
  
  
      
        
          Mind How You Go

          Whatever truth the moment contained.

		      
          Nizam Ali

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  MIND HOW YOU GO 
Copyright © 2025 by Nizam Ali
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
First Edition: 2025






  
  For those who stay when leaving would be easier.

For those who love despite knowing how it ends.

For those who choose presence over protection.

And for those who've learned that grief, too, is a form of love.








  
  "Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?"
— Mary Oliver


      ***"The camera is an instrument that teaches people how to see without a camera."
— Dorothea Lange
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  Prologue

The House with Roses


The engine ticked as it cooled, each metallic ping a small countdown Iris couldn't bring herself to stop. She sat behind the wheel with her hands still gripping it, knuckles bloodless, staring at the house that had once been hers but now felt like a museum of someone else's childhood. Eight years. The number sat heavy in her chest, right where the flutter lived, that irregular beat she'd learned to ignore the same way she'd learned to ignore the empty chair at breakfast, the silence that followed her mother's name. 
Morleigh hadn't changed. The same salt-weathered houses lined the street, their gardens wild with late summer growth. The same gulls wheeled overhead, their cries sharp enough to cut. Even the light had that particular quality she remembered, golden and thick, clinging to everything like honey. But she had changed. She must have. Why else would coming home feel like trespassing?
Through the front window, a silhouette. Her father, motionless against the gauze curtains. Not waving. Not moving toward the door. Just standing there, a shadow of a man watching a shadow of a daughter return to a house that had been holding its breath since the day she left.
Iris released the steering wheel. Her fingers ached.
The irregular beat in her chest stumbled, caught, resumed. She pressed her palm there, counting. One, two, skip, three, four, skip skip, five. A rhythm only she knew, a secret her body kept from everyone including herself most days. Especially today. Today she needed to be whole, or at least look it. Today she needed to walk up that path and through that door and pretend the last eight years had been anything other than running.
The rain had been cold the day they buried Eleanor.
The memory arrived unbidden, vivid as a photograph. Iris at twenty-two, standing beside an open grave while rain mixed with tears until she couldn't tell them apart. Her father on the other side of the hole in the earth, his face a stone mask, not looking at her. Not once. The vicar's voice droning about dust and ashes while all Iris could think was that her mother had hated the rain, had always said it made her bones hurt, and now she'd be cold forever.
Ray hadn't spoken to her. Not during the service, not at the wake, not when she'd packed her car three days later and driven away with London in her sights and Morleigh shrinking in her rearview mirror. His silence had been louder than shouting. It had followed her across miles, across years, a ghost of all the words they'd never said.
Iris blinked. The grave disappeared. She was back in her car, in the present, and Mrs. Halloway from two doors down was waving at her with that bright, oblivious cheerfulness that meant life in Morleigh had continued just fine without her.
She lifted her hand in return, the gesture automatic. Mrs. Halloway beamed and turned back to her roses, pruning shears flashing in the honey light. The normalcy of it was obscene. Iris had left a hole when she'd gone, or so she'd thought, but holes filled in. Time moved forward. People forgot.
She reached for her bag on the passenger seat, her hand brushing something tucked into the sun visor. Paper, yellowed at the edges. Iris pulled it free and her breath caught.
Her mother's handwriting. Slanted and elegant, each letter formed with the kind of care Eleanor had brought to everything. The envelope was unsealed, as if waiting. As if Eleanor had known, somehow, that Iris would need to find this exact note at this exact moment.
Come home when you're ready to forgive.
Not "come home when I'm forgiven." Not "come home and make amends." Come home when you're ready to forgive. Iris read it three times, each word a small blade. What did her mother think needed forgiving? Ray's coldness? Eleanor's death? Iris's own cowardice in leaving?
All of it, probably. Everything.
She folded the letter with shaking hands and slipped it into her coat pocket, right against her heart where the irregular beat pulsed. Then she opened the car door.
The air hit her first. Salt and roses and something older, something that lived in the stones of Morleigh's streets and the wood of its houses. Memory made manifest. Iris stood on the cracked pavement and looked at her childhood home properly for the first time.
It had shrunk. That was her first thought, sharp and disorienting. The house that had loomed so large in her mind, that had contained all her early joys and later griefs, was just a house. Two stories of weathered brick and white trim, a slate roof that needed repair, windows that reflected the sky back at her so she couldn't see inside. It looked tired. It looked like it had been holding its breath for eight years, waiting for her to come back and let it exhale.
