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The fog came in low over St Ives that morning, the way it did most mornings in early autumn, thick enough that the harbour boats a hundred yards off looked like sketches someone hadn't finished, outlines only, masts fading into grey before they reached anything like a sky. By half past seven it had begun to thin at the edges, pulled apart by a wind coming off the water, but it hadn't lifted from the station yet, and the platform lamps still burned yellow against it, doing very little.

Clara stood with her hands pushed into the pockets of her coat and watched Julian check his ticket for the third time.

"It hasn't changed," she said. "Platform two, same as the last two times you looked."

"I know it hasn't changed." He didn't look up. "I'm confirming it hasn't changed."

"That's not a thing tickets do, Julian. Change on you."

"You'd be surprised." He put it away at last, into the inside pocket of his coat, and some of the tightness went out of his shoulders when he did, as if the paper itself had been the problem rather than what it represented.

The station clock read twenty to eight, which meant it was actually twenty-four minutes to, an inaccuracy nobody at St Ives had bothered to correct in longer than Clara had been alive. The express to the airport was due at eight, a fact the man on the tannoy repeated at intervals in a voice that suggested he found the whole arrangement faintly absurd. Around them the platform filled the way it always did on a weekday morning, a woman wrestling a folded pushchair through the gap by the ticket office, two schoolboys arguing about a match neither of them had actually watched, a man in a good suit reading something on his phone with the fixed unhappiness of someone checking the time and finding it unhelpful. A young guard in a hi-vis vest, new enough to the job that he still checked his own watch against the clock rather than trusting either of them, propped the far door open with his boot and blew warm air into his cupped hands.

Julian had a canvas holdall over one shoulder, the strap already creasing his coat at an angle, and a guide to Lisbon's architecture tucked under his arm that Clara suspected he'd read twice and would read again on the plane, from nerves rather than necessity. He'd shaved carefully that morning, she'd watched him do it, sitting on the edge of the bath with her tea going cold, because some mornings she liked watching him do ordinary things more than she liked doing anything else, and there was a small nick along his jaw he'd missed with the flannel, already forgotten.

"Ten days," she said, mostly to hear how the number sounded out loud, which was different from how it sounded in her head.

"Ten days." He reached over and tucked a piece of hair back from her face, an old habit by now, unremarkable to either of them. "You'll hardly notice I'm gone."

"I'll notice."

"Good." He said it plainly, without reaching for anything larger, and that plainness did more to her than performance would have.

She had expected, in the weeks since the Lisbon project was confirmed, that this morning would feel like the ones from two years ago, the tight chest, the private arithmetic of counting days before they'd even said goodbye, the sense that every parting was a small test of whether the thing between them would hold. It didn't feel like that. It felt like handing someone a book you knew they'd bring back. She wasn't sure when the difference had happened, only that it had, somewhere in the ordinary accumulation of trains caught and trains missed and phone calls that started with tell me about your day and meant it.

There had been a goodbye on this same platform once, early on, when a cheek kiss had felt like the furthest either of them dared go, and she'd walked home afterward composing the whole conversation over again in her head, checking it for meanings she might have missed. She didn't do that anymore. Whatever she needed to hear from him, he generally just said, and whatever she didn't say herself, he'd learned to ask about rather than guess at. It made for a duller kind of goodbye, she supposed, if you were the sort of person who liked a bit of drama in these things. She wasn't. She'd had enough of the other kind to last her.

"You've got the numbers for the hotel," she said. "And Desmond's covering anything that comes in from Greenslade, so you're not meant to be checking your email at all, which I know you'll do anyway, so I'm not going to pretend otherwise,"

"Clara."

", but if you could at least wait until you've landed,"

"Clara." He was smiling now, the particular smile that meant he found her fussing funny and endearing in roughly equal measure and had long since stopped bothering to hide either half of that. "I'll call you tonight. Same as always."

"Same as always," she agreed, and let it go, because he was right, and because there was a comfort in same as always that she hadn't expected to find quite so ordinary and quite so necessary at once.

