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Chapter One
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Before Anyone Else

The sourdough starter had been alive longer than most of Elara's houseplants.

She kept it in a wide-mouthed jar on the second shelf from the bottom, where the temperature stayed consistent — she'd established this through painstaking trial and error in her first year at the cottage, before she'd understood that the bakery had opinions about things. It had survived a summer heatwave, two infestations of kitchen moths, and the period three years ago when Elara had taken on too many market orders and forgotten to feed it for eleven days. She had expected to find it dead. It had been, instead, merely reproachful.

She had named it Fortitude. She found this embarrassing when other people mentioned it, which they did more often than she would have liked, because Thornwick was the kind of village where people paid attention.

“Morning,” she told it, lifting the cloth from the jar. The smell was good — yeasty and faintly sour, alive in the way of things that are reliably, stubbornly alive. She took her measuring cup from the hook, portioned out what she needed for the day’s first batch, fed the rest with flour and water, covered it again.

Outside, Thornwick was still dark. October had arrived in its particular way — not dramatically, not with any announcement — simply being cold one morning where it had been merely cool the day before. Elara had pulled on an extra layer before coming down the stairs and had not quite decided whether this was a defeat or simply good sense.

She lit the oven.

The bakery occupied the ground floor of the cottage, which meant it was also her kitchen, which meant the boundary between work and home was something she navigated by feel — the same worktop for bread dough and the occasional dinner, the same shelves for cooling loaves and whatever Soren had left half-finished reading the last time he’d stayed for supper and ended up staying through it. There was a notebook on the shelf right now, open to a page of architectural notes in his particular precise handwriting. She didn’t move it.

There was another notebook on the shelf. Her own — small, brown, the spine a little soft from years of being opened and closed. She was in the habit of writing things in it that she meant to attend to. The first entry on the first page had been there for years, still uncrossed:

Figure out what I actually want.

She had not crossed it out. She was still, in a manner of speaking, working on it.

* * *
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The thing about baking before dawn was that it asked nothing of her. No one was watching. No one needed anything. The oven heated; the dough moved under her hands with the reliable, meditative weight she had loved since she was young, watching her grandmother work in a kitchen smaller than this one. She did not have to be anyone in particular.

Elara had understood early that her bread carried her. Not in a metaphorical sense — in a literal one, quiet and persistent, the kind of thing that was easy to dismiss until you couldn’t. On the days when she was content, the bread was simply good: warm, well-crumbed, the kind that made people close their eyes when they tasted it. On the days when something was sitting in her chest that she hadn’t named yet, the bread tasted of something else. Not badly. Just differently. Her regulars had learned to read it. They were tactful about it. This had never entirely stopped being mortifying.

She was not troubled this morning. She was, in fact, very nearly at peace, in the way of someone who has been up for two hours before anyone else and has had the world entirely to herself.

The sourdough was going well. The pain de campagne she’d retarded overnight in the cold had developed exactly the right sourness; she could tell before she even cut into the dough. The damson jam from last week’s batch sat in neat jars along the windowsill, her handwriting on the labels catching the first grey light that had started to come in. She’d set aside two jars. One for Dov. One for Mira. She’d set aside a third and then moved it twice and not quite decided what to do with it.

She was still deciding.

* * *
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The kettle boiled.

This was not remarkable, as a fact. The kettle boiling at half four in the morning was not a thing that happened on its own.

Elara looked toward the doorway between the bakery and the kitchen proper.

Soren was in there. He’d been in there, apparently, for long enough to have found his way to the kitchen, determined that the kettle needed filling, and set it to boil. She had not heard him come in. She rarely did. He moved with the particular quietness of someone who had spent years doing careful, precise work in spaces where sudden sounds caused problems, and it had become, over time, simply the way he moved. She had learned to listen for the kettle.

“You’re early,” she said, without turning back from the dough.

“You were light on milk.” She heard him opening the cold-store. “I brought some.”

“How did you know I was light on milk?”

“You were light on it Thursday.”

She had been, in fact, light on milk Thursday. She had also been too busy to go to the shop, which meant she’d been doing without, which meant he’d noticed, which meant — she pressed the heels of her hands into the dough and felt it give, properly, in the way that meant it was ready to shape. She did not say anything.

Soren appeared in the doorway with two cups, already made — he knew how she took it without asking, had known for years — and set one on the cleared corner of the worktop within her reach. Then he leaned against the doorframe and watched her work with the comfortable expression of someone watching a thing they were genuinely interested in.

