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Chapter 1: Swipe

The screenshot failed four times before Iwan gave up.

He tried from the app, then from his phone’s own screenshot shortcut. Both times the preview showed him everything, the dark hair, the half-smile, the way she looked at the lens like the lens owed her something, and both times the saved image opened to a grey rectangle. Not black. Not pixelated, the way corrupted files usually were. A flat, even, corporate grey, the colour of a switched-off monitor, filling the whole preview pane without edges or shadow, without any evidence that a photograph had ever been attempted. He pressed the power button. Grey. Pressed it again. Grey. Pressed it a third time, a fourth, his thumb going mechanical and stubborn, until the button ached at the joint and the phone had grown warm against his palm. Not the ordinary warmth of use. Something closer to feverish, a heat with intent, and there was a faint smell coming off it, the particular smell of a phone pushed hard: plastic and mineral and slightly sweet, the smell of a machine working at something. He put it face-down on the coffee table and told himself the app had DRM on its photos now, because of course it did, because of course someone had worked out how to monetise that too.

It was a Thursday in late October and the five-a-side had already happened, Cardiff City Sports Centre, seven-thirty, the usual eight of them down to six because Dom had a work thing and Callum’s knee was playing up again, and Iwan had showered in the leisure centre’s changing rooms that smelled of chlorine and someone’s Lynx Africa, stepping around the wet tiles, avoiding the single discarded sock marooned near the drain. He’d changed and walked the twenty minutes back to his flat in Roath because the night was clear and not too cold and he liked the way the city looked in October, all the lights going amber and the plane trees shedding in the gutters. He’d stopped at the Tesco Express on Albany Road for a Meal Deal that had become a bottle of Estrella and some kettle chips because it was Thursday and he’d played well, the carrier bag cutting into his palm on the walk home, that particular cheap-plastic bite, and he was thirty in a month, and he was fine.

He sat on his sofa, second-hand, good leather, from a couple on Gumtree who’d been upgrading and couldn’t hide how delighted they were to be rid of it, and opened his laptop with one hand and the Estrella with the other and watched twenty minutes of a football highlights show he didn’t really care about. Then, because the flat was quiet in a way that had a texture to it, a specific weight, he opened the app.

He’d downloaded it six weeks ago, three weeks after he and Sioned had finally, officially, without any particular drama, ended. They’d been together two years and the ending had been like the last page of a book you’d already half-guessed: sad, but not surprising, with that particular aftertaste of time that was gone and wasn’t coming back. He’d deleted Sioned’s Netflix profile from his account and she’d taken the cast-iron pan, and his flat had felt both emptier and more precisely his own than it had in years, and he’d been okay with that, mostly, until the evenings got dark earlier and the quiet started having that weight.

The app was called Ember. His mate Jay had recommended it, more your vibe than Hinge, less of a meat market than Tinder, bit more. I don’t know, considered?, and Iwan had spent a Saturday afternoon doing the profile, which had felt like writing a CV for a job he wasn’t sure he wanted. He’d put: data analyst, Cardiff, into hiking (a slight exaggeration), Cardiff City (non-negotiable), terrible at cooking but genuinely trying. He’d used the photo Bethan had taken on her phone at their mam’s birthday in August, the one where he was laughing at something off-camera and looked, Bethan had said, like an actual human person rather than someone waiting for a bus.

Six weeks of Ember had produced two dates, one perfectly nice, one notably awkward, and a lot of conversations that started enthusiastically and dissolved by Wednesday. He was swiping with the detached attention of a man sorting post, left-left-right-left, and then the profile appeared.

He stopped.

Her name was Mara. She was, he read the profile three times, which he’d never done before, thirty-one, lived in mid-Wales, worked in ceramics. Her photos were the kind that didn’t look curated: one in what appeared to be a studio, clay to the elbow, squinting against the light; one outside somewhere rural, laughing at something, her dark hair blown sideways; one sitting at a table with a glass of red, looking directly at the camera with an expression he couldn’t immediately name. Not flirtatious. Not guarded. Something that sat between them, patient. She was beautiful in a way that registered before he’d consciously processed the individual features, dark eyes, a mouth that looked like it was always on the verge of saying something considered, and he sat with that awareness for a moment like a man who has put his hand on a hot ring before his body has sent the message upward.

The bio said: Maker of things. Lover of difficult books and easy walks. Possibly the only person in mid-Wales who cooks a decent laksa. Looking for someone who notices things.

That last sentence. He read it twice.

He noticed things for a living. He was a data analyst at a logistics firm on the edge of the city centre, and his specific skill, the thing his manager Priya had identified in his first performance review and had been cheerfully exploiting ever since, was pattern recognition in large, noisy datasets. He could look at six months of delivery data and see the shape of the anomaly in it the way other people saw faces in clouds, except he was right more often than clouds. He noticed things. It was not, in his experience, a quality that came up in dating profiles.

