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Subbing off was not an option. If Thomas so much as slowed to a walk anywhere near the sideline, some well-meaning acquaintance would try to console him for his girlfriend’s recent departure. Ex-girlfriend, rather. He simply had to play the full 80 minutes this evening.

Never mind the weather.

Never mind he'd been on his feet all day teaching.

Never mind the score. 

This was just a social game, though a newcomer would be forgiven for thinking there were actual stakes—what with the color-coordinated scarves and flags and all the screaming.

At half-time, Thomas hid in the men's room. Greg came looking for him. "Did you hear, like, from your new landlady?" He banged on Thomas's cubicle door.

"How did you know I was in here?"

"Your massive feet."

Thomas went out, washed his hands, and hoped he wouldn't need to answer the question about the mystery woman who had inherited his house out from under him—because no, he had not heard from her, and saying so out loud was terrifying. The meddling but otherwise brilliant old woman who had owned the place had died six days ago. Her family were spread all over the globe, so the funeral wasn't till next week. Undoubtedly he'd meet the new owner—one of the grandchildren—at the funeral.

He was dreading it. Dreading the funeral, because he'd loved the old woman, despite her unusual taste in curtain fabrics—birds of paradise in all their spiky orange and purple glory. Then there were her regular appearances outside his window first thing in the morning, just ‘staying on top of the weeding.’ She'd always been more than just a landlady.

Thomas splashed cold water on his face, and ignored Greg watching him in the mirror.

"Are you not planning on getting dirty out there?"

"Why are you checking on me?" Thomas pulled out the elastic tying back his hair. His mom would be horrified if she saw the tight curls all dry and fuzzy and tortured into submission, wrenched into a puff, strangled by a red rubber band.

"I'm not asking about Kim," Greg said, apparently unaware he’d just said Thomas’s ex-girlfriend’s name, while claiming not to bring her up. Greg went on, "I was asking about the house."

"The new owner will be here for the funeral."

"She'll probably be happy it's tenanted and keep you on. You've nothing to worry about."

That was the hope. But if she gave the place a half-decent inspection, she'd soon recognize the money-pit she'd inherited. Mrs Ellis wouldn't have bequeathed her home, and more importantly her garden, to anyone but her sharpest tack of a grandchild. The old woman had been a law unto herself but probably a genius—a prolific crime novelist with a whole bookcase of various titles and editions to show for it.

Thomas had read maybe half of them. Goodness knew what would happen to them after the funeral.

Thomas spotted the oranges, or what was left of them. He'd need the sugar hit to get him through another forty minutes of football.

The second half of the game was cruel and unusual punishment. Self-inflicted, too. But it was either that or sub off and risk discussing the breakdown of his relationship with a crowd of friends, parents of students, colleagues, and virtual strangers. If it was a choice between collapsing in the cold mud of a poorly-drained, backwater Welsh village's football pitch, or defending Kim... yes, defending her, because that's what he'd end up doing when everyone piled on, berating her for leaving him. Which they absolutely would. Good intentions run amok.

That. That anger. He could use that. And if fury didn't give him more energy than three quarters of an orange...

When that final whistle ripped through the air, he keeled over with relief. 3-2 was the score, although he wasn't one hundred percent sure to which team. He didn't care. He knelt down in the turf and caught his breath and hoped the spectators would disperse before his legs remembered how to get his ass up off the ground.

Mud was caked into the hair on his legs. His arms were a little less filthy; or was it just that his skin was darker where it saw the sun? Melanin offering a camouflage of cleanliness. Way to flip the narrative. Exhaustion buzzed like a drunken rant in his brain. He needed to get up off the ground. Get home for a shower.

Home.

Alone.

The big old house would be empty. Usually, Thursday night was a bustle of almost-the-weekend energy, last minute homework and music practice and treat food. But there was a teachers-only day tomorrow, so the boarders had all gone home for the weekend.

Greg trudged across the field. The mud smeared across one side of his face looked vaguely like Nutella on half-cooked toast.

Thomas hauled his miserable body up off the ground. "Are we getting old?" he said. Taking the offensive was best—talk to Greg before Greg chose the topic.

"My knees are about ready to retire. Pub?"

"Might wash this off first."

"Definitely. Then I’ll buy you a drink and promise not to talk about Kim."

"You have literally brought her up every single time I've spoken to you all week."

"Only to reassure you I won't bring her up, mind."

He really didn't get it. "So long as you're buying." Thomas thought of the big empty house, and gave in.

***
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THREE HOURS ON THE road, and Dahlia still wasn't over the disappointment of this car. The whole point of renting a vehicle was that you got to drive something you could never justify buying. The heater sounded like it was hissing and laughing and whispering threats at her. In Welsh, perhaps. 

Maybe the car was possessed. 

Maybe it was Gran.

It had been a full year since Dahlia had visited her grandmother. A year between visits was normal. But this year was not normal. Because this year was the last year.

Not that it was a surprise. In her own mind, Dahlia had said goodbye-goodbyes the last three visits, just in case. And here she was, turning up the driveway, knowing finally and absolutely that she was not going to find Gran up to her armpits in the lavender or giving a 'tour' to some feckless passer-by who, 45 minutes into a lecture on the second painting in the stairwell, was regretting all their life choices.

Dahlia parked as close to the front door as she could manage without mounting the steps. Wales had really put the weather on for her. But the draw of the house, of being here, was enough to make her careless of the drizzle.

