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The rain began a little after three. By four, Arthur's Bookshop was full of people who had no intention of buying anything.

Sylvie was one of them. She had told herself so all the way up the street, collar turned in, the wool of her green coat taking every drip that fell from the trees along the Vell embankment. Ten minutes. She would stand under a roof for ten minutes and then go home. She would not walk to the back of the shop. She would not put her hand on the corner shelf. She was definitely not looking for that book.

The bell over the door gave one flat brass note behind her. The door itself was glass in an oak frame, swollen with damp, and it dragged on the sill and creaked the whole way open and the whole way shut. Inside, the air was warm and smelled of paper and floor polish and, faintly, of cinnamon. Arthur kept a pot of something spiced going on the hot plate behind the counter, and had done for as long as she had been coming here. Wet umbrellas dripped into a bucket beside the stove. Nobody spoke above a murmur. A man in a raincoat stood with an atlas open to the same page he had been studying when she walked in, and from the look of him he would still be there when she left.

She had come straight from Agatha's nursery. There was cyclamen tuber under her fingernails that no amount of scrubbing at the greenhouse sink had shifted, and the greenhouse had come with her in the folds of her coat, a smell of wet compost and warm glass. Her shoes had stopped being waterproof somewhere around the tram stop. Her hair, which she had pinned up that morning with a clip that never quite held, was coming down in pieces around her ears.

Ten minutes, then.

Ten minutes later she was standing in the far corner under the window, where the glass was fogged and streaming, and the book was already in her hands.

The cover was blue, a faded blue, the color of the sky just before dark in midwinter, or of a fishing boat's hull after too many seasons of salt. On it a small lighthouse stood on a rock, its red and white paint peeling at the top where someone's thumb had rested on it for years. The Season That Would Not Leave, by Elsa Lind. An old printing, from a small press on the southern coast that had closed long before Sylvie was old enough to read. The pages had gone the yellow of weak tea and gave off the smell they all gave off, old wood, dried vanilla, the dust of a library nobody visited. It was the story of a bay where winter never quite finished, and of a woman who kept the lamp lit in the lighthouse while the village packed up around her and left, one family at a time.

The front cover was almost gone. It hung from the spine by a single thread of linen, fraying into whiskers, and she opened the book the way you open a letter addressed to someone else that has come to your door by mistake.

She had three copies at home already, lined up on the pine shelf over her bed. The first she had bought at nineteen from a stall near the station, with the spine cracked right through and mended with yellow tape. The second had a ring of jasmine tea across the whole of chapter five, brown and dry, which swallowed half the words in every line it touched. The third was missing pages forty through forty-five, the ones where the keeper sits on the station bench and lets the last train go without her. She had read around that gap so many times she could have recited what must have been in it, and she suspected she had recited it wrong.

She did not need a fourth. That was not the point, and she knew it was not the point. She had never once managed to leave a copy behind on a junk shelf. It felt too much like walking past someone sitting alone on a bench in the rain.

She turned a page, and the next, and did not read either of them.

Outside, the lamps along the street had started to come on, smeared yellow behind the water running down the window. A few steps away, beside the literature shelves, a man sat at a small round table with three legs.

She noticed him only the way you notice a clock in a room, because it was there and it was ticking. A sketchbook lay open in front of him, thick, bound in black cloth, and beside it a white china cup of coffee that had stopped steaming a long time ago. It had left a brown ring on the inside wall where the level had dropped. He had been here well before her. He was drawing with a gray pencil worn down to a blunt nub, and his hand moved with a patience that did not look hurried by anything. A straight line, ruled without a ruler. A row of narrow windows with the glazing bars just so. The sweep of a dome, and then a pitched roof tiled in shingles, each one given its small shadow. Every so often he took a folding knife from his pocket and shaved the pencil to a point, slowly, and blew the black dust off the edge of the table, and went on.

Now and then he lifted his head and looked at the rain on the glass. He looked for several seconds each time, his eyes fixed somewhere beyond the roofs across the street, and then he bent again to the next line.

She would not have looked at him any longer than that if the thread had held.

It did not. It parted with a sound so small that the rain covered most of it, a dry little snick, and the cover came away in her hand and then out of it. It slid across the polished floorboards as if it had been waiting for permission and stopped against the toe of a dark brown leather shoe.

Heat went up her neck into her face.

She had her mouth open to apologize and one foot already forward when the man set his pencil down in the fold of the sketchbook, leaned over, and picked up the cover. He did it without hurry, with two fingers, holding the thin blue board by its edges as though it were made of something that would come apart at a breath. She watched him do it, and the apology went off at a run.

