me to be the woman you need me to be." 

"What are you saying?" 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"I'm saying that I can't promise you anything," she said. "I can't promise you a future. I can't promise you that I'll leave him. I can't promise you that I won't." 

"Then what can you promise?" 

She was quiet for a long moment. The cafe hummed. The light shifted. 

"I can promise you that I love you," she said. "I can promise you that I'll try. I can promise you that I won't give up." 

Harry looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. 

"That's not enough," he said. 

"I know." 

"But it's something." 

"It's something." 

He squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. 

The world outside was full of people who did not know them. But here, in this cafe, with this man, she was known. 

And for now, that was enough. 

Chapter 30: Bread Shade Keys 

The last week of April, Olivia received a letter. 

It arrived on a Thursday, tucked between a bill and a catalogue for garden furniture. The envelope was white, square, addressed in handwriting she did not recognise. She opened it at the kitchen table, her coffee growing cold beside her, and read the words three times before she understood them. 

The Cardiff School of Sound is pleased to offer you, Harry Davies, a place on our Advanced Sound Engineering programme. We believe your talent and dedication would make you an excellent candidate for this course, which begins in September... 

She set the letter down. 

The kitchen was quiet. The clock ticked. The fridge hummed. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, the man she loved was being offered a way out. 

She called him from the garden. 

"Harry." 

"Olivia. I was going to call you." 

"The letter." 

"You got it." 

"Thomas opened it by mistake. It came to the house. He thought it was for me." 

Harry was quiet for a moment. She could hear him breathing, could hear the distant sound of birds in the background. 

"I'm sorry," he said. "I should have told you. I applied months ago. Before Beti got sick. I didn't think I would get in." 

"Did you tell Thomas?" 

"No. The address. The application. I used your address. I didn't know where else to put." 

She sat down on the bench by the roses. The 'Generous Gardener' was blooming now—the first flowers of the year, pink and soft and full of scent. 

"When do you have to decide?" she asked. 

"By the end of May." 

"May." 

"That gives us a month." 

"A month for what?" 

He was quiet again. The birds sang. The wind blew. 

"A month to figure out what happens next," he said. 

She did not see him for a week. 

The days passed in a blur of small things—the shop, the garden, the meals she made and barely ate. Thomas noticed her quiet, asked if she was feeling ill, offered to make dinner. She smiled and said she was fine, and he accepted this the way he accepted everything, with a patience that felt like an accusation. 

At night, she lay awake and thought about Cardiff. 

September. He would leave in September. Five months from now. Less than five months. Time was running out, and she did not know how to stop it. 

She thought about what Beti had written. Don't let him go. 

She thought about what Harry had said. I'm not willing to share you. 

She thought about Thomas, asleep beside her, his body warm and familiar and full of trust. 

She did not know how to choose. 

She did not know if she could. 

They met at the cottage on a Saturday. 

The hills were green, the sky was blue, and the world was full of the kind of beauty that made her chest ache. Harry was waiting for her in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his hair pushed back from his forehead. 

"You came," he said. 

"I said I would." 

She walked toward him. The ground was soft, and her boots sank into the earth, and the sun was warm on her face. He met her halfway, and she put her arms around him, and he held her. 

"I've missed you," he said. 

"I've missed you too." 

He pulled back and looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like fear. 

"Have you decided?" he asked. 

"Decided what?" 

"What you're going to do." 

She took his hand and led him inside. 

The cottage was the same. 

The fire was burning, the kettle was on the stove, and the room smelled of woodsmoke and coffee and the lingering presence of Beti, who had died in this room, in this bed, with Harry holding her hand. 

They sat on the sofa. 

"I can't ask you to stay," Olivia said. 

"I know." 

"I can't ask you to give up Cardiff." 

"I know." 

"I can't promise you that I'll leave him." 

"I know." 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Then what can you promise?" she asked. 

He was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The clock ticked. 

"I can promise you that I love you," he said. "I can promise you that I'll wait. I can promise you that I won't give up." 

"That's not enough." 

"It's all I have." 

She reached for his hand. He took it, held it, pressed it against his chest. 

"Then we're stuck," she said. 

"Then we're stuck." 

They made love in the afternoon. 

Not quickly, not urgently, but slowly, carefully, the way you make love when you are not sure if it will be the last time. He undressed her by the fire, and she undressed him, and they lay together on the rug, skin to skin, nothing between them. 

"I love you," he said. 

"I love you too." 

He entered her slowly, and she wrapped her legs around him, and they moved together in a rhythm that felt like breathing. The fire crackled. The clock ticked. And the world outside was full of things she could not control. 

But here, in this room, with this man, she was safe. 

For now. 

Afterward, they lay by the fire. 