Her emails to the tenants had bounced back—blame Gran's handwriting for that. No way of knowing if the couple who'd moved in a year ago (when Gran gave in to the temptation of a small, new, and most importantly warm flat) were still happily living there, or if they'd scarpered months ago.

The truth was, Dahlia half-hoped the place was empty. She could reclaim the bedroom she'd slept in with her cousins when they were children. It was sentimental and silly, and probably not going to happen, but she couldn't help hoping.

Dahlia jogged up the slick stairs. Under the eaves, it was hardly less damp—the air itself was wet. She rapped her knuckles on the grand front door, huddling in against the wood. 

How was it possible that she owned this place? Leaving the house to Dahlia was such a weird thing to do. Which, given it was Gran who'd done it, wasn't actually weird at all. But Dahlia was still struggling to believe it. This great big... mansion was not the wrong word. There were multiple chandeliers, so yeah, mansion. 

It was hers. 

She knocked again, holding her ear up to the etched, not-quite-opaque glass. She couldn't hear anything. But the place was massive and any occupants probably didn't hang out in the foyer.

She hadn't noticed lights on, but it was only just getting dark. The welcome mat was unadorned—no shoes or umbrellas—and she couldn't see a vehicle.

The keys were in her pocket. She could let herself in. It was, well, illegal—but only if there were tenants. And she genuinely had no idea if the tenants were still around, so...

She knocked once more. On the glass this time. A proper bang-bang-bang-bang to be certain. 

No answer.

Dahlia could only hope the chunky, rusty key in her hand was the one for this door and not some other door. She'd only been sent one key in the post.

The lock did not want to budge. Two hands wouldn't turn the key. She crouched down for a better view, the torch on her phone blinding her in the reflection off the mottled chrome. 

Crack!

The key gave. The key... broke. Shit.

Hand on the doorknob, she pulled herself up to standing, and just like that, it opened. Either the key had turned before it broke, or the door had been unlocked this whole time. 

Double shit.

She ducked inside and closed the door against the mist. The light switch appeared under her swiping fingers, and a pale orange glow from two stories above seemed to warm the place a few degrees.

She slipped off her damp shoes. Perhaps Gran had left some slippers in the wardrobe. The poor tenants, no wonder they'd left. It was over a year since Gran had moved herself out, but she'd taken only a fraction of her stuff with her. The place looked much too much like Gran still lived here.

Dahlia felt like she was being watched. “Don’t suppose you left me any slippers?” she said, and started up the stairs. A creak answered the question. Dahlia’s heart sped up, and so did her steps. If this were one of Gran’s books, Dahlia was about to discover a dead body.

There were a couple of gaps on the walls—family photos that had gone with Gran to her new house. It had been bequeathed to Taylor, the real-estate-agent cousin. He'd flip it in a week, probably. Unease grew cold in Dahlia's belly. She might have a shot at rescuing a few pictures before then, if she were savvy about it. 

Gran's room—the master—was upstairs, at the back of the house, overlooking the garden through a glorious bay window that caught the light from dawn till dusk. Her head full of memories, and grief, and saving Gran's things from the least sentimental man in the family, Dahlia strode into the master bedroom.

A clearly lived-in bedroom.

Books teetered on the night stand. A large pair of sneakers hid under the bed. Clothes sprawled across the rumpled covers, as if someone planned on wearing them. 

And then out of the bathroom stepped one completely and gloriously naked man.

***
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THERE WAS A WOMAN IN his bedroom. And Thomas had his balls out. Under almost any other circumstances, this might be a good thing, but she yelped and swore and fled.

"What the hell?" he said and tucked the towel tight around his waist. The towel he'd been wiping his head with, and if he were very lucky it had been draped conveniently down his front, buying him a shred of dignity. But since when was he that lucky?

"I'm so sorry!" she yelled from what sounded like halfway down the stairs.

"Who are you?" He grabbed his shirt off the bed and followed her.

"I thought there was no one here." She was descending the stairs at a dangerous pace. "I knocked and knocked and..."

He twisted to get the second sleeve on. "Broke in?"

"I have a key. I'll just go. Sorry!" She flew at the front door, crouching to pick up a pair of shoes, then stopped on the threshold. "Oh."

"What?" He stopped on the landing, half-way down the stairs, and grabbed at the twist in the towel, just to be safe.

"I broke the key. In the lock. Shit."

"You broke my lock?" he said.

"I didn't think you were here." She opened the door.

“Wait." It hit him with the draft she let in from outside. "You're the new owner."

"I thought the place was empty."

He'd been thinking the same thing, not half an hour ago, but it felt much too crowded right now. His nipples pricked to attention in the cold—yeah, let's say it was because of the cold.

She raked her fingers back through her hair, dark blonde, damp and mussed, and turned to face him. "I'm so sorry."

"It was an honest mistake, it was." He suddenly wanted to laugh. He really shouldn't.

She stared at his chest. She was blushing. "I'll find a locksmith."

"Okay."

"I'm so sorry."

He lifted his hands, gesturing not to worry, no harm done, all's forgiven. And on her nod, her silent but clear thanks, his towel slipped.
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Dahlia turned and fled, but sitting in the car outside the pub, five minutes later, damp and bedraggled, still catching her breath, there he was, imprinted on her eyelids. Tall, dark, and... not exactly handsome. His face was a bit too... something. She couldn't put her finger on it.

His chest though, she could quite happily put her fingers on that. And those legs. Sporting thighs. Not quite rugby-player thighs. A tad more than footballer thighs. Hmm.

