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Arrival

The motorway ended and the road narrowed, and somewhere between the last dual carriageway and the coast the sky broke open into the kind of width that made Clara's hands tighten on the wheel. She had forgotten this. Or she had remembered it wrong — stored it as a postcard, a backdrop, something pleasant and manageable — and now the real thing was in front of her and it was not manageable at all. The Northumberland sky in November was enormous. It went on in every direction, pale grey and silver-white, lit from behind by a sun that was already halfway to the horizon at three in the afternoon, and beneath it the land lay flat and open and exposed, the hedgerows stripped, the fields the colour of wet straw. It was beautiful the way cold water was beautiful. She had forgotten that too.

The A1 was behind her. The road she was on now — the B-road, the single track with passing places, the lane that wound between stone walls toward the coast — was the road she used to drive every Friday evening after the last train from King's Cross, renting a car at Alnmouth station and following this route with the windows down because even in October the air here smelled different, smelled of salt and grass and the cold sweetness of a northern sky after rain. She had driven it dozens of times. She had driven it in daylight and darkness, in summer when the verges were thick with cow parsley and in January when the stone walls were edged with frost. She had not driven it in six years.

The land here was different from the south. Not softer — harder, if anything, the soil thinner, the trees bent permanently eastward by the wind — but more honest about what it was. No hedged gardens, no picturesque villages arranged around a duck pond. The farmhouses were stone and set back from the road, built to withstand rather than to charm. Sheep stood in the fields with the resigned patience of animals who had decided long ago that the weather was a personal matter between themselves and God. A tractor moved slowly along a ridge, trailing mud. The light was extraordinary — low, angled, the kind of light that turned ordinary fields into something that looked like a painting and felt like an accusation, because it was too beautiful for the errand she was on and she had no right to be moved by it.

Her suitcase was in the boot. A box of teaching shoes was on the back seat. She had left her London flat that morning with the radiators off and the fridge emptied and a forwarding address written on a Post-it stuck to the kitchen counter, and the Post-it said Wrenwick, Northumberland, and below that she had written the cottage address, and below that nothing, because she did not have a date for when she would be back. She had not told her mother she was going. She would tell her tonight, or tomorrow, or when she had something to say about why.

The coast appeared.

It appeared the way it always did on this road — suddenly, between two low hills, the grey line of the sea meeting the grey line of the sky so that you had to look carefully to tell where one ended and the other began. Clara slowed the car. The sea was the North Sea, flat and cold and serious, and it stretched north and south along a coastline that was, even now, even in this raw light, one of the most quietly beautiful things she had ever seen. No cliffs here. Just the long, pale curve of the beach, the dunes low and wind-scrubbed, and beyond them the water doing what it always did — shifting, enormous, indifferent to whoever was watching.

She turned off the road where the sign said Wrenwick. The sign was the same sign. Green, slightly crooked, the second W a fraction lower than the first, as though the sign itself had settled into the ground over the years and decided it was comfortable. The lane dropped between stone walls toward the village, and the village appeared the way the sea had — gradually and then completely, the high street visible from the top of the lane, the grey sandstone houses running in a row toward the water, the slate roofs dark against the silver sky, and at the seaward end the gap where the street opened to the view and the land fell away to the beach.

She parked where she always used to park — the small car park at the seaward end, three spaces and a bin and a bench that faced the sea. One other vehicle was in the car park. A van. White, scuffed, a toolbox visible through the rear window. She knew the van. Not this specific van — this one was newer — but the type, the function, the owner. A carpenter's van, outside the hall.

Theo's van, outside the hall.

Clara sat in her car for a moment with the engine off and the keys in her lap and looked at the van and did not look at the hall and listened to the wind buffet the driver's-side window. She had known he would be here. Margaret had told her — brisk, businesslike, delivering information she considered both essential and none of Clara's concern. Theo March is still doing the maintenance, he's there most days, you'll see him. Margaret had offered this as logistical information on the level of the bin collection schedule, and Clara had received it as logistical information, and neither of them had acknowledged that it was anything else.