He swiped right.

The match notification arrived in under thirty seconds, which was fast enough to feel like it couldn’t be real, she’d have to have been looking at the app at that exact moment, have been looking at his profile at that exact moment, and then a message appeared.

Hello, noticer.

He laughed. Out loud, alone, in his flat at quarter to ten on a Thursday. He couldn’t remember the last time an opening message had done that.

They talked for two hours.

She was quick. She was funny in the way that required you to be paying attention, not the kind of funny that announced itself. She asked him about the patterns he found, do you ever find one that frightens you? A shape in the data that you don’t want to be there?, and he’d said yes, actually, there’d been a period last spring where the delivery anomalies had been pointing to something systematic and deliberate in one of their regional depots, and following that thread had been uncomfortable in the way that finding evidence of something you’d rather not know is always uncomfortable. She’d said: Yes. Exactly that. That’s what I mean. And then: You wrote on your profile that you’re terrible at cooking but genuinely trying. I want to know what genuinely trying looks like. What’s the last thing you actually made? He hadn’t written anything about cooking beyond the one line. He turned the Estrella bottle slowly in his fingers and tried to remember if he’d mentioned it somewhere else on his profile, in some section he’d forgotten, and couldn’t place it.

She told him she’d grown up in the south but had moved to mid-Wales three years ago for the space and the light, that she had a smallholding, don’t be impressed, it’s mostly me keeping the grass down and failing to grow courgettes, and that she’d found the village she lived in, Cwm Deryn, to be full of people she liked. She didn’t romanticise it. She said the winters were brutal and the broadband had only recently become usable and the nearest Michelin restaurant was actually in the village itself, which was the kind of surreal she’d come to appreciate.

At five past midnight she said: I’m going to sleep. Can we do this again tomorrow?

He said yes.

They did it again Friday. And Saturday.

He didn’t tell Jay or anyone else. Not secret, exactly. Private. Something he wanted to keep in one piece for a while before it got handled.

On Sunday he called his mam.

This was a fixed point in his week, the Sunday call, had been since he’d moved out at twenty-two and would probably be until one of them died, and he sat at his kitchen table with a cup of tea and let his mam talk about the neighbours and his uncle’s hip and the state of Roath Park in the autumn, and he listened properly, the way he always did. His sister Bethan would sometimes call in the background during these conversations, shouting something through from the kitchen, and today she did exactly that, ask him if he’s coming for Christmas yet, Mam, he’s doing that thing where he leaves it too late, and his mam relayed the question with the particular diplomatic tone she used when she was absolutely on Bethan’s side. He said he’d let them know by November. He could picture Bethan tapping the scar through his left eyebrow with one finger, the way she did when she was teasing him, that old habit, the thin ridge she’d held a flannel against when they were nine and he’d met a wall at speed and she’d stood in the bathroom saying it’s okay it’s okay it’s okay in the voice of someone who wasn’t sure.

When his mam asked how he was doing, how are you really doing, love?, he said he was good, he was actually good, and meant it.

“You sound different,” she said.

“I’m the same.”

“You sound, lighter.”

He looked at his phone on the table. Ember was open. There was a message from Mara that he hadn’t read yet.

“I might have met someone,” he said. “Early days. Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Whatever you were about to do.”

“I wasn’t going to do anything,” his mam said, in the voice of someone who had absolutely been about to do something. “What’s her name?”

“Mara.”

“That’s unusual.”

“She’s unusual.”

After he hung up, he opened the message. She’d sent it at half nine in the morning: Sunday question: if you could know one true thing that you currently don’t, what would it be? I’m making coffee and thinking about this. It’s too early for it and I don’t care.

He sat with his cooling tea and thought about it properly. His fingers found the scar through his left eyebrow without him deciding to reach for it, the thin ridge of it, pressing back against his fingertip, familiar and specific, and he held it there while he worked through the answer.

He typed: What the anomalies are actually pointing to. The ones that don’t resolve. I can see the shape of the thing but not the thing itself, and that’s. I don’t know. It’s the one that stays with me.

She replied in four minutes: Yes. That’s the right answer.

He didn’t ask her how she knew what the right answer was. He didn’t ask because it didn’t occur to him to ask, which, later, he would think about.



Monday was ordinary. He commuted in on the bus, he rarely drove in the city, had never particularly wanted to, the bus from Roath to the centre took twenty-two minutes if it wasn’t raining and thirty-five if it was, and spent the day in front of three monitors and a dataset from the Midlands distribution network that had a shape to it he didn’t trust. Priya stopped by his desk at two and asked how he was getting on and he said he’d have something by Wednesday, and she said good, and went back to her glass-walled office, and he went back to the data.