"I'm sorry," she said, a little high, a little fast, with the rain loud behind her. "I'm so sorry, that is, I didn't break it, it was already, it was practically off, I was only going to turn a page, "

"I know." He looked up. His eyes were dark brown, very steady, the brown of wet wood. He stood, unfolding himself slowly from the low chair, and held the cover out to her. "I saw. You were holding it like a bird with a broken wing."

She had no answer ready. It was an odd thing to say to a stranger, and it was exactly right, which was odder. She put out her hand for the board, and the tips of their fingers touched.

His were cold. Not cool, cold, the way a hand is after being held in a river. Yet his coffee had been sitting dead for an hour on a table four feet from a stove, and the room was warm enough that she had unbuttoned her coat.

She drew the cover back to herself and held it against her chest with the book, as if the two halves ought not to be separated any longer than they already had been. She looked at it for a second to give herself something to do, and then at him.

"Have you read it?" she asked.

He glanced at the title on the board, pressed in gold that had faded almost to nothing. "No." He looked back at her with a plain curiosity that she could not recall being turned on her by a stranger in some time. "Is it good?"

"I like the part where she stays." She said it before she had decided to, and kept going. Her thumb found the rough edge of a page. "Everyone in the village packs up and goes, down to the harbor with their trunks and their stoves and their chickens, and she sits down and lights the lamp. She has all kinds of reasons to go. She just doesn't."

The man did not say anything. He turned his head and looked at the window, at the low gray over the roofs of Lindhaven, as though what he wanted to say was out there and he would have to wait for it. She watched a muscle move at the hinge of his jaw. She had said something wrong, or something right in a way that cost him. She could not tell which. She thought of filling the quiet with a joke and kept her mouth shut.

"Isn't staying sometimes the hardest part?" he said at last. His voice was low and not at all loud, and it carried through the rain on the glass without effort.

"Maybe." She lifted one shoulder. "Maybe she just hasn't found the right reason yet. Or maybe she's worked out that going somewhere else doesn't fix what you left behind. You take it with you."

He turned his head back, and something happened at the corner of his mouth, too small to be called a smile. "So in the end she stays?"

Sylvie opened her mouth. She shut it again.

The shop had gone on without her around the edges. Somebody turned a page. The stove ticked. Behind the counter Arthur shifted a stack of paperbacks from one side of the till to the other, and the floorboards complained under his feet.

"I don't know," she said, and the words came out smaller than she had planned. "I've never read the last chapter."

His eyebrows drew together a little. "Why not?"

She had an answer for that. She had several, all of them well worn. She had lost the book in a move. She was always too busy. She was saving it. Any of them would do for a man she would never see again, and any of them would close the subject politely, and she had the first one ready on her tongue.

It was the rain, probably. It was the warmth of the shop, and the cinnamon, and the fact that this man had asked as though he were prepared to wait for the true answer and would rather have it than a tidy one.

"I'm afraid she'll leave in the end," Sylvie said. "That she'll give up and get on the boat. I don't want to watch it."

She waited for the small laugh. It came, usually, kind or not, a puff of air and a look that said it's only a book. She had practice at standing through it.

He did not laugh. He did not smile or glance away or say that it sounded sweet. He nodded, once, slowly, with his eyes on her and not on the window, the way a person nods who has been given a measurement and is checking it against his own. It seemed to be a perfectly reasonable thing to be afraid of, and that was the whole of his reaction.

"Alistair," he said, and held out his hand again.

The cold went through her palm and up her wrist. "Sylvie."

He let go and moved the other chair out from the table with the side of his foot, not quite an invitation and not quite not. She stood for a moment with the book against her ribs. She really had meant to be home by now. She had left a pan of rice soaking and a pile of laundry in the machine, and none of it was urgent.

She sat. The seat was still faintly warm from somebody else, or from the stove. She propped the blue cover upright against the tin where he kept his pencils and laid the coverless book next to his cold cup, spine up, so it would not splay.

"What are you drawing?" she asked, because her eyes had gone to the sketchbook again and she could not pretend they had not.

He looked down at the page as though he had forgotten it. "A building."

"Which?"

"None yet." He turned the sketchbook a few degrees toward her, then, as if reconsidering, back again. "That one doesn't exist. I mean it might, someday. Most of them don't."

"That sounds terrible."

"It's the job." He said it mildly. "I draw the plans for other people's buildings. Floors and sections, where the stairs go, how thick the wall has to be so the roof doesn't come down. It's mostly tracing paper. You'd be amazed what a line does when you let it wander a few millimeters. It changes where the whole load goes."