The tannoy crackled and said something about the eight o'clock service, mostly static, and the platform did the small collective shift that always happened at that sound, bags lifted, phones pocketed, the schoolboys abandoning their argument to press toward the yellow line. Down the track, still some way off, a single light resolved out of the fog.

"That's you," Clara said.

"That's me." He didn't move yet. He was looking at her in a way she recognised, the way he looked at a drawing before he decided whether it was finished, not searching for a flaw exactly, just making sure he'd seen everything there was to see. "I'll ring you the second I land. Might be four, five hours from now, depending on the connection."

"I know how time zones work, Julian."

"I know you do. I like telling you things you already know. It's one of my better qualities."

"It's really not."

He laughed, and the sound of it did what it always did, which was make the cold feel less like something to endure and more like something they were simply standing in together. The train's light grew larger, and its whistle came thin and flattened through the fog, and around them the platform gathered itself the way platforms do, a held breath before the noise arrives.

He kissed her, unhurried, one hand at the side of her face, and for a moment neither of them was aware of the guard checking his watch or the woman with the pushchair or the cold working its way through Clara's coat. It was, she thought afterward, a perfectly ordinary kiss to be having on a station platform on a Tuesday morning, except that nothing about it felt ordinary while it was happening, which she supposed was the whole trick of it.

"Go," she said, when he pulled back, "before you talk yourself into missing it entirely."

"I'm not going to miss it." He picked up the holdall, slung it properly this time, and there was something almost businesslike in the movement, a man returning to a version of himself he knew well and didn't dread. "Ten days, Clara. That's all it is."

"That's all it is," she echoed, and stepped back to give him room, and watched him turn toward the platform edge as the train came in loud and close, brakes complaining, doors already beginning to release along its length before it had fully stopped.

He didn't look back at her immediately. He was watching the doors, the way a person does when they've done this exact thing enough times to have a system, angling himself toward the nearest one, letting the alighting passengers clear first, the guide book shifting under his arm. She watched him find his spot in the small crowd gathering at the doors, watched the woman with the pushchair go ahead of him with an apologetic nod, watched him check, out of habit, that his ticket was still exactly where he'd put it thirty seconds before.

And then he stopped moving forward.

It wasn't dramatic. Nobody around him seemed to notice at all, the queue simply flowed past him, the way water finds its way around a stone, two more passengers boarding while Julian stood with one hand resting on the cold metal rail beside the door, not stepping up, not stepping back, just standing there with the fog still thinning slowly behind him. He looked, for exactly as long as it took Clara to notice and then to wonder if she was imagining it, like a man doing sums in his head and not liking one of the numbers.

"Julian?"

He didn't hear her, or didn't answer, and the doors began their long electronic warning tone, and the guard down the platform lifted his whistle without much urgency, the whole process as unhurried and procedural as it was every single morning. Julian's hand came off the rail. He stepped back, once, deliberately, the way you step back from a ledge rather than off one, and the doors closed a few feet from where his shoulder had been a moment earlier.

The train pulled away without him.

The young guard noticed then, in the mildly put-upon way of someone who now had a form to fill in. He glanced down the platform toward Julian, then at the departing train, then back again, clearly trying to decide whether this constituted an incident worth reporting or simply a man who'd changed his mind. "You alright there, sir?"

"Fine," Julian said, not taking his eyes off Clara. "Better than fine, actually."

The guard looked between them for a moment longer, shrugged in the manner of someone who had seen stranger things happen on that platform and would no doubt see stranger still, and went back to his clipboard.

Clara stood very still, watching it go, the taillight shrinking back into the fog the way the outbound light had grown out of it minutes before, and for several seconds she genuinely could not decide what had just happened. He'd missed it. He'd been standing right there, ticket in hand, and he'd let it leave without him, and her first thought, quick, unbidden, the kind of thought she'd have laughed at from anyone else, was that something must be wrong. His mother. The flight. Something.

Then she saw his face, and it wasn't the face of a man who'd made a mistake.

