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Chapter 1: The Wheel-Pit at Dawn
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A Glassbell campion that should not have flowered in March had flowered in March. One petal was already brown. Maren counted the petals before she counted the days since the funeral, which was the order she had done things in for two years.

There had been eight petals on Tuesday. Now there were seven. The brown one had curled in on itself like a paper spill, fragile, holding what was left of its weight.

She had come down to the south wing in the dark to check the wheel pit. The campion was the side trip. The wheel pit was the point.

Six fourteen by the kitchen clock when she left the cottage. Late March. The kind of cold that gets into the seams of a wool jumper and stays there. She was wearing Ed's. She was always wearing Ed's. The cuffs came past her knuckles. She had pushed them up once, last year, to do the washing-up. She had pushed them back down again as soon as her hands were dry.

The greenhouse carried its familiar scent at this hour: wet stone and old iron, with a faint green tang of nettle just coming up at the doors. Maren walked the brick path in her wellingtons and listened. The honeysuckle vines on the loom-frames had not put out their first leaves yet. The compost heap, in the corner under the pulley wheel, was very still.

She came to the wheel pit and sat on its cold stone lip.

The pit was a black square of water four feet across, sunk into the floor where the great waterwheel had once turned. The wheel itself was long gone. The housing was open to the glass roof above. The water came up from below, fed by the leyline under the canal, and at this season it should have been rotating. Slow, almost lazy, but turning. A grey cyclone in the dark.

It was not turning.

Maren put her right hand face-down on the stone beside her hip and rubbed the side of her index finger with her thumb. Three slow strokes, then three more. The stone was very cold under her palm. The water was very still beside her wellington.

She hummed, under her breath, a single low A.

The wheel pit ought to have hummed back. Not in any way you could put a name to, but the way a tuned room hums when somebody hits the right note. She had felt it once, the first week she was back, standing here in her mother's old wax jacket with the sleeves too short. The water had been turning then. Some old, lazy thing under the brick had answered her. She had not had the words for it at the time. She still didn't.

It was a note her body had learned before she had a name for it. She had hummed it through the diagnosis appointment, sitting in a plastic chair while a kind woman read her a list of traits that had been her whole interior for thirty-eight years. She had hummed it at the funeral. She had hummed it at her mother's funeral before that, holding the order of service against her belly with both hands and watching her brother give the eulogy in the wrong shoes. She hummed it now, at the lip of a pit of motionless water. And behind her, in the corner under the pulley, the heap settled.

Just once. A downward shift of leaf and matter, quiet as a body easing into a chair.

Maren kept her eyes forward. Looking round was the way to ruin it.

The water did not move. She watched it for the time it took to count the brick courses in the wall opposite her. There were forty-two. She had counted them before. She would count them again. The number was not the point of counting them.

After a while she said, to no one, "Right. Yes. No."

It was not a decision. It was the noise her thinking made when it was looking for the door.

She got up. Her knees clicked. She walked the south bed because she had told herself she would walk the south bed.

* * *
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The campion was in the third tray on the lower tier, between two pots of comfrey she had brought up from the field margin in October. Silene vitrea, in her mother's slanted handwriting on the little wooden marker. Silene vitrea, in Maren's own head, said calmly the way she said it when no one was listening.

The flower was the size of a button. The petals were the colour of skim milk and almost as translucent. If you held one up to a torch they showed the shadow of your fingerprint through them. They were not supposed to show in March. They were supposed to wait until the second week of May, when the leyline ran strongest, and they were supposed to last six days. The mother-book had a page on it. Maren had read the page the way other people read recipes they had no intention of cooking.

She bent close without touching the flower. She breathed.

Wet stone. Old iron. The faint sweet smell of dust on glass. And, underneath all of that, something she could not quite catch: a low, almost-metallic tang at the back of the throat, as if she had bitten the inside of her cheek without remembering.

She frowned. Naming a thing meant deciding to do something about it, and she was not, this morning, capable of deciding to do something about anything.

The next petal trembled.