"Does it?"

"All the way down to the ground." He paused. "The old buildings in this town, if you know how to look, you can tell who was in a hurry."

She laughed before she could stop herself, short and surprised. "You make it sound like they left notes."

"In a way they did." There was the corner of his mouth again. "A man who didn't have time to check his sums leaves a crack in the stair in about thirty years. That's the note."

It turned out that she could talk to him. That was the strange thing, over the next while. Not about anything in particular, which was why it worked, or why it did not feel like work. She told him about Agatha's nursery on the east side of the city, the old glasshouse that leaked at one corner whenever the wind was west, and the cyclamen tubers she had spent the day dividing, which was why her hands looked the way they did. She heard herself explaining that plants had habits, strange ones, almost like people. Ferns, for instance, hated to be moved, and would sulk for a week with their fronds hanging if you shifted them to a window with different light. She told him she always got lost in bookshops when it rained in Lindhaven, which was often enough that she had a certain amount of lost time to account for.

He listened. He did not nod through it or say mm in the places where a person says mm. When she said something about ferns he asked what a fern did when it sulked, whether it actually dropped its leaves or only looked as if it might, and she had to stop and think, because no one had ever wanted the answer to that. He did not look at his drawing while she talked. His coffee stayed where it was. His hands, which were long and narrow and bony across the knuckle, lay still on the table, one on either side of the sketchbook, a little graphite shining on the side of the right one.

At some point she noticed that the rain had changed on the window. It had not stopped. It had thinned out into a fine drizzle that drifted rather than fell, and the glass was clearing from the bottom, and the lamps across the street had resolved into separate points.

The shop was emptying around them. People gathered their umbrellas from the bucket and shook them and went out one at a time, and each time the door creaked open, a breath of cold air came in smelling of tar and wet leaves and the river. The man with the atlas closed it at last, and put it back on its shelf, and went out without buying it.

Arthur began to put out the lights.

He was a small man, old, in a brown knitted waistcoat done up with ivory buttons, and he did it the way he did everything, without a word and so gently that you could easily believe it was an accident. A lamp by the poetry shelves went out. Another over the stairs. His slippers whispered along the boards and the boards creaked in answer. When the lamp over the table beside theirs clicked off and the shop settled into half dark, with only the streetlight coming in through the window across the books, Sylvie looked up and understood that she had been there for the better part of two hours.

They put on their coats without discussing it. Alistair's was dark, almost black, wool, long, and he turned the collar up with a movement that had clearly been made many thousands of times. He closed the sketchbook and slid the pencil tin and the knife into a canvas bag, and drained none of the coffee. She noticed that. There was a mouthful or two left at the bottom of the cup, gone black, and he left it standing there.

Out on the pavement the cobbles were glossy under the lamps, and the air was colder than she had expected, and sharper. The bell clanged once behind them. From inside, the key turned in the lock.

She had her hands in her pockets and was already looking for the way to the tram stop when she saw, past her own reflection in the glass of the door, the small round table by the window in the dark. The blue cover lay flat where she had set it down, and the book beside it with its spine to the room, and no one's coffee cup anywhere near.

She had not bought it. She had not even carried it to the till. She had left it behind on a table in a closed shop, the way you leave a coat on the back of a chair, and she hadn't felt it go.

"I forgot it," she said.

Alistair followed her eyes. He looked at the door, at the lock, at the figure of Arthur moving slowly past the dark shelves with a ring of keys in his hand. "I could knock," he said. "He hasn't gone upstairs yet."

"No." She was surprised how sure she sounded. "Leave it. It's all right where it is. I'll come back for it."

It was nothing, a book on a table, a copy of a story she already owned three times over, but he considered the matter with the same care he had given to everything else, there in the streetlight with his collar up and his breath showing in front of him. He studied her face as if he were reading a drawing. Then he gave a short nod, and the side of his mouth lifted again, so slightly that she might have imagined the whole thing.

"All right," he said. "Don't take too long."

He turned and went off down the street toward the river with his hands in his pockets, and he did not look back. She stood a while longer under the lamp, holding her coat shut, her fingers still cold from where he had touched them, and watched him go, until he was only a dark coat among other dark coats on the wet cobbles of Lindhaven.
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She had meant to wait a week. A week was a decent interval, long enough that nobody could say she had been counting. On Thursday she locked the greenhouse at a quarter past three, told Greta she was going straight home, and walked the other way.