He turned from the empty track and started back through the dispersing crowd, around the man in the suit, past the schoolboys now debating something new, the guard glancing at him with the mild professional curiosity of someone who'd have to log a missed departure and couldn't quite be bothered, and he didn't hurry, exactly, but he didn't waste any of the distance either. Two steps. Three. And then there wasn't any distance left at all, because he'd closed it, both arms coming around her at once, pulling her in against the wool of his coat, which still smelled faintly of the shaving soap from that morning and, underneath that, of him.

"Julian," she said, muffled against his chest, disbelief and relief tangled together so thoroughly she couldn't have said which was doing more of the work. "Wasn't that your,"

"I know." He didn't loosen his hold. Around them the platform was already forgetting them, resuming its ordinary Tuesday business, nobody sparing more than half a glance for the couple standing in the middle of it. "I know it's gone."

She pulled back far enough to look at him properly, and found none of the panic she'd have expected on a man who'd just watched his connection leave without him. "Your flight, though. The Lisbon project, you've been talking about this for weeks, Julian, you can't just,"

He was already reaching into his coat, into the same inside pocket where the ticket had lived for the last hour, and what he brought out this time was smaller. A plain white envelope, a little soft at the corners from having been carried around for longer than a single morning, and he held it out to her with a hand that wasn't quite steady, though his voice, when he spoke, mostly was.

Clara opened it slowly. Inside was a printed boarding confirmation, his name, Lisbon as the destination, but a departure time that had nothing to do with the eight o'clock express that had just pulled out of the station without him. Half past four that afternoon. A different flight entirely.

"I booked this three days ago," he said, before she could ask. "After I worked out that the morning connection was too tight, barely enough time between the train and the gate to actually see you before I left, let alone say goodbye properly. I didn't want that. Not this time."

"You booked a whole second flight."

"I booked a whole second flight." He said it almost sheepishly, as though laying out the practical shape of it made it sound smaller than it had felt to arrange. "I didn't want to rush through this the way I nearly did the first time we met each other. You remember, the last train, the twenty minutes, me half-convinced I was about to lose the only interesting conversation I'd had in a year because a stranger's timetable said I had to leave. I don't want to keep doing that to you. Not for a project. Not for anything."

Something in the deliberateness of it, the printed confirmation, the days of planning behind a decision that had looked, from where she was standing, like an impulsive man simply refusing to board, made the whole morning resettle itself in her chest. She hadn't watched him throw away a flight for her. She'd watched him keep a promise he'd made to himself before she'd even known there was anything to keep.

"You could have told me," she said, though there wasn't much accusation left in it by the time it came out. "I nearly had a heart attack watching you stand there like you'd forgotten how doors work."

"I wanted you to see it happen." His thumb moved along her jaw, unhurried, and the fog behind him had thinned enough now that she could see actual sky starting to show through it, pale and unconvincing but there. "I wanted you to know I chose it. Not that I missed something by accident and we made the best of it afterward. That I looked at the train and looked at you and there wasn't really a decision to make at all."

She laughed, unevenly, and wiped at her eyes with the back of her wrist before the cold could turn the wetness there into something uncomfortable. "That's a very roundabout way of being sentimental, Julian Hartley."

"I've been told I overplan things."

"You have. Frequently. By me."

"And yet." He kissed her again, briefer this time, more like punctuation than declaration, and when he drew back there was something easy in his face that she hadn't seen since before the project had been confirmed, the particular unclenching of a man who has just done the one thing he'd spent three days quietly worrying he wouldn't manage to do. "We've got until half four. I'd rather not spend it standing on this platform, if it's all the same to you."

"What did you have in mind?"

"Breakfast, for a start. I believe there's a bakery somewhere in this town that opens at eight, and I intend to be sitting in it well before you've had a chance to lecture me any further about my email habits."

"I have several more things to say about your email habits."

"I know." He picked the holdall back up, settled it properly this time, and offered her his free hand the way he'd been doing for so long now that neither of them thought about the gesture before making it. "Save them for the walk. We've got the whole morning."