She watched it. It did not tremble in a draft. There was no draft in the south wing at six twenty in the morning with the doors shut. It trembled because it was letting go.

It curled. It fell. It drifted slow as a feather but heavier than a feather should be, and it landed on the bricks at her feet.

Maren bent, slowly, and picked it up.

The petal weighed almost nothing. It was warm, which was the wrong word for a thing the temperature of the air, but it was the word that came. She held it on the flat of her palm and looked at it, and then she put it in the breast pocket of Ed's wool jumper, beside a folded receipt from the petrol station and the pebble her brother had given her when she was eight.

She did not cry. The heap, behind her, did not settle this time. But it was listening. She could not have said how she knew.

She stood in front of the campion and counted again. Six petals. The brown one still on the stalk. The second-newest curling at its edge.

"Right," she said. "Yes."

She didn't say "no." The third word would have meant something if she had said it.

* * *
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In the cottage kitchen the clock said quarter past seven. The kettle was making the slow patient noise of a kettle that had been on too long and had been forgotten. Maren took it off and ran fresh water into it from the cold tap. The cold tap shuddered the way it had shuddered for two years; the plumber had said it was air in the line; she had not called him back about it.

She made the worse hot chocolate.

The worse hot chocolate was a tin of supermarket cocoa, six years old, mixed with hot water and a teaspoon of sugar from the same jar her mother had bought in 2019. The good hot chocolate, in its black and gold tin, sat on the shelf above the cooker. She had been saving it for a special occasion since 2019. She had moved it three times: from the flat in Manchester, to the rented place outside Hebden Bridge, to this shelf. The seal remained on. She kept her eyes ahead.

She took the worse hot chocolate to the table and sat down with it.

Ed's reading glasses were on the third shelf of the kitchen dresser. She kept her attention elsewhere. They had been there since the day she moved back. She had put them down on her way through with a box and had not, she realised after a week, picked them up again. After a month it would have been strange to move them. After a year it had become a fact of the room.

The probate folder was on the table.

It was a thick blue ring binder, the kind solicitors gave out to clients who needed something to do with their hands. The label on the spine said ASPEN, IRIS — ESTATE. Her mother. Not her husband. Ed's probate had been in a different folder, also blue, also thick, in a box upstairs Maren had not opened in eleven months.

Drew had said, on the phone, look, practically speaking, Mar, you do need to read it. Drew was forty-six and her older brother and an estate agent in Didsbury, and he loved her in a way that had been exhausting since they were children. She had said "yes, of course," in the voice that meant I have already used up my words for today. Drew had not noticed, because Drew, with great love, did not notice things like that.

She opened the folder.

The page she opened to was not the page she meant to open to. It was a page near the front: a photocopy of a council letter dated nineteen eighty-three, addressed to her mother, regarding the change of use of the south wing of Hollowroot Mill (formerly cotton spinning). Her mother had written in the margin, in the handwriting Maren knew the way other people knew their own face: They will let me have it because they think no one wants it.

Maren read the line and stopped. She closed the folder.

She sat with her hands face-down on the cover and rubbed the side of her index finger with her thumb. Three strokes. Three more. The hot chocolate was already cooling. The kitchen held the scent of cocoa and faintly of dog, although the dog had been dead three years.

Through the kitchen window she could see the south wing of the greenhouse, glass lit pale and grey in the morning, and beyond it the line of the canal. She could not see the wheel pit from the cottage. She knew, the way she had known about the heap, that it had not started to turn while she was inside.

She put her hand into the pocket of Ed's jumper and touched the petal. It was warm.

Her silver streak fell across her left eye when she looked down. She tucked it behind her ear with one finger and left the finger there for a moment, against her temple. She had stopped dyeing her hair eighteen months ago, because the dye smell had begun to feel like a chemical fire on the inside of her skull. The streak was wider this month than it had been last month. She could not, on this particular morning, find any feeling about it at all.

She thought, in Latin, Silene vitrea. The Latin was not a comfort. It was the only thing in the room that fit exactly.