He messaged Mara at lunch from the café across the road where he ate a chicken wrap and looked at the October street. She was in her studio. She sent him a photo of something she was making, a bowl, he thought, or the beginning of one, the clay pulled up into a rough cylinder that could still become several things. It doesn’t know what it is yet, she wrote. I like this part. Before it has to commit.

He looked at the photo for longer than he’d looked at most things that week.

That evening he tried to screenshot her profile picture again.

The first attempt: grey rectangle, the preview pane filling edge to edge with that same flat, corporate nothing.

The second: grey rectangle, the phone warm in his palm, that faint sweet-plastic smell rising off it again.

He went into his phone’s own camera, held it up to the screen, and photographed the photograph. When he looked at the result, the image showed his sofa, his coffee table, the Estrella bottle he hadn’t thrown away yet. No phone. No screen. No Mara. He set the phone face-up on the table and stood back from it, and a second later it vibrated once against the wood, a single short pulse, the speaker buzzing the table surface, and he picked it up immediately. No notification. No message. The screen showed only what it had shown before: his wallpaper, the time, the ordinary icons in their ordinary grid. He pressed the home button twice, checked the recent apps, found nothing new. He put it back down.

He messaged Jay: you ever tried to screenshot someone on Ember? Jay replied forty minutes later: lol why, found someone? Also yes it works fine I’ve done it, why?

Iwan typed and deleted three responses. He sent: Nah, just a bug. App’s being weird.

He put the phone in his pocket and washed up and watched something on television and went to bed, and the thing about the grey rectangle sat at the back of his mind like a sound he couldn’t identify, not loud enough to investigate, not quite quiet enough to ignore.



The location was the other thing.

Ember showed you how far away a match was. Most of his matches had been two miles, five miles, one had been in Penarth which had felt geographically ambitious. Mara had said, clearly, in their first conversation, without any ambiguity, that she lived in Cwm Deryn, mid-Wales. He’d looked it up: a village in Powys, a little under two hours from Cardiff by car. He’d found the Michelin restaurant she’d mentioned, a place called Hafan, which had reviews from food journalists calling it “improbable” and “the most surprising table in Wales.” He’d found the village’s community Facebook page, which had a pinned post about the new EV chargers outside the Black Crow pub and a thread about the Tesco Express’s reduced hours on bank holidays. He’d found it on Google Maps and traced the road in, the way it narrowed through Brecon and up into the hills, the dead-end tracks running off it to outlying farms and properties. Real. Specific. Mid-Wales.

But Ember said she was 2.1 miles away.

He’d noticed it on the first night and assumed a glitch, the app using her phone’s last location, maybe, or a VPN, or any of the dozen small technical explanations that existed for this kind of thing. He’d noticed it the second night and thought the same. By Sunday it was still 2.1 miles, and by Monday evening it had not changed, and he opened the app, looked at that number, then opened Google Maps on the same phone. He zoomed in on the Roath street grid, his own road, the parallel roads, Roath Park to the north, the university to the west, the ordinary Cardiff two miles that the number described, and sat there with both apps open, one showing Mara’s profile and one showing the A-roads and side streets where she apparently was. He zoomed in further. Cathays. A grid of terraced houses, a corner shop, a bus stop. He closed Maps without doing anything with it.

2.1 miles from his flat. He looked out his window at the October night, the familiar street, the amber lights and the plane trees, and turned the thought over: Mara two miles away in that ordinary darkness, and Mara in her studio in Cwm Deryn with clay to her elbow. He couldn’t make the two things sit in the same world comfortably.

He could ask her. He nearly did, typed weird question but Ember’s showing you as really close, like Cardiff close, is that a glitch on your end? and then deleted it because it felt, paranoid. Odd. The kind of message that would make someone think he was checking up on them, which he wasn’t, or that he was the sort of person who led with suspicion, which he wasn’t either.

He deleted it. He put his phone on the kitchen table. He made a cup of tea he didn’t drink, and didn’t drink it long enough that the surface filmed over, a thin pale skin forming across the top, the mug going from too-hot to merely warm to the specific tepid that means you’ve missed it entirely.

At half past ten she messaged him.

Can I ask you something?

Yes, he typed.

I’ve been thinking about this since Friday and I’m just going to say it: I’d like to meet you. I know that’s fast. I know I’m further away than is convenient. But I think. I think you’re someone I’d like to actually be in the same room as.

He read it twice. There was something in his chest that was simple and warm and had been quiet for a while.

I’d like that too, he typed.