She couldn't feel even a glimmer of guilt for fixating on his legs. In fact, legs were positively chaste. As well-behaved as she had any hope of being, given all she'd seen. 

She'd seen it all. 

Full Monty in the bedroom, if only for a nanosecond. And then, on the stairs, when he'd spun away to catch the towel, he'd flashed his whole ass. Which wouldn't, you know, be a real problem, except that he was her tenant. She would have to face him again, and soon. Clothed, sure, but still. This was not a good start. 

The drizzle wasn't letting up, and it wasn't far to walk, so she hauled her suitcase out of the trunk and made sure she had everything she needed for the night. A room above the pub would do.

Inside, a low-key soul number seemed to hover like mist in the air, muting the conversations of the busy bar. The band filled a corner at the far end from reception, three teenagers and more instruments than players.

The barkeep, a woman with raucous red hair and sharp angles, poured one drink while she asked for the next order. Dahlia waited her turn, let the music wash over her, gaze drifting around, semi-searching for any familiar faces. She'd spent plenty of time here, over the years. She had never lived in Wales—her parents had emigrated to New Zealand before she was born—but visited regularly every other year, the 24-hour-long flights costing more than a month's income. They'd usually stay a month, at Christmas, so this was the time of year with which she was most familiar. 

Once she'd started traveling, in her early twenties, Dahlia had preferred to come in spring and summer, when the drizzle didn't toy with the idea of freezing, but she would never stay for more than a week. This time around, two or three weeks would be necessary. There was a funeral—it would be a whole reunion—and then there was the house to sort out.

“Croeso.” Welcome, the red-head barkeeper said in Welsh, cheery but expectant, not at all leisurely. "How can I help?"

"A room, thanks."

"Iawn!" Great! She tapped a computer keyboard behind the counter. "Sixty pound for the nice one, or there's a forty-fiver?"

"Sixty's fine. Diolch," Dahlia said, thrilled to have recalled the word for thank you, but a bit worried that it was all she knew. Clearly the language was being used more than it used to be. But languages were Dahlia's thing. Maybe this was her chance to pick up a little Welsh.

The room was small but homely. Cozy. Dahlia stripped off her damp things, tucked her shoes under the night-stall heater and changed into a fresh shirt. Surely she'd earned a hot meal and a cold drink. Between the weather, and the emotional roller-coaster of learning her grandmother had died and left her the house—not to mention the very naked man she'd found in said house—yeah, tonight called for comfort food.

Cheers and whoops greeted her on the stairs, a round of applause from down in the bar. She was arriving just as the musicians wrapped up their set.

"All settled?" The woman behind the bar was still clapping.

"Yeah, thanks."

"What can I get for you?"

"Whiskey please. And a menu, when you've a minute."

"Coming right up."

Dahlia swiveled on the bar stool. Damn things, irresistible. She hooked her ankle around the foot-rest, kicked off, swung around, and came face to face with the naked man. Not naked any more.

He gaped like a fish, then blushed, then laughed, shaking his head.

"Sir!"

"Mr Omari!"

"Sir!"

It was the teenagers from the band, converging on the naked man—the not naked man. "Sorry, I didn't catch your name," Dahlia said.

"Thomas."

The teenagers stopped all of a sudden and looked between Thomas and Dahlia with far too much interest.

Thomas turned fully to face them. "How'd it go?"

"You missed it!” 

"A key broke in the front door,” Thomas said, and if he looked at her sideways, she didn’t see it. “I had to figure out how to lock the place."

"We were fantastic," the tallest of the boys said.

"I messed up the bridge in It Could Happen to You," the saxophonist confessed, toying with the strap, still around his neck.

"No one noticed." His friend patted him on the shoulder.

"Sir would've noticed."

Thomas shook his head, which Dahlia suspected was a lie. So, he was a musician and a teacher. She would not have picked that.

"You're doing another set, right?" Thomas said, stepping around Dahlia to the bar.

The boys listed off their song list and Thomas offered nods. "I'll be here," he said. "Looking forward to it." With that he turned to the job of ordering a drink.

The barkeep had both her hands full, but she spotted him.

"Kylie, what’s occurring?" he said.

"About to ask you the same thing, I was." The redhead handed off a drink and a credit card, then came over.

"Just a pint," Thomas said. "Greg here yet?"

"With his dad." She nodded toward the other side of the pub, pulling the pint at the same time.

Dahlia sipped her whiskey. Either it was doing a brilliant job of warming her up, or Thomas was standing just close enough to do a number on her. The last time she'd been this attracted to a guy, they'd turned out to be in love with a man, so, there was that. 

"Did you want to order food?" Kylie's question was directed at Dahlia.

"Ah, give me a moment."

"I recommend the loaded fries." Thomas took his beer from Kylie's outstretched hands.

"You know each other?" Kylie cocked her head to the side, and it was the first time Dahlia had seen the woman stop moving.

Thomas laughed, a lovely crackly sound. "She's my new landlord."

"Oh, I'm so sorry about your grandmother," Kylie said. "She was... the best."

Dahlia nodded and wanted to speak, but she was, all of a sudden, choked up.

"My whole garden is from cuttings she gave me." Kylie grabbed the bottle of whiskey. "On the house."

Dahlia pushed her glass across the bar, as she was bid. "That does sound like Gran."

"She loved gardening, that's for sure,” Thomas said. “And she wrote a helluva twist—in her books, I mean. I never see the ending coming.” He lifted his beer. "To Mrs Ellis."

Kylie poured herself a tiny drink, and they all three clinked their glasses together.

