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The Flowers Were Signed by His Assistant




The rain would not stop.

It tapped the small hospital window like soft fingers asking to come in. Tap. Tap. Tap. It ran down the glass in thin lines and turned the dark Yorkshire night into a blur of black road, yellow light, and moving shadows.

Rebecca Drummond sat on the narrow hospital bed with both hands folded over her stomach.

There was nothing there now.

The thought came quietly.

No scream. No great wave. No madness.

Just one small sentence inside her head.

There was nothing there now.

A cup of tea sat on the table beside her bed. The tea had gone pale and cold. A thin skin had formed on the top. Someone had put two sugars in it. Rebecca had not asked for sugar. She had not asked for anything except for the pain to stop.

The pain had stopped.

That was the worst part.

When the pain was there, she could fight it. She could grip the bed sheet. She could breathe through her teeth. She could tell herself it was not over. She could tell herself that women bled and still kept their babies. She could tell herself that fear was not fact.

But now the pain had gone soft.

The room was quiet.

Her body was quiet.

And the baby was gone.

The door opened with a low click. A nurse stepped inside, carrying a clipboard against her chest. She was in her late fifties, with tired kind eyes and grey hair pinned back from her face. Her name badge read Anne Booth.

She had been the one who held Rebecca’s hand when the doctor spoke.

She had been the one who said, “I’m so sorry, love,” like the words had weight.

Rebecca hated those words now.

Sorry did not put a heartbeat back.

Sorry did not fill the empty space under her ribs.

Sorry did not call her husband.

Anne came closer, her shoes making no sound on the floor.

“How are you feeling, Mrs. Drummond?”

Rebecca stared at the tea. “Fine.”

Anne did not pretend to believe her. “You don’t have to be fine.”

Rebecca lifted her eyes. “Then I don’t know what I am.”

Anne’s face changed. Not much. Just a little bend around the mouth. She placed the clipboard on the end of the bed.

“Would you like me to call someone for you?”

Rebecca’s fingers tightened on the blanket.

Someone.

There was only one person she wanted.

Not because he was good at soft words. Patrick was not. He could face a boardroom full of angry men and make them lower their voices, but grief made him stiff. Tears made him reach for solutions. Fear made him quiet.

Still, he was her husband.

He was the father.

He should be here.

“Yes,” Rebecca said.

Anne picked up the phone from the side table. “What number, love?”

Rebecca gave Patrick’s private number from memory.

She had not needed to look it up in eight years.

Anne dialled and passed the phone to her.

Rebecca pressed it to her ear with both hands.

It rang.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then his voice came on.

“This is Patrick Drummond. Leave a message.”

That voice.

Calm. Deep. Certain.

The same voice that had once said, “Marry me, Rebecca. I am not an easy man, but I will give you everything I have.”

The same voice that had called her “my wife” the first time as if the words had pleased him.

The same voice that now lived inside a machine.

Rebecca waited for the beep.

It came.

She opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

Anne watched her gently.

Rebecca ended the call.

“He may be in a meeting,” she said.

It sounded stupid as soon as she said it.

A meeting.

As if a meeting had hands. As if a meeting could hold him in Dallas and keep him from hearing that his child was gone.

Anne did not answer. She only said, “Try again.”

Rebecca did.

The phone rang again.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Voicemail.

“This is Patrick Drummond. Leave a message.”

Rebecca closed her eyes.

She remembered him in the kitchen of their London house three months ago, standing behind her while she made coffee. His hand had touched her stomach. It was light. Almost shy.

“Is it too early to tell Jamie?” he had asked.

“Yes,” she had said. “Let me get through the first scan.”

“He’ll pretend not to care,” Patrick had said.

Rebecca had smiled. “Then he’ll ask if the baby can sleep in his room.”

Patrick had laughed then. A quiet laugh. Rare and warm.

Rebecca opened her eyes. The hospital room came back.

Pale walls.

Cold tea.

Rain.

No baby.

She ended the call again.

Anne’s voice was careful. “One more?”

Rebecca nodded.

Her thumb trembled when she pressed the number the third time.