The wind had come around to the north. It funneled up the Vell embankment and found every gap in her coat, the collar, the cuffs, the place where the second button had been loose since September. She reached Arthur's at ten to four by the clock over the pharmacy, and did not go in. She stood in front of the window of the shoe shop next door and studied a row of winter boots she had no intention of buying until the pharmacy clock had both hands pointing the right way. Then she crossed to the oak-framed door and pushed.

The bell. The creak. Cinnamon, and the stove ticking somewhere at the back. An old woman was reading a cookbook on her feet beside the travel shelf, turning the pages with a licked thumb, and the man with the atlas was nowhere. Sylvie stopped at the end of the literature aisle with her hands deep in her pockets.

Alistair was at the round table with three legs. Same chair, same black coat hung over the back of it, the sketchbook open, the white cup beside it with nothing coming off the top. And next to the cup, lying square to the table's edge, the blue book. Someone had put the cover back where it belonged and pinned it to the first page with a small brass paper clip, run through the stub of the linen thread at the spine. It held. It looked, in fact, like the neatest repair she had ever seen done with office supplies.

He looked up. He did not seem surprised, and he did not seem pleased either, exactly. He nodded, once, the way you nod to somebody who has arrived on time.

She walked over. "You fixed it."

"It was like that when I sat down."

"It clipped itself."

"Somebody did." He picked the pencil back up. Over by the till Arthur moved a stack of paperbacks from the left side of the register to the right, and did not turn around. Sylvie looked at Arthur's back for a while. Arthur's back had nothing to say about it.

She sat. "You're here again."

"It's Thursday. We finish early on Thursdays."

She nodded. She had no way of knowing whether that was true, and found she did not want to check.

The book lay between them. She opened it to the middle, to a page that was neither the part where the keeper lights the lamp nor any part she was afraid of, and held it close enough to the lamp that she could say afterward she had read. Alistair drew. The pencil made a dry sound on the paper, a pause, a dry sound. It had not occurred to her on Monday that there could be this much quiet in a person's company, or that she would have to decide what to do with her own hands in it.

"You can read," he said, without lifting his head. "I won't watch."

"I am reading."

"You turned that page twice."

"It's a good page."

"It's the same page."

She laughed, and the old woman with the cookbook glanced over, and Sylvie put a hand over her mouth, and across the table the corner of his own mouth went up. Then he looked down at the drawing again and she looked down at the page, which was in fact the same page, and neither of them said anything for most of an hour. When they got up, in the dim of Arthur's lamps going out, they did not say when. Neither of them said anything at all about when.

After that nothing was ever arranged. They did not name a day or an hour. Sometime in October he had torn a strip off the edge of a sheet of tracing paper and written his number on it in small square digits, and she had typed it into her phone at a tram stop with her gloves in her teeth, and neither of them mentioned it again. The messages, when they came, were rare and never fixed anything.

What happened instead was that Alistair would be at the tram stop by the nursery when she finished, leaning against the iron pole with his hands in his coat pockets and his collar up, looking at nothing in particular. Or she would cut home through the old office streets along the canal and he would come out through the lobby doors of a brick building with a long drawing tube slung across his back, and she would stop short on the pavement with an expression of surprise that she was beginning to suspect was not entirely sincere. He never said what a coincidence. She never asked what time they let him out.

One afternoon that October they took the number four tram to the end of the line, because Sylvie wanted to know where it ended.

It was a stupid reason. She had ridden the four to the nursery for years, getting off at the same stop, watching the tram pull away every time toward whatever it pulled away toward, and she had never once been curious. Then, on a gray Wednesday with her hands cold and nothing in particular waiting for her at home, she was. She said so on the platform. Alistair looked at the sign, at his watch, at her, and did not ask why. He paid the conductor two coins for the both of them and took the seat beside her on the wooden bench, with his knees pressed against the one in front.

They had bought chestnuts at the brazier by the first stop, a paper bag so hot she kept moving it from hand to hand. Alistair held one for a long time between his finger and thumb, peeling it with the patience he gave to everything, and did not seem to feel it. She watched him do it. She said nothing about his hands, which were, as always, colder than the thing they were holding.

The tram rocked along the old industrial district, past chimneys of red brick and warehouse walls with the names of dead companies still faded across them. The window fogged. She rubbed a circle in it with the heel of her glove and watched the harbor cranes go by in the distance, stiff and enormous, loading something onto something. The conductor called a stop that nobody got off at. And another. By the end there was no one on the tram but the two of them and a man asleep against the window with a net bag of onions in his lap.