She got out of the car. The wind hit her immediately — off the sea, sharp, carrying the salt-metal smell of the North Sea in November and something else underneath, something vegetal and cold that was the smell of wet dunes and dead bracken. It was a specific cold. Not the dry, diesel-flavoured cold of a London winter but a damp cold, a coastal cold, the kind that found the gap between your collar and your neck and settled there as though it had been waiting for you. Clara pulled her coat tighter and walked toward the hall.

Wrenwick Hall was at the top of the high street, set slightly back from the road behind a low wall and a patch of grass that someone had been mowing and someone else had been neglecting. It was grey sandstone, tall windows, a slate roof that even from the ground looked like it needed attention. Built as a school in 1852 — the date was carved into the lintel above the door — and converted to a community hall sometime in the seventies, when the school consolidated inland and the village needed somewhere to hold parish meetings and Christmas services and, later, a children's dance school run by a woman from London who had turned up one October and stayed longer than she planned.

The front door was open. Clara went in.

The hallway smelled of old stone and plaster dust and the particular cold mustiness of a building that was not heated often enough. The noticeboard was on the left, covered in notices — choir rehearsal Wednesdays, the WI schedule, a flyer for the village bonfire, a laminated list of emergency numbers that had been there long enough for the lamination to yellow. The coat hooks were on the right, empty except for a waxed jacket that was too large to be anyone's but Theo's. The main hall was through the door ahead — she could see the tall windows, the light.

She heard him before she saw him. The sound of sandpaper on wood — rhythmic, deliberate, someone finishing a piece of work by hand rather than by machine. She walked through the doorway into the main hall and looked up.

He was on a stepladder near the far wall, working on a section of ceiling moulding. He was replacing it — the old piece was on the floor below, cracked and water-stained, and the new piece was in his hands, and he was sanding the join where it met the existing moulding, working the edge smooth with a block wrapped in paper. He hadn't heard her come in. Or he had heard her and hadn't turned around, which was also possible, and also a kind of answer.

She stood in the doorway and looked at him, and her body did the thing it always did with Theo March — it catalogued him before her mind could intervene. Broad shoulders. Dark hair kept short. The way he held himself on the ladder, unhurried, grounded, his weight settled and sure even three rungs up. His hands. She had always noticed his hands first. They were holding the sanding block with the same economy of motion she remembered — no wasted movement, every gesture purposeful, the confidence of someone whose hands had been doing this kind of work for long enough that the work and the hands had become the same thing. There was sawdust on his forearms. A pencil behind his ear.

He was broader than six years ago. Older in the way that men in their early thirties are older than men in their late twenties — settled, the face more defined, the body carrying its weight with less apology. He looked like what he was: a man who worked with his hands and lived on a cold coast and had arranged his life around both of those facts, and the arrangement suited him.

Clara's ankle ached. It did that when she'd been sitting for a long time — the scar tissue tightening, the joint reminding her that it was not what it used to be. She shifted her weight, and the floorboard beneath her creaked, and Theo looked down.

For a moment neither of them spoke. He was above her, on the ladder, the sanding block still in his hand. She was below him, in the doorway, her coat still buttoned, her car keys still in her fist. The hall was cold and quiet around them, the tall windows letting in the last of the November light, and the light was grey and showed everything.

"Clara," he said.

"Theo," she said.

Six years sat between them in a room that smelled of plaster dust and old wood and the faint, underneath-everything smell of linseed oil from the sanding block in his hand. Six years of silence. No phone calls, no letters, no accidentally-on-purpose encounters in London or anywhere else. She had left and he had stayed and neither of them had reached across the gap, and the gap had become the thing itself, solid and structural, as real as the stone walls of this hall.

He came down the ladder. He finished what he was doing with the sanding block first, set it on the top of the ladder, wiped his hands on his trousers, and descended without haste. He stood in front of her. Taller than she remembered, or she had been wearing different shoes the last time they were in the same room, or she had shrunk, which was possible — people did shrink, she had read this somewhere, the spine compressing with age and grief and the accumulated weight of choices that couldn't be reversed.