She thought, in English: I will read it tomorrow.

This was a thing she had been thinking, about one folder or another, for two years.

The kitchen was quiet. Outside, somewhere up the lane, a wood pigeon began its slow four-note call and kept going. The fridge clicked, settled, sighed. From the south wing, very faintly, came the sound the greenhouse always made at this hour: glass cooling, iron expanding, a thin tick like a clock that has decided which way it is going to go without telling you.

She put her cup down on a coaster she had taken from a pub in Hebden Bridge in 2018. She lifted her hand from the folder. She held it, suspended, for the length of one long breath.

She closed the probate folder unread, and the wheel-pit water did not turn.

* * *
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* * *
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Chapter 2: The Chipped Mug
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Bea was halfway up the hill before Maren saw her. The flask under her arm, the apron stained with three different jams, the deliberate refusal to pretend she had not noticed which house she was walking toward. Maren counted the sentences she had ready for this and discovered, again, that none of them were any use.

Ten forty by the kitchen clock. The kitchen clock had been four minutes fast since the autumn of 2023 and Maren had never reset it. It was, in actual fact, ten thirty-six. She knew this and still trusted the clock, because trusting the clock was easier than admitting she was the kind of woman who needed a four-minute lie.

She was at the greenhouse door in her wellingtons and Ed's jumper, holding the empty watering can with both hands. She had come down to soak the comfrey trays at ten because she had told herself she would. She had not yet soaked the comfrey trays.

Bea climbed in steady steps. She didn't look up at the mill. Bea never did. Bea had grown up two streets from this lane, and the mill had been derelict for her entire life, and she had stopped seeing it the way a person stops seeing the wallpaper in the room they were born in. What Bea was looking at, from down on the road, was the cottage chimney. Smoke or no smoke. Maren had not lit the stove this morning. She watched Bea register the cold chimney without breaking stride and felt, somewhere under her sternum, a small unsettling warmth.

The eight prepared sentences were these.

Bea, sorry, I'm just on my way out.

Bea, sorry, the kettle's broken.

Bea, I was going to text you.

Bea, hi.

Bea.

Five. The other three had evaporated somewhere between the cottage and the greenhouse door. They were in the kitchen, perhaps, with the cooling skin on the unwashed mug.

Bea reached the gate. She didn't call out. She lifted the flask in greeting, which was Bea's whole way of opening a conversation she had decided in advance was not going to be a conversation. Maren watched her approach across the gravel and thought, in the soft animal way her thinking worked when there was no time to edit it, please, please, and also yes.

She did not say anything when Bea got to the door. Bea did not seem to expect her to.

* * *
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The honeysuckle bench was tucked into the second loom-frame on the south wall, a length of scrubbed pine balanced on two iron uprights that had once held the upper warp beam of a power loom. The honeysuckle climbed the iron. It had not put out leaves yet. The buds were pale green knots, fattening, almost ready. In another fortnight the smell of it would be everywhere; this morning the smell was wet stone and old iron and the cold breath of a glasshouse that had not yet caught the sun.

Bea climbed in over the low sill without putting the flask down. She crossed the brick path in her trainers and her jam-stained apron and went to the bench as if she had been coming to it for years, which, Maren thought, she sort of had, although she had never sat on this particular one.

There was a milk crate beside the bench, upended, that Maren used for potting. Bea sat on it. Her knees were higher than her hips. She set the flask on the bench and reached into the wide pocket of the apron and took out the chipped mug.

Maren saw the mug and her ribs went tight.

It was the Marrick's blue, with the pale rim, and the chip on the lip was the same crescent it had been for eleven years. Bea always gave Maren the chipped mug when Maren came into the tea rooms. Yours, love. No one had ever explained it. Maren had assumed for the first six months it was an accident. It had stopped being an accident, in her own private bookkeeping, sometime in the autumn after Ed died.

Bea put the mug on the bench. She unscrewed the flask. She poured.