The end of the line turned out to be a tram depot, a lot of black gravel, a long shed with a roof of riveted iron, and at the far edge a small wooden bakery kiosk that had closed at noon. A card was taped inside the shutter. Back tomorrow, in pencil, and nothing else. Behind the wire fence there was a field of wild grass, flattened by the wind. The rails ran out across the gravel and stopped at a pair of rust-red buffers with weeds growing up through the ties.

"That's it?" she said.

"That's it."

"I thought there'd be something."

"There's a bakery."

"It's closed."

"It's the end of the line." He said it with great gravity. "They close early."

They sat on the platform bench with its paint coming off in flakes, and shared the last of the chestnuts, and the wind came across the gravel with nothing in its way. She laughed until her eyes ran, over a bakery and some buffers, and Alistair, who had been looking up at the underside of the shed roof for some time, said, "Look at the trusses."

She looked. Iron, pigeons, a great deal of rust.

"Whoever put that up wasn't in a hurry," he said. "Every joint's the same. You'd have to be careful for a long time to do that."

"It's very roof-like," Sylvie said.

He laughed. It was one short syllable, and he seemed as surprised as she was, and he put the back of his hand against his mouth afterward and looked at the rails. They waited twenty minutes for the next tram. It came late, and neither of them minded.

On the afternoons when the wind off the bay was too much for the bench by the river, they went to the café on Vell Street. It was a narrow place wedged between a shop that repaired antique clocks and a cobbler's with a boot-shaped sign, small round tables, a back wall that smelled permanently of roasting. Sylvie always ordered coffee with extra milk and poured it herself from a little jug, slowly, watching the color go over until it matched the brown paper they wrapped parcels in.

"Are you sure that's still called coffee?" Alistair asked, the first time. He was looking into her cup the way he looked into most things, with interest and no particular hope.

"Of course it is." She stirred. "Plain coffee is too bitter. It asks too much of you, if you're drinking it by yourself. Milk makes it more forgiving."

He smiled at that, slightly, and did not say that his was black. It always was, black and without sugar, in one of the thick white cups the place gave you. He put both hands around it. He drank once or twice in the first few minutes and then let it stand, and by the time they left there would be an inch of something dark in the bottom with a ring around it. Sylvie had started to suspect that he did not order it to drink. A cup in front of you was a reason to be allowed to sit in a warm room for as long as you liked, and it seemed to her he needed the reason more than he needed the coffee. Once she asked if he wanted a fresh one. "It's fine," he said, and turned the cup a quarter turn on its saucer, and that was the end of that.

When the weather held they went down to the benches along the river, where the Vell carried yellow leaves toward the sea, and sat until the lamps came on and she had to blow into her cupped hands. He watched her do it. He did not say anything, and he put his own hands back into his pockets, though they were colder than hers.

Some days he came to her. Toward closing he would arrive at the nursery and settle on an upturned wooden crate between the benches of pink begonias, long in the leg and out of place among the pots, and wait. The first time Greta went by with a hose in one hand and her work glasses pushed up into her hair, took in the man on the crate, and said nothing. The third time she said, "Your friend's on the begonias again."

"He's not my..." Sylvie began.

"I didn't say anything." Greta went on down the row with the hose.

Sylvie would finish what she was doing, and sometimes she would sit for twenty minutes explaining why ferns do not like to be moved. The roots were fine as hair, she said, and made a delicate arrangement with the soil around them, and a sudden change of light could make a frond go limp from the shock of it. A plant took weeks in a new pot before it believed in it. She heard herself going on. She turned over a pot to show him and got soil down her sleeve. Alistair sat with his hands on his knees and no phone in them, and his eyes on her, and his face did not do the thing that faces do when someone is going on.

"How long does it take to settle?" he asked.

"Three weeks, sometimes. Four."

"And if you put it back where it was?"

"Then you've moved it twice," Sylvie said.

He considered this for some time, with the frown he gave to load calculations. She went back to the pot.

She knew the place he worked only by what he brought out of it. A top floor, in an old brick building in the center of the city. A drawing table tilted like a lectern. Holger & Vance on the brass plate by the door, and a partner called Holger whom he mentioned the way other people mention the weather. What he made there were drawings: a block of offices, a new wing for the hospital, a footbridge for pedestrians. None of it stood anywhere yet. It existed as arithmetic and white tracing paper.

And in all the pages of his sketchbook she had ever been allowed to see, there was no color anywhere. Everything was drawn in gray pencil, from the palest to the blackest it would go.

"Why always gray?" she asked one afternoon, on the bench by the dry fountain in the park, leaning over to look at the page. The basin was full of leaves. On the sketchbook was the front of a library, tall columns, a faceted dome, the steps down in front of it each given its small shadow.