He was not, on first glance, a man who announced himself. Six feet and something, broad through the chest and shoulders, a day or two of dark stubble and hair that had gone silver at the temples sometime in his late thirties without, apparently, his minding. His work clothes were what they always were — good boots, collarless shirt with the sleeves already pushed to the elbow, a jacket he’d left on the hook by the door. He moved slowly and with intention, like a man who had learned that rushing usually meant doing something twice.

His eyes, when she glanced up, were the particular grey that looked almost blue in morning light. They were steady in the way she had always found either steadying or unnerving, depending on the morning.

This morning: steadying.

“Garden looks good,” he said.

“The dahlias have gone over.”

“Everything else.” He tilted his head slightly, that way he had. “You should see the roses on the east wall. They’ve come out again.”

“Roses don’t come out in October.”

“These do.”

She glanced up. He was not being fanciful; he said very few things he didn’t mean. She had noticed, over the years, that the garden had a particular relationship with the general mood of the cottage, though she found it difficult to explain this in a way that didn’t sound either vain or superstitious, so she generally didn’t. The garden, apparently, approved of things at the moment.

She shaped the first loaf and moved to the second. Soren picked up his tea and stood where he’d chosen to stand, which was slightly in the way of where she needed to go next but not enough that she’d ask him to move. He would, in any case, move before she got there. He always did, without her saying anything, as if he were keeping quiet track of where she was going to be.

* * *
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By six, the first loaves were in the oven and the kitchen had warmed from the cold into something properly habitable. Elara had shifted from the bread to a batch of yeasted buns — cardamom and orange, which had become unexpectedly popular since she’d made them once on a whim and the retired schoolteacher had asked for them specifically every Tuesday. She had long since stopped being surprised by what people wanted.

Soren had, in the interim, done the following things: repaired the latch on the shutter of the window that had been sticking for three weeks, sorted through the kindling by the kitchen door and stacked it in a way that would actually draw properly, and found a crack in the mortar above the front step that she had not noticed and done something preliminary to it with a tool she couldn’t name. She had noticed all of this in the peripheral way she had learned, over time, to notice Soren — not watching directly, but aware, the way you were aware of a lamp in a room.

She handed him a piece of bread from the first batch. Not as a thank you — she didn’t do that, it was too much like keeping score — but because she had cut it and it was warm and he was there.

He tasted it. Looked at her the way he looked at things he was genuinely paying attention to.

“Good,” he said, simply.

“The starter is in a good mood.”

“Fortitude.”

She pointed at him. “You’re not to use that name where anyone can hear you.”

“Noted.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.” He was not suppressing a smile very hard. She looked back at the buns.

This was, more or less, how mornings went.

* * *
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At quarter past seven, Elara turned the sign in the window from CLOSED to OPEN and the day properly began.

Thornwick woke up slowly, which she had always liked about it. There was no rush here — no city logic of people moving at pace toward other places. The village had its rhythms, its predictable patterns, and she had been part of those patterns for eleven years now, which was long enough to have become furniture: not remarkable, just present, part of how things were.

The schoolteacher arrived at eight, as she always did — a woman in her seventies named Celeste Farrow, who wore the same soft grey coat regardless of the weather and had the posture of someone who had spent decades reminding other people to stand up straight. She always bought a cardamom bun on Tuesdays and a seeded loaf on Saturdays. She nodded to Elara, looked at the loaves in the display, and appeared to make some private assessment.

“The bread is happy today,” she said, which was the closest she ever came to asking how Elara was.

“Seems so.”

Celeste bought her bun and left without hurrying.

The arguing siblings came in at half past eight — Pell and Dara, late thirties, theoretically in to buy bread, practically in to continue whatever they had been arguing about since Tuesday. Today it appeared to be whether rye bread was appropriate for a packed lunch. Elara sold them a sourdough loaf that they both wanted and a small rye that Dara wanted and Pell declared unnecessary, and they left still talking at each other in the warm, carrying way of people who have been arguing since childhood and plan to continue until one of them dies.

After them came the quiet one. She always arrived around nine — a girl of seventeen named Tam, apprenticed to the smithy at the edge of the village, who came in wearing her work clothes and a look of mild uncertainty about whether she was allowed to be here. She had been coming for three months. She still ordered as if she expected to be told they were out.