"Margaret said you were coming," he said. His voice was the same. Low, even, the faintest trace of Northumbrian in the vowels — not broad, just present, a coastal undertone whether he intended it or not. He did not say it was good to see her. He did not say welcome back. He said Margaret said you were coming, which was a fact and not a feeling, and Clara understood the distinction.

"She called me," Clara said. "About the hall."

"Aye." He nodded. He looked at her with the careful appraisal of someone who hadn't seen a thing in years — recalibrating, checking for damage. His expression was even, careful, giving nothing away — or giving away, to someone who read bodies for a living, the effort it took to give nothing away. She resisted the urge to stand straighter. She was already standing straight. Dancer's posture. She couldn't unlearn it even when she wanted to, which was increasingly often, because the posture belonged to a version of herself that no longer existed and wearing it felt like putting on someone else's coat.

"Do you need the upstairs room unlocked?" he asked.

"Please."

He took a key from his pocket — a single key on a ring with nothing else on it. He'd put it there deliberately. He'd known she was coming today, not just eventually. He walked past her into the corridor and she caught it as he passed — the smell of him, or the smell of his work, linseed oil and sawdust and the cold outdoor air trapped in the fibres of his jacket. It was the most specific thing she had experienced since leaving London, more specific than the landscape or the sea or the wind, because it belonged to one person and one person only, and her body recognised it before her mind had time to intervene and tell her body to stop.

He unlocked the door at the foot of the stairs — the narrow staircase, wooden, the banister smoothed by decades of children's hands — and stood aside for her to go up.

"Thank you," she said.

He nodded. He went back to the moulding.

Clara climbed the stairs. Seventeen steps. She had counted them years ago, the first time she'd come up here, and the number had stayed in her body the way numbers did when you used a staircase twice a day for two years — not in your mind but in your legs, the rhythm of ascent. Seventeen steps, a turn at the landing, and the door to the upstairs room.

She opened it.

The room was long and high-ceilinged, running the full length of the building. Tall windows along the north wall faced the sea — or faced where the sea was, because from this height you could see over the rooftops to the water, and the water was there, grey and vast, doing the thing it did. Along the opposite wall, mirrors, spotted with age, their edges dark. The barre was bolted to the wall below the mirrors — wooden, heavier and rougher than anything in a professional studio, and even from the doorway Clara could see it was loose, the brackets pulling away from the plaster. The floor was wooden, old, never intended for dance and showing the wear of having endured it — scuffed in the patterns of small feet, the boards unevenly spaced, the finish gone in places.

The room smelled of cold stone and dust and the faintest trace of something that might have been floor polish, applied long ago and worn through since. It was cold. The heating, if there was heating, was not on. The radiator under the window was the old cast-iron kind, painted cream, and when Clara touched it the metal was the same temperature as the air, which was the temperature of a stone building in November that no one had warmed.

She walked to the centre of the room. The floorboards creaked beneath her — not uniformly, not everywhere, but in specific places, as though the floor had its own geography of weakness and strength. She stopped in the middle and stood still. The mirrors reflected her back to herself, a figure in a dark coat in an empty room, and beyond her reflection the windows showed the sky, the rooftops, the sea.

This was where she had taught. Two years, every Saturday and two evenings a week, twelve children growing to twenty, the room filling with the particular sound of small feet learning to be deliberate. She had stood in this exact spot and counted time — and five and six and seven and eight — and the children had moved around her, imperfect and earnest, and the mirrors had caught them all, and the light through the windows had been the same light, the same sea, the same enormous sky. She had been happy here. She had been happy here in a way she had not been able to replicate in London, in any studio, in any company class, and this was the thing she had refused to examine for six years because examining it would mean admitting that she had left the place where she was happiest in order to be the thing she was best at, and now she was no longer the thing she was best at, and the place was still here.