"Kylie!" someone called from the other end of the bar, and she took off, back to work.

Thomas stood there, looking straight ahead, not at Dahlia, for another minute. It felt like about a week. And then he finally spoke. "Let me introduce you to a locksmith."

"Oh, ah, right."

"Greg's dad—Greg's a friend—sorry, I've not caught your name." Thomas finally looked at her.

"Dahlia."

"Like the flowers."

"She really loved the fucking flowers, yeah."

He laughed then paused, "Your grandmother named you?"

"No, my folks emigrated just a few months before I was born. It was their way of making it up to Gran, for moving to the other side of the world with her grandchild."

"Australia?" He started walking.

She followed, "New Zealand."

"Did I hear you live in Rome, though?"

"Yeah." They squeezed between two tables and then arrived at the corner booth. Three older guys and one younger were talking football, and didn't notice them till Thomas said, "Customer for you, Pete."

The closest old guy, blue checkered shirt and a shiny bald patch, didn't look up. "Changing the locks on the missus?"

Dahlia spoke up, "It was me. Broke my key."

They all turned to face her. 

"This is Dahlia," Thomas said. "Mrs Ellis's granddaughter."

"Ah, the new landlady." The young guy—Greg?—grinned, much too eager.

Dahlia realized what Pete had said—changing the locks on the missus? Thomas had a missus? Where was Thomas’s missus?

Thomas said, "It can wait till morning, but with all the students' belongings..."

"First thing tomorrow I can do, I can," Pete said, then gave Dahlia a sharp look.

She looked between Pete and Thomas, certain she was missing something. "I can be there, if you have work. It was my fault, so...” 

"It's a teacher’s-only day, but yeah I probably need to be there." Thomas gestured for Dahlia to take the seat beside Greg. He grabbed a spare chair from another table for himself. "Ah, sorry, introductions. This is Greg, his dad Pete, and uncle Michael, and Dominic is the school caretaker."

Dahlia felt entirely out of place, but now she was sitting down an escape seemed unlikely. She repeated their names over in her head, hoping to make a good impression—to live up to anything her grandmother might have said about her.

Dominic poked his thumb toward the unmanned microphones. "Boys did you proud, Tom."

"They've another set yet," Thomas said.

Michael groaned. "I just don't get jazz."

Kylie appeared with Thomas' loaded fries. They did look good. The others rifled off orders they'd clearly had before—no menus at the table to read from. Dahlia nodded towards Thomas's meal. "I'll have what he's having," she said, then heard herself and waited for anyone else to catch on.

Thomas met her gaze and grinned. He got it. The man knew his retro rom-coms. She could feel the heat creep up her cheeks. This was not the plan.

***
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THOMAS WAS RATHER ENJOYING making her blush. Call it revenge for walking in on him naked. Call it a consolation prize at the end of an otherwise shitty week. 

Call it a rebound, if he were lucky.

Or maybe not. Maybe that was a terrible idea. Fatigue and the pint he'd downed on an empty stomach were having their effects. She was his landlady. They had a professional relationship to maintain. Muddying those waters could really disrupt his whole life right now, and he'd had disruption enough this month.

Dahlia shifted in her seat, crossing one leg over the other, denim hugging her thigh. Thomas hauled his eyes up to her face—not a great solution, in all honesty. Warm brown eyes and flushed cheeks, and in this light the dirty blonde looked brunette—like she was some kind of a witch, changing her appearance at will and winding him around her slender fingers. Her glass of whiskey cast gold and diamond glints across her hand.

The conversation at the table was back to the football, and no one was paying them any mind, so no one heard her say, "I'm so sorry about before."

Shit, if anyone got wind of what had happened back at the house, he'd never hear the end of it. "Don't mention it—seriously. This place is..."

"Right."

"Tiny town. Not much happens. Everything that does gets... discussed."

"Ah." She looked genuinely worried.

The boys were back at the instruments, wetting reeds and checking microphones. It was good to have somewhere to direct his attention, other than Dahlia's keen eyes which, up close, were melting chocolate.

"I promise I'll call before I arrive tomorrow," she said.

"Good idea."

And then she was passing him her phone, in front of God and everyone—so he could give her the phone number to call. Thomas had no choice but to take it and, without making eye contact with a soul, typed in his details. 

Kylie looked positively smug when she delivered their food a couple of minutes later. There'd be questions and significant looks for days—small mercy that he wouldn't see students till Monday. Fingers crossed that by then... hell, by then someone might be planning their wedding.

The music started with a trill, and then dove into the swing of Duke Ellington. The food and drink and music took the edge off Thomas's worries. "So you'll be in town for a bit?" he asked Dahlia.

"Probably." She licked some sauce off her thumb. "Catching up with family, and the funeral, and then, I guess, it depends."

"On?"

"The house. If you want to stay on. If anything is... I don't know. I've never been a landlord, so—I mean, I've never inherited anything. There's probably legal stuff."

"It's a lot." He tried to keep the joy out of his voice. "I am, though. Just so you know, I'm happy to stay on. Hoping to."

"Oh. Well. That's good."

"Good."

"Gran approved of you, so you must be alright. But did you say something before about students?"

"Ah, yeah. We're using the house for boarders—students at the school."

Her face gave him a clear answer to the question he hadn't asked: this was the first she'd heard of it.