The ringing seemed longer now. Cruel. Like hope was being pulled on a thin string.

Then his voice again.

“This is Patrick Drummond. Leave a message.”

Rebecca listened.

For one foolish second, she wanted to wait for the real Patrick to break through the recording.

Becca?

I’m here.

Tell me where you are.

I’m coming.

The beep sounded.

Rebecca breathed in.

“Patrick.”

Her voice was small. Too small. Not like a wife. Not like a woman who had once stood beside him in ballrooms, board dinners, charity events, and hotel suites. Not like the woman people looked at and called lucky because Patrick Drummond had chosen her.

“Patrick, I need you.”

Her throat closed.

Anne turned her face away, giving her the only privacy the room could offer.

Rebecca held the phone tighter.

“I lost the baby.”

The word broke.

Baby.

It came out in two pieces.

She waited.

She knew phones did not answer after messages. She knew that. She was not a fool.

But she still waited.

The phone felt dead against her ear.

She lowered it slowly and gave it back to Anne.

Anne ended the call.

“Is there anyone else?” Anne asked.

Rebecca almost said Jamie.

The name rose inside her at once.

Jamie was fourteen. Patrick’s son from his first marriage. Too tall for his age. Too sharp with adults. Too quiet when he was hurt. He was away at school, trying to act like he did not miss anyone.

He had pressed his ear to Rebecca’s stomach once, laughing when she told him there was no sound yet.

“Then what’s the point?” he had said.

But he had smiled after.

No.

Not Jamie.

She could not call a child and hand him this.

She almost said Celia.

Patrick’s first wife. Jamie’s mother. Beautiful Celia, with her perfect hair and cold smiles. Celia, who looked at Rebecca like she was a soft mistake Patrick had made after the real marriage ended.

No.

Not Celia.

Celia would know what to say. That was the problem. She would say it well and feel very little.

Rebecca almost asked Anne to call Patrick’s Dallas office.

Then she saw it clearly.

A receptionist answering.

Then a transfer.

Then Isla Cartwright’s smooth voice.

“Mr. Drummond is unavailable. May I take a message?”

Rebecca could not do it.

She would not become a note on Patrick’s desk.

She would not become one more problem passed through his staff.

“No,” Rebecca whispered. “There’s no one else.”

Anne’s face tightened. “I can sit with you.”

Rebecca shook her head. “You have other patients.”

“You are my patient too.”

Rebecca looked at her then.

The kindness nearly undid her. Not the loss. Not the pain. Not the empty room. Kindness. A stranger’s kindness. It pressed against the place inside her that was trying to stay still.

“I don’t want to cry,” Rebecca said.

Anne sat on the chair beside the bed. “Then don’t.”

“I think if I start, I won’t stop.”

“Then I’ll sit until you do.”

Rebecca looked down at her hands.

Her wedding ring shone under the hospital light.

Patrick had chosen it himself. Not sent someone. Not asked an assistant. He had taken her to a small jeweller in London, closed the shop for an hour, and watched her try on rings with a focus that made her blush.

“I want this one,” she had said.

“Then it’s yours,” he had answered.

She had believed that meant something.

Maybe it had.

Maybe once, Patrick had known how to choose with his own hands.

Now his hands were in Dallas.

His phone was silent.

His wife was alone.

And their baby was gone.

Across the ocean, in a glass tower above Dallas, Patrick Drummond stood at the head of a long table.

The city burned gold beyond the windows. Night had fallen, but no one in the room looked tired enough to stop. Lawyers sat with open files. Bankers leaned over figures. Two men from the other side of the deal whispered near a tray of untouched coffee.

The deal had taken eighteen months.

Eighteen months of calls. Flights. Threats. Numbers. Risk.

Patrick’s suit jacket hung over the back of his chair. His shirtsleeves were rolled to his forearms. His tie was loose. His face was still.

Only his left hand moved.

His thumb rubbed the place where his wedding ring sat.

Isla Cartwright stood near the window with his tablet in her hand. She was neat, calm, and sharp in a cream blouse and black skirt. She knew his diary better than he did. She knew when he ate, when he flew, when he slept, and when he did not want to be reached.