The garden was a disaster. Her mother's roses, the ones Eleanor had tended with such devotion, had gone feral. They climbed the fence in a riot of thorns, blooms heavy and overblown, petals littering the ground like confetti from a wedding no one attended. Weeds choked the flower beds. The grass grew long and wild, seed heads bobbing in the breeze that came off the harbor.
Eleanor would have wept to see it.
Iris's chest tightened. Not the flutter this time, but something worse. Grief, fresh as the day it happened. Her mother's hands had touched those roses. Her mother's voice had hummed while she worked, coaxing beauty from dirt and thorns. And now the roses were dying, untended, because the woman who'd loved them was gone and the man who remained couldn't bear to touch them.
The front door opened.
No preamble. No greeting. Just the door swinging inward on hinges that needed oil, and her father's silhouette resolving into flesh and bone.
Ray looked old. The thought hit Iris with the force of a blow. Eight years ago he'd been in his fifties, strong from a life spent working with his hands, his hair more dark than gray. Now the gray had won. It threaded through what was left of his hair, settled in his beard, carved lines around his eyes and mouth that spoke of sleepless nights and small, private griefs. He wore a cardigan that had been Eleanor's favorite, cream colored and moth-eaten at the cuffs. The sight of it broke something in Iris she hadn't known was still whole.
He didn't move toward her. Didn't smile. Didn't speak. He just stepped aside, a silent invitation, and waited.
Iris picked up her bag. Her legs felt disconnected from her body as she walked up the path, each step measured, careful, like approaching a wild animal that might bolt. The roses brushed against her as she passed, thorns catching on her coat. One drew blood, a thin line across the back of her hand. She didn't stop.
The threshold felt significant. A crossing over. A point of no return. Iris paused there, one foot in the house and one still out, caught between the girl who'd left and the woman who'd returned.
Ray's eyes found hers for the first time. They were the same gray green as the sea on an overcast day, and just as unreadable. He looked at her face, really looked, and something in his expression cracked.
"You look just like her."
His voice was rough, underused. It scraped out of him like something that hurt.
"It still hurts to see you."
The words hung in the air between them. Not accusatory. Not cold. Just true, in that devastating way that truth could be. Iris looked just like Eleanor. The same dark hair, the same fine bones, the same way of tilting her head when she was thinking. She was a walking reminder of everything Ray had lost, and he'd just told her so with the kind of honesty that felt like cruelty even when it wasn't meant to be.
Iris opened her mouth. To say what, she didn't know. Sorry, maybe. Or I know. Or I'm hurting too, can't you see that, don't you know I'm breaking?
But Ray had already turned away. He walked down the hall toward the kitchen, his shoulders hunched, leaving her standing in the doorway with her bag and her irregular heartbeat and her mother's letter pressed against her ribs.
The house smelled like dust and old grief. The wallpaper was the same faded cream with tiny blue flowers Eleanor had chosen when Iris was seven. The floorboards creaked in the same spots. The mirror by the coat rack still hung slightly crooked, something her mother had never gotten around to fixing. It was all exactly as she remembered and completely different, the way things were when you left them and came back to find they'd aged without you.
Iris set her bag down by the stairs and closed the door behind her.
The sound of it latching felt final. Like a decision made. Like a door closing on one life and opening on another, though she couldn't say which was which.
She stood there in the hallway of her childhood, listening to her father moving around in the kitchen, listening to the house settle around her, listening to her own heart beat its unsteady rhythm. Through the window she could see her mother's roses, wild and dying, and beyond them the street where Mrs. Halloway tended her own garden, and beyond that the sky turning gold as the sun began its descent toward the harbor.
Morleigh had continued without her. Her father had survived without her. The house had held its breath for eight years, and now she was back, and nothing would ever be the same again.
The flutter in her chest skipped, caught, stumbled into rhythm.
Iris touched the letter in her pocket one more time, Eleanor's words a talisman against whatever came next.
Come home when you're ready to forgive.
She wasn't ready. Not even close. But she was here anyway, standing in the hallway of a house that smelled like ghosts, with a father who couldn't bear to look at her and a secret ticking away in her chest like a time bomb wrapped in muscle and blood.
Eight years.
It had taken eight years to come home.
The question was whether she'd have enough time left to make it matter.