The flames were low, and the room was dark, and she was curled against his chest, her head on his shoulder, her hand on his heart. 

"What happens if I decide to stay?" he asked. 

"Stay?" 

"With you. Here. In Llanidloes. What happens if I turn down Cardiff and stay?" 

She looked up at him. "You can't do that." 

"Why not?" 

"Because it's your future. Because you've worked too hard. Because you deserve more than this." 

"More than you?" 

"More than a secret." She touched his face. "More than a woman who can't make up her mind." 

He caught her hand and held it against his cheek. 

"You're not a secret to me," he said. "You're everything." 

"Harry—" 

"I mean it." He turned his head and kissed her palm. "You're everything, Olivia. You're the reason I started writing stories. You're the reason I didn't give up. You're the reason I know what love is." 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"I can't be your everything," she said. "I'm already someone else's." 

"Then be mine too." 

"That's not how it works." 

"It could be." 

She shook her head and pulled her hand away. 

"Go to Cardiff," she said. "Study. Learn. Become the person you're supposed to be. And if I'm still here when you come back—" 

"When you come back?" 

"When I come to you." She sat up and looked at him. "If I come to you. Then we'll know." 

"Know what?" 

"That it was meant to be." 

She drove home in the dark. 

The roads were empty, the hills black against the sky, and the only light came from the headlights and the stars. She gripped the wheel and watched the road and thought about the choice she had made. 

She had not chosen. 

She had deferred. 

She had asked him to wait, and she had promised nothing, and she had driven away into the night. 

Thomas was in the kitchen when she walked in. 

He was standing at the stove, stirring something that smelled like onions and garlic and red wine. He looked up when she came in, and his face broke into a smile. 

"There you are," he said. "I was starting to worry." 

"I'm fine." 

"You're late." 

"The shop was busy." 

He nodded, accepting this, and turned back to the stove. 

"Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes," he said. "Go change. Put on something comfortable." 

She climbed the stairs. The bedroom was dark, the curtains still drawn, and she stood in front of the wardrobe for a long time, her hand on the blue dress Thomas had given her for Christmas. 

She pulled it from the hanger and held it against her body. 

The fabric was light, almost weightless, and it spilled through her fingers like water. 

She thought about what Harry had said. 

You're everything. 

She thought about what Thomas had said. 

I love you. 

She hung the dress back in its place. 

She pulled on a jumper and a pair of old trousers and walked back downstairs. 

Thomas was at the table, two plates of pasta steaming in front of him. He had lit a candle—the same candle, the same small flame—and it flickered between them. 

"You look tired," he said. 

"I am tired." 

"Eat." He pushed a plate toward her. "You'll feel better." 

She ate. The pasta was good—better than good, rich and creamy and full of mushrooms. She tasted each bite, felt the warmth spread through her chest, watched her husband's face in the candlelight. 

"Liv," he said. 

"Yes?" 

"I love you." 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"I love you too," she said. 

She meant it. She meant it more than she had ever meant anything. 

But the words felt like a goodbye. 

Chapter 31: Fête Attendance 

The first Saturday in June arrived with a sky so blue it looked painted. 

Olivia stood at her bedroom window at seven in the morning, a cup of tea in her hands, watching the light move across the garden. The fête was today. The same fête as last year. The same bunting, the same marquee, the same field behind the church. But everything was different now. 

Thomas was already dressed. He came up behind her, his footsteps soft on the carpet, and rested his chin on her shoulder. 

"Nervous?" he asked. 

"About the fête?" 

"About the tombola. You're running the tombola again." 

"I'm not nervous. It's a tombola. You spin a drum and call out numbers." 

"You'll be wonderful." He kissed her neck, a brief brush of lips, and walked away to find his shoes. "I'll win something. I always win something." 

"You always win a bottle of cheap wine and a key ring shaped like a sheep." 

"This year I'm winning the hamper. I can feel it." 

She smiled and turned back to the window. The roses were blooming. The sky was blue. The day was warm, the kind of warm that promised summer had finally arrived. 

She thought about last year. About the classroom. About the desk. About the first time Harry had kissed her. 

She thought about the letter. About Cardiff. About September. 

Thomas was still talking, but she could not hear him. The world had gone quiet, and she was somewhere else, with someone else, living a life she had never planned. 

"Liv?" Thomas said. "Are you listening?" 

She turned. "What?" 

"I said, are you ready?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"Yes," she said. "I'm ready." 

The fête was chaos. 

The same beautiful chaos as last year, the same stalls, the same faces, the same bouncy castle for the children. Olivia's stall was near the church wall, in the shade of the yew tree, and the tombola drum was full of tickets, and the prizes were arranged in neat rows. 

Carys arrived at half past ten with Eira and Ioan. 