Patrick looked at the stack of papers before him. “How long?”

One of the lawyers said, “Forty minutes if they stop marking language we agreed two weeks ago.”

Patrick looked at the man across the table. “Then stop marking it.”

The man gave a dry laugh. “You always this warm at midnight?”

“No,” Patrick said. “At midnight I’m usually worse.”

A few people laughed.

Patrick did not.

His phone lay face down beside the documents.

Isla moved closer. “Rebecca called three times.”

Patrick looked up at once.

Something changed in his eyes. Not enough for the room to see. Enough for Isla.

“When?”

“About twenty minutes ago.”

“Why didn’t you interrupt me?”

“I checked with the hospital line first.”

Patrick’s body went still. “Hospital?”

“They said she had been seen and was stable. They did not insist you be pulled out. It sounded medical, but not urgent. The hospital did not insist.”

Patrick stared at her.

For a moment, the room faded.

Rebecca was in Yorkshire for a garden project attached to an old private estate. She had said the place was peaceful. She had said the rain made the hills look soft. She had told him not to fly over for the early appointment because he had the Dallas signing.

“It’s only a check,” she had said.

He had said, “I can move things.”

She had smiled through the video call. “Patrick Drummond does not move an eighteen-month deal for a ten-minute appointment.”

“I would for you.”

“Then do it next time.”

Next time.

Patrick looked at his phone.

He could call.

He should call.

The lead banker said, “Patrick, we need your sign-off on clause twelve.”

Isla lowered her voice. “If you leave this room now, they may reopen the indemnity schedule.”

Patrick’s jaw tightened.

The whole deal sat on a knife edge. Thousands of jobs. Jamie’s trust. A hostile board waiting for him to stumble. A rival group ready to take the asset if he failed.

Rebecca was stable.

The hospital had not insisted.

Patrick picked up his pen.

“I’ll call her after the signing,” he said.

Isla nodded. “Of course.”

His phone stayed face down.

In Yorkshire, dawn came without mercy.

The sky turned grey in slow layers. Rebecca signed forms with a hand that did not feel like hers. Anne Booth explained things softly. Rest. Call if there was heavy bleeding. Do not be alone if she felt faint. Speak to her GP. Take time.

Time.

People always offered time when there was nothing useful left to give.

A porter came with a wheelchair.

Rebecca looked at it and shook her head.

“I can walk.”

Anne frowned. “Mrs. Drummond—”

“I can walk.”

She could not keep the baby.

She could not reach her husband.

She could not stop the hollow ache inside her body.

But she could walk out of the hospital on her own feet.

So she did.

The corridor was too bright. The floor smelled of bleach. Somewhere a baby cried.

Rebecca stopped.

The sound went through her like a blade slipped between ribs.

Anne touched her elbow. “Easy.”

Rebecca nodded once and kept walking.

Outside, the rain had thinned to mist. Her car was where she had left it, under a yellow lamp in the hospital car park. She stood beside it for a long moment, searching her handbag for the keys.

Her fingers brushed soft wool.

The small knitted blanket.

Cream, with a pale green edge.

She had bought it from a village shop two days ago and hidden it in her overnight bag because she had felt silly. It was too early. She knew that. Twelve weeks was not a promise. A heartbeat was not a guarantee. Hope was not a contract.

Still, she had bought it.

She pulled the blanket out just enough to see the green edge.

Then she pushed it back into the bag.

“No,” she whispered.

Not here.

Not in a car park.

Not alone.

She got into the car.

The passenger seat was empty.

That was the first thing she noticed.

Not the steering wheel. Not the wet windscreen. Not the road ahead.

The empty seat.

Patrick should have been there. He should have looked too large for the small hire car. He should have been angry with fear. He should have taken the keys from her hand and said, “You are not driving.”

He should have done many things.

Rebecca started the engine.

Her wedding ring pressed hard into the steering wheel as she drove through the grey morning.

The road back to the rented cottage was narrow and slick with rain. Stone walls ran along both sides. Sheep stood in fields like small white ghosts. The sky hung low over the hills.