  
  Chapter one
The House with No Light


The bedroom was a time capsule, perfectly preserved. Iris stood in the doorway with her bag at her feet, staring at a version of herself that had ceased to exist the moment she'd driven away eight years ago. The same pale blue curtains hung at the window, faded now where the sun had touched them. The same white bookshelf held the same books in the same order, spines uncracked, gathering dust. The same quilt her grandmother had made covered the bed, its pattern of interlocking rings still bright despite the years. 
Nothing had changed. That was the worst part. Ray had kept it exactly as she'd left it, like a shrine to a daughter who might as well have died along with her mother.
Iris set her bag on the bed and the springs creaked, a familiar sound that sent something sharp through her chest. Not the flutter this time, but memory. How many nights had she lain here listening to those springs, counting the seconds until morning when she could escape to the harbor or the library or anywhere that wasn't this house with its thick silences and her parents' careful politeness that never quite hid the fractures underneath?
The dresser still held her things. She opened the top drawer and found folded sweaters she'd left behind, clothes from a life she'd outgrown. In the second drawer, tucked beneath a stack of old t-shirts, her fingers found the edge of a photo album.
Iris pulled it out and sat on the bed, the album heavy in her lap. She shouldn't look. Looking was asking for pain, and she'd had enough of that for one day. But her hands were already opening the cover, already turning pages, and there was her mother's face smiling up at her from a dozen different moments frozen in time.
Eleanor at the kitchen table, flour on her nose, laughing at something beyond the camera's frame. Eleanor in the garden, her hands dirty, holding up a perfect rose like a trophy. Eleanor and Iris together at the harbor, both of them squinting into the sun, their arms around each other, looking happy in that easy, thoughtless way that only existed when you didn't know what was coming.
Iris's throat tightened. She touched her mother's face through the plastic sleeve, tracing the curve of her smile. They looked so alike it was eerie. The same dark hair, though Eleanor's had been longer then, caught up in a messy bun. The same narrow face and wide-set eyes. The same way of standing with one hip cocked, casual but ready to move. Ray had been right. It did hurt to look.
From down the hall came a sound that made Iris freeze. Coughing. Violent and wet, the kind that shook a body from the inside out. Ray's bedroom door was closed but she could hear him through it, hacking like something was trying to claw its way out of his lungs.
She should go to him. Check on him. Ask if he needed water or his inhaler or anything at all. That's what a good daughter would do. A daughter who hadn't abandoned her father for eight years might get up right now and knock on that door and offer help whether he wanted it or not.
Iris stayed where she was. The coughing went on. She counted the seconds, her own breath shallow, waiting for it to stop. It did, eventually, trailing off into silence that felt louder than the coughing had been.
She closed the photo album and shoved it back in the drawer, covering it with the t-shirts like she could bury the past if she just hid it deep enough. Then she grabbed her coat and headed for the stairs before the guilt could root her in place.
The evening air was cool against her face, salt-sharp and clean after the stuffiness of the house. Iris walked without thinking about where she was going, her feet carrying her down familiar streets toward the harbor like they'd been programmed eight years ago and never updated. The light was going soft and golden, that particular quality of late summer when the days were still long but starting to hint at autumn's approach.
Morleigh's harbor hadn't changed either. The same boats bobbed at their moorings, paint peeling, names faded. The same pier stretched out into water that reflected the sky like hammered copper. The same benches lined the walkway, memorial plaques gleaming dully in the fading light. Iris had kissed her first boyfriend on one of those benches when she was fifteen. She'd sat on another one the night before her mother's funeral, watching the water and wondering if she could just walk into it and keep walking until the cold stopped her heart.
She'd been braver then. Or maybe stupider. The line between the two got thinner the older you got.
The harbor smelled like fish and diesel and the particular rot of things that lived and died at the edge of the sea. It should have been unpleasant but it wasn't. It smelled like home, like every summer of her childhood, like the life she'd run from and somehow ended up running back to.
Iris sat on the bench closest to the water and watched the light change. The sun was sinking toward the horizon, painting everything in shades of amber and rose gold. A few people dotted the pier, mostly fishermen packing up for the day. She recognized some of them. Old Mr. Pascoe with his weather-beaten face. The Merchant twins, still identical at forty-something, still finishing each other's sentences. They didn't notice her, or if they did they were too polite to stare at the prodigal daughter who'd finally come crawling back.