The children ran to Olivia before they ran to anyone else—Eira's blonde hair flying behind her, Ioan's small legs pumping as fast as they could go. Olivia knelt down to catch them, and they crashed into her together, a tangle of arms and squeals and small, warm bodies. 

"Bopa!" Ioan said. "Bopa, Bopa, Bopa!" 

"Look at you both," she said, holding them close. "You've grown. You've grown since last month. How is that possible?" 

"Magic," Eira said seriously. "Daddy says it's magic." 

Carys was standing behind them, a bag over her shoulder and a tired smile on her face. She looked like Olivia had at that age—the same auburn hair, the same hazel eyes, the same way of standing with her weight on one hip. 

"Mam," she said. "You look well." 

"I look old." 

"You look well." Carys hugged her, one-armed, careful of the children still clinging to Olivia's legs. "Where's Dad?" 

"At the beer tent. Where else?" 

"Winning the hamper?" 

"He says so." 

Carys laughed. The sound was familiar, comforting—the sound of her daughter, of her blood, of a life she had helped create. Olivia held onto it for a moment, held onto the warmth of her grandchildren's bodies, held onto the shade of the yew tree and the chaos of the fête. 

Then she looked up. 

Harry was standing at the cake stall. 

Across the field. The same place as last year. He was talking to Mair—Mair, who was supposed to be at the charity shop, who had closed early to come to the fête, who was looking at Harry with an expression Olivia could not read. 

Harry looked up. Across the field. Their eyes met. 

Olivia looked away. 

She turned back to the tombola, to the drum full of tickets, to the prizes and the money box and the children still clinging to her legs. 

"Bopa," Ioan said. "Can I spin the drum?" 

"Later," she said. "After lunch." 

"Now?" 

"Later." 

She kept her eyes on the drum. She did not look at the cake stall. She did not look at the blue shirt or the dry hair or the grey eyes that had been watching her for a year. 

Thomas won the hamper. 

He appeared at the tombola stall at two o'clock, a basket full of jam and chutney and a bottle of something that claimed to be whisky. His face was flushed from the sun, and he was grinning the way he had grinned on their wedding day. 

"I told you I would," he said. 

"You told me you would." 

"Every year I say I'm going to win the hamper, and every year I win the hamper." 

"You've never won the hamper." 

"I've won it in my heart." 

She laughed. The sound was loud, unguarded, and he laughed too, and for a moment, they were young again, standing in a garden, believing in forever. 

"Come on," he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. "Carys is looking for you. The children want to say goodbye." 

She looked across the field. Harry was gone. The cake stall was empty. The only thing remaining was the memory of his eyes, watching her from across the grass. 

"I'm coming," she said. 

Carys and the children left at three. 

Eira cried—she always cried—and Ioan fell asleep in his car seat before they reached the end of the lane. Olivia stood by the car and watched them go, her hand raised in a wave that felt like goodbye. 

"Are you alright?" Thomas asked. 

"I'm fine." 

"You look sad." 

"I'm not sad." She turned to face him. "I'm thinking." 

"About what?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"I'm thinking about last year," she said. "About how much has changed." 

Thomas nodded. "A year is a long time." 

"It is." 

"A lot can happen in a year." 

She looked across the field. The marquee was coming down. The stalls were packing up. The fête was ending, the same way it ended every year, with tired faces and full bins and the promise of next June. 

"Yes," she said. "A lot can happen." 

She messaged Harry that night. 

Olivia: I saw you today. At the fête. 

Harry: I saw you too. 

Olivia: You were with Mair. 

Harry: She was asking about the shelf. 

Olivia: The shelf isn't broken. 

Harry: I know. 

She put the phone down and walked to the window. The garden was dark, the roses hidden in the shadows, the only light the faint glow of the streetlamp at the corner. 

The phone buzzed. 

Harry: Can I see you? 

Olivia: When? 

Harry: Tomorrow. The cottage. 

Olivia: Thomas will be at the garden centre. 

Harry: Then I'll see you at the cottage. 

She looked at the screen. The words glowed in the dark. 

Olivia: Okay. 

Harry: I love you. 

She did not write it back. She put the phone on the windowsill and pressed her forehead against the glass. 

The garden was dark. The roses were blooming. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a man was waiting for her to choose. 

Chapter 32: Key Learns Room 

The cottage felt different in June. 

The hills were green, the sky was blue, and the world was full of the kind of light that made everything look softer, younger, more hopeful. Olivia parked her car beside Harry's and walked to the door. It was open, as always, and she stepped inside without knocking. 

Harry was standing by the window. 

He was wearing the grey shirt, the soft one, and his hands were in his pockets, and his face was turned toward the light. He looked younger like this—younger than his years, younger than the man who had held her in the dark. 

"Olivia," he said without turning around. 