She went to the barre. Put her hand on it. The wood was cold and smooth, worn where hundreds of hands had gripped it — the children's hands, her hands, the hands of whoever had taught here before her and whoever had kept the school alive, barely, in the years she'd been gone. The barre shifted under her grip. Loose. The screws needed tightening, or the brackets needed replacing, or the whole thing needed to come down and be refitted by someone who understood the wall, the plaster, the load.

By someone like Theo.

She could hear him below her. Not the sanding now but something else — a drill, maybe, or a screwdriver — the sound of a man doing what needed doing to keep a building from falling apart. The sound came up through the floorboards and into her feet, and she stood at the barre with her hand on the cold wood and listened to him work, and the two of them were in the same building and not in the same room, and the building held them both.

The light was fading. November light, the sun already low, the sky turning from silver to something darker, the sea losing its distinction from the land. In an hour it would be fully dark. In the upstairs room the shadows were deepening in the corners, and the mirrors caught the last of the light and held it, and Clara's reflection looked back at her from the glass with the expression of someone who had arrived somewhere and was not yet sure whether arriving was the same as coming back.

She took her hand off the barre. She buttoned her coat, which she had never unbuttoned. She went down the seventeen steps and through the corridor and past the main hall, where Theo was back on the ladder with the new moulding, fitting it into place. She did not stop. He did not turn. She walked out through the front door, over the threshold, and into the cold.

The high street was quiet. A light on in the shop — she could see the shape of someone behind the counter, and the cat on the windowsill, and the racks of newspapers by the door. The pub windows glowing amber, the sign swinging slightly in the last of the breeze: The Saltgrass, in painted letters that had faded just enough to look as though they had always been there. A woman walked past with a shopping bag and glanced at Clara with the expression of someone deciding whether to know her yet, and decided not yet, and walked on. Somewhere a dog barked and stopped. The wind had dropped, or she had stopped noticing it, and the air was still and sharp and smelled of salt and woodsmoke and the coming dark.

Clara stood on the pavement outside the hall and looked down the street toward the sea, and the sea was there, as it always was, grey and patient and uninterested in her plans. She did not know how long she was staying. She had a cottage rented for three months and a suitcase in the car and a dance school to rebuild and a building to save and a village to convince and a man downstairs who had said her name as though it were a piece of information rather than a history.

The van was still in the car park when she went to get her suitcase. His light was still on in the hall.

She was here.

She did not yet know that how long was the wrong question.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


The Briefing

Clara woke to a sound she couldn't immediately place. It was low, continuous, rhythmic — not mechanical, not musical, not quite white noise but close, and it was underneath everything, as though the house itself were breathing. She lay in the dark for several seconds before she understood that it was the sea.

The cottage bedroom was cold. Not the insulated, thermostat-managed cold of a London flat in November but the deep, settled cold of a stone building that had been empty for weeks and was not yet convinced that anyone had come back. The duvet was adequate. The mattress was indifferent. The window — small, single-glazed, the frame painted shut sometime in the previous decade — let in a draft that moved across the pillow like a thought. She had found the cottage the previous evening by torchlight and the directions Margaret had left in an envelope at the hall, and she had carried her suitcase up the lane in the dark and unlocked the door and stood in the kitchen-sitting room and thought: this is temporary. The thought had the precision of something rehearsed.

She got up. The bathroom plumbing made a noise when she ran the tap that suggested it had opinions about being used, and the water took longer to warm than she was willing to wait, so she washed her face in cold water and dressed in the clothes she would have worn to a London studio — leggings, a jumper, her hair pulled back — and then added a second jumper, because the cottage was that kind of cold. She went to the kitchen. The kitchen was also the sitting room, divided by intention rather than architecture: a counter, a sink, a cooker that was clean in the way of things that had not been used rather than things that had been scrubbed, two cupboards, a small fridge that hummed with the gentle determination of an appliance that had been humming since 1998. A table by the window, two chairs. The window faced south and slightly east, over the lane and the rooftops below, and beyond the rooftops the sea, and the sea was there, grey and present, filling the bottom third of the view as though it had been arranged.

