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For Harrow Cove.

For the lighthouse, and the keeper, and the girl who knows the tide pools.

And for the people who leave the light on.

You know who you are.

 

 

 

Claire Ashwood is the author of The Light We Tend. She writes about the places that find you, the people who tend things quietly, and the particular kind of staying that changes everything. She lives near the water.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABOUT THIS BOOK

 

Maisie Carr has spent three years writing other people's stories. She's good at it. Good enough that when her own life quietly comes apart — the apartment, the relationship, the version of herself she'd been maintaining like a second job—she knows exactly what to do. She takes an assignment. She gets on a ferry. She tells herself it's temporary.

 

Harrow Cove is the kind of place that doesn't ask you anything. The cottage is small. The harbor is honest. The wall at the edge of the property looks out at a lighthouse that has been tended by the same man, at the same hour, every morning, for three years.

 

She tells herself she's just watching.

 

Eli Holt lost his wife four years ago. He didn't stop — that's the thing people don't understand about grief — you don't stop, you go quiet on the inside and keep doing the outside things. The lighthouse. The breakfast. The seven o'clock. His daughter Rosie, who is eight years old and already knows more about the shape of things than most adults ever will.

 

He hasn't been looking for anything.

 

But then there's a woman at the cottage with a notebook. And his daughter takes her to the tide pools. And something that has been very still for a very long time begins, slowly, to move.

 

Some lights tend themselves.

Some need a keeper.

And sometimes, if you stay long enough, you become part of what the light finds.
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Chapter 1 — The Last Day

The security badge sweats in my palm as I step out of the elevator, nerves fizzing in my chest. I scan the hallway. Do I walk in—do I do this now? I didn't cry when they let me go.

I cried at the series finale of a show I barely enjoyed, but when Dana from HR slid the paperwork across and said, "We're so sorry, Maisie, this is purely structural—nothing,"

A different kind of quiet settled in. One where I was suddenly attuned to everything I could not change. The hallway clock is ticking. The scrape of the next chair pulling back for some other routine goodbye. Most silences feel like a void, but this one hummed with things unspoken — not loss, exactly, but a precise awareness: something important had just slipped away, but I was too stunned to chase it.

 

Like the moment after a loud noise when your ears are still adjusting, and you realize all that's left is to decide what, if anything, you will do next.

 

That was three weeks ago.

Today I'm returning my badge.

I circled the block twice before finding a parking spot. It’s just a building. I worked there for four years, and now I don't. I sat in the car, watching people move in and out through the glass doors, thinking—I used to be one of them.

Past tense.

That's the part that gets you. Not the losing. The past tense.

 

Dana was kind about the badge. She said we'll miss you, and I said thank you, and neither of us was exactly lying, but neither of us was telling the whole truth either. That's fine. That's how those conversations go.

I cleared out my desk on the day it happened. Took Gerald home. He's on my kitchen windowsill now, a bit droopy, probably sensing the upheaval.

So today was just the badge.

Just the small plastic rectangle with my photo—the one from four years ago when I had bangs—my name, and the little magnetic strip that once meant I belonged somewhere.

I handed it over.

Walked out.

Sat in my car.

And thought: okay. Now what.

 

Here's the thing about being an optimist.

People think it means you're always fine. That you bounce back fast and land on your feet and find the silver lining before anyone else has even registered the cloud.

That's not what it means.

It means you believe things will be okay eventually. It doesn't mean you know how to get from here to eventually. It doesn't mean that the space in between isn't hard. 

 

"Do you know what okay even looks like?" Priya asked me once, back when everything was still holding together. I told her I had no idea. 

 

Sometimes it feels like standing in a room with all the furniture removed. Same walls, same windows, but it is completely wrong.

I believe things will be okay.

I don't know what okay looks like yet.

 

My phone has seventeen unread texts.

My mom. My best friend Priya. Three former colleagues checking in. My mom again. My mom, a third time, with a link to a job posting she found —which, I love her, but not today.

I don't open any of them.

I open my Maps app instead.

Harrow Cove, Maine.

Six hours and forty minutes from Chicago.

My grandmother's cottage has sat empty for two years, since June died and left it to me in her will. I keep paying utilities and taxes, telling myself I'll decide soon—probably sell, or rent. Something practical.

The lease runs through August.