"Harry." 

"You came." 

"I said I would." 

He turned. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like pain. 

"I've been thinking," he said. 

"So have I." 

"About Cardiff." 

"I know." 

He walked toward her. The room was small, and the space between them was small, and he stopped when he was close enough to touch. 

"I've decided," he said. 

Her heart stopped. "What?" 

"I'm going." He said it quickly, as if he was afraid he would not get the words out. "I'm going to Cardiff. I'm going to take the place. I'm going to start in September." 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Okay," she said. 

"Okay?" 

"Okay." She reached for his hand. "I knew you would. I knew you had to." 

He looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. 

"I don't want to go," he said. 

"Then don't." 

"I have to." 

"Then go." 

He pulled her close, and she went willingly, her face pressed into his chest, her arms around his waist. He held her, and the cottage was quiet, and the clock ticked, and the world outside was full of things she could not control. 

"I'll come back," he said. 

"Will you?" 

"Every weekend. Every chance I get. I'll come back to you." 

She pulled back and looked at him. 

"No," she said. 

"What?" 

"No." She shook her head. "If you're going to Cardiff, you go to Cardiff. You don't come back every weekend. You don't come back at all. You stay there. You study. You build a life." 

"Olivia—" 

"I mean it." She stepped back, out of his arms. "I'm not going to be the reason you don't move on. I'm not going to be the woman who holds you back." 

"You're not holding me back." 

"I am." She looked at him. "I'm holding you back, and I'm holding myself back, and I'm holding Thomas back. Everyone is waiting for me to choose, and I can't, and I won't, and I'm tired of pretending that I can." 

Harry stared at her. His face was pale, his eyes bright. 

"What are you saying?" 

She was quiet for a long moment. The clock ticked. The fire crackled. 

"I'm saying that this is over," she said. "Not because I don't love you. Because I do. But because I can't keep doing this. I can't keep lying. I can't keep hurting everyone." 

"You're not hurting me." 

"Yes, I am." She touched his face. "I'm hurting you, and I'm hurting Thomas, and I'm hurting myself. And I need to stop." 

He caught her hand and held it against his cheek. 

"Please," he said. "Please don't do this." 

"Harry—" 

"Please." His voice broke. "I love you. I've loved you since I was fifteen years old. I've loved you through every stupid job, every lonely night, every moment when I thought I couldn't go on. You're the reason I'm still here. You're the reason I'm alive." 

She closed her eyes. The tears came—hot, silent, running down her cheeks. 

"I can't be your reason," she said. "I need to be my own." 

She left him standing in the cottage. 

The drive home was a blur. She did not remember the roads, the hills, the small towns she passed. She only remembered the weight in her chest, the ache in her throat, the sound of his voice saying please. 

Thomas was in the garden when she got home. 

He was kneeling by the vegetable patch, his hands in the soil, a trowel balanced on his knee. He looked up when she opened the back gate, and his face broke into a smile. 

"There you are," he said. "Where have you been?" 

"The shop." 

"You're crying." 

"I'm not crying." 

"You're crying." He stood up and walked toward her. His hands were dirty, his face concerned. "What happened?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"Nothing," she said. "I'm just tired." 

He pulled her into his arms. His body was warm, familiar, the same body that had held her for most of her life. 

"I'm here," he said. "I'm here." 

She pressed her face into his chest and cried. 

That night, she lay awake. 

Thomas was asleep beside her, his breathing slow and even, his body warm beneath the sheets. She stared at the ceiling and thought about Harry. 

She thought about the first time she had seen him—a boy of fifteen, sitting in the back of her classroom, his head down, his pen moving across the page. She thought about the market, the coffee, the classroom, the barn. She thought about the cottage, the studio, the fête, the letter. 

She thought about the choice she had made. 

She had chosen nothing. 

She had chosen the space between. 

She reached for her phone. The screen glowed in the dark. 

Olivia: I'm sorry. 

Harry: Me too. 

Olivia: I can't. 

Harry: I know. 

She put the phone down and closed her eyes. 

The house was quiet. The roses were blooming. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a man was packing his bags. 

Chapter 33: Room Learns Key 

July was merciless. 

The heat settled over the valley like a held breath, pressing against the windows, wilting the roses, turning the grass brown at the edges. Olivia moved through the days in a trance, her hands busy, her mind elsewhere. She worked in the garden, watered the plants, deadheaded the blooms. She made meals she did not eat and drank tea that grew cold in her hands. 

Thomas watched her. 

She could feel his eyes on her across the dinner table, across the living room, across the small spaces of their shared life. He did not ask questions. He did not demand explanations. He simply watched, and waited, and loved her in the quiet way he had always loved her. 

"Liv," he said one evening, as the sun set over the hills. 