The tea came out the colour of oak. Strong, slightly stewed, the way Bea drank it herself. Steam rose in a thin grey thread, and the smell hit Maren in the back of the throat: black tea, a smear of milk, and underneath it something that was almost certainly meadowsweet, picked from the strip behind the tea rooms, dried in the back kitchen, pinched into the pot at six this morning because Bea was incapable of making tea without putting something living in it.

Maren stood by the door. Her hand remained on the watering can. She had not put the watering can down. She made herself put the watering can down. The metal chimed, very softly, against the brick.

She walked the eight steps to the bench and did not sit.

Bea watched the steam rise.

"You don't have to be the small version today, love," Bea said, in the flat warm voice she used when she was making a sandwich for someone who had not asked for a sandwich. "I've already had the big one."

The line sat in the cold air between them for a count of three.

Bea poured the second cup. The flask gurgled. The brick floor of the greenhouse, which was always faintly cold under any footwear, felt colder.

In the corner of Maren's eye, in the third tray on the lower tier, a petal of the Silene vitrea curled at the edge, lifted, and fell. It landed on the brick without sound. Five petals on the stalk now. Two of them browning. Bea missed it. Only Maren saw.

Maren almost hummed.

She felt her mouth shape the low A. She felt the breath gather in her belly. She felt Ed's wool jumper shift against the side of her neck. And she stopped.

Not because the hum would have meant something Bea would understand. Bea would not have noticed it; Bea was watching the steam. She stopped because the hum was her threshold-noise, and a threshold-noise crossed in front of a witness was not the same thing. It belonged to the wheel pit and the diagnosis chair and a cold pew at her mother's funeral. It did not, yet, belong here.

Bea handed her the chipped mug.

Maren took it. Her fingers didn't quite meet Bea's. The mug was hot through the stoneware, hot enough that she had to shift her grip three times before her palm settled. The chipped place was a rough kindness against her thumb. She held the mug at chest height with both hands, the way a child holds a candle.

She held the mug, and didn't speak. Bea seemed fine with that.

Down at the wheel pit, fifteen yards behind them, the water did not turn. Maren could not see it from the bench. She knew, with the same body-memory that knew the kitchen clock was four minutes fast, that it was motionless. The leyline was not answering this morning either.

"Drink your tea, love," Bea said.

Maren drank her tea.

It was hot enough to hurt the roof of her mouth, and she held it there anyway. The meadowsweet under the black was a honey-sweet ghost. Bea's grandmother had made tea this way, which Maren knew because Bea had told her once, in a voice note that ran for nine minutes, while a customer was complaining about the till in the background.

Bea drank her own tea. She asked nothing: not how Maren was, not about sleep or food or the post, not whether the probate folder had been opened. Ed's name didn't rise between them. Iris's didn't. The mill stayed unspoken.

She talked, instead, about a dog. The dog belonged to a customer in the tea rooms. The dog had eaten a whole apple last Tuesday, including the core, and had brought the pips back up onto the customer's anorak. Bea told the story slowly, with the patience of a woman who knew the listener was taking shallow breaths between sentences.

Maren listened. She watched Bea's hand. The hand had a faint tremor. The tremor was not new. Bea had told her once, in the doorway of the tea rooms with both hands tucked behind her back, that it was the chill in the kitchen and not to make a thing of it. Maren did not make a thing of it. She watched the hand and noticed that Bea was holding the flask cap now, very lightly, with both hands together to keep it still.

The campion dropped a dry sound into the silence at the end of the dog story. Not a petal this time. Just a stem-shudder. Maren caught it from the corner of her eye.

She drank the rest of her tea in three long sips.

Bea drank hers in two.

When the cups were empty Bea screwed the flask shut and said, easily, "Right, pet, I've to be back for half twelve." She stood. Her knees clicked. She lifted the flask off the bench and tucked it under her arm. The mug she left.

She picked up the drift of spent leaves she had tipped out of the strainer at the back of the bench, cupping them in her palm, and crossed to the corner under the pulley wheel and tipped them onto the heap.