Good, she wrote. And then, after a pause long enough that he’d set the phone down and picked it up again: I could come to you. Cardiff. Next weekend, if you’re free. I’d like to see where you are.

Outside, a bus went past on the wet road, its hiss audible through the double glazing, that specific sound, rubber on rain-slicked tarmac, the city’s ordinary percussion. The untouched tea sat cooling beside his phone, the skin on its surface intact, undisturbed.

He looked around his flat. The good leather sofa. The three houseplants Sioned had left because they were technically his. The Cardiff City scarf on the hook by the door that had been there so long it was structural. The city outside the window, ordinary and lit, doing what it always did.

Next Saturday, he typed. Yes.

Perfect, she wrote.

He sat with the phone in his hand. The app showed her 2.1 miles away. She was two hours north in a village in Powys, preparing to come south to him. These were not the same thing and he could not reconcile them and he found, sitting there in his ordinary flat in his ordinary life, that he did not particularly want to try.

He wanted to meet her. That was the whole of it. She was coming on Saturday.

He closed the app. Another bus outside, another wet-road hiss, the amber light shifting across the ceiling as it passed. The tea sat where he’d left it, skin and all, going cold.




Chapter 2: She Comes to the City

She was already there when he arrived.

He’d suggested The Botanist on Mill Lane because it was busy enough that silence wouldn’t be awkward and quiet enough you could hear yourself talk, and he’d been specific about the time, half seven, table booked in his name, so he’d left twenty minutes early to be sure. He walked in at twenty-three past. She was at the bar with a glass of water, not looking at her phone, just looking. Watching the room the way you watch something you’re deciding whether to buy.

She was more beautiful in person. He registered this with a blank kind of neutrality, the way you note weather. The photos had been accurate: dark hair, dark eyes, the mouth that always seemed about to say something considered. But there was a quality to her in three dimensions the app hadn’t conveyed. A physical composure. As if she had decided exactly how much space to occupy and was occupying precisely that and no more. As if the room had been arranged around her rather than the other way around.

She turned before he reached her. He hadn’t made a sound.

“Iwan,” she said, and smiled, and stood, and the smile arrived in the right order, eyes first then mouth, so that was fine, that was normal, that was what smiles did. He told himself this later.



The table was in a corner and the bar filled up around them and they talked for four hours without it feeling like four hours. That was the first thing that was unusual, and he noticed it the way you notice a lamp switching on in a room you’d thought was empty: a small, sourceless illumination with no switch you could find.

She was interested in his work in a way that was specific rather than polite. Not oh, data, how interesting but actual questions. About the methodology, about what it felt like to find a pattern, about whether patterns could be wrong in the same direction consistently, whether bias in a dataset was something you could smell before you could prove it. He said yes. She said: I thought so. I think most things have a smell before they have a shape.

He asked about the ceramics. She talked about it without sentimentality, the physical labour of it, the way a piece could be technically correct and still be dead, the particular failure mode where something looked like craft and contained no decision. Six years. She’d had a studio in London before Cwm Deryn. She’d left London deliberately, she said, without elaborating on the deliberateness, and when he tried to open that door a little, what made you choose the village specifically?, she moved past it smoothly, not evasively, the way a river moves around a stone without seeming to choose it.

He noticed this. He filed it.

The food arrived. They’d ordered small plates without discussing it much, both pointing at the same things on the menu within seconds of each other, which had made them both laugh. She ate the bread and the hummus and the halloumi, and when the lamb arrived, a small rack of it, herb-crusted, the fat still hissing at the edge of the plate, she set her fork down after a single bite. Placed it with care, tines down, parallel to the knife. The cut piece sat cooling beside the untouched portions, going pale at the edges. She lifted her wine instead. The glass left a condensation ring on the bare wood that spread slowly outward.

“Not hungry?”

“I ate before I came.” A pause, a fraction too long. “I always eat before I come somewhere new. I don’t like not knowing what I’ll find.”

He thought that was a strange thing to say about a restaurant with a hundred reviews on Google, but she was already looking at him with that patient expression and he’d lost the thread of his own concern before he’d finished forming it.

She asked about his family. He told her about his mam in Pontypridd, his sister Bethan who lived in Pontcanna and worked in arts admin and sent him too many voice notes. She laughed, the right kind of laugh, the kind that meant she understood the affection inside the complaint. He asked about hers.

“I don’t have much family.” Not sadly. Just as a fact, the way you state a preference.

“Are you close to anyone in the village?” He was thinking of the community Facebook page, the EV chargers, the school gate. A real place with real people.

“They know me.”

Which was not an answer to what he’d asked. She picked up her wine.