They left the station together, the guard giving them a brief, incurious nod as they passed, the noticeboard rattling faintly behind them in a draught from the door. The fog had lifted enough by then to show the first hard edges of the harbour, masts sharpening out of grey, a gull riding the wind above the breakwater with the particular unbothered patience of something that had never once needed to catch a train. Clara glanced back once, out of habit more than uncertainty, and saw the station clock through the waiting-room window, still faithfully four minutes ahead of everyone else in St Ives.

A few more hours, she thought. Not ten days, not yet, just the rest of an ordinary Tuesday, and then the goodbye they'd already half-finished on the platform, except properly this time, without a train doing the deciding for either of them.

"What are you thinking about?" Julian asked, as they turned off the platform road and onto the cobbles proper, the town waking slowly around them in the smell of woodsmoke and low tide.

"That you're going to be unbearable about this for weeks," she said. "Bringing it up every time I forget to plan something properly."

"Only every time," he agreed. "Not more than that. I'll try to show restraint."

"You won't."

"No," he admitted, and there was no apology in it at all. "Probably not."

She laughed again, properly this time, and let him lead the way toward whichever bakery he'd apparently already decided on, the morning opening out ahead of them slow and unhurried and entirely their own.
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The bakery Julian had apparently decided on turned out to be one Clara had walked past several hundred times and never once gone into, a narrow shopfront wedged between a chandlery and a shop that sold nothing but different kinds of rope, its window fogged from the inside with the heat of the ovens. A hand-lettered sign in the corner of the glass said OPEN, in the specific way that suggested it had been flipped there some time ago and forgotten.

"You've never been in here," Julian said, holding the door for her. It wasn't a question. He had a habit of noticing that sort of thing about her, the shops she avoided out of some private, unexamined loyalty to the ones she already knew, and mentioning it in a tone that left room for her to explain herself or not, as she liked.

"I go to Merrow's."

"Merrow's does a serviceable loaf. This does something else entirely." He said it with the particular confidence of a man who had clearly researched the matter, which he had, she suspected, in exactly the way he researched everything, thoroughly, and slightly in advance of when it was strictly necessary.

Inside, the warmth hit her first, then the smell, yeast and butter and something with cardamom in it, and a woman behind the counter with flour to her elbows glanced up and said, "Twice in one week, then," to Julian, in the tone of someone already fond of a customer she'd known for a matter of days.

"Once was reconnaissance," Julian said. "This is the actual visit."

"And who's this," the woman said, nodding at Clara, not unkindly, the way people in St Ives asked things they mostly already knew the answer to.

"Clara," Clara said, and the woman's face did something brief and knowing, and she said nothing further about it, only reached for a paper bag and started filling it before either of them had ordered anything specific, which Clara understood, watching her, to mean that Julian had already told her exactly what he wanted the second time he came in, days ago, planning this the way he seemed to plan most things that mattered to him.

They ate sitting on a low wall along the harbour road, the pastries too hot to hold properly, passing a paper cup of coffee back and forth because Julian had bought only one, on the theory, he said, that sharing was more efficient than queuing twice. Clara didn't point out that this was not, strictly, what efficiency meant. She let him have it.

"You booked the flight three days ago," she said, licking sugar from her thumb. "When were you going to tell me. If the train had actually left on time this morning, was I meant to just, watch you vanish onto it, and then get a phone call from Bristol explaining you'd changed your mind halfway through boarding?"

"I was going to tell you at the bakery." He said it plainly, the way he said most things, without performing regret he didn't feel. "This bakery. This conversation. I wanted you to have had breakfast first, so you wouldn't be cross on an empty stomach."

"That's absurd."

"It's strategic."

"It's the same thing you did with the flowers, before you asked me to marry you. Wait until I've eaten something, then spring the thing that's actually going to undo me."

"It worked both times," he said, entirely unbothered, and she laughed despite herself, because it had, and there wasn't much use pretending otherwise.