His pencil stopped in the air. He looked up first, at the sky, which was low and gray and doing nothing. She had learned this about him. When a question was hard, or when a conversation got near a wall he had built, he went and looked for the answer overhead.

"Color comes later," he said. His voice was flat and quiet in the wind. "When the building's certain."

"And if it's never certain?"

He brought his eyes down and gave her a straight, tired look. "Then it stays gray."

She nearly laughed. It sounded like a joke an architect might make, and she had her mouth ready for it. But he had said it so quietly, and with so little effort to be heard, that she put the laugh away. It would have been the wrong size. A pigeon walked the rim of the empty fountain. After a while he bent over the page and began, very carefully, to shade the underside of a column.

They did not fall in love on the first day, when a blue cover slid across a bookshop floor. They did not fall in love at the end of the tram line either. It was slower than that, and there was no day she could have pointed to. Walking on the embankment one afternoon she found she had stopped taking two steps to every one of his. She knew which bench along the river would be dry before she reached it. She knew which of his cups would come back with an inch left in it, and what his face did when a conversation came up against something. The bell over the nursery door and the smell of wet earth after rain had always been hers, and somewhere along the way they had started to arrive with him attached.

Then it was November. One night in the middle of the month the wind swung down from the northern bay and brought a cold you could feel in your teeth, the sort that means snow within the week.

Sylvie was on the rug by the kitchen window of her flat on the second floor over the old bakery, with her back against a cupboard and a mug of chamomile tea going lukewarm beside her knee. Down in the shop below, the ovens had been banked for the night. It was a little past eleven.

Her phone buzzed on the pine table, a short rattle across the scratched varnish.

She was smiling before she picked it up. She felt it happen to her face and did not stop it. There was nobody in the flat to see.

Only one person it could be. She had known before the screen lit. It was a photograph, no message with it, no look and no thought you'd like this, and it showed a piece of the sky over Lindhaven in the minutes after the last of the light was gone. Along the bottom ran the black outline of chimneys and rooftops. Above them, in the gray, dimly lit from underneath by the glow of the harbor lamps, hung a single cloud in the shape of a whale. The tail curved a little, and the blunt head pointed west, and it looked, with great calm and no hurry at all, as if it were swimming.

She looked at it for a long time.

Out in the cold, among the thousands of people in the city walking home fast with their heads down, there was exactly one who would stop on a frozen pavement at eleven at night, look up at a plain gray sky, see a whale in it, and think of her. And not feel the need to add a single word.

She typed: Where are your gloves?

The answer came before she had put the phone down. Pocket.

She laughed out loud, alone on the rug, with the tea gone cold beside her. Somewhere in the weeks behind her, with nobody marking the day, Alistair had become too close to be called a stranger.
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By the middle of April the ice along the Vell docks had gone to brown water, and the wind off the bay smelled of mud and bay leaves coming into bud instead of snow. Sylvie noticed it on the tram one morning, the window cracked an inch for the first time since October, and realized that she had been dressing for the cold so long she'd forgotten what the other thing felt like.

Six months. Nobody had said it aloud. It was simply there, the way a coat is on a hook, when she climbed the stairs of Alistair's building on a Friday evening with a bag of groceries on each arm and her hair coming down.

His flat was on the third floor of an old brick building in the center of town, above a shop that sold sheet music and violin strings and was never open when she passed it. The stairwell smelled of cement dust and other people's cooking. She knocked three times, politely, out of a habit she had not managed to break, and then used the key she had been given in the winter, and found him at the kitchen table with a roll of tracing paper held down at the corners by a stapler, a tape measure, a mug, and a stone he had picked up somewhere because he liked its weight.

"You're early," he said.

"It's ten past seven."

"I said eight." He did not look up. Then he did, and looked at the clock, and she watched him do the sum. "Ah."

"I'll just stand here and be early."

She hadn't even got her coat off when he stood, crossed the room, opened the refrigerator, and took out the carton of milk. He put it on the counter beside the kettle. Then he took down the small ceramic jug she had brought over in February and left behind, one of those things that stays because nobody mentions it, and put that next to the carton too. She stood in the doorway with a bag of leeks in one arm and watched him fill the kettle.

It was a small thing. Six months ago he had thought her coffee was an insult to coffee.

At first, in fact, he had watched her make it the way a structural engineer might watch a man put a second story on a shed. She would take the cup in both hands and pour the milk a thread at a time from the jug, stirring after each addition and watching the color change, a little more, a little more, until it was the dull pale brown of the paper they wrap parcels in. Then she would taste it. Then, as a rule, more milk. She had told him that black coffee was too demanding and that milk gave a person's worries somewhere to lie down for a while, and he had said, "That's not how milk works," and she had said, "It is in this cup." He had not argued. A few weeks later she had come in with her coat still on and found the milk already out.