“The seed rolls,” she said, to the display rather than to Elara. “Please. Two.”

“We’ve got the last of the autumn batch.” Elara wrapped them. “First frost is coming, probably this weekend. I’m switching to the winter ones after that.”

Tam took this in. “What are the winter ones?”

“Caraway and walnut. Heavier.” She handed over the wrapped rolls. “Try one next week. If you don’t like them, I’ll put a sourdough aside for you instead.”

The girl paid and left with the slightly less uncertain expression she always seemed to leave with. Elara watched her go and didn’t remark on it to anyone.

* * *
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Soren had retreated to his workshop by the time the morning rush — such as it was in Thornwick; three people in steady succession counted — had settled. He worked from a shed at the edge of the property that had been, when Elara moved in, a half-collapsed outbuilding full of old tools and one very old bicycle. He had repaired the shed itself as casually as if it were simply what a person did on a spare Saturday, and then moved his own equipment into it so gradually that she had not registered the transition from visitor to resident until it had already happened.

He restored things — furniture, mostly; occasionally boats taken in from the coastal village ten miles down the road; once a cabinet that turned out to be two hundred years old and belonged to a collector in the city who had cried when Soren showed her the finished piece. He was very good at it. He was also very slow, which was not, she had come to understand, carelessness but the opposite — a fundamental belief that things worth doing were worth doing until they were right, even if right took longer than anyone expected.

She brought him tea at ten, which she did not always do and which she did not examine very closely when she did. He was working on a chair — a small one, delicate, some kind of fruitwood, the joints having given after a long life. He was looking at it rather than touching it when she arrived, which was what he often did: looking first, long and careful, before he put his hands to something.

“How is it?” she said, setting the tea down.

“Old. The joints have been re-glued twice before, badly.” He tilted his head. “I can save it.”

“Good.”

He picked up the tea without looking at her and turned the cup in his hands the way he did — not a gesture of any particular meaning, just something he did. His hands were marked from the workshop, the knuckles slightly enlarged, a new graze along his left palm that she didn’t ask about because he would tell her if it were anything.

“Dov came by the workshop yesterday,” he said.

Elara looked at the chair.

“He mentioned the beehives needing to be moved before winter.” Soren paused, which with him meant he was choosing the next thing carefully. “Said he’s been thinking about a few things.”

“He usually is.”

“Mm.” Soren drank his tea. Said nothing further.

This was, she understood, not a neutral sentence. Dov Harcastle was seventy-something, had been her landlord since she’d arrived in Thornwick, and had the manner of a man who had been thinking about things for long enough to make his thoughts slightly heavier than other people’s. She had meant to visit him this week. She had not quite gotten to it.

“I’ve got some damson jam for him,” she said. “I’ll bring it by.”

Soren nodded, looking at the chair.

She went back to the bakery. She did not think about what Dov might have been thinking about. Or she tried not to. Or she did think about it, briefly, in the way you touched a bruise to see if it still hurt, and then looked at the notebook on the shelf and thought: not yet.

* * *
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The afternoon came in slow and golden, the particular light of October that made everything look more significant than it was. Elara sold the last of the morning’s loaves by two, switched to smaller batches for the tail of the day, and found herself at the worktop at three with her hands in a new batch of dough and the peculiar contentment of a day that had gone as days were supposed to go.

She heard the door.

Not a customer. She knew the sound of Soren coming through the door differently from the way she knew customers — it was something about the pace, or the particular weight of it, though if asked to explain the difference she couldn’t have. He came in, looked at what she was doing, and didn’t say anything about it. He went to the kitchen. The kettle.

“I saw Mira,” he said from the kitchen.

“When?”

“An hour ago. She wants you to come by tomorrow.”

“What for?”

“Didn’t say.” A pause. She could hear him pouring. “She had the look she gets.”

Elara knew the look. Mira had a specific expression she wore when she had been thinking about something for a while and had decided the time had arrived to say it. It was a warm look, not a worrying one. It still, in Elara’s experience, meant that something was going to be said.

He brought the tea through and set it in its usual place. She took it without stopping work. They were quiet for a while — the good kind of quiet, the kind that had its own texture, that she had come to recognise as something she was very lucky to have.

“The roses are still out,” she said, without quite meaning to.

“I noticed.”

She looked at her hands. Flour on the knuckle, as always. The familiar burn-mark on her inner right wrist, silver-pale and two years old. She had been doing this long enough that her hands had stopped looking like anything other than themselves, and she had made a long, quiet peace with that.