"It's the perfect location, and I only need one room myself, so it just made sense to fill the others with... others. And they're good kids, you know. If it weren’t for—they'd be two to three hours every day on a bus. They only stay on school nights. And we supervise. I mean, I supervise." Thomas realized he was suffering a case of verbal diarrhea. And that all of his problems hadn't in fact been solved by Dahlia wanting him to stay on as a tenant. There was still the matter of Kim's sudden departure. And with only Thomas to run the boarding house, it wasn't going to pass muster for long. Another adult would be necessary, sooner rather than later.

"Seems like a good use of the place," Dahlia said.

Greg's post-game commentary was suddenly directed at Thomas, "All over the show, boyo—in a good way."

"No wonder you're hungry," Dominic said.

"Did you see the game?" Pete asked Dahlia.

"No, I arrived just half an hour ago."

"Next Thursday you'll have to come."

Shit. Thomas had to say something. "Um, Greg, maybe not. Thursday's the funeral."

"Oh, sorry." Greg seemed to shrink into a wobbly pile of cringe.

And Dahlia, she was comforting him. "You weren't to know. Don't worry. It was her time. She wouldn’t have wanted..." Dahlia twisted her mouth, her words drying up, her eyes all shiny now. 

"She was a character," Dominic said.

Dahlia's smile was watery, forced.

Dominic drained his drink. "The planting outside the office at school, that was all her. She saw my plans and made some suggestions and there you go, then."

Dahlia laughed, all breathy, almost a sob in there.

"She gave us seedlings and cuttings."

Thomas nodded. "The greenhouse is still full of plants. She never stopped growing things." He could feel Dahlia watching him.

Greg pointed at Thomas. "Deputized this one for the heavy lifting. How many times did I find you wheeling a barrow or digging holes?"

Surely Dahlia didn't want to do this with a bunch of total strangers. He had the strangest urge to rescue her. The whole pub had already witnessed him typing his number into her phone. What harm was there now? "I love this song," Thomas said, fully expecting the strange looks that followed. "We should dance." He drained the last of his beer and stood up, offering his hand to her.

She was slack-jawed for a moment, then took his hand. Peer pressure was definitely at work here, but Thomas could justify it: he was using his powers for good, not evil. That was what he told his students to do. 

His students. Shit. They'd hear all about this. Miracle the band didn't falter mid-song when they saw him dancing with a newcomer. But the lot of them were blown right out of Thomas’s mind by the scent of her: like rain and whiskey, and maybe nutmeg? Like curling up with a book by a fire on a wintry day. He only held her hands, barely pulled her close, bodies brushing momentarily then moving apart with the rhythm, the swing of the music, but his head was full of her. Later—later he could imagine all the things people would be saying, wondering, expecting. For now, there was nothing else but her tantalizing touch thrumming to the playful rhythm of the music. Every worry would wait till later.

Much, much later. Later, as in the next morning, sitting in a staff meeting, hungover. 

John, the principal, was projecting the assessment stats from last year's exams onto the wall of the staff room, outlining every trend, in painstaking detail, but Thomas' imagination was roiling harder than his headache. People would assume he was on the rebound, would pity him, or worse, speculate about why Kim had left—whether there was someone else. Whether Dahlia was the someone else and Kim was the real victim here. Or would they think Thomas was angling for favors from his landlady, hoping for a discount on the rent? That version of events sounded like something out of one of Mrs Ellis's novels. 

He had flirted with Dahlia, no denying it. After their dance, she'd said goodnight and thanks and see you tomorrow. And this morning, he'd avoided seeing her when she came to sort the lock. Why? Because he didn’t know if he was coming or going, if he wanted her or wanted to run and hide. He was in no fit state, and alcohol hardly accounted for it. He'd texted to tell her, used school as an excuse that he’d be gone before she got there.

Her reply arrived mid-staff-meeting: 'Pete had to change the lock. It was too old to fix. I'll bring you the new keys later. Let me know when you're home.'

Thomas checked the day's agenda. 'Should be done before 4,' he typed into his phone.

Beside him, the newest teacher on staff was also on her laptop. "Is this right?" she whispered to Thomas, swiveling the screen to show him a list of students and assessment results.

Thomas pointed out the button to get a graph. "Tidy. Just remember they're kids, not numbers."

"What was that, Tom?" The principal kept his frustration tightly under wraps, but Thomas could still sense it.

"Ah, just remembering the numbers are there to serve the students, not the other way around."

"Yes, exactly. Exactly. Thank you, Tom."
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Chapter 3
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Dahlia's attempts to keep herself busy were failing. Fixing the lock was the work of an hour, and then Pete bustled off, other jobs to do. Dahlia could hardly check out the house without Thomas' say-so. 

She really wanted to check out the house. While Pete had disassembled the lock, she'd stood in the low morning sun and looked at the place—saw it with new eyes, now it was hers. Noticed the chipped paint on the windowsills and shutters. Peeked into the basement through the low windows—not that she could see much, between the condensation and the dark interior.

She longed to get inside. A mix of curiosity and restlessness, and wanting to feel close to Gran. The next best thing was meeting her cousin at Gran’s new place. 

She found Taylor in his sharp suit, fresh from an open home, clashing with the curtains. "Generally I advise people not to spend a cent on redecorating before sale—they never make it back, like. But I might have to make an exception for these curtains. Ych a fi." Disgusting, in other words.

"What color is that?" Dahlia stepped into his offered hug, a quick pat with very little real contact.

"Cactus, according to the tag."

"It occurs in nature, that color?" Dahlia fingered the florid green fabric. "So, how’re you coping?"

He lifted and dropped one shoulder, staring deep into the swirling—was that paisley?—pattern. "She was ready."