It was never full-fat. That was where he had gone slightly wrong. He bought the semi-skimmed, because the woman at the corner shop had told him it was what people usually bought, and Sylvie, who liked it rich, had not said so. She drank it. She told herself it was one more way of being easy to have around. It was the sort of fact she was keeping from him without having decided to, and it sat there beside her real objections in the part of her that kept the list.

"Leeks," he said, looking at what she'd put on the table.

"Soup. Or a tart. I haven't decided."

"Which would I prefer?"

"You'd prefer to be asked," she said, "and then to say you don't mind."

"I don't mind."

"There you are."

He smiled at the kettle, and she took off her coat, and the evening went on from there.

What she liked about his kitchen, though she would not have said so, was how little it had been asked to hold. White lime on the walls, flaking a little near the ceiling where the pipes ran. A table, two chairs, one of which was a different wood from the other. A south-facing window over the sink, deep-set, with a sill wide enough to sit on, where at the moment a pair of gray wool socks lay drying on the radiator end. That was the lot. No postcards, no calendar from the bank, no drawing by a child. No photographs, anywhere in the flat. She had looked, the first week, with the casual thoroughness of someone checking a stranger's shelves for what they read, and found the books, the drafting table, the lamp with the bent arm. And there was nothing else on the walls. They were as clean as a gallery that had not found its first artist.

It did not seem sad to her, only bare. In any case her own were no better. She had never hung anything in her flat above the bakery either, and when she thought about that she thought about it very briefly, in the way you step round something on a pavement. They were two people who had learned to live in rooms like hotel rooms. It was a coincidence, and she saw no reason to make something of it.

What she did notice was that he had no past in the building. Nothing had been carried up the stairs. No box of old school things in the cupboard, no friend from before who came by on a Saturday. In the first month she had assumed he was private. By the second she'd come to think that it was more like someone who had arrived at the city on a train some years ago with exactly what he could carry, and had not sent for the rest.

There was one person, and that was his sister.

Her name was Therese, and she rang on Sundays. Sylvie knew nothing else about her, not where she lived or what she did or whether she was older or younger, but the calls she knew well, because she had been in the flat for most of them since the winter. They came at ten, almost exactly, when the cathedral bells stopped, as though the sister had been waiting by the telephone for the last note to die before she dialed. Alistair's phone would buzz once on the table, and his face would go through a change that took no more than a second and was impossible to miss. The jaw set. The shoulders came up and forward. His eyes went careful, and flat, and a long way back in his head, like a man watching a door.

He always stood to take it. He picked up the phone and was already walking, and he did not say sorry, I have to or it's my sister. The kitchen, the balcony, the concrete landing of the fire stairs. Once, in February, when there was snow on the balcony rail and it was too cold even for him, he had stood in the bathroom with the door shut and the fan on.

She heard what came through. She was not trying to, and she made a point of doing something loud, running water, moving a pan, but the flat was small and the door to the balcony never quite latched. What she heard was a voice she did not otherwise know. It was low and even and slower than his usual one, with all the corners rubbed off it. It asked whether she had eaten. It asked whether the money had come through, from the city, and whether it had been enough. And the boiler? it asked once. Did he come about the boiler? It said, more than once, that things would be sorted out soon. It said it the way you say something to a child on a stair in the dark: steady, and with great confidence, and without looking down.

When he came back in, he brought a silence with him that took up room. It stood in the kitchen with them. Sylvie did not ask, and it was not because she had not thought of questions. She had a good many. But she had learned early that you do not drag a person to the surface when they have gone down. So she put the kettle on, and made tea in the glass pot, and set a cup near his sketchbook without saying anything about it, and let him come back across the room in his own time. Sometimes he took an hour. Once or twice he put the cup to his lips and she saw his hand wasn't entirely steady.

She went home on Sundays. That was an arrangement too, though it had never been made. It was her flat above the bakery, with the ovens going in the shop below from four in the morning and the whole of the floor warm in winter, a smell of butter and yeast and the cheap perfume of the girl who ran the till. She liked to be alone on Sunday evenings. She would eat something standing up. She would wash her work clothes in the basin and hang them over the bath. And sometimes, when the day had gone badly in a way she could not have named, she would take out the record.