Rebecca drove slowly.

Not because she was careful.

Because there was nowhere she wanted to arrive.

The cottage came into view after twenty minutes. It sat at the end of a lane, with ivy on one wall and a low gate that stuck unless lifted by hand. Rebecca parked outside and sat without moving.

Inside that cottage was the other version of her.

The woman from yesterday.

The woman who still had a baby.

The woman who still thought Patrick would call back.

Rebecca got out.

The front door opened with a soft scrape. The cottage smelled of old wood, rain, and the lavender candle she had burned the night before. Her boots left wet marks on the floor.

On the table near the window was the nursery mood board.

She stared at it.

Small squares of wallpaper. Soft cream. Warm grey. A pale blue she had not told Patrick about yet. A strip of green fabric. A photograph of a wooden crib from a shop in York. A tiny note in her own handwriting.

Ask Patrick if Jamie’s old rocking chair is still in storage.

Rebecca walked to the table.

Her fingers touched the edge of the board.

For a second, something inside her tried to rise. A sound. A sob. A crack.

She swallowed it.

“No,” she said again.

She took down the wallpaper samples one by one.

She folded the cream paper.

Then the grey.

Then the blue.

She folded the green fabric last. It was soft between her fingers. Too soft.

She placed everything into a plain brown envelope. Her movements were careful. Slow. Almost polite.

She did not cry.

That was the frightening part.

She knew herself. She knew she should be on the floor. She should be shaking. She should be calling Patrick until his phone died. She should be angry enough to break every plate in the cupboard.

Instead, she felt quiet.

Not peaceful.

Quiet.

Like a house after everyone had moved out.

She carried the envelope upstairs and pushed it to the back of a drawer.

Then she took off her coat, lay on top of the bed, and stared at the ceiling until the morning turned into afternoon.

Patrick did not call.

By evening, her phone showed one missed call from Isla Cartwright.

No voicemail.

Rebecca looked at it until the screen went dark.

The next morning, a van stopped outside the cottage.

Rebecca was in the kitchen, standing by the sink with a glass of water she had not drunk. She watched a young delivery man step out with a long white box in his arms.

He knocked twice.

She opened the door.

“Mrs. Drummond?”

Her hand tightened on the door. “Yes.”

“Delivery for you.”

She stared at the box.

Flowers.

Of course.

For one weak second, her heart moved.

Patrick.

Maybe he had found words and hidden them inside the box. Maybe he had been afraid to call. Maybe he was on a plane. Maybe he had written something clumsy and true.

I am sorry.

I am coming.

I should have been there.

She signed the delivery slip.

The young man gave her a quick, kind smile and left.

Rebecca carried the box to the kitchen table.

Her hands shook as she opened it.

Twelve white roses lay inside.

Perfect. Cold. Expensive.

White like hospital sheets.

White like apology.

White like surrender.

A small card rested between the stems.

Rebecca picked it up.

For a moment, she held it against her palm and closed her eyes.

Please, she thought.

Please let this hurt less.

She opened the card.

With Mr. Drummond’s deepest sympathy.

Isla Cartwright.

Rebecca read it once.

Then again.

Then a third time.

The words did not change.

Not Patrick.

Mr. Drummond.

Not love.

Deepest sympathy.

Not her husband’s hand.

His assistant’s name.

The room tilted slightly.

Rebecca gripped the table.

A sound came out of her mouth. Not a cry. Not a laugh. Something small and broken between both.

She looked at the roses.

They were beautiful.

That made it worse.

Someone had chosen the right flowers for grief. Someone had paid for them. Someone had typed the card. Someone had made sure they arrived.

Patrick’s life had worked perfectly.

His marriage had failed quietly.

Rebecca lifted the box.

For one second, she wanted to throw it at the wall. She wanted petals on the floor. Water everywhere. Broken stems. Broken glass. Proof that something terrible had happened here.

But she did not.

She carried the roses to the sink.

One by one, she laid them in the basin.

Their white heads pressed together like silent faces.

She turned on the tap.

Water rushed out clear and cold.