It's the first of June.

 

I don't make a list of pros and cons.

I don't call Priya to talk it through.

I don't sleep on it, think it over, or give myself time to be rational about it.

I just started driving north.

 

I stop once, somewhere in Ohio, for gas, a coffee, and a bag of chips. I eat in the parking lot, standing next to my car, because I've been sitting for three hours and my legs need to exist for a minute.

The gas station has a rack of postcards near the register. Tourist stuff — the Great Lakes, a lighthouse, a sunset over water.

I bought the lighthouse one.

I don't know why.

I put it on the passenger seat, and it comes along for the rest of the drive. Outside, the fading sun sinks behind a bank of slate-blue clouds, and the air thickens with that coastal scent that always settles at dusk. The highway's drone mixes with the first hints of briny wind that seep in each time I crack the window, a muted promise that the ocean draws near now. When the GPS reads forty minutes left, a gull wheels overhead, crying once, and the land starts to fall away. This is how I keep track: by weather, by light, by sound, so when the water comes into view, I've already sensed its nearness through everything around me.

 

I get to Harrow Cove just after seven in the evening.

The town is small. I visited twice as a kid—at eight, at twelve—and both times it felt outside regular time. It had its own rules.

It still feels that way.

Main Street stretches for maybe six blocks. There's a bakery glowing with lights, a hardware store, a fishing tackle shop, and, apparently, a candle store. The harbor rests at the end of the road, the water its evening shade—deep blue turning gray, the final light skimming across its surface.

I roll the window down.

Salt air.

I forgot about the salt air.

 

The cottage is on the north edge of town, up a small hill, with a path that runs down to the water. I have the key on my keychain — I've had it for two years, this small brass key that I've moved from keychain to keychain without ever using it.

I use it now.

The door sticks a little. Then it opens.

And there it is.

June's cottage.

 

It's smaller than I recalled. Or maybe I’m smaller than I recalled. Or maybe I've grown. Low ceilings, wooden floors, books lining shelves and sills, a kitchen table stacked as if she just stepped out.

I stand in the doorway for a moment.

I didn't cry when I lost my job.

I don't cry now either. But it's closer. It's the glasses. That very ordinary, specific detail—folded, waiting, as if she just left them there.

I pick them up.

Hold them for a second.

Put them back exactly where they were.

 

The kitchen has good light. I noticed that at eight years old, and it's still true — the window faces west and, in the evenings, the whole room goes gold. June used to make tea in that light, and I used to sit at the table and watch her, thinking this was what a real kitchen felt like.

I fill the kettle.

Find the tea in the third cabinet, where it always was.

Make a cup.

Sit at the table.

Look at the gold light.

 

Through the kitchen window, I can see the neighboring property — a path, a low stone wall, and beyond it, up a slight rise, a lighthouse.

It's white. Old. The light at the top is off right now, but you can see the shape of it against the evening sky, solid and certain, the way lighthouses are.

 

[End of Chapter 1]

There's a house attached to the base. Small. Lights on in one window.

Someone lives there.

I didn't think about that. I don't know why — of course someone lives there. Lighthouses don't run themselves.

I look at the light in the window for a moment.

Then I look back at my tea.

 

I sleep in June's bed because it's the only one made up, and I'm too tired to find sheets for the other room. The mattress is soft. The pillow smells faintly of her — something floral, something clean.

I look at the ceiling.

I think about the badge.

I think about Gerald drooping on my windowsill back in Chicago.

I think about the lighthouse.

I think about the postcard on my passenger seat — the one I bought for no reason at a gas station in Ohio.

I think about June's reading glasses on the side table.

I think: okay.

I think: I'm here.

I think that's enough for tonight.

And then, for the first time in three weeks, I sleep.

 

 

 

Chapter 2 — Harrow Cove

Maisie

 

I wake up before my alarm.

Which is funny because I didn't set an alarm. Old habit. Four years of 7 a.m. standups will do that to you — your body decides that sleeping past six is a moral failing and starts waking you up whether you have anywhere to be or not.

I don't have anywhere to be.

That's still a strange thought.

 

The cottage in the morning is different from the cottage at night.

At night, it was June's — her glasses, her books, her particular smell in the pillow. In the morning light, it's just a place. Wood floors. Low ceilings. A kitchen window full of early sun.