The heap accepted the leaves. Maren could not have said how she knew. There was no settle this time, no shift; only an almost-unfindable easing, the way a held breath goes out when the body decides it is safe. The leaves vanished into the dark of the heap as if they had been wanted.

Bea brushed her palm off on the apron. She came back across the brick path. At the door she stopped, half-turned, and looked at Maren for the first time that morning, properly, all the way through.

"Go on, then," she said, very softly.

Then she climbed back over the sill and was gone down the gravel.

* * *
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Maren did not move.

The two empty cups sat side by side on the honeysuckle bench. The chipped mug was on the right. Bea's was on the left. The light from the south glass had begun to come up properly at last, and a long bar of it lay across the bench and warmed the brick at Maren's feet.

She thought, in Latin, Silene vitrea. She thought, in English, five petals. She thought, in nothing in particular, the chipped mug.

She did not pick it up.

She walked to the third tray on the lower tier and crouched by the campion. The fallen petal was on the brick. This one stayed where it was.

The smell at the soil was stronger now than it had been on Wednesday. The almost-metallic tang she had not let herself name was nearer to a name today. Not iron. Not copper. Something like a battery laid against the tongue. She breathed in and held it and let it out and did not name it.

She put her right thumb to the side of her right index finger and rubbed, three slow strokes, then three more. Her knuckles ached the way they always ached on a cold morning when she had been gripping something for too long.

She went back to the door. The watering can remained where she had left it on the brick. She left it. She stood in the open door with the cold morning at her back and the warmed greenhouse in front of her, and she hummed, under her breath, the single low A.

It came out smaller than usual, and a little hoarse, as if her chest had not been ready.

The wheel-pit water did not turn.

The heap, in the corner, settled. Once. Quiet as a body easing into a chair.

Maren turned and walked the eight steps back to the bench and looked down at the chipped mug. The crescent in the rim caught the light. She put her hand out and her hand stopped, suspended, half an inch above the handle. She thought, very clearly, not yet. She let her hand fall to her side.

By the time she did pick the mug up, the light bar across the bench had moved an inch and a half along the wood. Forty minutes, give or take. She carried it the eight steps to the door and back, twice, before she set it down again, in the same place, exactly where Bea had left it. The chipped place faced the bench wall now, as it had faced when Bea put it down.

Bea left the mug on the bench. It was the second time in two weeks.

* * *
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* * *
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Chapter 3: Boxes Half-Unpacked
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Ed's reading glasses had been on the third shelf of the kitchen dresser since the morning he left for work and didn't come home. Maren hadn't moved them in two years. She left them where they sat.

She was at the kitchen table in the wool jumper, the mug between her palms, the kettle ticking on the hob behind her as it cooled. The clock on the wall said one in the morning and the clock on the wall was four minutes fast.

The boxes were on the stair landing. There were eleven of them. She had counted them the afternoon the men brought them in two years ago and she had not counted them since, because the number did not change. The top three were marked KITCHEN (smaller items) in her own block capitals. She had unpacked a kettle out of the top one in the first week, and then she had stopped.

On the table, just inside the lamp's circle of light, was her mother's herbal. A black hardback the size of a paving slab, the spine in a state Iris would have called honestly disgusting, the boards bowed outward from decades of being shut on dried bay leaves and pressed sorrel and smudged receipts. Maren had carried it down from the back bedroom on Wednesday morning, after she'd opened the probate folder. She had set it on the table. It stayed closed.

Beside the herbal was the tin of hot chocolate she had been keeping for a special occasion since 2019. The label had a snowflake on it. The plastic seal was unbroken. Next to the tin was a chipped mug, not the one Bea had left on the bench in the greenhouse, that one remained on the bench in the greenhouse, and inside the chipped mug was the worse hot chocolate. Maren had made it from the supermarket tin under the sink, with water, because she had run out of milk on Thursday and had not driven into the village to get more.