The second bottle was the barman’s suggestion. He’d leaned across with that particular Saturday-night bonhomie, his watch catching the overhead light in a quick gold flash, and Mara had agreed before Iwan could. She turned to the barman and said yes with a certainty that seemed to settle the question for everyone in the vicinity. The barman visibly pleased to have been so decisively accepted. He thought: she does that easily. The taking of space. The making of decisions that other people find themselves agreeing to without being asked.

He thought it with admiration. He thought it again later without admiration and by then it was too late.

It was twenty past nine when the bar properly filled up. Saturday night, and Cardiff on a Saturday was Cardiff on a Saturday. A cross-section of the city in its weekend configuration: groups of women on something that was either a birthday or a work do, two tables of rugby types already loud, couples, a hen party stopped in briefly and already regrouping to leave. The room was warm and loud and smelled of spilled beer. A sticky patch on the table edge kept catching his jacket sleeve. Someone’s expensive perfume drifted through it all in waves whenever the door opened.

He was mid-sentence about the delivery depot, the systematic anomaly he’d found last spring, the specific texture of discovering something was wrong. She was watching him with absolute attention, which was why he noticed when the attention fractured.

Just for a second. Less than a second.

Her gaze moved past his shoulder, toward the bar’s long mirror, and something in her face went very still. Not the composed stillness of before. Something underneath it. The absolute motionlessness of a thing that has decided not to be seen.

He turned.

The mirror ran the length of the bar and showed the room reversed: the rugby tables, the hen party assembling their coats, the barman’s watch glinting again as he reached for a bottle, the Saturday crowd in its noise and warmth. He scanned it without knowing what he was looking for.

And then he saw it.

In the press of people reflected at the bar, there was a shape that was not right. His skin registered it before his eyes had finished the thought, a prickling across his shoulders, a sudden cold drop through his stomach like a lift cable going slack. It was only at the edge of his vision and only for a heartbeat, but in that heartbeat the reflected shape of her was impossible. Not different clothing. Not a trick of the angle. The neck was cranked sideways to a degree that necks did not accommodate, held there, fixed, as if it had arrived at that position and forgotten to continue. Her left elbow was raised and bent back the wrong way, higher than the shoulder, the forearm angled inward in a geometry the joint did not allow. The whole figure was absolutely still in a room full of moving people, every other reflection smearing with motion while this one did not move at all. It was looking at him from the mirror with her face, her dark eyes, and the expression on that face was nothing he had a word for. Patient the way a held breath is patient. The way a trap is patient.

He turned back.

Mara was looking at him with the patient expression. Both arms on the table, elbows level, head straight, everything arranged correctly. She tilted her head, a small, natural tilt, and said: “You’ve gone quiet.”

“Sorry.” He picked up his wine. His hand was steady. “Thought I saw someone I knew.”

“Did you?”

“No. Wrong person.”

She looked at him for a moment. Then she smiled, and the smile arrived in the right order, and the bar was warm and loud around them, and when he glanced back at the mirror it showed a crowded room and a man and a woman at a corner table and everything in it was exactly where it should be.

He drank his wine.

He did not think about it. He was very deliberate about not thinking about it, which meant he was thinking about it constantly, but at a depth he didn’t have access to. The way the delivery anomaly had sat in the data for three months before he’d known where to look. A shape below the threshold. A smell before it had a form.

She said: “You were telling me about finding something you didn’t want to find.”

“Right. Yes.” He told her the rest of it, and she listened, and the mirror behind her was just a mirror.



They walked afterward. Her suggestion, which he’d agreed to immediately. They went along the Taff and she asked him to point out things, just things, whatever he noticed, whatever his eye landed on, and he found himself doing it without self-consciousness. The way the light from the flats hit the water in a specific geometry. The single trainer hanging from a cable above the path, its lace turning slowly in the wind off the river. The pattern of joggers who all overtook them on the same side, their footfalls arriving on the tarmac in a rhythm before their headtorches did. He stopped and pressed a hand briefly against one of the plane trees, the bark was cold and plated under his palm, coming away in his hand in a dry, papery flake, and she watched him do it without comment.

She listened to each observation and said nothing, and the silence was not uncomfortable. He thought: she does this. She asks you to be exactly yourself and then she watches you do it.

He thought: looking for someone who notices things.

“You’re good at this,” she said, after the trainer.

“At what?”

“At being where you are.” She was looking at the water. “A lot of people aren’t. They’re somewhere else most of the time, and you can feel it. You can feel the absence of them.”

“Do you feel absent from yourself, sometimes?”

She was quiet for long enough that he thought he’d misjudged it, pushed into something she didn’t want to touch. Then: “I think I’m very present. I’ve always been very present. I sometimes wonder what it costs.”