She was so focused on the water that she didn't hear the footsteps until they were right beside her.
"You're the girl from the big house."
Iris looked up. A young woman stood there, maybe early twenties, with a face that was all soft curves and bright curiosity. She wore a paint-stained apron over jeans and a sweater, her blonde hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Her eyes were an unusual color, somewhere between gray and green, and they studied Iris with an intensity that should have been uncomfortable but somehow wasn't.
"I'm sorry?" Iris said.
The young woman smiled, sudden and warm. "The big house. The one with the roses. You're Ray's daughter. You came back."
It wasn't a question. Iris nodded slowly, trying to place her. The face was familiar in the way faces in small towns always were, like she'd seen this person around but never really looked. "I am. I'm Iris."
"I know." The young woman sat down beside her without asking, settling in like they'd known each other for years instead of seconds. "Everyone knows. Mrs. Halloway told Mrs. Pascoe who told Mr. Greene who told everyone else. News travels fast here. You remember that, don't you?"
Iris did. She'd forgotten how transparent life was in Morleigh, how everyone knew everyone's business before they knew it themselves. In London she'd been anonymous, just another face in the crowd. Here she was Ray's daughter, Eleanor's ghost, the girl who'd run away and now had the audacity to come back.
"I'm Clara," the young woman said. She held out her hand, formal and a little old-fashioned. Her nails were stained with what looked like paint in half a dozen colors. "Clara Whitaker. My brother and I live down by the old ferry dock."
Whitaker. The name rang a bell somewhere in the back of Iris's mind, but she couldn't place it. She shook Clara's hand, surprised by the strength of her grip.
"It's nice to meet you," Iris said, and meant it. There was something about Clara that was immediately disarming, like she existed in a world where awkwardness and social conventions didn't quite apply.
"You look sad," Clara said, with the kind of blunt observation that would have been rude from anyone else but felt like simple honesty from her. "Are you sad about your mum? Sam says I shouldn't ask people about sad things but I think it's worse to pretend we don't notice. Don't you think?"
Iris blinked. The question was so direct it knocked the breath out of her. "I... yes. I suppose I am."
"Mums are important," Clara said seriously. "When they're gone it leaves a hole. Sam told me that. He's very wise about holes."
Before Iris could process that particular statement, Clara was waving at someone behind them. "Sam! Come here! I found the girl from the big house!"
Iris turned. A man was walking toward them along the pier, silhouetted against the dying light. As he got closer, features resolved. Tall, lean in the way of people who worked with their hands. Dark hair that needed a cut, curling slightly at the nape of his neck. A face that was more interesting than handsome, all strong bones and a mouth that looked like it had forgotten how to smile.
But it was his eyes that stopped her. The same gray-green as Clara's, but deeper, older, carrying a weight that made Iris's chest tighten in recognition. She knew that look. It was the look of someone who'd lost something fundamental and learned to live with the absence.
He stopped in front of them, his gaze moving from Clara to Iris and then staying there. Something passed between them in that moment, wordless and immediate. A recognition that had nothing to do with having met before and everything to do with seeing something familiar in a stranger's eyes.
"This is my brother Samuel," Clara said, oblivious to the sudden tension in the air. "Sam, this is Iris. From the big house with the roses. The ones that are all dying now."
"Clara," Samuel said quietly, his voice low and a little rough around the edges. "That's not polite."
"But it's true. They are dying. I walked past yesterday and they looked very sad. Roses shouldn't look sad."
Samuel's mouth twitched, almost a smile. "No, they shouldn't." He held out his hand to Iris. "Samuel Whitaker. Sorry about my sister. She has a gift for saying exactly what everyone else is thinking but too polite to mention."
His hand was warm, calloused, careful. Iris shook it and felt something electric in the contact, like static but gentler. Their eyes met again and held a beat too long before they both looked away.
"It's fine," Iris said, her voice steadier than she felt. "She's right. They are dying. My mother would have hated to see them like that."
"Your mother was Eleanor," Clara said. It wasn't a question. "She used to wave at me when I was little. She had the prettiest smile. Almost as pretty as yours, but different. Sadder, maybe. Or maybe I'm remembering wrong. Memory is tricky like that." Clara tilted her head. "She always said 'Mind how you go' when people left. Even just to go home. I liked that."
Iris's throat closed. She managed a nod.
Samuel touched Clara's shoulder gently. "We should let Iris enjoy the sunset in peace. Come on, you've got painting to finish before dark."
"But I like talking to her," Clara protested. "She has a nice face. Faces tell you things, you know. Hers tells me she's been far away but she's home now. That's a good thing, isn't it?"