Clara put the kettle on. She had brought tea bags, milk, and a jar of instant coffee in a carrier bag from the Tesco Metro near her flat, because she had learned from experience that the first morning in a new place required caffeine and the logistics of acquiring caffeine should not depend on local opening hours. She made tea — strong, milk, no sugar — and stood at the window and looked at the view and drank it and tried to feel something appropriate to the moment. Gratitude, perhaps, or resolve, or the brisk competence of a woman who had a plan. What she felt was the blankness of someone who had been in motion for a long time and had now stopped, and the stopping was louder than the moving had been.

The cottage was sparsely furnished in the way of holiday rentals in winter — everything present, nothing personal. A sofa that was neither comfortable nor uncomfortable. A lamp. A rug that had been chosen to hide stains rather than to please. On the mantelpiece, a leaflet about local walks and a card from the letting agency with emergency numbers. The second bedroom, which she had looked into the previous night, contained a single bed with no sheets and a wardrobe with three wire hangers and the faint smell of someone else's lavender sachets. She had closed that door and left it closed.

She unpacked. This took less time than it should have, because she had brought less than she should have — she was aware of this, and the village, when it noticed, would interpret it. A suitcase of clothes. The box of teaching shoes — pointe shoes she would never wear again and soft flats she would, and character shoes, and the canvas teaching slippers that were as much a part of her working self as a stethoscope was to a doctor. A washbag. Two books she would not read. A phone charger. No photographs, no ornaments, no cushions, no candles, none of the things that would have said to an observer: this person intends to live here. Clara was aware of this. She unpacked as though she were checking into a hotel, and the awareness that she was unpacking as though she were checking into a hotel made her unpack faster, not slower, because correcting for it would have meant admitting there was something to correct.

By nine o'clock she was walking down the lane to the high street.

The morning was cold and bright — one of those November mornings when the frost had come and gone before dawn, leaving the air scrubbed and sharp, the stone walls edged with damp, the sky a pale, washed blue that would not last. The lane was steep and narrow, stone cottages on either side, some rendered white or cream, one painted a blue that must have been someone's considered decision and was now the lane's distinguishing feature. A cat sat on a wall and watched Clara pass with the unsurprised patience of an animal that had seen people come and go and had no stake in either. She could smell woodsmoke. Somewhere below, the sound of a van starting and someone calling to someone else — the ordinary machinery of a village waking up.

The high street was busier than it had been the evening before. Not busy — Wrenwick's high street could not be busy in the way Clara understood busyness — but populated. An older man with a newspaper under his arm walking with the unhurried determination of someone whose route had not varied in thirty years. A woman putting a sandwich board outside a doorway Clara didn't recognise. A Land Rover idling while its driver spoke through the window to someone on the pavement, both of them apparently unconcerned by the concept of blocking traffic, there being no traffic to block.

She went to the hall first.

Margaret Rowan was already there, standing in the main hall with a folder in her hand and reading glasses on a chain around her neck and the posture of a woman who had been organising things since before Clara was born and intended to continue. She was smaller than Clara remembered — or Clara had grown, or Margaret had settled, the way buildings settle, becoming more concentrated without losing any structural integrity. Her hair was grey and cut with the practical shortness of someone who did not have time for hair. She wore layers — a blouse, a cardigan, a jacket — because the hall was, as it had been yesterday, cold.

"You found the cottage," Margaret said. It was not a question.

"I found the cottage."

"Good. Sit down."

There were no chairs in the main hall. Margaret went to the storage room and came back with two folding chairs, which she set up with the efficiency of someone who had set up folding chairs for forty years of parish meetings, and they sat in the cold hall with the tall windows letting in the blue-white morning light, and Margaret opened her folder.