I make coffee. Find the good mug — the wide ceramic one with the chip on the handle that June always used — and take it to the porch.

The porch faces east.

The water is right there.

Not close enough to touch, but close enough that you can hear it — the specific sound of small waves against rock, steady and unhurried, like breathing.

I sit down.

Drink my coffee.

Watch the water.

And for the first time in three weeks, I don't think about anything at all.

 

I give myself one hour of that.

Then I make a list.

I'm a list person. Always have been. Priya makes fun of me for it — she's the kind of person who holds everything in her head and somehow never forgets anything, which I find genuinely baffling. I need the list. I need to see the things written down so I know they're real, finite, and manageable.

Today's list:


		Groceries

		Figure out the hot water situation (it took four minutes this morning, which seems long)

		Walk the town

		Call Priya

		Don't think about the job thing.



That last one isn't really a list item. But I write it down anyway.

 

The grocery store is two blocks off Main Street, small enough that I can see the whole thing from the entrance. A woman at the register looks up when I come in and says, "You're June Cole's granddaughter," before I've said a word.

I stop.

Yes, I say. How did you—

You look like her, she says. Around the eyes. I'm Dot. I have the bakery next door, but I cover here on Tuesday mornings. She says it like this explains everything, which I suppose it does in a town this size.

Maisie, I say.

I know, she says. June talked about you.

I don't know what to do with that, so I nod, pick up a basket, and start walking the aisles.

 

Dot, it turns out, is not a woman who lets a conversation end just because one party has walked away.

She talks to me from the register while I shop. Not intrusively — she's not following me around. She has a voice that carries and is completely comfortable with one-sided conversation, like she's been doing it for years and has found it works well.

She tells me about the town.

Harrow Cove has about eight hundred people year-round, more in summer. The fishing industry mostly died out twenty years ago, and now it's a mix of tourism and people who moved here from somewhere else and decided to stay. The bakery has been in her family for three generations. The harbor festival is in July, and it's worth staying for.

Are you staying? She asks when I bring my basket to the register.

Through August, I say.

She nods, as if this is the right answer.

That's enough time, she says.

For what? I ask.

She smiles. Starts ringing up my groceries.

To figure out if it fits, she says.

 

I walk the town after.

It takes about 40 minutes to cover everything, which tells you something about its size. Main Street, the harbor, the side streets with their small houses and their window boxes and their particular Maine-ness — the weathered wood, the practical gardens, the boats in the driveways.

It's not a pretty town in the manicured way. It's pretty in the way of something that has been here a long time and isn't trying to be anything other than what it is.

I like that.

I've spent four years in an office that was trying very hard to be something — the exposed brick, the standing desks, the motivational quotes on the walls in that particular font that all offices use now. Everything is performing its own version of itself.

Harrow Cove is not performing.

It's just here.

 

The harbor is my favorite part.

I sit on the dock for a while, watching the boats. Working boats mostly — not the sleek white sailboats you see in the kind of coastal towns that have been discovered and renovated. These are older, practical, and a little battered. They look like they've been somewhere and come back.

There's a man on one of the boats doing something with a rope. He doesn't look up.

Two kids are fishing off the far end of the dock. One of them catches something small; they both lean over to look at it, then throw it back.

A dog trots past me with the specific confidence of a dog who knows exactly where he's going.

I sit there for a long time.

 

I call Priya from the porch that afternoon.

She picks up on the second ring, which means she's been waiting.

You drove to Maine, she says. Not a question.

I drove to Maine, I say.

Without telling anyone.

I texted you from Ohio.

You said, 'Driving, talk later.' That's not telling anyone; that's a hostage note.

I laugh. First real one in a while. It surprises me a little — the way it comes out easily, like it was just waiting.

I'm okay, I say.

I know you're okay, she says. You're annoyingly okay. That's not what I'm asking. I'm asking if you're good.

There's a difference with Priya. Okay is functional. Good is true.

I look at the water.

Not yet, I say. But I might get there.

Yeah?

The town is — it's good, Priya. It's really quiet, and it smells like salt, and my grandmother's kitchen has this light in the evenings, and I think I needed to be somewhere that wasn't trying to be something.

She's quiet for a second.

That's the most you've said in three weeks, she says.

I know.

Okay, she says. Good. Stay as long as you need.

