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The front door of the cottage slowly yielded to sustained pressure, scraping a semi-circle into the warped oak floorboards of the hallway.

Adrian carried the two heaviest plastic storage crates stacked chest-high, his chin hooked over the rim of the top one to keep them stable. He didn't need to look for obstacles, because Melissa was walking backwards a metre ahead of him, her hand lightly anchoring the side of the bottom box, guiding his trajectory through the narrow corridor.

"Left ten centimetres," she said, her voice flat and rhythmic. "The skirting board is loose. Right. Straight ahead. Stop."

Adrian set the crates down on the uncarpeted floorboards of what would eventually be the living room. The air down here was cool, a very refreshing change from the summer heat outside, and smelling of old wood and plaster and the citrus-scented disinfectant Melissa had spent the previous evening scrubbing into the baseboards.

"The structural survey was definitive about the floorboards down here," Adrian said, straightening up and automatically rubbing the small of his back. "They're solid oak. It’s only the modern pine joists under the kitchen extension that need the sistering."

"I know," Melissa said. She sat down directly on the top crate, looping her arms around her knees. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt from a university engineering society Adrian had belonged to eight years ago, a shirt he’d left at her apartment because the cotton felt too scratchy against his neck, but which she had washed until it was perfectly soft. "I memorised the appendix on timber treatment. But I wanted you to look at the attic rafters and roof before undertaking anything else major. I need to make sure it’s not going to either leak or fall down on top of me."

Adrian looked at her. Her hair was pulled back in a messy, utilitarian knot, held in place by a plastic pen she’d shoved through the strands. There was a smear of dried white filler on her left shin from where she’d been patching the hallway plaster earlier that morning.

"You don't trust the surveyor," he stated. It wasn't a question.

"The surveyor spent forty minutes here in total and charged six hundred pounds," she said, her index finger tracing the moulded plastic pattern on the lid of the box beneath her. "Granted I only paid him the minimum needed for the sale as money was tight, but even so. You and I spent four weeks recalculating the load-bearing capacity of the retaining wall in my dad's garage just to make sure the shelving wouldn't buckle under his old engine blocks."

"Yes, because we don't have professional liability insurance," Adrian said, a small, familiar smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. He walked over to the window, leaning his palms against the unpainted sill to look out at the overgrown garden. "And because your dad would have killed us if the shelves collapsed on his classic Rover parts."

"My dad wouldn't have killed us. He would have just made us read the manual again."

"Which is worse, logistically."

They lapsed into a comfortable, practiced silence. It was the kind of quiet that only exists between people who have shared a post code, their entire schooling from primary school to university, and an intellectual frequency since they were old enough to sit in a sandbox. When Adrian had struggled with the three-syllable mechanics of Melissa at age four, she had simply shortened herself to Liss whenever they were alone, protecting him from his own frustration, adopting Aiden herself rather than Adrian so he didn’t feel stupid. When she had found the noisy chaos of the primary school dining hall too overwhelming to navigate, he had spent three months systematically trading his snacks until he had enough currency to secure the quiet corner table near the emergency exit for both of them.

There was no negotiation to their presence here today. She had bought a house that required manual labour; he had a toolbox and mostly free weekends. The equation was automatic.

"The joists on the first floor are sound enough," Adrian said, stepping away from the main support timber and wiping a thumb across his tape measure. "Thank the Lord for exposed beams. But the ceiling framing under the rafters could be a completely different calculation. The deflection in the centre of the landing is over ten centimetres. Honestly, Liss, how did you even pass the structural survey on a Grade II listing with the ceiling sagging like a wet cardboard box?"

Melissa leaned against the doorframe, crossing her arms with a dry laugh. "You’re assuming there was a normal survey. Or a normal mortgage."

Adrian paused, looking over at her with a furrowed brow. "Listed properties in this valley don't exactly go for a song, even with structural issues. Did you find a suitcase of cash behind the skirting boards at your old flat?"

"I wish," she said, tapping her fingers against her forearm. "Back in 2010 when my grandfather passed away, he left me a small portfolio of blue-chip shares. I’ve just been sitting on them, letting the dividends reinvest because I never had a real reason to cash them in. When this place came up on the probate registry, the price was heavily discounted because of the structural liabilities. I realised if I liquidated the entire portfolio, I could buy the freehold outright. No bank, no mortgage surveyors telling me I'm insane. Just me, a massive pile of seventeenth-century stone, and a completely depleted savings account."