She drank the worse hot chocolate. It tasted faintly of cardboard and quite a lot of sugar, and the steam off the surface carried cocoa and the inside of a kettle that needed descaling. Her stockinged feet were cold on the slate. The wool jumper held Ed's scent and, more recently, a little of greenhouse soil, which was a thing she had not yet decided how she felt about.

The herbal stayed closed.

She thumbed the side of her index finger, three slow strokes, then three more, and went up to bed at twenty past one. Sleep didn't come.

* * *
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She rehearsed three sentences in the Volvo before going into the post office.

The Volvo was sixteen years old and had a heater that worked when it felt like it. She had parked across the road from the post office at ten past two on Saturday afternoon, and she had been sitting in it for eight minutes. The post office was inside the village shop, which was also a small off-licence and the place that sold the local paper, and on Saturdays it was run by a woman called Sue Wadsworth who had been in the year above Bea at school. Sue was kind. Sue was very kind. The kindness was the problem.

The first sentence was the honest one. Maren tried it in her own voice, low and even, the voice she used with plants. Hello, Sue. I've a parcel to collect, and a book of first-class stamps please. The voice was fine. It also required her to hold Sue's eye for about eleven seconds, by her count, and Sue would ask how she was, and Sue would mean it, and that was the worse part of the exchange.

The second sentence was the same words in a brighter voice, the one she had used at university in the south for ordering coffee, with the consonants slightly forward and a smile pre-loaded. Hi Sue, just a parcel and stamps if that's all right. That voice was a stranger's voice now. It used a different set of muscles in her face. She tried it twice and it came out wrong both times. The hi came out too high. The all right came out too clipped.

The third voice was the worst. It was level and slightly hoarse and used the smallest possible number of words. Parcel. Stamps. Ta. No greeting. No question. The eye contact would be glancing and brief. Sue would notice, and Sue would not say anything, because Sue had known Iris and had buried her own husband in 2017 and was not the sort of woman who pushed.

Maren sat in the Volvo and listened to herself try the third voice three times in a row. By the third try it was, she had to admit, impressively bad. It sounded like a woman in a documentary about hoarders.

She used it.

Inside the post office the strip light was the wrong colour and the radio was playing a song she half-knew from 2003. Newsprint and warm bread filled the shop, and very faintly, the pear drops from the jar behind the till. Sue looked up. Sue's face did the thing Sue's face did, which was to soften by half a degree without making it a production. "Hello, love."

"Parcel," Maren said. "Stamps. Ta."

She heard her own voice from outside her own head and it was worse, here under the strip light, than it had been in the car. She held a low A in her chest without letting it out, the same A she hummed at the wheel pit, and kept it behind her teeth like a coin.

Sue blinked once, then went through the back for the parcel. Sue came back with the parcel and a book of first-class stamps and put them both into a paper bag without being asked, and she said, "You take care now, Maren love," in exactly the voice she used to say that'll be three pound sixty. No leaning. No tilt. The kindest voice in the shop, sized to fit through Maren's door.

Maren got the word "Ta" out once more and got out of the post office, and sat in the Volvo with the parcel on her lap, and she let the low A out, just once, very quietly, into the cold cabin. The windscreen fogged half an inch up from the bottom. The parcel was a book she had ordered for herself in February and forgotten about. The paper bag from Sue held a pear drop at the bottom that she'd left unmentioned.

She drove home the long way round, past the canal, because the long way had no traffic lights.

* * *
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Wynn came to the garden wall on Sunday morning at twenty to ten.

No knock at the door. No call. She stood at the low drystone wall that ran along the bottom of the kitchen garden, leaning both hands on the top of Tolly, the hawthorn stick she had walked with for forty years, and waited for Maren to notice her. Maren noticed her at twenty to ten exactly, because the kettle whistled, and the whistle was loud enough to carry out through the open back door. When Maren stepped into the garden with the teapot in her hand, there was Wynn at the wall in a navy donkey jacket, the white plait laid down her shoulder like a length of rope.

The morning held wet grass and turned earth, and very faintly
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