He didn’t know what to do with that, so he didn’t do anything with it. They walked a little further. She put her hand through his arm, not his hand, his arm, just above the elbow, and the grip was warm and definite, a specific pressure, not possessive exactly but precise, and he was acutely aware of it for the rest of the walk back to where he’d parked.



His flat. He hadn’t planned this, or he’d planned it in the way you plan for things you’re not admitting you’re planning for. The bottle of Malbec he’d bought on Wednesday and left on the counter. The flat was clean. He’d hoovered on Thursday and the marks were still faintly visible in the carpet pile, parallel lines.

She stood in the doorway of the living room and looked at it the way she’d looked at the bar. Not appraising, exactly. Registering. Like a surveyor noting angles she’d need later. He watched her take in the three monitors on his desk in the corner, their standby lights throwing a dim blue-green glow across the wall behind them. The bookshelf that was mostly factual, statistics, a biography of Alan Turing, a dog-eared copy of How to Lie with Statistics that Priya had given him as a joke and he’d read twice. Then the window.

She went to the window. Stood at it and looked out at the street, the plane trees, the amber light falling across her hands where they hung at her sides. The three monitors reflected in the dark glass behind her, a faint doubled geometry of screens within the frame of the night outside.

“Is this where you sit?”

“The sofa’s more comfortable.”

“But this is where you stand. In the evenings. Looking out.”

He had no idea how she knew that. He did not ask. He said, “Yes.”

She stayed at the window a moment longer. There was something about the way she stood there, her back to him, her hands still at her sides, the particular quality of her attention directed at the glass, or at what the glass gave back, that he would think about afterward. The way you think about something you should have understood in the moment and didn’t.

Then she turned and the moment was gone and he opened the Malbec.

They sat on the sofa and talked until after midnight. Not the first-date talk. Not the CV recital, the previous-relationship archaeology, the careful self-presentation. She didn’t want any of that. She wanted to know what he was afraid of, what he’d been wrong about, what he’d lost that he hadn’t expected to lose. He found himself answering honestly, which wasn’t something he normally did with people he’d known five hours, and the honesty felt less like vulnerability and more like relief. Like setting something down that had been heavier than he’d registered.

He told her about Sioned. Two years, ending quietly, no specific cause of death, just a gradual withdrawal of oxygen. She listened without filling the pauses with sympathy, which he appreciated more than sympathy would have been.

“What did you want from it?”

“What most people want, I suppose.” He thought about it. “To be known. Properly. Not the version of yourself you can manage.”

She looked at him. The lamp in the corner was the only light and it threw her face into a composition of amber and shadow, and her expression was something he couldn’t quite read. Not warm, exactly. Deeply attentive. The way a scientist is attentive to a result.

“Yes,” she said. And then, lightly, almost as an aside, glancing at her wine rather than at him: “To be known is to be consumed. The two things are the same thing.” A brief wry pull at the corner of her mouth, and then she looked back at him and moved on. “Was it her, or was it the situation?”

He blinked, almost caught off-guard by the pivot. The scar through his left eyebrow itched, the one from the wall at nine, the one Bethan had held the flannel against while he cried more from shock than pain, and he raised two fingers to it without thinking.

“What’s that from?”

He told her. The wall, the nine-year-old’s misjudgement, Bethan with the flannel. She listened as if it mattered, as if this small physical fact of him was something she wanted to hold carefully.

She reached out and touched it. Just the pad of her thumb, tracing the raised line, two precise seconds. He stayed very still. Then she took her hand back and he rubbed the spot twice with two fingers, an automatic thing, resettling himself.

“Bethan sounds like someone worth having.”

“She is.” His voice was level. “She’s the best person I know.”

Mara looked at him for a moment. Then she looked at her wine.



Jay texted at midnight. He felt the buzz against his thigh and ignored it.

He texted back at five past one: busy mate, speak tomorrow.

Jay’s reply came immediately, because Jay was always awake: lol, is she there?? details tomorrow, I want everything

He put the phone face-down on the coffee table. Mara glanced at the blank screen and then at his face, and she said: “You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

“I mean it.” There was something in her voice that was not quite an instruction and not quite a reassurance, something that sat between the two in a register he didn’t have a name for. “You don’t have to be anywhere else.”



He would not be able to say, afterward, how it was decided. There was no single moment. The conversation slowed and she looked at the window once, amber street, the plane trees shifting, and said it was very late, and then neither of them moved, and the Malbec was finished and the lamp was still on and the flat was quiet in a way that was entirely different from the textured quiet of Thursday.

At some point she said: “I should go.”

“It’s almost two. You drove?”

“I can drive.”

“I know you can. I’m not suggesting otherwise. I’m saying it’s almost two and it’s a long way.”