It rose around the stems.

The card slipped from her fingers and landed on top of the water. It floated there, rocking gently.

With Mr. Drummond’s deepest sympathy.

Rebecca watched the ink blur at the edges.

Her left hand felt heavy.

She looked down at her wedding ring.

Once, it had meant chosen.

Now it meant reached through staff.

Managed.

Handled.

Filed.

She pulled at it.

For a moment, it stuck on her finger. Her skin had swollen in the night. She twisted harder. Pain bit into her knuckle. She welcomed it.

The ring came free.

Rebecca placed it beside the wet card on the edge of the sink.

Gold against steel.

Marriage beside message.

Wife beside assistant.

She stood there for a long time while the water climbed higher and higher around the roses.

The sink began to fill.

A petal broke loose and spun in a slow circle.

Her phone buzzed on the table.

She did not move.

It stopped.

Then it buzzed again.

She turned her head.

Patrick’s name glowed on the screen.

For one second, her body remembered love.

Her hand almost reached.

Almost.

Then she looked back at the card.

Mr. Drummond.

Deepest sympathy.

Isla Cartwright.

The phone stopped ringing.

Rebecca turned off the tap.

The silence after the water was loud.

She picked up the phone and looked at Patrick’s missed call.

Too late, she thought.

Two words.

Small words.

Cruel words.

True words.

She set the phone face down.

Then she looked at the drowning roses and understood something with a cold, clean force.

She would not beg Patrick Drummond to love her properly.

She would not teach a grown man how to be a husband while she bled alone.

She would not scream for space in a life where deals, staff, flights, and boardrooms always entered the room before she did.

She would leave.

Not today. Not loudly. Not in a storm of broken glass and ugly words.

Patrick understood contracts.

So she would become one.

Slow.

Careful.

Final.

She would pack her grief first.

Then her clothes.

Then her money.

Then her name.

She would leave so quietly that, one day, he would look up from his perfect life and find only an empty chair where his wife used to sit.

Rebecca leaned over the sink.

The roses floated in cold water.

The card had turned soft.

Her ring sat beside it, bright and useless.

She looked at the flowers drowning in the sink and whispered, “You sent a stranger to mourn my child. I will become a stranger too.”
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The Boy at the Farmhouse Door


Three years later, Rebecca Keane stood in the middle of a garden made for people who had forgotten how to breathe.

The hospital rose behind her in clean stone and glass. Its windows caught the pale Yorkshire sun, but the garden below was soft, quiet, and green. A narrow path curved between lavender, foxglove, low grasses, and young birch trees. There were benches hidden behind hedges, not too hidden, just enough to let someone cry without feeling watched. A small water channel ran through the middle, no louder than a whisper.

Rebecca stood with her hands in the pockets of her long coat and watched an elderly man sit beside the water.

He did not cry.

He only stared at the moving water with both hands wrapped around his walking stick.

A woman sat beside him and placed her hand on his sleeve.

That was all.

No big words. No big show. Just a hand. Just a place to sit.

Rebecca looked away before her throat could close.

“Mrs. Keane?”

She turned.

Dr. Martin Grainger, one of the hospital consultants, came across the path with a smile that looked tired but real. He was in his fifties, with kind eyes and the bent shoulders of a man who had given bad news too many times.

“Rebecca is fine,” she said.

He gave a small laugh. “I keep trying.”

“One day you may even manage it.”

“I wanted to thank you again,” he said, looking around the garden. “This place is already helping people.”

Rebecca kept her face calm. “I’m glad.”

“No, I mean it. Families come out here after hard news. Staff come here too. You gave the hospital something we did not know we needed.”

Rebecca watched a bee move over the lavender.

She had needed it once.

A chair. A window. A place where pain could sit down.

Instead, she had been given a cold room, a dead phone, and flowers signed by someone who was not her husband.

The old thought touched her, but it did not knock her down anymore.

Not today.

Today, she had work boots on. Today, she had a team waiting in the converted barn at Briar Fold Farmhouse. Today, people knew her name because of what she built, not because of who she had married.

“Thank you,” she said.

