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The valley was still.

Not empty — still. The beck ran dark and unhurried. The alders stood along its bank, their branches bare, the first pale suggestion of the season not yet visible. Above them, the rookery.

He knew it from a long way off. The light fell differently there. The wind moved through the high branches with a sound he had known since before he knew anything. He had been born in those branches. He had learned the valley from them — the beck, the lane, the farms above, the cottage below with its garden and its wall.

He banked. The cold air held him.

The fields were pale with frost. The lane a dark line through them. The cottage at the end of the garden with its stone flags and its deep windowsills and the smoke rising from the chimney in the thin straight line that meant the morning had started inside.

He dropped lower. The alders moved beneath him. The rookery stirred — the others were there, settled and waiting.

He passed over the wall.

And then he heard it.

A few notes. Small. Unhurried. The same rise, the same fall, the same pause before it began again. No words. Just the melody, worn smooth with repetition. He had heard it every morning for three winters.

He circled once.

She was coming down the path from the back door. Slow careful walk — the one she had in the cold months, when the flags were wet and her joints made themselves known. The old green coat, her husband’s before it was hers. Her hands were full of the morning’s bits and ends. End of a loaf. Apple cores. Rind from yesterday’s cheese. Whatever was going.

She was still singing when she reached the wall.

She was not aware of it. It was simply there — the way breath was there, the way the cold was there. Something her mouth did while she thought about the frost on the flags and whether she needed to ring the surgery and what she might have for her dinner.

She set the food along the top of the wall. Unhurried. Methodical. Spreading it out so they didn’t have to crowd each other.

“Here’s your odds and sods,” she said to no one in particular.

He landed on the wall.

She did not startle. She never startled. She looked at him the way you looked at a neighbour who had come to the fence — direct, unhurried, pleased to see them but not making a performance of it.

“Morning,” she said. “Cold one.”

He looked at her. The asymmetry of his bare patch — slightly off-centre — faced the light.

She leaned on the wall. Not watching him the way people watched things they found remarkable. Simply present. The way she was present with everything. The frost. The smoke. The morning. The rook on the wall.

She began to sing again. The same few notes.

They came from the alders.

Not all at once. One, then two, then several, then more. Dropping from the branches with the unhurried confidence of creatures who knew this wall, this garden, this woman. They settled along the coping stones. On the shed roof. One took the gatepost. They arranged themselves the way they always arranged themselves — not crowding, not competing.

“There’s enough for everyone,” she said. “Don’t fuss.”

The frost was lifting off the grass. The smoke from the chimney rose straight in the still air. The beck ran below the garden, dark and patient.

She stayed at the wall until the food was gone.

When she turned to go back to the house she was singing again. The same tune, unconscious. The small shape of it dissolving into the cold air behind her. Her slow careful walk back up the path. The back door. The warmth inside.

The rook stayed on the wall.

He watched her go. The door closed. The garden was still.

He lifted from the wall and was gone.

Above the alders, the others were already rising — black shapes against the pale morning — each bird carrying the knowledge of the morning with it. The valley. The beck. The woman at the wall with her odds and sods and her green coat and her tune.

The cottage was quiet now. The smoke still rising. The garden empty.

The morning had begun.
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THE WINDOW
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He came to the window on a Tuesday afternoon.

Not the first time. Not the last. But she always noticed when he came to the window rather than the wall — the wall was morning, the feeding, the odds and sods and the other rooks settling around them. The window was something else. The window was his idea.

She was at the table with her tea when she saw him. The shortbread was on the plate beside her — she had made a batch that morning, the same recipe she had always used, her mother’s before her. Plain. No nonsense. The kind that crumbled properly.

She looked up and there he was on the sill. His asymmetric bare patch. His particular way of holding himself — upright, still, the black eye finding her immediately through the glass.

She got up without hurrying.

She opened the window the way she always opened it — the latch lifted, the frame swung out, the cold air coming in with the smell of the alders and the beck and the clean coldness of a Cumbrian afternoon that had decided to be bright.

He did not move back. He never moved back when she opened the window. He simply waited.

Hiya Lad, she said.

He looked at her. Then he looked down at the sill. She looked too.

A coin. Small. Old. Silver-coloured, though worn smooth enough that she could not make out what it was. It sat on the stone sill between them, placed with the particular deliberateness of something that had been carried carefully and set down with intention.

She looked at it for a moment.

Well, she said. Thank you Lad. Where did you find that then?

She picked it up. Turned it in her fingers. The metal was cold and smooth and she could feel the ghost of an edge where a face or a date had once been. Someone’s money once. Found in a field, perhaps, or a path, or the place along the beck where things collected after the winter rains brought them down.

He had brought it to her.

That deserves your favourite, she said.

She went to the table and broke a piece of shortbread — not the end of a piece, not the crumbles from the plate. A proper piece, the way you’d give someone something you wanted them to have. She brought it back to the window and held it out on her palm, flat, the way you offered things to a creature you respected.

He took it. Neatly. His beak precise against her palm.

She leaned on the windowsill and watched him eat it.

I made it this morning, she said. Fresh batch. Same recipe as always. My mother used to say the secret was the butter — proper butter, none of your spreads. She was right, as it turns out. She usually was.

He finished the shortbread. He looked at her. She looked at him.

She’d have liked you, Edith said. My mother. She always said there was more to birds than people gave them credit for.

She was quiet a moment. The beck ran below the garden. The smoke from the chimney above her drifted south.

She was right about that too, she said.

She closed the window after a while.

Not because she wanted to. Because the cold was getting into the room and her hands were stiff and there were things she needed to do before the light went. She latched the frame and stood for a moment on her side of the glass.

Then she went to the dresser.

The box was on the second shelf — a small wooden box, the kind that had once held something else entirely, she could not remember what. The lid fitted well. Inside, on a square of old velvet — blue once, faded now to something between blue and grey — her collection. A button, silver-coloured, with a shank. A small piece of smooth blue glass, sea-worn, though the sea was miles away and she had never asked how it had come to the valley. A length of gold-coloured chain, very fine, broken at the clasp. Three or four other things, each one placed rather than dropped, each one with its own particular weight and history that she knew and kept to herself.

She added the coin.

She closed the lid.

She put the box back on the shelf and stood for a moment with her hand on it — not sentimentally, not dramatically. Simply present with it
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