"Yes?" 

"Are you happy?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"I'm trying to be," she said. 

"That's not what I asked." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

He nodded, slowly, accepting this the way he accepted everything. Then he reached for the remote and turned on the television, and the room filled with the sound of someone else's life. 

She had not spoken to Harry in three weeks. 

The phone sat on the bedside table, dark and silent. She had stopped reaching for it in the night, had stopped typing messages she would never send, had stopped hoping for a buzz that would not come. 

He was gone. 

Not physically—he was still in Llanidloes, still working at the studio, still living in Beti's cottage. But he had stopped calling. Stopped messaging. Stopped appearing at the charity shop and the market and the small places where they used to meet. 

She had asked for this. 

She had told him to go. 

And now she was living with the silence she had created. 

Mair noticed. 

Of course she noticed. Mair noticed everything. She appeared at the counter one afternoon, her arms crossed, her glasses on the end of her nose. 

"He hasn't been here in weeks," Mair said. 

"Who?" 

"The young man. Harry." 

Olivia's hands stopped moving over the books she was pricing. "He's been busy." 

"Too busy for the shelf?" 

"The shelf is fine." 

"It was never about the shelf." 

Olivia looked up. Mair's eyes were sharp, assessing, the eyes of a woman who had seen everything and forgotten nothing. 

"I don't know what you're talking about," Olivia said. 

"Yes, you do." Mair leaned closer. "And I'm not going to ask you to explain. I'm not going to judge you. I'm just going to tell you that you look like someone who has lost something important." 

Olivia looked down at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together. 

"I haven't lost anything," she said. 

"Then why are you crying?" 

Olivia touched her face. Her cheeks were wet. She had not noticed. 

"Go home," Mair said gently. "I'll close up." 

Olivia nodded. She picked up her bag and walked to the door. 

The bell rang. The shop was empty. And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, the man she loved was living a life that did not include her. 

She drove to the reservoir. 

The water was grey, flat, the same grey as the sky. The heron was standing in the shallows, the same heron, waiting with the same patience. She sat on the same bench, the old one, the peeling one, and looked out at the water. 

She thought about the first time they had come here. The way he had looked at her leg. The way the sun had felt on her skin. The way her pulse had quickened when he said her name. 

She thought about the last time they had come here. The way he had held her hand. The way he had said I love you. The way she had said it back. 

She pulled out her phone. 

The screen was blank. No messages. No missed calls. No anything. 

She typed: 

Olivia: I'm at the reservoir. 

She stared at the words. Her thumb hovered over the send button. 

She deleted them. 

She put the phone away and walked back to her car. 

That night, she dreamed about the classroom. 

She was young again—forty, maybe, or forty-five. The room was full of students, their heads down, their pens moving. Harry was sitting in the back row, a boy of fifteen, his dark hair falling across his forehead. 

She walked to his desk and looked down at his paper. 

He was not writing the assignment. 

He was writing a story. A story about a lighthouse. A story about a woman who stood at the window and watched the sea. 

She was waiting, he had written. She had been waiting her whole life. She just didn't know it yet. 

Olivia woke with tears on her face. 

The room was dark. Thomas was asleep beside her. The phone was silent on the bedside table. 

She lay in the dark and waited for the morning. 

Chapter 34: Attendance Echo 

August arrived with thunder. 

The storms came from the west, rolling over the hills, shaking the windows, flooding the gutters. Olivia stood at the kitchen window and watched the rain fall, the same rain that had fallen a year ago, when this had all begun. 

A year. 

She had been seeing Harry for a year. A year of secrets and lies and moments she would never forget. A year of feeling alive for the first time in decades. A year of hurting the people she loved most. 

Thomas was in the living room, reading a book about fishing. She could hear the pages turning, the soft creak of his chair, the occasional sigh of a man who had nothing to worry about. 

She thought about telling him. 

The idea came to her often now—in the quiet moments, in the dark hours before dawn, in the spaces between one breath and the next. She could tell him. She could sit him down at the kitchen table and hold his hands and tell him everything. 

She could tell him, and he would be hurt, and he would be angry, and he would probably leave her. And then she would be free. 

But she did not want to be free. 

She wanted to be forgiven. 

She turned from the window and walked to the living room. 

"Thomas," she said. 

He looked up. His face was soft in the lamplight, the lines around his eyes deeper than she remembered, the grey in his beard more visible. 

"Yes?" 

She sat beside him on the sofa. The cushions were worn, familiar, the same cushions she had sat on for thirty-two years. 

"I need to tell you something." 

He set down his book. His face was calm, patient, the face of a man who had been waiting. 

"I'm listening," he said. 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. The words were there, on the tip of her tongue, waiting to be spoken. 