She looked at him. Something passed across her face that he read as conflict, the visible weighing of it, and then outside the rain started, a soft percussion against the window glass, and she said: “All right.”

He went to the hall cupboard and pulled out the sofa-bed sheet, the fabric cool and slightly stiff as he shook it out. She looked at the sofa and then at him with an expression that was amused and also something else, something that arrived and departed too quickly to name.

“Iwan.” Not Iwan Dafydd Pryce, not yet, just his name, easy and light. “I don’t need the sofa.”

He lay in the dark afterward and listened to the plane trees and the rain easing off and the occasional bus working its way up the street, and the specific silence of someone else’s breathing in a room you’re used to being alone in. He thought about the mirror. Then he thought about the walk by the Taff. Then he thought about nothing at all, and the warmth beside him was the last thing he was aware of before he slept.

Outside, the street was amber and ordinary. The plane trees moved. The night was exactly what it appeared to be.




Chapter 3: The Mare

He woke at three in the morning certain that something was standing on his chest.

Not a dream-certainty, soluble, the kind that dissolves as soon as your eyes open. This was the body’s own knowledge, the kind that lives below language: compressed lungs, a breath that wouldn’t complete itself, the specific cold of something pressing down that had no business being warm. He registered all of that before he registered the room, the dark, the fact of his own eyes being open.

The ceiling was above him. His ceiling, the small water stain in the corner from two winters ago, the smoke detector’s slow green pulse. Familiar. Correct. He was in his bed and the ceiling was the ceiling and he could not move.

Not paralysed the way you were in a dream. Something was holding him down by being above him, by the specific gravity of its weight distributed across his chest and shoulders, his arms pressed to his sides, his head fixed.

He heard his own breathing. Shallow, rapid. The sound of a man trying to take in more air than his ribcage had room for.

She was above him.

He knew this before he looked. He knew it the way his body had known the weight, not as thought but as animal fact, immediate and total. When his eyes found her in the dark he could not have said whether he had moved them or whether they’d simply arrived at her, as though the looking had been compelled from outside him.

She was crouched above his chest. That was the first thing his mind tried to make of it: crouched, a human posture, a woman who had climbed over him in the night and settled there. But the geometry was wrong. The knees were at the wrong height, too high, too wide apart, the joint bent past its natural angle, and where the knees pressed against his ribs he could feel the cold of them through his t-shirt, not skin-cold but stone-cold, the cold of a floor tile in January, radiating inward. Her arms were not bracing against the mattress. They hung, both of them, loose from the wrong points on her shoulders, the left one swinging fractionally as though something had just jostled it, the back of the hand grazing his ear in a slow, almost-not-there brush that was worse than a blow would have been. The line of her neck was not a neck’s line. It descended and then continued, and the head at the end of it was tilted at a degree that would have required something to be broken.

Her face was toward him.

He could see the shape of it in the dark, the specific dark of his bedroom, which he knew well, the textures of it, the way the streetlight came through the curtain’s edge and laid a single amber stripe across the wall. In that light he could see the shape of her face. The dark eyes, open. The mouth, open. Not in expression. Just open. The way a door is open. The way a house is open when something has gone through it and not come back.

She did not move.

This was the worst of it. The absolute stillness of her above him. No breathing he could detect. No small shift of weight, no blink. Just the weight on his chest and the hanging arms and the broken angle of the neck and the face that was open and looking at him and not moving. The cold from her knees seeped deeper. He could feel it at the bone now, spreading like water finding a level.

He tried to say her name.

His throat produced nothing. The air he needed for it was the air he could not take in. He tried again and felt only the constriction, the chest that wouldn’t rise, the wet click of her open mouth as something shifted in it, not speech, not breath, just tissue and dark.

The weight increased. Fractionally. The way a cloud thickens before rain: no single moment of change, just a direction of travel, and his sternum registering every increment.

And then her head moved.

Not toward him. Not away. It moved to the side, the way a curious animal moves, the way something orients toward a sound, but past the limit, past the point where a neck’s tendons permit. As it went, her left shoulder rotated backward, the joint turning visibly in the wrong direction, a slow revolution that should have been agony and was instead perfectly silent, while her face stayed fixed on him throughout, the eyes not leaving his, tracking him as the shoulder continued its impossible arc. The head reached nearly horizontal, tilted ninety degrees on its axis, the dark eyes still level with his, and the open mouth was now at the wrong angle and still no sound came out of it, and the cold from her knees had reached his diaphragm.

His hand moved.

He didn’t decide to move it. His right hand came free, not from any release of the weight, but from somewhere deeper, some older command, and his fingers found her arm in the dark. The skin was cold. Not cold the way skin is cold at night, the surface chill of a shoulder left outside the duvet. Cold the way stone is cold: consistent throughout, as though the temperature went all the way down without interruption, as though warmth had never been a property it possessed.