Dr. Grainger studied her face. “You always look surprised when people praise you.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You do. As if you expect the wall to answer instead.”

That made her smile a little. “The wall is often kinder.”

He laughed. “Well, the board wants you for the second phase. The children’s courtyard.”

Rebecca’s smile softened. “I’d like that.”

“We thought you would.”

A breeze moved through the birch leaves. The sound was small and bright.

For a moment, Rebecca let herself feel proud.

Not happy. Not fully. Happiness was still something she handled with care, like glass wrapped in cloth. But proud, yes. She had earned that.

She had taken the worst night of her life and followed it into the soil. She had planted things where grief could not speak. She had made paths for people whose lives had cracked in two.

She had not died from being left alone.

That still surprised her sometimes.

Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket.

She took it out and saw a message from Pippa Shaw.

Where are you? If you are still staring at your own plants like a sad poet, I am coming to drag you back.

Rebecca typed back.

I am admiring professional excellence.

Pippa replied at once.

You are hiding from invoices.

Rebecca smiled properly this time.

Dr. Grainger noticed. “Good news?”

“My lead designer calling me a coward.”

“Sounds useful.”

“She is. Annoyingly.”

Rebecca shook his hand, promised to send the children’s courtyard proposal by Friday, and walked back through the garden. Her boots made a soft sound on the path. She passed the elderly man and woman again. The woman was now crying. The man had moved his hand over hers.

Rebecca kept walking.

She did not look away this time.

By late afternoon, she was back at Briar Fold Farmhouse.

The place sat at the end of a narrow lane, with stone walls, wet fields, and old trees bent by years of wind. It was not grand. It did not have gates or a fountain or staff waiting for instructions. The roof needed work. The back door stuck in winter. The kitchen tiles were uneven. One of the beams in the sitting room had a crack that worried every builder except Miles Harrington, who said, “That beam has survived worse men than us.”

But it was hers.

That mattered more than grand.

Her greenhouse stood behind the house, glass misted at the edges. Herbs dried in bundles above the kitchen window. The converted barn held Keane Garden Studio, with work tables, pinned sketches, rolled plans, muddy boots, and Pippa’s angry collection of coffee mugs.

When Rebecca entered the barn, Pippa looked up from a set of drawings and narrowed her eyes.

“You are late.”

“I am the owner.”

“That only means you are late with better shoes.”

Rebecca looked down at her muddy boots. “These are not better shoes.”

“They are when you buy them from that terrifying shop in York where one pair costs more than my first car.”

“That car had no passenger door.”

“It had spirit.”

Rebecca hung her coat on the peg near the door. “The hospital wants the children’s courtyard.”

Pippa stood so fast her chair rolled backward. “They do?”

“They do.”

Pippa crossed the room and hugged her hard.

Rebecca stiffened for one second, then relaxed. Pippa smelled of coffee, pencil dust, and rain. She was thirty-five, bright-eyed, quick-mouthed, and loyal in a way Rebecca still found dangerous because loyalty could be lost.

“This is big,” Pippa said into her shoulder.

“It is good.”

“It is more than good. It is brilliant. You are brilliant. Try not to look sick when I say that.”

“I do not look sick.”

“You look like praise gives you a rash.”

Rebecca pulled back. “Some of us are humble.”

“Some of us are emotionally blocked.”

Rebecca picked up a rolled plan and tapped Pippa’s arm with it. “Back to work.”

Pippa grinned. “Fine. But first, Miles stopped by.”

Rebecca turned toward her desk. “Of course he did.”

“He brought coffee.”

“He often brings coffee.”

“He brought the one you like.”

“He works on three of our sites. It is not strange for him to come by.”

Pippa leaned one hip against the table. “He also fixed the latch on the greenhouse door.”

“It was broken.”

“And carried in the stone samples.”

“They were heavy.”

“And asked what time you were coming back.”

Rebecca gave her a flat look. “Did you answer?”

“I told him you were at the hospital garden, changing lives and avoiding men.”

“I am not avoiding men.”

“Rebecca.”

“I am avoiding one man. There is a difference.”