I've been having an affair. I've been seeing someone else. I love him. I don't know how to stop. 

But she could not say them. 

"I love you," she said instead. 

Thomas smiled. "I know." 

"No, I mean—" She reached for his hand. "I love you. I've loved you for thirty-eight years. I've loved you through everything. The children. The mortgages. The fights and the silences and the years when we forgot to talk." 

"I know, Liv." 

"Do you?" 

He turned to face her. His hands were warm, calloused, familiar. 

"I know," he said. "I've always known." 

She looked at their hands, his fingers intertwined with hers. 

"Even when I'm distant?" she asked. "Even when I'm quiet? Even when I seem like I'm a thousand miles away?" 

He was quiet for a moment. The rain fell. The clock ticked. 

"Especially then," he said. "Because I know you'll come back. You always come back." 

She closed her eyes. 

The tears came—hot, silent, running down her cheeks. 

"I'm sorry," she whispered. 

"For what?" 

"For everything." 

He pulled her close and held her. His body was warm, familiar, the same body that had held her for most of her life. 

"You don't have anything to be sorry for," he said. 

But she did. 

She had everything to be sorry for. 

She messaged Harry that night. 

Olivia: I almost told him. 

Harry: What stopped you? 

Olivia: Fear. 

Harry: Of what? 

Olivia: Of losing him. Of losing you. Of losing myself. 

He was quiet for a long moment. She watched the three dots appear and disappear, appear and disappear. 

Harry: I'm leaving at the end of the month. 

Olivia: I know. 

Harry: I want to see you before I go. 

Olivia: I don't know if I can. 

Harry: Please. 

She stared at the screen. The word glowed in the dark. 

Olivia: Where? 

Harry: The cottage. Tomorrow. Two o'clock. 

Olivia: I'll try. 

Harry: That's all I ask. 

She put the phone down and rolled onto her side. Thomas was asleep beside her, his breathing slow and even, his body warm beneath the sheets. 

She stared at the wall. 

The floral wallpaper was faded now, the pink roses barely visible in the dark. She had chosen it when Carys was a baby, when the house was new and the future was infinite and she had believed in things like forever. 

Forever was a long time. 

Longer than she had thought. 

She went to the cottage. 

The hills were green, the sky was blue, and the world was full of the kind of beauty that made her chest ache. Harry was waiting for her in the doorway, his hands in his pockets, his hair pushed back from his forehead. 

"You came," he said. 

"I said I would." 

She walked toward him. The ground was dry, and her boots kicked up dust, and the sun was warm on her face. He met her halfway, and she put her arms around him, and he held her. 

"I've missed you," he said. 

"I've missed you too." 

He pulled back and looked at her. His grey eyes were dark, serious, full of something that looked like goodbye. 

"I'm leaving on the thirty-first," he said. 

"I know." 

"I won't be back." 

"Harry—" 

"I mean it." He shook his head. "I can't keep doing this. I can't keep coming back to a place where I'm not wanted." 

"You're wanted." 

"I'm wanted in secret. I'm wanted in stolen moments. I'm wanted in the spaces between your real life." He stepped back. "I don't want to be wanted that way anymore." 

She looked at him. At his grey eyes, his serious mouth, the small scar on his chin. 

"Then what do you want?" she asked. 

He was quiet for a moment. The birds sang. The wind blew. 

"I want you to choose," he said. "I want you to choose me. Or I want you to let me go." 

Chapter 35: Terms of Distance 

She did not choose. 

The days passed—slow, heavy, each one indistinguishable from the last. Olivia moved through them like a sleepwalker, her hands busy, her mind empty. She worked in the garden. She sorted donations at the shop. She made dinner and ate it and washed the dishes and went to bed. 

Thomas watched her. 

She could feel his eyes on her across the table, across the room, across the small spaces of their shared life. He did not ask questions. He did not demand explanations. He simply watched, and waited, and loved her in the quiet way he had always loved her. 

She thought about Harry. 

He was leaving at the end of the month. Ten days. Nine days. Eight. The numbers ticked down in her mind like a countdown to something she could not name. 

She had not seen him since the cottage. Had not called. Had not messaged. The phone sat on the bedside table, dark and silent, a reminder of everything she had lost. 

"Liv," Thomas said one evening. 

She looked up. They were sitting in the living room, the fire burning low, the television murmuring in the background. 

"Yes?" 

"Are you going to tell me what's wrong?" 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"Nothing is wrong," she said. 

"Something is wrong." He set down his book. "You've been different for months. Quiet. Distant. Like you're here, but you're not here." 

"I'm here." 

"You're not." He leaned forward. "I'm not stupid, Liv. I know something is going on. I don't know what it is. I don't know if it's something I did, or something I didn't do, or something that has nothing to do with me at all. But I know something is wrong." 