The briefing was thorough, organised, and delivered without sentimentality. The hall's problems: the roof had been patched but needed a full replacement within five years, the wiring was original and increasingly unreliable, the heating was a combination of storage heaters and optimism, and the upstairs floor had structural concerns that Theo had been managing with patch repairs but that a proper assessment would likely describe in expensive terms. The council's position: the hall was a financial liability, the building was of limited commercial value but the site had potential, and a developer — Jude Elliot, from Alnwick, very reasonable, Margaret said, in the particular tone she used for people whose reasonableness she found personally offensive — had expressed interest. The council vote was expected in the new year. Margaret's position: the hall was the village's heart, its sale would be the beginning of Wrenwick's end as a functioning community, and she intended to fight the sale with every procedural mechanism available to her, which were considerable.

"And the dance school," Clara said.

Margaret looked at her over the reading glasses, which she had deployed.

"Six children. Down from twenty when you left." She let the number sit for a moment. "Barbara Lonsdale has been teaching — volunteering, I should say, because we haven't been able to pay her. She's done her best. She's relieved you're here."

"I'll meet them this week."

"Saturday. The class is Saturday mornings, ten o'clock. Barbara will introduce you." Margaret closed the folder with the finality of a woman who had said what she needed to say. Then she opened it again. "The upstairs room needs work. You'll have seen that."

"The barre is loose. The floor has soft spots. One of the mirrors is cracked."

"Theo can deal with the barre and the floor. The mirror I'll add to the list." She wrote something in the folder. "He's here most days. He knows the building better than anyone. If you need something done, ask him."

Clara nodded. She did not say that asking Theo for things felt, at this precise moment in their history, roughly equivalent to asking a glacier for a favour — technically possible, likely to involve long silences, and best approached with no expectation of warmth. She said, "I will."

Margaret looked at her again. The reading glasses were still deployed. "I'm glad you came back, Clara."

"I'm glad you called."

"Hmm." Margaret put the glasses back on their chain, which was her way of indicating that the emotional portion of the conversation had concluded. "There's a committee meeting next Thursday. I'll expect you there. And go and see Anne Hale at the shop. She'll want to know you've arrived. She'll pretend she doesn't, but she will."

Clara walked the high street after Margaret left. She walked it slowly, relearning a place she once knew — noticing what had changed and what hadn't and which category unsettled her more. The houses were the same. The stone was the same. The proportions of the street — narrow enough to feel enclosed, opening at the seaward end to that sudden, structural view of the coast — were the same. The post box was the same, red and slightly crooked. The bench outside the pub was the same bench, its slats replaced at some point, the ironwork repainted. New: a small sign in a window advertising holiday cottage cleaning. Gone: the noticeboard that used to stand outside the shop, replaced by a rack of locally made things — soap, candles in jars, small bags of something that might have been lavender.

She noticed Theo's work the way she noticed gravity — not as a series of individual observations but as a fact of the environment. The shop's front shelving, rebuilt in timber that was too good for the job, the joints clean and tight. The pub's window frame, replaced, the new wood sitting against the old stone with the confidence of work done properly. A gate at the end of the street, its hinges new. A bench, not the pub bench but another one further up, its seat replaced with planks that were paler than the frame. His work was everywhere, quiet and structural, the village held together by a man who fixed things without being asked and without, apparently, expecting anyone to notice. Clara noticed. She had been trained to notice bodies in space, the evidence of physical work, the signature of a particular pair of hands, and Theo's hands had signed this entire street.

She went to the shop.

The bell above the door rang when she pushed it open — a proper bell, brass, the kind that had been ringing above this door for decades and would continue to ring above it for decades more. The shop was small and organised with the dense efficiency of a space that had to be everything to everyone: tinned goods, bread, milk, newspapers, stamps, a rotating display of postcards that would be relevant in six months and were optimistic now, and on a shelf by the counter the locally made things — jams with handwritten labels, bars of soap, beeswax candles. The cat was on the counter. It was a tabby, substantial, and it regarded Clara with the territorial composure of an animal that considered the counter its personal office.