 

I'm back on the porch with my second coffee of the day when I see him.

The neighbor.

He comes around the side of the lighthouse — tall, dark jacket, the particular walk of someone who knows exactly where they're going and isn't in a hurry about it. He has something in his hand. A toolbox, maybe.

He stops at the low stone wall between our properties.

Look at the cottage.

Look at me.

I raise my coffee mug. Small wave. The universal gesture of hello, I'm not a threat, I'm just sitting here.

He looks at me for a moment.

Then he nods — one short nod, the kind that means acknowledged and nothing more — and keeps walking toward the lighthouse.

That's it.

That's the whole interaction.

I watch him go.

He doesn't look back.

 

I eat dinner at the kitchen table with June's books stacked around me and the evening light doing its thing through the window. Pasta, simple, the kind you make when you're cooking for one and not trying to impress anyone, including yourself.

I think about Dot saying, " You look like her around the eyes.

I think about the harbor and the boats and the dog who knew where he was going.

I think about the neighbor and his one short nod.

I think about Priya asking if I was good.

Not yet.

But here's the thing — and I don't say this lightly, because I've been careful about hope lately, careful about counting on things — sitting on that porch this morning with my coffee and the sound of the water, not thinking about anything at all?

That felt like something.

Not a plan. Not an answer.

Just — a direction.

And right now, that's enough.

 

I wash my dishes.

Turn off the kitchen light.

Stand at the window for a moment.

The lighthouse is lit now — the beam moving slowly and steadily across the water, the way it has probably moved every night for a hundred years, reliable and unhurried.

That's enough for tonight, I think.

Same as last night.

But tonight, it feels a little truer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 — The Neighbor

Eli

 

The alarm goes at five.

He doesn't need it anymore. Hasn't for about two years. His body knows — five o'clock, up, the day starts. But he keeps setting it anyway. It's a small thing. It makes the morning feel intentional rather than inevitable.

He gets up.

Checks on Rosie first, the way he always does — just the door, just enough to see the shape of her under the blankets, the dark hair spread across the pillow. She sleeps hard, always has. Sleeping is something she takes seriously.

She's fine.

She's always fine.

He closes the door quietly and goes to make coffee.

 

The lighthouse kitchen is small.

He likes that. He's lived in bigger places — the apartment in Boston, the house in Portland that felt like too much space for two people, and then felt like way too much space for one. This kitchen is the right size. Everything where it should be. Nothing extra.

He makes coffee the same way every morning. Same amount, same temperature, same mug. Rosie thinks this is funny. She does impressions of him sometimes — the careful measuring, the specific way he waits for it — and he lets her because she's seven and it's genuinely a good impression.

He drinks his coffee standing at the window.

The water is flat this morning. Gray-blue, the early light was starting. A good day for it — calm enough that the work will be straightforward, clear enough that he'll be able to see the point from the top of the lighthouse.

He looks at the cottage.

The lights are on.

 

He noticed them last night, too. The cottage has been dark for two years — since June died and the granddaughter in Chicago didn't come and didn't come and eventually, he stopped expecting her to. He'd kept an eye on the place out of habit. June would have wanted that.

June was the best neighbor he'd ever had.

She brought food when Clara died. Not once — regularly, for months, without making it a thing. She'd leave it on the step and knock and be gone before he got to the door. No conversation required. No performance of sympathy. Just food, because people needed to eat, and she understood that grief didn't make that less true.

He never told her how much that mattered.

He should have.

 

Rosie comes down at seven, which is late for her.

She's wearing the yellow pajamas with the stars on them, and her hair is doing something complicated on one side from sleeping on it. She climbs onto the kitchen stool, puts her chin in her hands, and looks at him.

Who moved into June's cottage? she says.

No preamble. No good morning. Just the question, like they were already in the middle of a conversation.

I don't know, he says.

Did you see them?

Briefly.

What do they look like?

He thinks about the woman on the porch. The coffee mug rose—the small wave.

I didn't get a good look, he says.

This is mostly true.

I'm going to say hi, Rosie says.

You're going to eat breakfast first, he says.

And then I'm going to say hi.

He puts a plate in front of her. Eggs, toast, the strawberries she likes, cut the specific way—halved, not quartered; she has opinions about this.

We'll see, he says.