"It is," Samuel said, his eyes on Iris again. There was something in his gaze, a kindness that felt like cool water on a burn. "But sometimes people need quiet after traveling. Even if they're just traveling back to where they started."
It was such a simple observation, but it landed somewhere deep in Iris's chest. He understood. This stranger who'd known her for all of five minutes understood the particular exhaustion of coming home.
"I'll see you around," Clara said cheerfully, standing up. She looked at Iris with those strange gray-green eyes and smiled. "I'm glad you came back. The house missed you. Houses know things, even when people try to forget."
Then she was walking away down the pier, humming to herself, paint-stained apron flapping in the breeze.
Samuel lingered a moment longer. "She's right, you know. About the house. And the roses." He paused, like he was weighing whether to say more. "If you need help with them, I do repair work. Carpentry, mostly, but I know my way around a garden. Your father... he's a proud man. Doesn't like to ask for help. But if you wanted to fix things up, I'm happy to lend a hand."
"Why?" The question came out more abrupt than Iris intended.
Samuel's expression didn't change. "Because sometimes the kindest thing we can do for people is let them pretend we're not helping them. And because those roses deserve better than dying of neglect."
He walked away before she could respond, following his sister's path down the pier. Iris watched them go, Clara still humming, Samuel's hands in his pockets, their silhouettes growing smaller against the copper light.
The kindness of it sat strange in her chest, right next to the irregular beat. Ray hadn't looked at her with kindness. The house held no kindness, just dust and ghosts and eight years of silence. But this man, this stranger with his sister's blunt honesty and his own quiet understanding, had offered something without expecting anything in return.
It had been so long since anyone had been kind to her without wanting something back that she'd almost forgotten what it felt like.
Iris sat on the bench until the sun was gone and the harbor lights flickered on, reflected in water that had gone from copper to ink. Then she walked back to the house with no light, where her father was coughing his lungs out behind a closed door and her mother's roses were dying in the garden.
The house was dark when she got back. No lights in the windows, no warm glow of welcome. Just shadows and the shape of things against the deepening night. Iris let herself in quietly, not wanting to disturb whatever fragile peace existed between her and Ray.
She could hear him moving around upstairs. The creak of floorboards. The sound of water running in the bathroom. Normal sounds that should have been comforting but weren't, because they highlighted how separate they were. Two people living in the same house like strangers, orbiting each other without ever touching.
Iris went to the kitchen and flipped on the light. It flickered twice before staying on, casting everything in harsh yellow that made the room look tired and old. The kitchen hadn't changed either. Same white cabinets with their chipped paint. Same green countertop with the burn mark where Eleanor had once set down a hot pan without thinking. Same table by the window where they used to eat dinner together before silence became the fourth member of the family.
A shuffling sound made her turn. Ray stood in the doorway in his bathrobe, looking older and smaller than he had in the afternoon. He held a glass in one hand and a prescription bottle in the other, his jaw set in that stubborn way she remembered from childhood.
"I can get that for you," Iris said, gesturing at the bottle.
"I can manage."
"I know, but—"
"I managed without you for eight years." His voice was flat, matter-of-fact. Not cruel, just true. "I think I can manage getting my own water."
The words hit like a slap. Iris felt her face heat, anger and shame mixing in her stomach. "I was just trying to help."
"Were you?" Ray opened the bottle with shaking hands, tapped out two pills, swallowed them dry. "Because it seems to me you've spent eight years not helping. Bit late to start now, isn't it?"
She wanted to yell. To tell him that she'd left because staying was killing her, because this house with its careful silences and unspoken grief had been suffocating her, because watching him turn into a ghost after Eleanor died was more than she could bear. She wanted to tell him about London, about the tiny flat she'd rented above a kebab shop, about the job at the bookstore where no one knew her name or her history. About the miscarriage she'd gone through alone, bleeding out her grief in a bathroom while rain hammered the windows and the world kept turning without caring that she was breaking.
But she didn't. Because what was the point? The past was the past. You couldn't change it. You could only decide whether to let it keep hurting you or find some way to set it down.
"You're right," Iris said quietly. "You did manage. And you're still managing. I'm sorry for overstepping."
Ray's expression flickered, something that might have been surprise or regret passing across his face too quickly to name. He looked at her for a long moment, his gray-green eyes, so like Samuel Whitaker's, searching her face for something he didn't seem to find.
"She would have wanted you here," he said finally. "At the end. She asked for you."
The bottom dropped out of Iris's stomach. "What?"