Anne Hale was behind the counter, sorting something into a box. She looked up when the bell rang, and Clara saw the recognition move across her face — a flicker, not quite a flinch, not quite a welcome, settled quickly into the polite neutrality of a woman who was going to handle this with grace whether she felt graceful or not.

"Clara," Anne said. "Margaret said you were coming."

Everyone, it seemed, had been told by Margaret. Clara was beginning to understand that Margaret's organisational reach extended to the emotional preparation of an entire village.

"I got in last night," Clara said. "I'm in the cottage up the lane."

"The Bryce cottage. Yes." Anne set down the box. She was younger than Clara had expected — mid-thirties, tired around the eyes, managing and determined not to discuss what she was managing. Her hair was tied back. She wore an apron she seemed to have forgotten she was wearing. "Is it warm enough? Those cottages lose their heat if they've been empty."

"It's fine," Clara said, which was not true, and which Anne probably knew was not true, and the exchange had the quality of a small, mutual kindness.

"Rosie's been looking forward to Saturday," Anne said. She said it carefully, as though she had considered whether to say it and decided that the information served as both welcome and warning. Rosie. The name meant nothing to Clara yet, but the way Anne said it — with the particular weight a mother gives to her child's name when the child's feelings are at stake — told Clara everything she needed to know about what was riding on Saturday's class.

"I'm looking forward to meeting her," Clara said.

Anne nodded. The nod was polite and not warm, and the distance between polite and warm was the distance Clara would need to cross, and Anne was not going to make it easy, and Clara did not blame her.

She bought milk, bread, eggs, and a tin of soup, and Anne rang it up on the till and made change and said, "The fish van comes Thursdays. He parks by the bench," and this piece of information was the most personal thing Anne had offered, and Clara received it with the seriousness it deserved.

Outside, the sky had clouded over. The bright morning was gone, replaced by the more typical November grey, the light flattening, the sea and the sky merging into a single pale wash. Clara walked back up the lane to the cottage with her shopping bag and the envelope of Margaret's documents and the knowledge that the village knew she was here and had not yet decided what to do about it.

She spent the afternoon in the cottage. She read Margaret's folder — committee minutes, a structural report from three years ago that used the word "concerning" four times and "urgent" twice, a letter from the council outlining the proposed sale, a list of hall users and their schedules. She made notes. She ate the soup, which was unremarkable, standing at the kitchen counter because sitting at the table felt like a commitment. She looked at her phone. No messages. She had not told Ruth she was here. She would tell her tonight. Or tomorrow.

The light faded early. By half three the sky was the colour of pewter and the sea had darkened to slate and the cottage was filling with the late-afternoon shadow she remembered from years ago — the way the winter light in Northumberland didn't so much set as withdraw, slowly, taking the colour with it, until everything was grey and silver and the shape of the world was simpler than it had been an hour before. She turned on the lamp. It helped, but not enough. The cottage was too quiet. Not silent — the sea was there, always there, the low continuous sound she had woken to — but quiet in the human sense, the sense of a space that had no one in it but her.

She put the kettle on again. She stood at the window with her tea and watched the rooftops below and the sea beyond and the sky above, and all three were grey, and the greyness was not depressing, exactly, but it was honest. It did not pretend to be anything other than November on a cold coast in a village she had left and come back to without, yet, having earned the right to call the coming back a return.

The street below was quiet. A figure walked toward the seaward end — she couldn't tell who, just a shape in a coat, moving with purpose. A light went on in the pub. The shop's lights went off. The village was settling into its evening, the rhythms she didn't yet know — who went where, when, why, the pattern of a community's ordinary life, the thing you could only learn by being inside it, by being here when the lights went on and went off and the doors opened and closed and someone walked to the pub and someone walked home and the sea did what it did and the day ended.

Clara drank her tea. The cottage was cold and quiet and not yet hers. The sea was audible and indifferent. Margaret's folder was on the table. Theo's work was in the street, in the hall, in the bones of a village that he had been quietly maintaining while she had been quietly falling apart, and the symmetry of that was something she did not want to look at directly, like the sun, or like the expression on his face when he had said her name yesterday and meant nothing by it except that it was her name.