Rosie eats her eggs with the focused efficiency of someone who has places to be.

 

He spends the morning checking the light mechanism.

It's routine maintenance — the kind that doesn't need to be done urgently but does need to be done regularly, and he prefers to stay ahead of it. The lighthouse is old. Built in 1887, automated in the 1960s, decommissioned, and then recommissioned as a heritage site in 2003. He's the keeper, which is a title that sounds more romantic than it is. Mostly, it means maintenance. Upkeep. Making sure the light works, the structure doesn't deteriorate, and the records are kept.

He doesn't mind.

He likes work that has a clear purpose. The light works, or it doesn't. The structure holds, or it doesn't. There's no ambiguity in it.

He climbs to the top.

Checks the mechanism.

Looks out at the water.

From up here, you can see the whole cove — the harbor, the town, the point to the north where the current changes. On a clear day, you can see twenty miles out.

He looks at the cottage.

Small from up here. The porch, the garden — overgrown, June's garden always needed work in the spring — the path down to the water.

Someone on the porch.

He looks away.

 

He picks Rosie up from school at three.

She comes out talking, the way she always does — school is a continuous narrative for Rosie, a story she needs to tell in full from the beginning, and he has learned to listen for the important parts while she works through the rest.

Today, the important part is that Cora said her mom saw someone moving into June's cottage, and that the person is from Chicago and will be staying all summer.

Is that right? he says.

Do you think she's nice?

I don't know her.

But do you think?

He thinks about the wave—the small, uncomplicated gesture of it.

I don't know, he says.

Rosie considers this.

I think she's nice, she says, with the confidence of someone who has already decided.

He doesn't say anything.

They drive home.

 

He's replacing a board on the garden fence when he sees her.

She comes around the side of the cottage with a trowel and a look on her face like she's about to attempt something she's not entirely sure about. She crouches at the edge of the garden bed and starts working the soil.

He watches for a moment.

She's doing it wrong. Not badly wrong — just inefficiently. The angle of the trowel, the way she's breaking up the soil. It'll work eventually, but it'll take twice as long.

He goes back to the fence board.

Not his garden.

 

She's still at it twenty minutes later when he finishes the fence.

He picks up his tools.

Looks at the garden.

Looks at her.

She sits back on her heels, pushes her hair out of her face, and looks at what she's done with the expression of someone who suspects they've made things worse.

He walks to the wall between their properties.

You're breaking the soil too deeply, he says.

She looks up.

Up close, she looks tired. Not the bad kind — the kind that comes from a lot of change in a short amount of time. He recognizes it. He's worn it himself.

Sorry? she says.

The trowel, he says. You're going too deep. You'll disturb the root structure of what's already there.

She looks at the trowel. Looks at the garden. Looks at him.

June planted this, she says. I don't want to mess it up.

Then don't go so deep.

She nods slowly.

Okay, she says. Thanks.

He nods.

Picks up his toolbox.

I'm Maisie, she says, behind him—June's granddaughter.

He stops.

Turns back.

I know, he says. I'm Eli. I live here.

He gestures at the lighthouse. Unnecessary — she clearly knows where he lives. But it gives his hands something to do.

June talked about you, Maisie says.

Something moves through him at that. Quick and quiet.

She was a good neighbor, he says.

Yeah, Maisie says. She was.

They look at each other for a moment.

Not awkward exactly. Just two people figuring out the shape of a conversation.

The garden will come back, he says. It just needs attention.

I'm going to try, she says.

He nods.

Walks back to the lighthouse.

 

That evening, he makes dinner, helps Rosie with her reading, does the dishes, and goes through the motions of the evening the way he always does — the routine that holds everything in its right place.

Rosie asks if he talked to the neighbor.

Briefly, he says.

Is she nice?

He thinks about how I don't want to mess it up.

She seems fine, he says.

Rosie gives him the look. The one that means she knows he's being deliberately minimal, and she finds it tiresome.

Fine, she repeats.

Yes.

Dad.

Rosie.

She sighs. Goes back to her book.

He dries the last dish.

Looks out the window at the cottage.

The lights are on. The kitchen window, the one that faces west — June's kitchen, the one with the good evening light.

He puts the dish away.

Closes the cabinet.

Goes to check the light mechanism one more time before bed, the way he always does.

Everything in its right place.