"Were you there?"

He shook his head. "Mam was. Not gonna lie; I'm glad I wasn't."

"Not the nicest way to go." Neither of them were going to say pneumonia. What would be the point?

"At least it was quick, like."

"Yeah."

"Are you thinking of selling the house?" He met her gaze, all evidence of emotion gone.

"I don't know. There's a tenant and he seems alright."

"The teacher, that’s right.”

“You’ve met?”

“Heard tell—bit of a bleeding heart, but Gran liked him. Girlfriend skipped town apparently. What’s he like?”

She shrugged, because on any rational level she didn’t know Thomas well enough to say—to serve him up on a platter to her gossipy cousin. And shrugging, while she inspected the collection of Gran’s things piled on the kitchen counters, was buying her time to remember dancing with Thomas in the pub. He'd not pulled her close, not once, but moving to the rhythm it was only natural to come right in, shimmy away, roll and brush together. All tantalizing and teasing and holding hands the whole time, like otherwise he might lose her in the crowd.

Taylor interrupted her thoughts: "I'm happy to take a look with you. Give a professional opinion.”

"Odds on it falling down in the next eighteen months?"

"Low. Probably. Maybe. Hard to say. But if the tenant's happy, and you’re happy...”

"Is that your professional opinion?"

Taylor gave a single, decisive nod. "When do your folks get in?"

"Monday." She was dreading fielding all their opinions on what she should do. Asking Taylor for advice was one thing—she had no qualms telling him to fuck off. After all, he had taught her the word fuck, aged seven, in a whisper, hiding under the pool table in Gran's basement, in the midst of a game of sardines with his sister. "When's Bridget arriving?"

"Tomorrow."

"Is she pissed she didn't get a property?"

"Are you kidding? She got the investments, the bitch." He opened the refrigerator and pulled out the milk, sniffed it, and poured it down the sink. "Living it up in Singapore, the last thing she wants is a great big house in Wales. Mind you, it probably wasn't on the nomad grandchild's wish list either."

"I'm hardly nomadic." Dahlia ran her hand along the spines of what looked to be diaries.

"You own furniture now?"

"Some. Semi-furnished apartment, but I’ve been living in it for almost two years, so...”

"I take it all back."

She  pulled out one notebook, half expecting it to contain old drafts of Gran’s early novels, but it was just a diary—to do lists and scrawled complaints, plans and thoughts, jumping from one thing to another. Not a cohesive story, just Gran’s handwriting. She ran a finger over the script, felt the indentations of the pen where she’d pressed down hard.

Taylor pulled up the blind above the kitchen sink and opened the window. Dahlia closed her eyes and breathed in deep: lavender and rosemary, and the rich smell of damp earth warmed by the sun. Her throat ached with the need to cry.

"Look," Taylor said. He had a book opened on the kitchen counter.

Dahlia cleared her throat, hoping he wouldn’t notice the tears in her eyes. "What is it?" 

"Recipes. Do you cook?"

"I've been learning," she said, moving along to the small collection of books. "My roommate is like a Chinese Nigella Lawson."

"Single, is she?"

"Not even a little bit."

The books on Gran's shelf were mostly unfamiliar. They looked new—but also like they'd been read. "What will you do with all her things?"

"What will you do with all her things?" He jabbed his head in the general direction of the big house.

"No fucking idea."

“Exactly,” he said.

Dahlia pushed the journal back into the box. “Does your mam want these?”

“No. Do you?”

Dahlia nodded, then turned, taking stock. A photo on the mantelpiece caught her eye: herself and Taylor with Bridget between them, her arms around both their shoulders. "We were cute."

He took a photo of a recipe. "What's with the past tense?"

Time played some kind of trick, and when she looked at her phone next, a text from Thomas had been sitting, waiting, for an hour. Taylor was more than happy to help her load up the backseat of her rental car with as much of Gran’s stuff as she would accept—all the journals and a fair few photo frames. 

She half expected Thomas to be waiting, tapping his foot and looking at his wrist watch, but he was nowhere to be seen. No one answered her knock at the front door. But she heard music playing. He must’ve gone in another door—he didn't have the key for this one yet, after all. She walked around the back to the conservatory and saw him then, playing a great gleaming saxophone. The music bounced around, toying with a rhythm, and he stopped and started, as if there were a backing track in his head and he were only playing his parts.

The saxophone hung from the strap around his neck, He pushed the doors wide, and then he saw her, and stopped. "I was worried you'd got caught up."

"Sorry." She held out the keys, and stood there on the threshold. This was what she was here for, after all. No more. No less.

He unclipped the instrument and perched it on its stand, then, in no hurry at all, took the keys. His mouth was swollen—probably from playing saxophone, but his lips looked kissed and bright. What was it about his face? It had struck her from the first. And it'd had a whole lot of naked to compete with then. Not so much now: he was in a big sweater and corduroy trousers, his gorgeous body totally hidden. All she could look at was his face. And she couldn’t not.

"So, you teach music?" she said, aware she was staring.

"And history, yeah."

"I’m a teacher, too. Languages. English mostly, but back in New Zealand I started out teaching Japanese and Māori."

"Interesting combination,” he said.

"They overlap in a weird number of ways."

"Do you want to come in? It's been a busy week; I haven't really had a chance to get everything spick and span."