A gull came down hard onto the harbour wall a few feet away and regarded them both with the flat, unimpressed patience of something that had negotiated for pastry before and knew the odds. Julian tore off a corner of his and set it down without looking, an old habit from some previous visit she hadn't been present for, and the gull took it and left with the unhurried entitlement of a regular collecting a debt.

"You've been feeding the gulls," she said.

"One gull. I believe it's the same one. He has a look about him."

"They all have that look, Julian, that's rather the point of gulls."

"This one's different. More discerning." He watched it go, wheeling out low over the boats, and something in his face relaxed the way it did whenever he was somewhere he'd decided, consciously or not, to let himself belong. He'd had that look increasingly since the wedding, she thought, since well before the wedding, if she were honest, since sometime in that long stretch of ordinary Tuesdays that had somehow turned into a life without either of them marking the exact date it happened.

They finished the coffee between them and started walking with no particular destination, which had become, over the past year, one of Clara's favourite ways of spending time with him, no plan, no restaurant booked, just the harbour road and whatever conversation happened to arrive.

The Copper Kettle wasn't officially open yet when they reached it, chairs still stacked on tables inside, but Rosalind saw them through the glass and unlocked the door anyway, wiping her hands on her apron.

"You're early," she said, "even for you two."

"We had an eventful morning," Clara said.

"You always have an eventful morning. I've stopped asking." Rosalind was already pulling chairs down, setting two by the window, their table, though nobody had ever formally declared it so, it had simply accumulated that status over the better part of a year, the way certain places did if you returned to them often enough without meaning to claim anything. She was somewhere in her forties, quick-handed, with the particular briskness of someone who'd spent a long time on her feet and had stopped noticing it, and a way of talking that skipped the parts of a sentence she assumed you'd already understood. "Earl Grey. Scones. Don't tell me otherwise, I've already put the kettle on."

"We hadn't actually ordered," Julian said.

"You didn't need to." Rosalind said it without any particular ceremony, already moving off toward the kitchen, and Julian glanced at Clara with an expression that mixed amusement and something closer to being touched by it, though he'd never have called it that out loud.

"I like this town," he said, once Rosalind had gone. "I don't think I've ever said that to you directly. I like that a woman I've met perhaps a dozen times already knows how I take my tea."

"You take it exactly the way anyone with sense would. There's nothing to remember."

"There's the not-quite-enough-milk. Most people get it wrong."

"Most people don't obsess over their tea the way you do."

"I don't obsess. I have preferences." He said it with the mild dignity of a man defending a position he knew, on some level, was indefensible, and Clara let it go, because arguing him out of that particular fiction had never once worked and she'd stopped expecting it to.

Rosalind returned with the tray, set it down without spilling a drop despite carrying it with one hand while holding a stack of napkins in the other, and lingered a moment longer than the tea strictly required.

"Lisbon, is it," she said to Julian. "Clara mentioned it. Weeks ago, mind, and hasn't stopped since."

"I have stopped," Clara said. "Mostly."

"You have not." Rosalind said it fondly, the way you'd correct a friend rather than contradict a customer, and turned back to Julian. "How long, then?"

"Ten days. Give or take."

"Ten days is nothing." Rosalind straightened, glancing toward the counter where another customer had appeared, patient, unbothered, the kind of morning quiet that only existed in a town that hadn't fully woken yet. "I had a fisherman husband once, God rest him, gone six weeks at a stretch and thought nothing of it. Ten days you'll hardly feel." She said it lightly, but there was something underneath it, brief and unexamined, that Clara recognised without being able to name exactly what it was, and then Rosalind was moving again, back toward the counter, leaving the observation to settle on its own.

Julian watched her go. "Husband," he said quietly, half to himself.

"She doesn't talk about it much." Clara turned her cup slowly on its saucer, not looking up. "I only know because Margaret mentioned it once, years before I ever worked at the shop. Boat went down off the Lizard. Rosalind still opens this place every morning at six, rain or not, same as she always has."

Julian didn't say anything to that for a moment, and Clara didn't fill the silence either, because some silences didn't need filling, and she'd learned, somewhere in the past two years, which ones those were.

"Ten days doesn't sound like very much, put next to that," he said eventually.