Everything is the same as yesterday.

He tells himself that's fine.

Chapter 4 — First Contact

Maisie

 

It happens on day three.

I'm trying to fix the garden.

That's not entirely accurate. I'm trying to understand the garden — what June planted, what's still alive, what needs help. I have a trowel I found in the shed, a pair of gardening gloves that are slightly too big, and a complete lack of knowledge about what I'm doing.

But I'm trying.

That counts for something.

 

The garden runs along the south side of the cottage and wraps around toward the low stone wall that separates our property from Eli's. It's overgrown in the way of something that was once very intentional — you can see the structure underneath, the deliberate placement of things, the care that went into it. June knew what she was doing out here.

I do not know what I'm doing out here.

I crouch down near the wall and start pulling what I think are weeds. Some of them might not be weeds. I'm making judgment calls with incomplete information, which, now that I think about it, is basically what I did for four years in marketing.

I pull a thing.

It comes out with more root than I expected.

I look at it.

Was that a weed? I think.

Probably, I think.

Maybe, I think.

 

I don't hear him coming.

One minute I'm alone, and the next there's a shadow, and I look up, and Eli is standing on the other side of the wall, with his arms crossed and an expression that is neither unfriendly nor warm.

He's taller than I registered him to be the first time.

You're pulling the wrong things, he says.

I look at the thing in my hand.

How can you tell from there? I say.

Because that's a perennial, he says. It'll come back every year if you leave it. Now it won't.

I look at the root in my hand.

I look at the hole where it came from.

Oh, I say.

He doesn't say it's fine or that he doesn't worry about it. He looks at the garden with the expression of someone doing a quick damage assessment.

How long have you been out here? He says.

About an hour.

Something crosses his face. Not quite a wince.

Can I— he starts.

Please, I say.

 

He comes around through the gate at the end of the wall.

I didn't know there was a gate. It's half-hidden by an overgrown rosebush — the kind of thing you'd only know about if you'd been using it for years. He opens it without looking for it, which means he has.

He crouches down next to the bed I've been working on.

Look at it for a moment.

Then he points.

These are weeds, he says. Low, flat leaves, see how they spread? Pull those. He moves his hand. These aren't. These are coming back from last year. Leave them. He points to the far end of the bed. These ones, I'm not sure about — leave them for now and see what they do.

I'm crouching next to him, following his hand.

How do you know all this? I say.

June, he says. Simply. Like that's a complete answer.

And I suppose it is.

 

We work for a while.

Not together exactly — he's at one end of the bed, and I'm at the other, and we're not talking much. But it's not uncomfortable. It's the kind of quiet that has a shape to it, that means something is happening even if no one is saying anything.

He works efficiently. No wasted movement. He pulls a weed and sets it aside and moves to the next one, and there's something almost meditative about it, the way he does it like he's done these enough times that his hands know what to do without being told.

I try to match his pace.

I mostly fail.

 

She planted this the first spring after her husband died, he says, after a while.

I look up.

He's looking at the far end of the garden — a section I haven't touched yet, fuller than the rest, more established.

June? I say.

He nods.

She said it helped, he says. Having something to tend.

I look at the garden.

At the deliberate structure of it, the care underneath the overgrowth.

How long did you know her? I say.

Three years, he says. She was here when I moved in.

He says it simply, but there's something underneath it. The way people talk about someone they're still getting used to not having around.

She was good at that, I say. Tending things.

Yes, he says. She was.

 

We work until the bed is done.

It looks better. Not finished — there's more to do, the whole garden needs attention — but better. The structure is visible now. You can see what June intended.

I sit back on my heels and look at it.

Thank you, I say. You didn't have to do that.

The garden was June's, he says. It should come back.

He stands up. Brushes the dirt off his hands.

I stand up too.

We're on the same side of the wall now, which feels different from our previous interactions — less like neighbors talking across a boundary and more like two people who have just done something together.

I'm going to mess it up again, I say. Probably.

Probably, he agrees.

Not unkindly. Just honestly.

Will you tell me when I do? I say.

He looks at me for a moment.

Yes, he says.

 

He's almost back through the gate when I remember.

I made coffee, I say. If you want some, it's the least I can do.

He stops.

Turns back.

I can see him considering it — the small internal calculation of a person who has arranged their life carefully and is deciding
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