"The last day. She was confused, kept calling for you. Wanted to tell you something." Ray's hands tightened on the glass. "I told her you were busy. That you'd call soon. She died believing you'd come."
Iris couldn't breathe. Her heart became a wild thing, beating against her ribs like a bird in a cage, something trying to escape. Her mother had asked for her. Had died waiting for a call that never came, a visit that happened eight years too late.
"Why are you telling me this?" Her voice came out strangled.
"Because you should know." Ray set the glass down carefully, precisely, like it was made of something more fragile than glass. "You should know what your running cost."
He walked out of the kitchen, his slippers shuffling against the floor. Iris heard him climb the stairs, heard his bedroom door close with a soft click that sounded like the end of something.
She stood alone in the kitchen with its yellow light and its ghosts, her heart stuttering in her chest, her hands shaking. The cruelty of it was breathtaking. Not because Ray was wrong, but because he was right. She had run. She had stayed away. She had let her mother die believing she was too busy to come home.
Iris gripped the counter, breathing through her mouth, trying to steady herself. Her eyes landed on the cookbook propped against the backsplash. Eleanor's cookbook, the one she'd used for everything, its pages stained and dog-eared and filled with notes in her careful handwriting.
Without thinking, Iris reached for it. The cover was worn soft from years of handling, the title barely visible. She opened it at random and a piece of paper fell out, fluttering to the counter.
Her mother's handwriting. Recent, from the look of it. The ink was faded but not too much, the paper crisp rather than yellowed. Iris picked it up with trembling fingers.
My darling girl, learning to fly.
That was all. Just six words in Eleanor's slanted script, written on a torn piece of notebook paper and tucked into a cookbook between recipes for roast chicken and shepherd's pie. No date. No context. Just an observation, or maybe a blessing, or maybe both.
Iris read it three times. Four. Her mother had known. Somehow, Eleanor had understood that Iris needed to leave, that staying would have destroyed something essential in her. The running hadn't been abandonment. It had been survival. And her mother, who'd loved her enough to let her go, had written this note and left it tucked in a cookbook where it might be found or might not, a message in a bottle cast into time.
The tears came without warning. Sudden and wrenching, ripping up from somewhere deep inside where she'd kept them locked for eight years. Iris sank to the floor with her back against the cabinets, the note clutched in her hand, and sobbed.
She cried for her mother who'd died asking for her. For her father who'd turned to stone rather than crumble. For the baby she'd lost alone in London, the one no one knew about, the secret grief she carried next to her irregular heartbeat. She cried for the girl she'd been and the woman she'd become, for the eight years she'd spent running only to end up right back where she started.
She cried until there was nothing left, until her chest ached and her throat was raw and the tears had run dry. Then she sat on the cold kitchen floor in a house with no light, holding her mother's words like a talisman, and understood something she hadn't before.
Eleanor had forgiven her. Had understood her. Had loved her enough to let her fly even when flying meant leaving everything behind.
The question was whether Iris could do the same for herself.
Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windows. The dying roses scraped against the fence, their thorns catching on wood. Somewhere in the house, a pipe creaked. The ordinary sounds of a place settling into night, preparing for whatever dawn would bring.
Iris wiped her face with the back of her hand and stood up. Her legs felt shaky but they held. She folded the note carefully, creasing it along the lines her mother had made, and slipped it into her pocket next to the letter she'd found in the car.
Two notes from a dead woman. Two permissions she hadn't known she'd needed.
Come home when you're ready to forgive.
My darling girl, learning to fly.
The first had brought her back. The second might let her stay.
Iris turned off the kitchen light and stood in the darkness, feeling her heart beat its unsteady rhythm, counting the seconds between the skips. The house breathed around her, old wood and older memories. Upstairs, Ray was probably already asleep, his pills doing their work, his dreams taking him somewhere that didn't include his difficult daughter and her eight years of absence.
Tomorrow she would try again. Would find some way to bridge the gap between them, or at least stop it from widening. Tomorrow she would maybe take Samuel Whitaker up on his offer to help with the roses, would let a stranger's kindness in because God knew she needed kindness from somewhere.
Tomorrow.
But tonight she was just a woman standing in her dead mother's kitchen, holding notes from the past and a secret in her chest, wondering how many tomorrows she had left before her body decided to stop pretending everything was fine.
The flutter answered her, skipping once, twice, three times in quick succession before settling back into its irregular dance.
Not many, it seemed to say. Not many at all.