"I won't intrude. Probably need to look things over at some stage, but... maybe after the funeral?" She was letting in the cold air from outside. Or maybe the temperature difference was just her reaction to him. Not that she wasn't enjoying the sizzling attraction, but it did make her wonder: was this part of her grieving process? She'd been relatively untouched by death her whole life. Her grandfather, Gran's husband, had died young. Her other grandparents, back in New Zealand, were still going strong. She'd been so lucky, really. But this was uncharted territory. Entirely possible that her body's response to death was a rampant libido latching onto the nearest tall, dark—fuck it, he was handsome. A photo might not have done the magic, but live and in the flesh it was quite a trick.

It shouldn't have come as a surprise then, when she stood to watch Gran's casket carried down the aisle, that her hot and puffy eyes latched onto Thomas’s across the church. He offered a smile, then swiped the heel of his hand against his cheek, and that set her off again, sniffing and sniveling. 

Bridget offered a fresh tissue, and then leaned into Dahlia. A decade apart, but all that melted away  in shared grief and memories. There was something about the intimacy of childhood, of sleeping in each other's beds and telling secrets in the dark, that meant ten years wasn't distance enough to keep them from holding hands and patting knees. Bridget leaned against Dahlia's back, chin on her shoulder. "If Taylor drops her," Bridget whispered.

Dahlia laughed a little then, and the tears eased, and Taylor didn't drop Gran. They followed the casket outside into the drizzle and mist. She was in the hearse, and umbrellas appeared seemingly out of nowhere: bursts of red and blue, rugby club colors and football stripes—not all black and uniform like they would be in a movie. This was messy and real. Dahlia’s cheeks and lips stung with salt and cold air.

The exhaust fumes seemed to merge with the mist, and the clouds closed in to carry them. They walked behind the car, crunching in the fine gravel and then clip-clopping on the road. One moment it all felt too real—the body in the box in the car six paces ahead—and the next it felt surreal—parading into the cemetery, all in formation, moving through the fog like actors and dry ice on a stage. Shoes sinking into the mud—real. The casket descending into a great big hole in the ground—surreal. Sprays of dirt pattering on the wood, and Dad crying, using one of Mom's lacy hankies, and Bridget slipping Taylor a flask.

Dahlia wanted a drag on that. Bring on any escape from all this real.

They were all three of them half-cut before they got to Auntie Sooz's—Bridget and Taylor's mom's place. Thomas appeared, filling out his suit beautifully and carrying a plate of sandwiches into the crowded sitting room. Taylor had disappeared, but Bridget and Dahlia were settled in the window seat, leafing through a photo album.

Bridget looked up at the sandwich plate and said, "Is there cake hiding under there?"

"I can bring the cake next," he answered.

"Ooh, yes please."

Dahlia took a sandwich. Thomas gave her a look, something that seemed to mirror her thought of how is this real? and then he was gone.

Dahlia found her own baby face looking back at her from the album, and knew Thomas would be back any moment with the cake. She should be ready this time. Ready, at least, to introduce him to Bridget. Or did they already know each other? Bridget had lived her whole childhood here, returned in her holidays right through university. And Thomas certainly seemed like a local, like part of the furniture. The town was not so small that everyone knew everyone, but there was only one high school, and everyone knew of everyone. And if you were hoping to avoid anyone, well, best not leave your house.

Bridget turned the page and burst out laughing.

"Oh no." Dahlia leaned over for a better view of their feather-boa-strewn dress-ups. “What were we doing?”

"We were putting on a show, dah-ling."

"Is that Taylor?"

"In the fishnets, oh yes." She turned it around to show Thomas—he was back. Maybe they did know each other. "Fair exchange for the cake." Bridget took the whole plate off him.

Thomas caught the photo album before it tumbled to the floor.

"Bridget!" Dahlia reached to grab it out of his hands, but too late—he’d already spotted her picture. 

"What?" All innocence, Bridget wolfed down a piece of chocolate cake.

Thomas sat down beside Dahlia. "Is that you?"

"Oh, do you know each other?" Bridget held a corner piece of carrot cake up, poised to eat, chocolate frosting still on her lips from the previous slice.

"Thomas lives in Gran's house."

"Taylor found a tenant already?"

"No, the old house. The big house. My, ah..." she couldn’t say it. My house. Shit. She was a home-owner.

Bridget nodded, mouth full of cake.

Thomas was looking at the photos far too closely.

Dahlia followed his gaze. "We played circus orphans a lot. Bridget was the lion-tamer. Taylor could hold a head-stand and sing at the same time. And I could do a round-off and a back-bend."

He smiled and turned the page. Dahlia was sitting on Gran's knee, adjusting the party hat on her head. On the opposite page, Bridget and Dahlia were sitting either side of Gran on the piano stool, hands poised to play, grinning, all over-eager and toothy, at the camera.

Dahlia leaned a little closer, the brush of Thomas' arm against hers warm and tempting. "I wonder who got the piano?"

"It's still in the house." Thomas' voice was low, and maybe close to breaking.

"The properties went with their contents, for simplicity's sake." Bridget licked the frosting from her fingers. "The last time I was here, she had me go over everything with her. She didn't want anyone squabbling or disappointed or surprised."

"Well, I was definitely surprised." Dahlia couldn't pretend otherwise. "I don’t understand why she’d give me the house. I don't know the first thing—I probably shouldn't say so in front of the current tenant. See? That’s how weird this is. I’ve no idea what I'm doing." 

