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On the morning the winter garden broke, Elias asked whether their marriage had, in fact, collapsed long before.

The storm had blown out of the west all night. Branches scraped across the roof like fingers trying to get inside. At half past five, Miriam had heard it: first a dry crack, then the long, bright singing of glass losing its shape. Now a triangular shard lay on the tiled floor between the pots of rosemary and Elias's empty chair.

He stood in the doorway in his woollen cardigan. His right hand trembled against the doorframe. A year ago he would have slipped that hand into his pocket, as though the body were merely displaying a bad habit. Since the diagnosis, he no longer did. He looked up at the opening in the roof, where a piece of winter sky hung suspended.

"It's only a pane of glass," Miriam said.

"That's what you said in 1994."

She knew at once which pane he meant. To the left of the grapevine, above the brick bench. A hairline crack they had hidden for years behind a narrow wooden strip. It was one of the things a house could preserve when people pretended they had forgotten.

Miriam picked up the broom. "The insurance assessor is coming this afternoon."

Elias remained where he was. "I want to sell the house."

The broom handle slid several inches through her hand. "Because one pane is broken?"

"Because I no longer trust the stairs at night. Because every morning you check whether I'm still breathing. Because we heat three rooms where no one sleeps. Because this house keeps asking us who we used to be."

"And you think a flat won't ask us anything?"

He looked at her the way he had more often in recent months: neither angry nor pleading, but attentive, as if he wanted to know which version of her was standing before him today.

"I think," he said, "we have to stop mistaking the past for loyalty."

Outside, a loosened roof tile struck the gravel path. Miriam set down the broom. She felt the old defence rise in her, swift and dependable. She had designed this house. She had paid for every renovation with hours no one had seen. She had carried Elias through his mother's illness, through the nursery's bankruptcy, through his confession. She had not endured all of it only to be told now, at the end, that endurance itself might have been the mistake.

"We'll discuss this when the expert gets here," she said.

"An expert in glass, or in us?"

"Don't be ridiculous."

"I'm trying not to be ridiculous anymore."

He walked to the brick bench and bent down carefully. Beneath the shard lay a rusted screw that had worked loose from the upper beam. Elias turned it between his thumb and forefinger. Then he looked up.

"The whole supporting frame is damp," he said. "This didn't begin last night."

For a moment, Miriam hated him for that sentence.

She moved the pots aside, swept the shards onto a sheet of newspaper, and found a narrow envelope behind the bench. The paper had gone grey with age. On the front, in Elias's angular, careful handwriting, was her name: MIRIAM. In the upper-right corner, where a stamp might have been, there was a date.

17 August 2004.

She held up the envelope.

Elias went pale. The screw fell from his hand.

"What is this?"

He sat down. The tremor in his fingers grew stronger. "A letter I never sent."

"I can see that."

"I thought I'd thrown it away."

"What's in it?"

He looked not at the envelope but at the opening in the roof. "Everything I was too afraid to lose back then."

Miriam slipped her thumb beneath the flap.

"Not now," Elias said.

She stopped. Not because he had asked her to, but because she suddenly understood that for forty years they had been living with a letter that had been waiting for them.

Through the hole in the winter garden, a narrow band of light fell across the tiled floor. It was winter light: pale, merciless, without warmth. Yet it revealed every mote of dust.

Miriam placed the envelope on the table.

"This afternoon," she said.

Elias nodded.

But neither of them asked again when the expert was coming.
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