Outside, the last of the afternoon light caught the eastern wall of the garden, and she didn’t go and look, but she thought about it.

* * *
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The final customer of the day left at half four with a sourdough and a cardamom bun. Elara turned the sign. Locked up. Stood for a moment in the quiet of the closed bakery, in the smell of bread and warm wood and the faint sweetness of the cardamom, and thought, as she often did at the end of days like this, that she had done very well, really.

She had the cottage. She had the bakery. She had Fortitude, alive and reproachful in its jar on the second shelf from the bottom.

She had —

She picked up the third jar of damson jam from the windowsill. Held it for a moment. Set it back.

Not tonight, she thought.

She went through to the kitchen, where Soren was already starting on supper as if this were a thing they had agreed on — which they hadn’t, explicitly, but which had been the case on enough evenings that it had the feeling of a thing agreed on. He had his back to her, sleeves pushed to the elbow, something with onions happening in the pan. The window above the sink showed the garden in the last of the light.

The east wall roses were out, exactly as he’d said. Four of them, pale and absolutely certain of themselves in the October cold.

Elara looked at them for a moment, then at Soren’s back, then got the plates down from the shelf.

“Smells good,” she said.

“It’ll take another twenty minutes.”

“Fine.”

She opened her notebook to a new page and wrote: bring Dov’s jam tomorrow. Then she closed it. Then she went and stood next to him at the stove, because there was room, and because the evening had that quality that evenings sometimes had here, in this kitchen, of being exactly what they were supposed to be.

Outside, the roses didn’t close.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The Look She Gets

Elara had two jars of damson jam in her basket and a destination she was already slightly regretting committing to.

This was unfair to Mira, who had done nothing except ask her to visit and had a look that Soren described with characteristic precision. It was unfair, also, to the jam, which was very good this year and deserved better than to be carried under mild duress. Elara adjusted the basket on her arm and walked on.

Thornwick was at its best in the hour after the bakery opened, when the village had fully woken up but not yet gotten itself into any trouble. The high street was narrow and cobbled in the particular way of places that had been cobbled before anyone thought to plan it, and the shop fronts on either side leaned slightly toward each other overhead, the way old buildings did when they’d been standing next to each other long enough to become fond. Elara had walked this stretch so many times that she navigated it without thinking — past the smithy, where she could already hear Tam’s work beginning inside; past the inn, which smelled of last night’s fire and this morning’s coffee; past the post office, where a small painted sign read PARCELS RECEIVED IN GOOD FAITH AND DISTRIBUTED ACCORDINGLY.

Petra Vane was outside the post office.

This was not unusual. Petra was outside the post office most mornings, having what she described as a constitutional and what the rest of the village privately understood to be an information-gathering exercise. She was somewhere between forty-five and sixty, which she cultivated deliberately, with iron-grey hair cut severely short and an expression of mild, permanent alert. She wore, as always, something dark. She was examining a notice on the board by the door with the focused attention of someone who had already read it three times.

She looked up as Elara approached. “Soren’s boots were outside your door at half five this morning,” she said, in the manner of a person sharing a weather report.

“He was checking the mortar above the front step.”

“At half five in the morning.”

“Apparently.”

Petra made the small sound she made when something confirmed a theory. She turned back to the notice board. “On your way to Mira’s?”

“Yes.” Elara did not ask how she knew. It saved time.

“She had a letter this morning.” Petra said this with studied neutrality, which meant it was significant. “From the coast.”

Elara filed this away and kept walking.

* * *
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Quellan’s Books occupied a building at the quiet end of the high street that had been, at various points in its history, a chandler’s, a printer’s workshop, and briefly an entirely unsuccessful hat shop. The current incarnation suited it better than any of the others had. The front window was deep and low, dressed with a changing arrangement of books that Mira rotated without apparent system, and the door had a brass handle worn smooth from decades of use and a bell that rang with the particular note of a bell that had been ringing in the same place for a very long time.

Elara pushed the door open.

The smell of the bookshop was the smell of somewhere that took its business seriously — paper and dust and the particular dryness of old bindings, with an undertow of Mira’s tea and, on cold mornings like this one, the wood-burning stove in the back corner that Mira kept lit from September to April regardless of what the weather was technically doing. The shelves ran floor to ceiling on three walls and then partway down the centre of the room as well, in a configuration that should have been cramped and instead felt like somewhere to be.