  
  Chapter two
Salt in the Wound


Morning came gray and uninvited, the kind of light that didn't so much illuminate as expose. Iris woke to the sound of rain against the window, soft and persistent, and for a moment she forgot where she was. Then the room resolved around her, unchanged and unchanging, and memory rushed back like cold water. 
She'd slept in her childhood bed. In her childhood room. In the house where her mother had died asking for her.
The flutter in her chest announced itself immediately, irregular and insistent. Skip, beat, skip skip, beat. She pressed her palm there, counting, waiting for it to settle into something resembling rhythm. It took longer than usual. That was new. Or maybe not new, maybe just getting worse, the way these things did when you ignored them long enough.
Downstairs, she could hear Ray moving around in the kitchen. The creak of cabinet doors. The hiss of the kettle. Normal morning sounds that somehow felt threatening, like she was about to walk into an ambush made of breakfast and bitter silence.
Iris got dressed slowly, her body stiff from a night spent curled too tight, muscles tensed against dreams she couldn't quite remember. She chose jeans and a sweater the color of fog, wanting to disappear into the day rather than announce herself. In the bathroom mirror her face looked pale, shadows under her eyes like bruises. She splashed water on her face, brushed her teeth, tried to assemble herself into something that resembled ready.
The kitchen smelled like toast and instant coffee when she walked in. Ray sat at the table by the window, a mug in front of him, staring out at the dying roses. He didn't look up when she entered. Didn't acknowledge her at all, just kept staring at the garden like it held answers to questions he hadn't asked.
"Morning," Iris said. Her voice came out smaller than she'd intended.
Ray grunted. Not quite a word, not quite nothing. A sound that occupied the space where a greeting should have been and made it clear no greeting was coming.
Iris poured herself coffee from the pot on the counter. It was thick and bitter, the kind Ray had always preferred, made strong enough to strip paint. She added milk and sugar until it was drinkable and sat down across from him.
The silence stretched. Outside, rain pattered against the windows, running down the glass in rivulets that distorted the view. The roses looked worse in daylight, their blooms heavy with water, petals dropping like tears.
"Did you sleep all right?" Iris tried again.
"Fine."
One word. Clipped and final. Ray still hadn't looked at her. His hands wrapped around his mug like it was the only warm thing in the world, his knuckles white with pressure.
"I was thinking I might work on the garden today. Start with the roses, maybe. If that's all right with you."
"Do what you want."
"I could make dinner tonight. Something nice. There's a market in town, isn't there? Still on Thursdays?"
"Yes."
Iris took a breath, trying to keep her voice steady. "We should talk. About yesterday. About what you said."
Finally, Ray looked at her. His eyes were red-rimmed, whether from lack of sleep or crying she couldn't tell. The expression on his face was carved from stone, unreadable and unyielding.
"What's there to talk about?" His voice was flat. "I told you the truth. Your mother died wanting to see you. That's what happened. Can't talk it away."
"I know, but—"
"But nothing." He stood up abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. "You left. She died. I stayed. Those are the facts. Rest is just words."
"Dad, please—"
"Don't." The word came out sharp, cutting. "Don't call me that like it means something. Like eight years of silence didn't happen." He picked up his mug, dumped the rest of his coffee in the sink. "I'm going back to bed. Keep the noise down."
He walked out before she could respond, his shoulders hunched, moving like a man decades older than he was. Iris heard him climb the stairs, heard his bedroom door close with that same soft click that felt like punctuation on a sentence she couldn't finish.
She sat alone at the kitchen table, her coffee growing cold in her hands, staring at the empty chair where her father had been. The rain kept falling. The house creaked and settled. Somewhere in the walls, a pipe knocked three times, rhythmic as a heartbeat.
The cruelty of it was the precision. Ray knew exactly where to press to make it hurt. Not yelling, not dramatic, just cold statements of fact delivered with surgical accuracy. You left. She died. I stayed. Three sentences that contained an entire history of grief and abandonment and rage so old it had calcified into something harder than bone.
Iris's chest tightened. Not her heart this time but something worse, a pressure that made it hard to breathe. She set down her mug carefully, afraid her shaking hands would drop it, and pressed her palms flat against the table.
The memory came without warning, vivid and unwanted.
The night she'd left.
Ray standing in this same kitchen, his face red with fury, his voice loud enough to shake the windows. "You can't just run away from this!"
"Watch me," she'd said, her own voice cold and hard because cold and hard was the only way to get through this without shattering.
"You're just like her!" The words exploded out of him. "Always running away when things get difficult. Eleanor did the same thing. Ran straight into someone else's arms rather than deal with what was right in front of her."
The accusation had landed like a physical blow. Iris had stared at him, not understanding. "What are you talking about?"
"Ask her ghost," Ray had spat. "Oh wait, you can't. Because she's dead and you weren't here."
She'd left an hour later, throwing clothes in a bag while Ray locked himself in his room. Left in the dark, drove through the night, put miles between herself and Morleigh like distance could cauterize a wound.
It couldn't. The wound had followed her, bleeding slowly, invisibly, for eight years.
Iris came back to the present, her breathing shallow, her hands still pressed against the table. The kitchen was exactly the same. The chair where Ray had sat was still empty. The coffee was still cold. Nothing had changed except the quality of the light, which had gone from gray to slightly less gray as the morning wore on.
She needed air. Space. Something other than this house and its ghosts and her father's precise cruelty.
Iris grabbed her coat and headed outside just as a truck pulled up to the curb. Samuel Whitaker climbed out, a toolbox in one hand, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt that had seen better days. He raised a hand in greeting when he saw her.
"Morning," he called. "Hope it's all right I came by. Figured I'd take a look at that fence. Some of the posts are rotting through."
"You don't have to do that," Iris said, even though the sight of him, solid and real and uncomplicated, made something in her chest ease.
"I know." Samuel walked up the path, his boots squelching in the wet grass. "But I'm here anyway. Besides, it's a good day for this kind of work. Rain's light, wood's easier to pull when it's damp."