She looked down at her hands. The knuckles were white, her fingers pressed together, and she could feel her pulse beating in her throat. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For not being the wife you deserve." 

Thomas was quiet for a moment. The fire crackled. The clock ticked. 

"You're the wife I chose," he said. "You're the wife I've always chosen. And I'll keep choosing you, for as long as you'll let me." 

She closed her eyes. 

The tears came—hot, silent, running down her cheeks. 

"Thomas—" 

"I love you." He said it simply, without drama, without expectation. "I love you, and I'm not going anywhere. Whatever is going on, whatever you're going through, I'm here. I'm not leaving." 

She opened her eyes. 

He was looking at her the same way he had looked at her on their wedding day—the same love, the same patience, the same quiet certainty. 

"I don't deserve you," she said. 

"That's not for you to decide." 

She messaged Harry that night. 

Olivia: I can't see you before you go. 

Harry: Why not? 

Olivia: Because if I see you, I won't be able to let you go. 

Harry: Then don't. 

Olivia: I have to. 

Harry: Why? 

She stared at the screen. The words glowed in the dark. 

Olivia: Because I chose him. 

She watched the three dots appear and disappear. Appear and disappear. Appear and disappear. 

Harry: I understand. 

Olivia: I'm sorry. 

Harry: Don't be. You told me from the beginning that you couldn't promise me anything. 

Olivia: I know. 

Harry: I loved you anyway. 

Olivia: I know. 

Harry: I'll always love you. 

She put the phone down and pressed her hands to her face. 

The room was dark. Thomas was asleep beside her. The world was quiet. 

And somewhere, in a cottage on the edge of the hills, a man was packing his bags and saying goodbye to the only woman he had ever loved. 

The thirty-first of August arrived with rain. 

Olivia stood at the kitchen window, watching the water run down the glass, and thought about endings. The summer was over. The roses were fading. Harry was leaving. 

She had not seen him. Had not called. Had not said goodbye. 

She thought about the market, the coffee, the classroom, the barn. She thought about the cottage, the studio, the fête, the letter. She thought about the way he had looked at her the first time he kissed her—like she was something precious, something worth handling with care. 

"Liv," Thomas said from the doorway. 

She turned. 

"Breakfast is ready," he said. 

She walked to the table and sat down. The porridge was warm, the tea was hot, and her husband was watching her with the same quiet love he had always shown. 

"Are you alright?" he asked. 

"I'm fine." 

"You're crying." 

She touched her face. Her cheeks were wet. 

"I'm fine," she said again. 

Thomas reached across the table and took her hand. 

"I'm here," he said. "I'm not going anywhere." 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"I know," she said. "I know." 

She did not go to the station. 

She stood at the kitchen window and watched the clock tick toward noon. The train would leave at twelve-thirty. He would be on it. He would be gone. 

She thought about running. 

She thought about getting in her car and driving to the station and finding him on the platform and telling him that she had made a mistake. That she loved him. That she wanted to go with him. 

She did not move. 

The clock ticked. The rain fell. The roses faded. 

At twelve-thirty, she closed her eyes. 

"Goodbye, Harry," she whispered. 

The house was quiet. 

The world went on. 

Chapter 36: Echoes of the Past 

September arrived with a stillness that felt like surrender. 

The roses had finished blooming. The 'Generous Gardener' stood bare against the fence, its branches dark and waiting, the same way Olivia waited—for what, she did not know. The days were shorter now, the evenings cooler, and the light had changed from gold to amber to something softer, something that reminded her of things she had tried to forget. 

She had not heard from Harry in three weeks. 

The silence was complete. No messages, no calls, no sightings at the market or the charity shop or the small places where they used to meet. He was gone—truly gone—and the world had not ended. 

She had thought it would. 

She had imagined the sky falling, the ground opening, the air itself turning to ash. But the sky was blue, the ground was solid, and the air was soft and sweet with the last flowers of summer. 

Life went on. 

It always went on. 

Thomas was in the garden, cutting back the roses. 

She watched him from the kitchen window, his hands gentle on the branches, his face soft in the afternoon light. He had always been good with his hands—patient, careful, the kind of man who fixed things rather than throwing them away. 

She thought about the shed roof. The fence. The gate that stuck in winter. 

He had fixed them all. Not Harry—Thomas. After Harry had left, after the silence had settled over the house like dust, Thomas had gone out to the garden with his tools and his patience and his quiet determination. He had fixed the fence. He had fixed the gate. He had fixed the shed roof. 

He had not asked for help. He had not asked for thanks. He had simply fixed what was broken, the way he always had, the way he always would. 

She walked outside. 

The grass was damp beneath her bare feet, and the air was cool, and the sun was warm on her face. Thomas looked up when she approached, and his face broke into a smile. 