She washed her mug. She folded Margaret's documents back into the envelope. She stood at the window one more time, and the sea was dark now, a sound without a shape, and the sky above it held the faintest trace of the day's last light, a line of pale gold along the horizon that was already thinning.

Tomorrow she would plan the class. Tonight she would call her mother. Tonight she would sit in this cottage that was not yet a home in a village that was not yet hers and listen to the sea and not think about the man in the hall with sawdust on his forearms and a key in his pocket that he had put there because he had known she was coming.

She was not thinking about him.

She was absolutely thinking about him.
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CHAPTER 3
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The First Class

Saturday morning the light was different.

Clara noticed it as she came up the seventeen steps, and then she stood in the doorway of the upstairs room and noticed it properly, and the noticing stopped her where she was. The sky had cleared overnight. The clouds that had been sitting on the coast for the past three days had moved inland or dissolved or simply decided to be somewhere else, and without them the November sun — low, angled, already halfway through its shallow arc — came through the north-facing windows unimpeded and filled the room with a light that was extraordinary. It was the colour of winter wheat, pale gold going to silver at the edges, and it lay across the old floorboards in long, clean rectangles that shifted as the minutes passed, moving slowly toward the mirrors on the opposite wall, where they would arrive by mid-morning and the room would double — light and reflection, window and mirror, the sea in the glass and the sea through the glass and the two of them overlapping.

She had forgotten this light. Or she had stored it as a fact rather than an experience — the upstairs room has good light, a piece of information in the same category as the room has a barre and the room faces north — and now the experience was in front of her and it was not a fact, it was a physical thing, it was the reason she had loved teaching in this room, and her body knew it before her mind caught up. Her body always knew things first. This had been a professional asset and was now, increasingly, a liability.

The room was cold, as it always was. She had come early — half eight, an hour and a half before the class — because she wanted to be in the room alone before the children arrived, the way a dancer wants the stage before an audience: to find the space, to let the space find her. She had swept the floor. She had opened and closed each window to check whether any of them still worked — three did, two didn't, one was debatable. She had tested the barre, which was still loose, the brackets shifting under her grip, and she had made a mental note about the loose brackets and then had another thought about who would fix the brackets and put that thought in the place where she was keeping all her thoughts about Theo March, which was getting full.

She had tested the floor. Walking the room slowly, systematically, the way she'd been taught to assess a performance surface — heel, ball, toe, feeling for give, for soft spots, for the flex of a board that had been weakened by age or damp or the slow accumulation of small feet landing from small jumps. She found three soft spots. Two near the windows — water damage, probably, the same leak that had ruined the ceiling moulding below — and one in the centre of the room, a section of three boards that gave more than they should, the subfloor beneath them doing something she couldn't diagnose without pulling the boards up. She made mental notes. She would tell Theo. The thought arrived with the pragmatism of a colleague consulting a colleague, and she let it have that shape, because the alternative shape was more complicated.

By quarter to ten Barbara Lonsdale was in the hallway, hanging up her coat. Barbara was fifty-something, comfortable, the kind of woman who filled a room with the warmth of someone who had been showing up every week for years because it needed doing and she was there. She had greying hair pulled back and the posture of someone who had never been a professional dancer but had loved dance enough to teach it when no one else would, and her face, when she saw Clara, held the expression of a woman who was both relieved and slightly terrified.

"You'll be wonderful," Barbara said, which was a projection rather than an assessment, and Clara appreciated it.

"Tell me about them," Clara said.

Barbara told her. Six children. Ages ranged from seven to ten. Three had been coming since they were five — the long-termers, the ones who had survived the transition from Clara's school to Barbara's volunteer class. Three were newer, arrived in the past two years, brought by parents who had heard there was a dance class and thought it was worth a try. Rosie Hale was the
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