A large grey cat was asleep on the counter.

Elara set her basket down and scratched him briefly behind the ear. He opened one eye, assessed her, and closed it again. This was a neutral verdict from Volta, who had opinions about customers and was frequently correct about them. She had long since been approved.

“In the back,” called Mira, from the back.

The back of Quellan’s Books was a room that had no official purpose and had consequently accumulated every purpose over the years — a desk piled with correspondence, a kettle, two mismatched armchairs placed across from each other in front of the stove, and shelving that functioned as overflow from the main floor. There was a system to it that Elara had never been able to identify but that Mira navigated without effort, reaching for any given book without looking and being correct about where it was.

Mira was in the armchair nearest the stove, legs tucked under her, in the process of pouring tea. She was forty-four and looked exactly herself — which was the best way Elara had ever found to describe her. The silver had arrived in her hair early and generously, threading through the dark brown in a way she had never once appeared to mind, and she wore the dark green cardigan she wore so often that it had become, to Elara and Soren, simply “Mira” — a colour and a texture that meant she was nearby and things were likely to be all right. Her reading glasses were on top of her head, which was where they always were when she wasn’t reading, which is to say always.

“There’s a cup for you,” she said, nodding at the table between the chairs.

“I brought jam.” Elara set the jar on the table, put her coat over the arm of the second chair, and sat down. “Damson. From the last batch.”

Mira looked at it with the considered expression of someone who understood what damson jam meant when Elara gave it, and then looked at Elara with the same expression, and then poured the tea. “How’s Fortitude?” she said.

“Stoppit.”

“Thriving?”

“Thriving. Don’t.” Elara took the tea. It was, as always, excellent. Mira had strong opinions about tea. “Soren said you had something to say.”

“Soren said I had a look.”

“You do have a look.”

“Everyone has a look,” Mira said, with mild dignity. “I simply don’t disguise mine.” She settled back in her chair. “I wasn’t planning to say anything in particular. I wanted to see you. Those are different things.”

Elara looked at her over her tea. Mira looked back, entirely composed, with the attentive eyes she always had — the eyes of someone who was paying very close attention, which she always was.

“All right,” Elara said. “Say it.”

“I haven’t decided to say anything.”

“Mira.”

A small pause. Somewhere in the front of the shop, Volta made a sound that was not quite a meow and was not quite a complaint and was mainly just editorial.

Mira refilled her own tea. “Have you thought,” she said, in the mild way she said things that were not mild, “about what you want to do about the cottage?”

Elara set her cup down. “What do you know about the cottage?”

“Dov mentioned he’s been thinking. He mentioned it to Petra. Petra mentioned it to the world.” Mira said this without judgment; Thornwick’s information network was simply a fact of living there, like the weather. “Elara. He’s been your landlord for eleven years. If something’s going to change, you ought to be thinking.”

“I am thinking.”

“About the cottage?”

A longer pause than Elara intended. Outside the small back window, the lane behind the high street was quiet, a cart horse standing patiently while its owner loaded something. She watched the horse for a moment.

“Among other things,” she said.

Mira looked at her in the particular way that meant she had filed something. She didn’t push. This was one of the things about Mira that Elara had relied on for twenty years — she said the hard thing and then she left room around it. She didn’t pack the silence.

They drank their tea. The stove ticked. Volta had apparently moved from the counter to a shelf in the main room, because there was a soft thump from that direction and then silence.

“How are things?” Mira said, in the easy voice that meant the previous subject was filed but not abandoned. “Generally.”

“The dahlias have gone over.”

“And everything else?”

Elara considered. “The bread has been good this week. Tam — the girl from the smithy — is getting less uncertain about coming in. I think she might want the cardamom bun next time but isn’t sure she’s allowed. I’m going to put one aside on spec.”

“And Soren?” Mira said, in a tone that was entirely conversational.

“Fixed the shutter latch this morning. Found a crack in the mortar I’d missed.”

“He’s good at that.”

“He is.”

Silence. The pleasant, specific silence of two people who have known each other long enough that silence is not a problem.

* * *
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It was while Elara was folding the brown paper Mira used for wrapping orders — she had volunteered for this because her hands were always happier with a task and Mira had a backlog from the week’s correspondence, a sheaf of handwritten notes to regular customers who had placed orders and needed their purchases wrapped for collection — that she heard footsteps on the lane outside.