Perhaps Bridget could help, could explain it, could offer some insight into what Gran had been thinking? Why, of all people, was the family homestead put into the totally clueless hands of the grandchild best known for putting down zero roots anywhere? New Zealand was the nearest thing to home, but Dahlia had left almost as soon as she'd qualified. Japan paid her well and gave her fluency—and with it, the confidence to start over somewhere else. Canada was too cold, Peru too hot, but she took a bit of French and plenty of Spanish with her, first to Spain, then Switzerland, and finally to Rome.

Bridget offered nothing but a shrug.

"Did she think I'd move back here and put down some roots?"

"She didn't say what she was thinking."

"Except when it came to gardening," Thomas pitched in. "She was very good at telling me off for over-watering. Or under-watering."

Bridget laughed. "Weeding her gardens for her was a fucking nightmare. I have had actual nightmares about weeding for Gran."

"Pulling out the wrong things." Dahlia could join in with this—happy to shelve the existential crisis till later. And hopefully, in the meantime, things would become clearer.

"So do you play the piano?" Thomas said, looking from Dahlia to Bridget and back again.

"No." Bridget shook her head fiercely and went for another slice of chocolate cake. "Chopsticks if I'm drunk."

"You're not not drunk." Dahlia had given up the piano in her teens, but if she were to sit down to one now she honestly didn't know what might come back to her.

"Bridget, honey.” Auntie Sooz came through from the other room and beckoned her daughter.

Bridget sighed, nodded, then whispered to Dahlia, "Come and rescue me in no more than ten minutes." To Thomas, she said, "Nice to meet you. And diolch for the cake." Off she went.

"Sorry," Dahlia said, without really thinking.

"Is there a secret stash you're holding out on me?" Thomas bumped his shoulder into hers, definitely intentionally.

"Taylor's stash. Which is now... depleted."

"Why does she want rescuing?"

"Family dynamics. You know how it is—you go home, you fall back into old habits. Or your parents do."

"Or both."

She met his gaze. "What are your old habits?"

"Leaving doors open."

"You didn't even have to think about it."

"It's been pointed out more than once."

Dahlia nodded, staring down the cake.

"It was just me and Mam when I was little. We lived in this tiny two-room apartment in Hackney. I couldn't go to sleep unless the door was open."

"And now?"

"I do close my bedroom door, as you know."

She might have sputtered. Good thing she didn’t have a mouthful of cake—she'd have choked, and he'd have probably saved her, and things were already so weird between them.

Taylor swanned in, saying, "Which of Gran's books had the pink flowers and the drag queens?"

Dahlia had vague memories of that one.

"How is it possible that none of us have her books in our houses? What is wrong with us?"

Dahlia jumped up and went over to Taylor. He was in a bit of a state. "They sing the national anthem, remember? The book was banned from school libraries. They were worried she was a bad influence."

Dahlia took up his hands. "Pink and yellow cover, like a tequila sunrise. Was it something about sunrise?"

"Oleander Sunrise—that's it! I need a copy of that book."

"There's one at the house," Thomas said, suddenly there, right with them.

Taylor jerked his head to face Thomas. "You live in Gran's house."

Thomas nodded. "All her books are still there."

"Tidy." Taylor pulled his hands from Dahlia's grip and marched out of the room.

"Did we just agree to something?" Dahlia said.

"I think we might be going to get that book."

"He can't drive like that."

"I can drive," Thomas followed Taylor out of the room, and Dahlia stood in the corridor, watching them both leave the house.

Bridget's raincoat hung on the hook by the door, pale mauve and plasticky, probably by some boutique designer. Dahlia couldn't abandon Bridget to go after Thomas and Taylor.

Bridget was in the kitchen, laying out cups for tea and saying, as if for the millionth time, "Just put the teabags on the tray and people can make it how they like it."

"Can I steal you for a sec?" Dahlia looked from Bridget to Auntie Sooz.

"Oh, go on," Auntie Sooz sighed.

In the hallway, Bridget hissed, "My hero!"

"Entirely possible we'll all regret this. Quick, we have to catch the boys."

"Boys plural?"

Outside, on the street, Thomas had the engine running. Bridget called after Dahlia, "What's occurring?"

"Taylor had an idea."

"Does Taylor fancy your man?" Bridget loud-whispered.

"Who knows with Taylor?" Dahlia said, then opened the back door of the car. "All set?"

"What are we waiting for?" Taylor shouted almost tunefully from the passenger seat.

When they got to Gran’s house—Dahlia's house—Thomas’s house—Thomas let them in the front door. Taylor didn't wait for permission to barge straight past, toward the basement stairs. These he navigated in the dark until Bridget, following him, found the light pull-switch dangling from the ceiling above.

"Woah!" Taylor said, then tripped. He found his feet and was pulling books out of the shelves before Dahlia was all the way down the stairs.

Thomas followed her, deliciously close behind. "The students play pool down here, sometimes, but it's pretty much just the way...”

“...She left it," Bridget finished his sentence.

"She said I could do what I wanted with the place, mind, but I didn't know where to start."

"Found it!" Taylor held up a book. "Oleander Sunrise! See, pink flowers." He opened it and started flicking through.

Bridget was looking at the records. "These might be worth something, like."

Thomas shook his head. "One or two might be rare enough to be worth selling."

Bridget gave him a look, as if to say who are you again?

Dahlia stepped in. "Thomas is the music teacher at the school."

"So the students you mentioned?”

"Six of them board here."

Bridget turned back to the records, chose one, and put it under the needle. The music worked a magic on the room, warming up the light and shutting out the world, till it was just their little bubble, no place else to be.

Dahlia ran her fingertips along the worn green of the pool table and pulled a cold orange ball from
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