“Still insane though,” commented Adrian, feeling the draught around the original windows.

“Sane enough to know that a problem shared is a problem halved,” she returned with an overly sweet smile. “This is your project too now.”

Adrian nodded absently, accepting the truth of it without blinking as his eyes tracked over the beams of the ceiling. "So you're asset-rich and cash-poor in a building that eats cash for breakfast. Impulsive."

"Extremely," she agreed. "Especially when you factor in the local bureaucracy. Have you ever tried talking to a heritage conservation officer, Aiden? Because it is a form of psychological torture."

"I imagine they have very specific parameters," Adrian murmured.

"Specific doesn't begin to cover it," Melissa sighed, rolling her eyes at the memory. "I had a forty-five-minute argument with a woman named Cathy last Tuesday about lime mortar. She wasn't just insisting on lime; she was insisting on a historically accurate, locally sourced aggregate blend. I told her I just wanted to stop the south wall from crumbling into the garden, and she looked at me like I’d suggested rendering the facade in neon pink plastic. Then she spent twenty minutes explaining the exact molecular difference between hot-mixed quicklime and hydrated lime putty. My brain was melting."

"Mechanically speaking, she's not entirely wrong," Adrian pointed out, a small, maddening smile touching his lips. "Hydrated lime putty has a lower initial shrinkage rate, which prevents micro-fissures in historical stone layouts."

"Don't you start," Melissa warned, pointing a finger at him. "I have enough pedantic people in my life; I don't need you doubling down behind the local council too. She also informed me that the attic floorboards... the ones we are about to walk on... are original wide-plank elm from the late fifteen-hundreds and are part of the listing. If I split one while doing the rewiring, I apparently have to fill out a three-page 'Damage to Historical Fabric' report."

Adrian looked up at the ceiling hatch, his expression turning thoughtful. "Did she give you any of the actual provenance data? Beyond the structural materials?"

"A little," Melissa said, her voice softening as she looked around the damp hallway. "The core of the cottage was built around 1570. It was originally a bailiff's cottage for the main estate up the hill. The roof space was used for storing cured meats in winter and wool fleeces in the summer because the chimney breast keeps the ambient humidity lower up there. It’s survived centuries of changing seasons, two fires on the estate, and twenty years of total neglect before I bought it."

Adrian nodded slowly, his hand resting on the ladder casing. "Three hundred years of load-bearing history. That means the timber has fully case-hardened, but it also means any modern intervention risks shifting the stress points unpredictably." He looked back at her, his eyes serious but reassuring. "Which is exactly why we're going up there to check it out before you let anyone with a reciprocating saw anywhere near those elm planks."

"Exactly," Melissa smiled, stepping toward the ladder. "Now stop analysing the mortar and pull the hatch down."

"It’s going to be exceptionally hot up there," Adrian observed, tilting his head toward the ceiling. The sun was hitting the south-facing slope of the roof now, and even from the ground floor, they could feel the faint, radiating warmth of the house beginning to store heat like a brick kiln. "The slate has been absorbing thermal energy since 6:00 AM. There’s no ventilation index to speak of."

"I brought six litres of water," she said, pointing to the cool-bag resting against the fireplace. "And the heavy gloves. We just need to clear the old owner's junk away from the hatch and clear a walkway to inspect the length of it. Two hours, maximum."

"Two hours in a closed vault during a July heatwave is an optimisation problem," Adrian said, turning back from the window. He checked the laces on his work boots, pulling them tight. "We’ll need to pace the lifting. If your heart rate spikes in that kind of humidity, your cognitive processing speed drops by half."

"My processing speed is fine, Aiden."

"It’s a biological constant, Liss. Heat causes vasodilation. It’s not an insult to your intellect; it’s thermodynamics. Besides, you’re dealing with worse."

Melissa sighed, looking at him with her hands on her hips. “You’re talking about going blonde again, aren’t you?”

Adrian looked innocent. “Me? Never.”

Melissa stood up from the crate, dusting the back of her shorts with both hands. She looked at him... broad-shouldered, dependable, his grey t-shirt already showing a faint crescent of sweat under the arms just from carrying the boxes inside. He was the single most permanent variable in her life. Husbands, wives, partners, and jobs were things other people changed every few years; Adrian was simply there, like gravity or the prime
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