"No," she agreed. "It doesn't."

They lingered longer than either of them had planned, the tea going lukewarm, the conversation drifting the way conversations did when neither party had anywhere urgent to be, the Lisbon project, the shape of the old cultural centre Julian would be restoring, a courtyard he'd seen in the drawings that he thought might work as a small garden if the client could be persuaded, something to do with encouraging people to sit rather than simply pass through.

"You'd like it," he said. "The courtyard. It reminds me a bit of what you've been sketching for the back of the shop."

"I haven't sketched anything for the back of the shop. I've thought about it."

"You've thought about it in a notebook, which is the same thing, only slower." He said it with the particular fondness he reserved for pointing out her contradictions, never unkindly, more the way you'd note a familiar landmark. "You should show Margaret. Properly. Not just thinking about it where she can't see."

"It's not ready."

"Nothing you make is ever ready by your own reckoning. You'd have redrawn the wedding flowers the morning of, if I'd let you."

"They needed more lavender."

"They had quite a lot of lavender, Clara."

"Not enough." She said it primly, and he laughed, low and real, and reached across the table to still her hand where it had started, without her quite noticing, tracing the rim of her saucer in the shape of something that might have been a path or might have been nothing at all.

"Show Margaret," he said again, gentler. "While I'm away, if not before. You've got ten days and no excuse."

"I'll think about it."

"You always think about it. Eventually you'll have to draw the line instead."

She didn't answer that directly, only turned her hand under his so their fingers laced together properly, and let the moment be what it was without needing to resolve it into anything more definite.

Harbour Light Books smelled the way it always did, old paper, the particular sweetness of the lavender bowl by the till, a faint trace of woodsmoke from the iron stove Margaret insisted on lighting the moment autumn arrived whether or not the weather strictly warranted it. The floor sloped, as it always had, three rooms deep and narrowing toward the back the way the whole building seemed to lean gently into the hill it was built against, and Clara felt the small, specific relief she always felt on stepping through that door, the sense of a place that had never once asked anything of her except to be there.

Margaret was behind the counter, sleeves pushed up, restocking a shelf of Cornish walking guides that sold better than anything else in the shop despite, or perhaps because of, how unnecessary most of the town found them.

"You're not meant to be here," Margaret said, without looking up. "You've got the morning off. I told you that yesterday. Twice."

"We were passing."

"You were not passing. You live four streets from here and this shop is not on the way to anything." Margaret set the last guide on the shelf and turned, taking in the two of them, Julian's holdall still over his shoulder, the flight not for hours yet, with the brief, assessing look she gave most things she suspected of being more complicated than they first appeared. "Lisbon this afternoon, then. Not this morning."

"Change of plan," Julian said.

"So I gather." Margaret didn't ask for details, which was, Clara had learned over two years of working for her, one of Margaret's particular kindnesses, she rarely asked for more than you offered, though she generally knew more than she let on regardless. "Well. Since you're here and apparently unemployed for the morning, you can carry the crate through from the back. My knees have opinions about crates these days that they didn't used to have."

Julian went without complaint, disappearing through the low doorway toward the stockroom, and Margaret watched him go before turning back to Clara with an expression that had softened considerably in the half-second it took him to leave the room.

"He looks well," she said.

"He is well."

"I didn't ask if he was well. I said he looks it." Margaret straightened a stack of returns with more precision than the task required. "There's a difference, and you of all people ought to know it by now."

Clara didn't answer that immediately, because there wasn't an easy answer, only turned instead to the little cluster of sketches pinned above the till that Margaret kept there without comment, the chapel garden from the spring, a stray page of Clara's own handwriting about hardy geraniums that had somehow ended up framed rather than filed. Her eyes caught, as they always did, on the blank stretch of wall beside them, the space Margaret had left there for reasons neither of them had ever discussed outright.

"I've been thinking about the back garden again," she said. "Properly, this time. Not just thinking."

"You said that in June."

"I mean it more this time."