He set his toolbox down by the fence and surveyed it with the critical eye of someone who knew what they were looking at. Iris watched him, grateful for the distraction, for a presence that didn't demand anything from her.
"Your father around?" Samuel asked without looking at her.
"Inside. Sleeping, I think."
"Ah." Something in the way he said it suggested he understood more than she'd said. "Well, I'll try to keep quiet. Wouldn't want to disturb him."
They stood there in the light rain, not quite looking at each other, while the morning stretched between them. Samuel pulled a tape measure from his toolbox and started measuring fence posts, making notes on a scrap of paper he pulled from his pocket. His movements were efficient, practiced, the kind that came from years of doing the same work.
"Can I help?" Iris asked.
Samuel glanced at her, a small smile playing at the corner of his mouth. "You know how to replace fence posts?"
"No, but I can learn."
"Fair enough." He handed her the tape measure. "Hold this end against the post. I need to mark where to cut."
They worked in companionable silence, moving from post to post, Samuel calling out measurements while Iris held the tape steady. The rain picked up slightly, cold against her face, but she didn't mind. It felt clean. Baptismal. Like something old was being washed away even if she didn't know what would grow in its place.
"You don't have to talk if you don't want to," Samuel said after a while. "Some people find silence uncomfortable. I don't. Silence is honest. It's words that get us in trouble."
Iris looked at him, surprised. He was marking a post with a pencil, his face serious, focused on his work. There was no pressure in his words, no expectation. Just an observation, like commenting on the weather.
"My father won't speak to me," she heard herself say. "Or he does, but only to tell me what a disappointment I am. How I wasn't here when my mother needed me."
Samuel's hand stilled on the post. He didn't look up. "Is he wrong?"
The question should have hurt but it didn't. There was no judgment in it, just curiosity. Iris considered her answer carefully.
"No," she said quietly. "He's not wrong. I wasn't here. I left and I stayed gone and she died without me. Those are facts. But they're not the whole story."
"They never are." Samuel straightened, brushing wood dust from his hands. "The whole story is always more complicated than the facts. That's what makes it hard."
He moved to the next post, measuring it, marking it, writing down numbers Iris couldn't read from where she stood. The rain continued its soft percussion on the leaves, on the roof, on the skin of her hands where they gripped the tape measure.
"He told me this morning that I'm just like her," Iris said. "My mother. That she ran away from things too."
Samuel's expression didn't change. "Did she?"
"I don't know. Maybe. He mentioned something that night I left, about her running into someone else's arms. I didn't understand it then. Still don't."
"Might not be meant for understanding. Some things people say when they're angry, they're not really about you. They're about their own pain finding a target."
Iris thought about that. About Ray's fury the night she left, about the years of silence that followed, about the careful way he'd delivered his cruelties this morning. All of it pain, she realized. All of it the wound of losing Eleanor made sharp by the absence of the daughter who looked just like her.
Understanding didn't make it hurt less. But it made it make sense.
They worked for another hour, Samuel removing rotted posts and setting new ones while Iris held boards steady and passed him tools he named. Her hands got dirty. Her jeans got muddy. The rain soaked through her coat and she didn't care because the work felt good, purposeful, like building something instead of tearing it down.
When Samuel took a break, leaning against the fence with a bottle of water he'd pulled from his truck, Iris sat beside him in the wet grass. The garden looked different from this angle. Wilder. The roses still dying but somehow beautiful in their decay, thorns catching the light.
"Thank you," Iris said. "For this. For not asking questions."
"You'll talk when you're ready. Or you won't. Either way is fine."
She turned to look at him. Really look at him. The strong lines of his face, the way his eyes held something deep and careful, like a well that went down further than you could see. He was handsome in an unconventional way, all sharp angles and quiet intensity. But more than that, he was kind. The kind of kind that didn't announce itself, that just existed like gravity, pulling you in without asking permission.
"Can I tell you something?" The words came out before she could stop them.
Samuel met her eyes. "If you want to."
Iris took a breath. The flutter in her chest did its dance, skip skip beat, skip. She'd never told anyone. Had carried it alone for so long it had become part of her architecture, a weight-bearing secret that held up the structure of who she'd become.
"When I left Morleigh, I went to London. Got a flat above a kebab shop in Hackney. The kind of place where the walls were so thin you could hear your neighbors breathing." She paused, gathering courage. "I was pregnant. Three months. Didn't know until after I left. Didn't tell anyone."
Samuel's expression didn't change but something shifted in his eyes. A deepening. An opening.
"Two weeks after I got to London, I started bleeding. Woke up one morning and the sheets were red and I knew." Her voice was steady but her hands weren't. They shook in her lap, out of her control. "I took a taxi to the hospital. They confirmed what I already knew. Miscarriage. Spontaneous, they called it. Like my body just spontaneously decided to give up."
The rain fell harder now, drumming on the roof of Samuel's truck, on the fence posts they'd replaced. Iris kept talking because if she stopped she might never start again.
"I was alone. Completely alone. No one knew I was pregnant so no one knew I'd lost it. The hospital discharged me the same day. I went back to my flat and lay on the floor and bled and cried and didn't tell a soul." She wiped at her face, rain or tears she couldn't tell. "My mother had just died. And then the baby died. And I was too much of a coward to call my father and tell him. Too afraid he'd blame me. Or worse, that he wouldn't care."
Samuel was quiet for a long moment. Then he reached over and took her hand. Just held it, his palm warm and rough against hers. He didn't say he was sorry. Didn't offer platitudes about everything happening for a reason. Just held her hand while the rain fell and the world kept turning and the weight of the secret got a little lighter for being spoken aloud.
"Does he know?" Samuel asked finally. "Ray?"
"No. No one knows. Just you now."
"I'm honored you told me."
It was such a simple thing to say, but the sincerity in it broke something open
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