It was a portable player, an old one, in a case of brown leatherette with the brass hinges gone green at the edges, and it lived on the pine bedside table where it had lived in the last three places she had lived. The record was the only thing she had that had been her father's. A jazz ballad, instrumental, slow, with an acoustic guitar picking out the tune over the muttering of a double bass. She never played it when she was happy. Happy was for the radio. When the day had been bad she put it on, side B, third track, and sat on the rug with her knees against her chest, and let it go.

About two-thirds of the way through there was a scratch. The needle skipped on it each time, always the same place, a quick dry hiss and then a stutter, three notes caught and thrown back before the song went on again. Her father must have done it. Or someone moving house, a box going over, the lid left up. She did not know. She had never wanted to.

Alistair had heard it once, in January. They had come in out of the sleet to her flat, still in their coats, and she had put it on without saying why, because she had had a day, and sat down on the floor. He had listened for a time in his usual way, with his eyes on a point somewhere in the middle of the room. Then the needle jumped. He had half risen. "The arm's off," he said. "Let me look at it. It's a simple thing, it just wants resetting, "

She had put her hand on his wrist.

"Leave it," she said. "I like it."

"It's broken."

"It's a scratch. It's been there longer than I have."

He sat back down slowly. He was frowning, but the frown was at the machine and not at her. "Why would you like it?"

She had to think about that, and she did, with her cheek on her knee. "Because it means someone played it a lot," she said. "A record doesn't get a scratch like that if it sat in a cupboard. Someone loved it enough to wear a place into it." She had not said anything more. She had closed her eyes at the next jump, as she always did, a small private flinch, and when she opened them again he was looking at her with an expression she couldn't read, and then he looked at the record spinning and said nothing at all.

That was the one thing she knew about him that he had never said out loud, that he could be told something and not make it smaller. It was a rarer quality than she had realized.

He knew things about her as well. He had not asked for most of them. She had given them away the way people do, one by one, by accident, handing them across a table with her coffee.

He knew the milk. He knew about the record. He knew that she took the number four to the nursery and stood on the left side of the platform for no reason. And he knew, though this one had taken him longer, that when she said it's fine in a certain voice, it was not.

It was a small sound and she did not hear it herself. He had pointed it out one evening in March, flatly, as if reading a gauge. They'd been sitting at the café on Vell Street, and she had been telling him about the nursery, the cold snap that had gone through on the Tuesday night and caught two benches of seedlings still outside. She said it was only seedlings. She said it didn't matter, they had spares. She said it's fine, and Alistair put down his cup.

"What?" she said.

"That's the high one."

"The what?"

"The way you say it. When it's actually fine, it comes out about here." He held his hand flat at the level of the table. Then he raised it, a few inches, tilting it up at the end. "When it isn't, it goes up. Right at the last word. Like someone adjusting a key."

She stared at him. "I do not."

"You do."

"That's ridiculous. It's the same voice."

"It isn't." He was looking at her quite seriously, with that frown he gave to a measurement that had come out different from the last one. "I'm not saying it as a criticism."

"It sounds like one."

"It was an observation."

She was angry, a little. She felt it come up in her neck, hot, as if he had read a page out of her diary to the room. Then something else came up behind it, and it was worse, and quieter. No one had ever caught that. Her mother had not caught it. Greta caught everything, but Greta had a mouth, and said so, and Sylvie had learned to take it like weather. This was a man across a small table who had sat there with his black coffee going cold and heard her, in a voice she had thought was an ordinary voice, saying something she hadn't known she was saying.

"Twelve benches," she said finally. "Not two. Twelve. We lost nearly half the winter stock and Agatha stood in the doorway in her apron and just looked at it. And Greta said we'd start again, and she's right, and I know she's right, and I didn't sleep very well."

"Mm," he said.

That was all he said. He moved the little milk jug an inch closer to her cup, and she poured, and neither of them mentioned it again.

It was worse in a way when he started to use it. She would come in on a bad day, hang her coat on the hook, and say hello, I'm fine, with a bright careless lift at the end of it. He would lift his eyes from the drawing table and say nothing, and the quiet that followed would be so patient that after a minute she would find herself laughing, and sitting down on the floor beside his chair with her back against his leg to tell him the thing that had happened. It should have annoyed her more than it did. She told herself she'd have to stop saying it. She didn't.

And Greta, hearing of it at the greenhouse a few days later, cut a rose stem clean through with her shears and said, "Well, thank God, someone's counting."

"I'm not counting," said Sylvie.

"I'm at three already this morning," Greta said. "You're a long way off four."

The night she first saw it was in the early part of spring, when the cold still came in through the windows in thin lines and the radiators in his building knocked all night as if someone were sending signals.

She
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