"You said that too." Margaret's mouth twitched, not quite a smile. "Draw it, Clara. Actual lines, not just the version that lives in your head where it's already finished. I'll look at whatever you bring me."

Julian reappeared with the crate before Clara could answer, setting it down by the counter with the faint grunt of a man who'd underestimated its weight and wasn't going to admit it, and Margaret inspected the placement with the air of someone who had expected nothing less and was, quietly, satisfied regardless.

"There," she said. "Now go on, the pair of you. Go be young somewhere that isn't my shop floor. I've a delivery to sort and neither of you is any use to me standing about looking sentimental."

Outside, the light had shifted, no longer the pale, uncertain grey of early morning but something fuller, more confident, the sun finally winning its argument with the last of the fog. St Ives moved around them in its ordinary Tuesday rhythm: a delivery van idling badly outside the fishmonger's, two women arguing amiably over the price of crab by the harbour steps, a child on a bicycle too large for her weaving between them all with the fearless competence particular to children who had grown up on hills.

Clara checked her watch without meaning to, and Julian noticed, because he noticed most things she did without meaning to.

"Half eleven," he said, answering the question before she asked it. "We've a few hours yet."

"A few hours isn't very many, put next to ten days."

"No," he agreed, and there was nothing in his voice that argued against it, only the plain acceptance of something that couldn't be helped, however much either of them might have wanted otherwise. He took her hand again as they turned up the hill toward home, and the fog behind them thinned to nothing at all, the harbour opening out blue and ordinary and entirely theirs, one more morning folding itself, unhurried, toward the afternoon that would finally have to take him.
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The holdall sat open on the bed for the better part of an hour before either of them did anything about it.

Clara had come upstairs meaning to help and had instead ended up sitting on the edge of the mattress, watching Julian fold the same shirt twice, unfold it, and set it down beside the case instead of in it, the way he did when he was thinking about something other than the shirt.

"You've refolded that three times."

"I'm being careful with it."

"You're stalling."

"I'm being careful and also stalling." He said it without looking up, which was as close as Julian came to admitting something outright, and finally laid the shirt in the case at an angle that satisfied him, or at least stopped him from picking it back up. "There's a difference between the two, and I'd like the record to reflect that I was doing both at once."

She let that go. There was a particular quality to the light in the bedroom at half past two in the afternoon, low and gold and slightly apologetic, the kind that made ordinary rooms look like something worth remembering, and Clara found she was cataloguing it without meaning to, the case on the bed, his shaving kit zipped and unzipped twice already, the guide to Lisbon's architecture now dog-eared past any pretense of being new. She had done this before, packed a bag for a departure that felt larger than the days it covered, and she noticed, watching him now, that it didn't sit in her chest the way it once had. It sat somewhere lower and quieter, more like weather than like fear.

"Ten days," she said again, the way she'd said it that morning, testing whether the number had changed shape now that it was closer.

"Ten days." Julian zipped the case, then unzipped it again to check the passport was still where he'd put it four times already. "I've written the flight numbers on the fridge. Both legs. And the hotel, in case the WiFi does something unhelpful and you need to ring the front desk directly."

"You wrote it on the fridge."

"On a card. Under the magnet with the lighthouse on it." He said it like a man reading back a checklist, which, she understood, was more or less what he was doing, and she recognised in it something that hadn't been there the last time he'd left her for any real stretch of time, not anxiety dressed up as competence, but plain, unfussy preparation, the kind a person did when they trusted the thing they were leaving would still be there, exactly as they'd left it, when they came back to it.

"I don't need the flight numbers, Julian. I need you to land."

"I intend to do both." He came and sat beside her on the edge of the bed, the case zipped now and pushed to one side, and took her hand the way he did when he wanted to say something and hadn't quite decided how plainly. "We should talk about the calls. Properly, I mean, not just agree to it and then let the time difference make a mess of it the way it would if we didn't think it through."

"Go on, then. Think it through at me."