She recognised them before she looked up.

Through the back window, at an angle that gave her a partial view of the lane and the delivery entrance to the inn next door, she could see Soren carrying crates. He had apparently taken on the morning delivery from the market— he did this occasionally for Old Willem, who grew more things than he could move by himself in autumn and who had a bad left knee — and he was moving the way he always moved: unhurried, deliberate, the crates stacked efficiently in his arms. He passed the window without looking in. His hair was slightly disordered from the cold, the silver at his temples catching the flat autumn light.

Elara looked back at the paper in her hands.

When she glanced up again, Mira was watching her with an expression that was not quite a smile and not quite anything else.

“Don’t,” Elara said.

“I haven’t said anything.”

“You were about to.”

Mira looked at her tea, then at the window, then back at Elara. She set her cup down. She said, in the quiet, precise way she said the things she’d thought about for a while:

“You’ve always known, love. You just keep waiting until you’re certain he knows too.”

Elara folded the corner of the brown paper. She aligned it. She smoothed the crease with her thumb. “I think the hydration ratio on the pain de campagne might have been slightly off this week,” she said. “A fraction more water than it wanted. Not enough for anyone else to notice, but I could tell.”

Mira picked up the teapot.

“The winter buns start next week,” Elara continued, examining the fold. “Caraway and walnut. I’ve been doing them for four years and I still second-guess the caraway quantities every time.”

“Hm,” said Mira, refilling both cups.

“It’s not a science, that’s the issue. The same quantity behaves differently depending on the age of the seed and there’s no reliable way to account for it in advance. You just have to —”

“Elara.”

“— adjust as you go.” She set the wrapped parcel aside and picked up the next one. Her hands were steady. She was very good at making sure her hands were steady. “I’m fine.”

“I know you are,” Mira said. “I’m not worried about you. I’m just pointing something out.”

“You’ve pointed it out.”

“I have.” Mira settled back in her chair, entirely at ease, and picked up her tea. “Now drink that before it goes cold.”

Elara drank her tea. Her hands were steady.

The thing was — and this was the part she couldn’t say, because saying it would mean looking at it directly and she wasn’t sure she was ready to look at it directly — the thing was that Mira wasn’t wrong. The thing was that Mira was, in fact, entirely right, in the same way she was always entirely right about the things she waited to say until she was certain.

The thing was that Elara knew.

She had known for longer than she could comfortably account for. She had known in the way you knew the shape of a room you’d been in so many times that you could navigate it in the dark — not because you’d memorised it, but because your body had, because you’d moved through it so often that it had become part of the geography of yourself. She knew what she wanted. She had known what she wanted for years.

She was just — still working out what to do about it.

She folded another parcel. She aligned the edges. She did not say any of this.

* * *
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She was putting on her coat when she noticed the book.

It was on her chair. Not the chair she’d been sitting in all morning — her usual one, the one nearest the stove that Mira had long since stopped offering to other visitors because the village had come to understand, in its collective, unspoken way, that it was Elara’s chair. The book was sitting on it with the proprietorial confidence of something that had been placed precisely where it meant to be.

She hadn’t put it there. She’d been in that chair until ten minutes ago. There was, to her knowledge, no one else in the shop.

It was a slim volume, the cover plain except for the title in small block letters:

On Reaching.

She looked at it for a moment. She looked at Mira, who was straightening things on her desk with a great deal of concentrated attention.

“Mira.”

“Mm.”

“This book.”

“What book?” Mira looked up with the politely neutral expression she used when the bookshop was doing something she had decided not to engage with directly. It was a practised expression. She had a lot of use for it.

“The one on my chair.”

“Ah.” A pause. “The shop’s been doing that a bit lately. Things turning up in unexpected places. I’ve found it’s generally best not to argue with it.”

“It’s a bookshop.”

“It’s a very opinionated bookshop,” Mira said, in the tone of someone making a factual correction. “Have you read it?”

“I’ve never seen it before.”

“Then perhaps that’s the point.” She went back to her desk with the serenity of a person who had long ago made a private peace with the establishment she ran and its habits. “You can leave it, if you’d rather. It’ll probably just end up back there.”

Elara looked at the book. She looked at the title again. She thought about the notebook on her kitchen shelf with its first uncrossed entry.

She picked up the book and put it in her basket.

“Wise,” said Mira, to her desk.