Pippa’s smile faded a little. She knew when to push and when to stop. Most of the time.

“Miles is not Patrick,” she said gently.

Rebecca unrolled the plan with too much care. “That is unfair to Miles.”

“It is also true.”

“I know.”

“He is kind.”

“I know.”

“He is widowed. He understands loss.”

“Pippa.”

“He looks at you like you are not broken glass.”

Rebecca’s fingers paused on the paper.

That one hurt because it was kind.

She looked through the barn window toward the farmhouse. The kitchen light glowed warm in the grey afternoon. For three years, she had built a life with small safe lights. Work. Soil. Tea. Rain. A quiet bed. Her own bank account. Her own name on contracts. Her own key in her own door.

She did not want a man to enter and change the shape of it.

Not even a good man.

“I am not ready,” Rebecca said.

Pippa sighed. “You have been not ready for three years.”

Rebecca picked up a pencil and made a note on the plan. “Then I am consistent.”

Pippa made a sound that was half laugh, half sadness. “You are impossible.”

“No. I am employed. And so are you.”

They worked until the sky darkened.

Rain came hard after six.

It hit the barn roof like thrown rice. The fields vanished behind a silver sheet. Pippa left first, running to her car with a folder held over her head and shouting that Rebecca was a cruel employer for not installing a covered walkway.

Rebecca stayed another hour.

She checked invoices. Sent two emails. Changed the line of a path on the Blackmoor Hall plan. Then changed it back. Her eyes burned, but she kept working until the old fear of an empty house had no room to grow.

At last, she shut down the lamps, locked the barn, and ran through the rain to the farmhouse.

The wind caught her hair and slapped it across her face. She laughed once, breathless and annoyed, as she fought with the back gate.

Then she saw the figure near the kitchen door.

Rebecca stopped.

The figure stood half under the porch, half in the rain. Tall. Thin. Hood up. A backpack hanging from one shoulder.

For a second, her mind went to delivery driver.

Then the figure lifted his head.

The porch light touched his face.

Rebecca’s heart stopped.

“Jamie?”

The boy did not move.

No, not boy.

Not anymore.

Jamie Drummond was seventeen now. Taller than she remembered. His shoulders were broader, though he still had the same sharp, guarded face. Rain ran from his dark hair onto his cheeks. One side of his lip was split. His school jumper was soaked through. His backpack looked too heavy for him.

But his eyes were the same.

Patrick’s eyes, almost. Same deep grey. Same habit of hiding pain as if pain were a weakness.

Only Jamie had never been as good at hiding it.

“Rebecca,” he said.

Her name sounded rough in his mouth.

She took one step closer. “What happened?”

He looked behind her, then down at the ground, as if ashamed to be found standing there.

“I didn’t know where else to go.”

The words went straight through her.

For a moment, the rain, the farm, the last three years all fell away.

She saw him at fourteen, standing in Patrick’s London hallway after the loss, hands shoved in his pockets, trying not to cry because no one had told him what he was allowed to feel. He had asked if she was coming to dinner. She had said not tonight. He had nodded like a little man and gone upstairs.

After she left Patrick, Jamie had texted her three times.

The first text said: Are you okay?

She had answered: I will be.

The second said: Dad says you need space. Is that true?

She had answered: Some space helps people breathe.

The third came two months later.

Did I do something wrong?

She had stared at that message until her vision blurred.

She had never answered.

That guilt had stayed in her like a stone in her shoe. Small enough to walk with. Sharp enough to feel every day.

Now he was standing at her door, soaked, hurt, and alone.

Rebecca unlocked the kitchen door. “Come inside.”

He blinked. “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“What if Dad—”

“Your father is not standing in the rain with a split lip.”

Jamie’s mouth twitched, but the smile did not stay.

He stepped inside.

Water dripped from him onto the old kitchen tiles. Rebecca closed the door behind him and turned the lock. The small sound felt bigger than it should have.

The kitchen wrapped around them with warm light. Copper pans hung beside the stove. Rosemary and thyme dried above the window. A blue mug sat beside the sink






































































































































