She turned to look at him.

The head moved back. The shoulder settled. The angle corrected itself. And she was Mara, dark hair loose across the pillow, dark eyes heavy with sleep, one hand tucked under her cheek. Lying on her side beside him. His hand on her arm. Her arm exactly where an arm should be, the joint where it should be, the neck at the angle a neck rested at.

The weight on his chest was gone.

He lay very still.

His heart was loud enough that he could hear it in his ears, in the pulse at his throat, in the fingertips that were still touching her arm. He could feel her warmth now. The normal warmth of a body in a bed. He watched her face in the amber stripe from the curtain and her face was her face: the composed mouth, the dark lashes, the small rise and fall of her shoulder with each breath.

Breathing. She was breathing. Of course she was.

He withdrew his hand carefully and put it on his own chest and felt his heart under his palm like something trying to get out. He waited for it to slow. The duvet edge pressed against his knuckles, slightly rough, the familiar bobbled cotton of it. Through the gap in the sash window came the diesel smell of the N8 on its night run, the bus grinding the corner of Albany Road, Cardiff doing its three-a.m. things entirely without him. He held on to both of these, the duvet, the diesel, the way you held on to a wall in the dark.

He’d drunk a lot. He’d been keyed up in a way he hadn’t fully acknowledged, the particular high-wire tension of wanting something to go well and it going well, then the come-down. His brain had misfired. The old name for it was the night-mare, the mare that sat on your chest, and people for centuries had made mythology out of what was, in the end, a glitch in the sleep cycle.

He assembled this explanation the way he assembled an explanation for an anomaly in a dataset, looking for the hypothesis that required the fewest invented variables. It held together. He chose to let it hold.

He lay on his back and looked at the ceiling and waited for his heart to find a normal tempo, and when it had he turned onto his side, away from her, and looked at the wall, and after a while he slept.



He woke at seven-fifteen to the sound of her in the kitchen.

The smell of coffee arrived before he was fully conscious of it, the specific smell of his own coffee, the Ethiopian blend from the deli on Pontcanna Street, which meant she had found it without asking where it was. He lay for a moment and listened to the ordinary sounds of it: the kettle, the clink of a mug, a drawer opening and closing with the particular stick that drawer had always had.

His chest felt fine. His lungs expanded without effort. He pressed his fingers against his sternum and felt nothing unusual, and was aware of pressing them, and aware of why he was pressing them, and got up before he could think about it further.

She was standing at the kitchen window with her coffee, still in his grey t-shirt, looking out at the plane trees. The morning light was the flat white of October, no warmth in it, and it caught the side of her face and the curve of her bare shoulder, and she was very beautiful in it, and he stood in the kitchen doorway and watched her for a moment before she turned.

“There’s a fox,” she said.

He crossed to the window. Below, on the pavement, a fox was sitting with great composure in front of the recycling bins, apparently waiting for something. A puddle had collected against the kerb overnight, and in it the fox’s reflection shivered alongside a pale rectangle, the kitchen light from his window, thrown down to the street, so that the animal appeared to stand at the edge of a lit room it had not been invited into. As they watched, it turned its head and looked directly up at the window, not in the general direction of the window, but at the window, at the specific pane of glass, at the two of them standing behind it, and held the look for a long moment before walking away with no apparent urgency.

He glanced at Mara. She was watching the fox go, her coffee mug held out from her body at a slight angle, tilted perhaps fifteen degrees past comfortable, the way you held something when your attention had gone entirely elsewhere. It lasted two beats, three, long enough that he noticed it and could not account for it. Then she brought the mug back and drank.

“They own the city at this hour,” Iwan said.

“They own it at every hour.” She drank her coffee. “They just let you think otherwise during the day.”

He poured himself a mug and stood beside her and the morning was ordinary and fine. He thought about the night and decided not to mention it. There was nothing to mention. He had been half-asleep and his brain had done what brains did.



She left at ten.

He’d seen her damp towel on the bathroom floor through the open door as she gathered her things, his good towel, the dark green one, left in a heap against the radiator, and he’d registered it the way you registered evidence of someone having actually been somewhere, the particular proof of it. Her jacket was over his arm while she checked her bag, heavier than he’d expected, the leather stiff with cold, and he stood in the hallway holding it and felt the weight of it and did not want to hand it back.

He walked her to the bus stop on Albany Road, she’d refused the cab, said she’d get the bus down to the station, which had surprised him and then hadn’t, and they stood at the stop in the October morning and she put her hands in her jacket pockets and looked at him with that patient expression.

“Will you come to Cwm Deryn?” she said. “Next weekend, or the one
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