"Almost done," he said. 

"The roses?" 

"The roses." He gestured to the pile of branches beside him. "They'll bloom again in the spring. They always do." 

She knelt beside him and picked up a small branch. The thorns pricked her fingers, and she watched a bead of blood rise to the surface. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

Thomas looked at her. "For what?" 

"For everything." She set down the branch. "For being distant. For being quiet. For not being the wife you deserved." 

He was quiet for a moment. The wind blew. The birds sang. 

"You're the wife I chose," he said. "You're the wife I've always chosen. And I'll keep choosing you, for as long as you'll let me." 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"Why?" she asked. 

"Because I love you." He said it simply, without drama, without expectation. "Because I made a promise. Because you're worth it." 

She closed her eyes. 

The tears came—hot, silent, running down her cheeks. 

"I don't deserve you," she said. 

"That's not for you to decide." 

They walked through the garden together, their hands brushing, their shoulders touching. The sun was setting behind the hills, and the sky was on fire—orange and pink and purple, the kind of sky that made you believe in things you could not see. 

"Liv," Thomas said. 

"Yes?" 

"I want to ask you something." 

"What?" 

He stopped walking and turned to face her. His face was serious now, the lines around his eyes deeper than she remembered, the grey in his beard more visible. 

"Are you happy?" he asked. 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"I'm trying to be," she said. 

"That's not what I asked." 

"It's the only answer I have." 

He nodded, slowly, accepting this the way he accepted everything. Then he reached for her hand, and they walked on, past the roses, past the fence, past the gate that no longer stuck. 

She thought about Harry that night. 

She lay in bed, the room dark, Thomas asleep beside her, and she let herself remember. The market. The coffee. The classroom. The barn. The cottage, the studio, the fête, the letter. 

She let herself feel it—the loss, the grief, the small, persistent ache that had taken up residence in her chest. 

She reached for her phone. 

The screen glowed in the dark. No messages. No missed calls. No anything. 

She opened the photos. 

There was one she had kept—a picture of Harry at the reservoir, his face turned toward the water, the light catching his hair. She had taken it without him knowing, had kept it hidden, had looked at it when she could not sleep. 

She looked at it now. 

His grey eyes. His serious mouth. The small scar on his chin. 

"I love you," she whispered. "I'll always love you." 

She deleted the photo. 

She put the phone down and closed her eyes. 

The next morning, she woke early. 

The sun was rising over the hills, the sky pink and gold and full of promise. She stood at the window, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea, and watched the light change. 

Thomas was still asleep. 

She walked to the wardrobe and opened the door. The blue dress was still there—the one he had given her for Christmas, the one she had not worn. She touched the fabric, felt the weight of it, the lightness of it. 

She pulled it from the hanger and held it against her body. 

The fabric was light, almost weightless, and it spilled through her fingers like water. 

She put it on. 

She stood in front of the mirror and looked at herself. The woman looking back was not the woman she had expected to see. She was older, yes. Wrinkled, yes. But there was something else in her face now—a softness, a peace, a quiet acceptance. 

She was sixty years old. 

She had loved two men. 

She had been loved by two men. 

And she was still standing. 

She walked downstairs. 

Thomas was in the kitchen, standing at the stove, his back to the door. The radio was playing something soft, and the kettle was boiling, and the room smelled of coffee and toast and the ordinary comfort of a morning. 

He turned. 

His face broke into a smile. 

"You wore the dress," he said. 

"I wore the dress." 

"You're beautiful." 

She walked to him and put her arms around him. He held her, and the kitchen was warm, and the radio played, and the world outside was full of things she could not control. 

But here, in this room, with this man, she was home. 

Later, she walked through the garden alone. 

The roses were bare, their branches dark against the sky, but the 'Generous Gardener' had one last bloom—small, pale pink, clinging to the fence. She knelt beside it and touched the petals with her fingertips. 

She thought about Harry. 

She thought about Cardiff, about the studio, about the life he was building without her. She hoped he was happy. She hoped he had found someone who could give him what she could not. 

She thought about Thomas. 

She thought about the years ahead—the mornings, the evenings, the small, quiet moments that made up a life. She would stay. She would try. She would be the wife he deserved. 

She stood up and walked back to the house. 

Thomas was waiting at the door, a cup of tea in his hands, his face soft in the morning light. 

"Ready?" he asked. 

She looked at him. At his kind face, his warm eyes, the small scar above his eyebrow. 

"Yes," she said. "I'm ready." 

She took his hand, and they walked inside together. 

The door closed behind them. 

The roses waited for spring. 

And somewhere, in a city by the sea, a man was writing a story about a lighthouse, and the woman who stood at the window, and the love that had saved him. 

End 
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