“Stoppit.”

* * *
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She stopped by Dov’s on the way home.

His cottage was a five-minute walk from the high street, set back from the lane behind a garden that had an established, unhurried quality — the garden of someone who had been tending the same beds for forty years and trusted them. The beehives were visible along the south-facing wall, three of them in a row, painted white, gone quiet for the season. She could smell the woodsmoke from his chimney before she reached the gate.

She left the second jar of jam on his doorstep with a note that said: Damson. This year’s batch. — E.

She had meant to knock. He was almost certainly in. She stood at the gate for a moment and looked at the hives and thought about what Soren had said — that Dov had been thinking about a few things — and felt the small, specific anxiety of a thing she was not yet ready to make real by asking about it directly.

She’d visit properly soon. She’d knock. They’d have tea and she’d ask what he meant, and whatever he said, she’d deal with it.

Just not today.

She walked home.

* * *
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The afternoon was ordinary and good. She baked; a family from the farm at the edge of the village came by for their weekly order; the arguing siblings returned, improbably, for a second visit to settle the packed lunch debate with a rye loaf that Pell had grudgingly agreed to trial. The bread was content. She was content. The light through the bakery window turned from white to gold to the deep amber of late afternoon, and she moved through it all with the sure-handed familiarity of someone in the right place.

She didn’t think about what Mira had said.

Or she thought about it the way you thought about a song you’d heard without meaning to — not deliberately, not as a choice, but there it was anyway, surfacing now and then between one task and the next.

You’ve always known, love.

She shaped the last of the evening buns. She covered them to prove overnight. She washed her hands and dried them on the cloth she kept on the hook by the sink and looked at the burn-mark on the inside of her right wrist, that silver-pale two-year-old record of a baking tray and a moment of inattention, and thought about nothing in particular.

The book was in her basket by the door. She hadn’t opened it. She wasn’t sure she was going to.

She was probably going to.

* * *
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Soren arrived at half five with mud on his boots from the lane and a paper bag that turned out to contain two pasties from the inn — not because they had agreed on this but because he’d been passing and thought she might not have stopped to eat, which was accurate. He put the pasties on the counter and went to fill the kettle.

“Dov’s jam is gone,” he said, looking at the windowsill.

“I left it on his step.”

He turned on the tap. A pause, in the particular register of a pause where someone was choosing whether to ask something. “Did you knock?”

“I was going to.”

The kettle filled. He turned off the tap. He didn’t say anything else, which was one of the things she had always valued about him — he asked what he asked and then he left it, he didn’t press, he didn’t circle back with the same question in different phrasing. He left room. She had never told him how much she relied on this. She thought he might know.

“Mira says hello,” she said.

“How was she?”

“She had a letter from the coast this morning. She didn’t mention it. She seemed” — Elara considered — “somewhat pleased with herself, in the quiet way.”

Soren set the kettle to boil. “Good,” he said, as if this answered something.

She got the plates. He got the cups. They moved around each other in the kitchen the way they always did — without discussion, without adjustment, each of them occupying their half of the space as naturally as if it had been agreed upon long ago by parties who could no longer be consulted. Elara had never lived anywhere that felt as specifically hers as this cottage, and there was a quality to sharing it with Soren — not the sharing of space, exactly, but the sharing of rhythm — that she was aware of without always looking at directly.

He poured the tea. She unwrapped the pasties. Outside, the last of the light left the garden.

“Mira’s bookshop found me a book today,” she said, to the counter.

“Did it.” Not a question; a particular tone. He knew about the bookshop.

“I didn’t ask for it. It was on my chair when I went to get my coat.”

A pause. “What’s it about?”

“I haven’t read it.”

He looked at the basket by the door, where the book was visible, and then at her, with the expression he had when he was not going to say what he was thinking but wasn’t bothering to hide that he was thinking it.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to.”

He picked up his pasty. The smallest possible smile. “It’s good jam this year,” he said. “The damson. I had some on the bread this morning.”

She looked at him. “I know what you’re doing.”

“I’m having supper.”

“Soren.”

He met her eyes, over the counter, in the warm October kitchen, with the easy steadiness she had always found either unsettling or the opposite, depending on the morning. This was evening. It was the opposite.

“You’ll open the book when you’re ready,” he said. “You always do.”