"Lisbon's the same as home, as it happens. No difference to work around." He turned her hand over in his, tracing the same absent shape he'd traced on the saucer that morning, a path or nothing at all. "So, evenings. Whenever the shop closes and whenever the site stops making noise, whichever comes later. I don't want to promise you an exact hour and then miss it because some contractor's decided six o'clock is a good time to discover a structural problem."

"That's very responsible of you."

"I've learned from experience." He meant it lightly, but there was something underneath it that wasn't entirely a joke, and Clara didn't press on it, because she recognised the shape of that particular memory too, the version of him from before, who'd have promised the exact hour and meant it and then missed it anyway, and hated himself quietly for it in a way he never quite said out loud. "I'd rather tell you honestly that a night might run late than promise something and let you sit there wondering why the laptop's still dark."

"I know that now. You don't have to keep reassuring me of it."

"I know I don't have to." He shrugged, a small, honest motion. "I want to anyway."

She let her head rest briefly against his shoulder, not saying anything for a moment, and the room held the particular quiet of a house where two people were both aware that the clock was doing something neither of them wanted to watch too closely.

"What if I'm not home when you call," she said eventually. "Some evenings I might be at Margaret's, or at the garden, or,"

"Then you're not home, and I'll ring the next evening instead, and neither of us will have done anything wrong." He said it simply, as though it were the most obvious fact in the world, and perhaps, Clara thought, it was, it had only ever felt complicated because they'd once both been the sort of people who assumed silence meant something worse than it did. "I'm not going to keep score, Clara. That's not what this is."

"I know."

"I know you know. I'm saying it anyway. For the record."

She laughed, quietly, and the sound of it seemed to settle something in the room that neither of them had named directly, and for a while they sat there without talking at all, her hand still in his, the light sliding another degree lower across the wall.

They walked to the station rather than taking the car, because Julian said he wanted the extra twenty minutes and Clara didn't argue, though she noticed he'd chosen the harbour road rather than the direct way, the longer route past the Copper Kettle's darkened afternoon windows and the chandlery and the shop that sold nothing but rope, as though he were spending the last of his ordinary Tuesday deliberately, unwilling to let any of it go to waste.

The tide was further out than it had been that morning, the boats properly grounded now, hulls resting at odd companionable angles in the mud the way old friends might lean against each other without meaning to. A man in oilskins was doing something patient and repetitive to a length of net near the harbour wall, and further along, two boys were throwing something for a dog that had clearly decided the exercise was beneath it and kept returning without the object in question, looking pleased with itself regardless.

"I keep thinking I should say something profound," Julian said, watching the dog ignore its owner for the third time. "Given the occasion."

"Don't. You'll ruin it."

"I thought that was rather the tradition. Meaningful last words before a departure."

"We had meaningful last words this morning, and you missed your train over them. I think we've used our quota."

"Fair," he said, and something in his shoulders eased slightly, the way it did whenever she gave him permission not to perform the version of a moment he thought it was supposed to be, and they walked the rest of the way without trying to fill it with anything in particular, which turned out, Clara found, to be its own kind of conversation.

St Ives station in the mid-afternoon looked nothing like it had at half past seven. The fog had burned off hours ago, and the platform lamps that had done so little that morning stood unlit and unnecessary against a sky gone the pale, washed blue of late autumn, the kind of light that made the yellow gorse along the embankment look almost lurid by comparison. A different set of passengers filled the platform now, an elderly couple with matching wheeled cases, clearly bound somewhere they'd planned for months; a young man in a suit jacket too thin for the wind, checking his phone every few seconds with the particular urgency of someone late for something that mattered to him and no one else; a woman with a toddler asleep against her shoulder, swaying slightly though the train hadn't yet arrived to give her any reason to.

The clock, unfixed as ever, read four minutes ahead of the truth, and Julian glanced at it out of habit and then at his own watch, and said nothing, because there was nothing to say about a fact so thoroughly settled it had stopped being worth remarking on.

"Different platform view, this time of day," he said instead.

"Same clock, though."

"Comfortingly wrong, as always." He set the holdall down between his feet and looked at her properly, the way he hadn't quite managed to that morning, when there'd been a train to miss and
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