She had no answer for this. She ate her pasty. Outside, the first proper dark of autumn settled over Thornwick, and the roses on the east wall were still, impossibly, there.
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Chapter Three
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The Good Dress

There was a rule about the first-Saturday market, unwritten and absolute: it did not rain.

This was not meteorologically defensible. October in Thornwick was October everywhere — wet, changeable, capable of producing three distinct weather events before noon. But the market had been running on the first Saturday of every month for as long as anyone could reliably remember, and on those specific Saturdays the sky made certain accommodations. Nobody discussed this. It was simply how things were, the way the bees produced honey that tasted faintly of the season’s prevailing mood, the way Mira’s books sometimes had ideas about where they should be. Thornwick was a place that had small, specific magic woven into it so thoroughly that it had stopped being remarkable. You noticed it the way you noticed a good foundation: not because it called attention to itself, but because everything above it stood up straight.

Elara had been awake since four.

She told herself this was because the market required additional preparation — the display loaves that had to be arranged just so, the sample portions wrapped and labelled, the float counted and tucked into the tin she kept for the purpose behind the jar of caraway seeds. All of this was true. It was also true that she’d been awake since four on every first Saturday she could remember, for reasons that had less to do with the float and more to do with a particular dress on a hook on the back of her wardrobe door.

It was deep burgundy. She had owned it for six years. It was not an extravagant dress — it was sensible wool, warm, the kind of garment that repaid being worn rather than displayed — but it fitted her well, which she had long since decided was the only criterion that mattered. She wore it once a month, on first Saturdays, and she had never examined why she specifically wore it then and not at any of the other occasions that might reasonably have warranted it.

She took it off the hook and put it on and did not examine it now either.

* * *
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The market occupied the square at the centre of the village, which was the only space in Thornwick large enough to hold it without anyone having to park a cart on someone else’s feet. The stalls went up from seven in the morning, and by half past the square smelled of cold air and bread and the particular sweetness of Dov’s honey, which had its stand in the corner by the old well and was usually sold out by nine.

Elara set up her stall in its usual spot — third from the left on the eastern side, which was the spot that caught the good light in the morning before the sun moved off it, which she had claimed in her second year at the market and which the village had collectively understood was hers ever since. She laid out the loaves. She arranged the display. She set up the sample board with the winter buns — first day of the caraway and walnut; she’d been slightly anxious about it; the dough had behaved, the caraway had cooperated — and stood back to assess.

The bread looked right. It felt right in a way she could sense through the display cloth — warm, settled, made yesterday afternoon when the cottage had been quiet and she had been thinking about nothing more troubling than the hydration of rye. It would taste of that, today: ordinary contentment, a Tuesday afternoon in a good kitchen. She had learned not to take this for granted.

“That’s a good loaf,” said a voice to her left.

She turned. Dov Harcastle was standing at the edge of her stall with his hands in his coat pockets and his white beard neatly trimmed, as it always was at the market, because Dov understood the distinction between working days and first Saturdays. He smelled of honey and woodsmoke, as he always did. He looked at her loaves with the considered expression of a man who had been eating her bread for eleven years and had developed opinions about it.

“Dov.” She felt the small flutter of the thing she hadn’t asked yet. “I left you jam.”

“You did.” He looked up from the loaves with bright eyes that were kinder than they first appeared. “The damson’s better than last year.”

“The summer was good.”

“For damsons.” He nodded slowly. “For a lot of things.” He said this in the mild, slightly weighted way he sometimes said things, and Elara thought about asking, and thought about the note she’d written in her notebook — visit Dov properly — and looked at the loaves instead.

“I’ll come by for tea this week,” she said. “Proper visit. Not just a jar on the doorstep.”

Something settled in his expression. Not relief, exactly, but the relaxation of a thing held lightly and put down. “Thursday would suit me,” he said. “I’ll have the honey from the last harvest. You can tell me if the autumn got into it.”

“Thursday,” she agreed.

He bought a loaf — he always did, a seeded tin, took it home and ate it over the course of the week in a disciplined way that she admired — tucked it under his arm, and moved on to the next stall with the unhurried pace of a man who had done this every month for forty years and saw no reason to alter his approach.

Elara watched him go and then looked at the horizon of the square, and then arranged her sample board, and then stopped pretending she wasn’t looking for a particular silhouette among the morning crowd.

* * *
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She heard him before she saw him. That was usual. He had a way of speaking to people on his way through the market — not loudly, not at length, but stopping, asking a question, listening to the full answer before
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