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Subbing off was not an option. If Thomas so much as slowed to a walk anywhere near the sideline, some well-meaning acquaintance would try to console him for his girlfriend’s recent departure. Ex-girlfriend, rather. He simply had to play the full 80 minutes this evening.

Never mind the weather.

Never mind he'd been on his feet all day teaching.

Never mind the score. 

This was just a social game, though a newcomer would be forgiven for thinking there were actual stakes—what with the color-coordinated scarves and flags and all the screaming.

At half-time, Thomas hid in the men's room. Greg came looking for him. "Did you hear, like, from your new landlady?" He banged on Thomas's cubicle door.

"How did you know I was in here?"

"Your massive feet."

Thomas went out, washed his hands, and hoped he wouldn't need to answer the question about the mystery woman who had inherited his house out from under him—because no, he had not heard from her, and saying so out loud was terrifying. The meddling but otherwise brilliant old woman who had owned the place had died six days ago. Her family were spread all over the globe, so the funeral wasn't till next week. Undoubtedly he'd meet the new owner—one of the grandchildren—at the funeral.

He was dreading it. Dreading the funeral, because he'd loved the old woman, despite her unusual taste in curtain fabrics—birds of paradise in all their spiky orange and purple glory. Then there were her regular appearances outside his window first thing in the morning, just ‘staying on top of the weeding.’ She'd always been more than just a landlady.

Thomas splashed cold water on his face, and ignored Greg watching him in the mirror.

"Are you not planning on getting dirty out there?"

"Why are you checking on me?" Thomas pulled out the elastic tying back his hair. His mom would be horrified if she saw the tight curls all dry and fuzzy and tortured into submission, wrenched into a puff, strangled by a red rubber band.

"I'm not asking about Kim," Greg said, apparently unaware he’d just said Thomas’s ex-girlfriend’s name, while claiming not to bring her up. Greg went on, "I was asking about the house."

"The new owner will be here for the funeral."

"She'll probably be happy it's tenanted and keep you on. You've nothing to worry about."

That was the hope. But if she gave the place a half-decent inspection, she'd soon recognize the money-pit she'd inherited. Mrs Ellis wouldn't have bequeathed her home, and more importantly her garden, to anyone but her sharpest tack of a grandchild. The old woman had been a law unto herself but probably a genius—a prolific crime novelist with a whole bookcase of various titles and editions to show for it.

Thomas had read maybe half of them. Goodness knew what would happen to them after the funeral.

Thomas spotted the oranges, or what was left of them. He'd need the sugar hit to get him through another forty minutes of football.

The second half of the game was cruel and unusual punishment. Self-inflicted, too. But it was either that or sub off and risk discussing the breakdown of his relationship with a crowd of friends, parents of students, colleagues, and virtual strangers. If it was a choice between collapsing in the cold mud of a poorly-drained, backwater Welsh village's football pitch, or defending Kim... yes, defending her, because that's what he'd end up doing when everyone piled on, berating her for leaving him. Which they absolutely would. Good intentions run amok.

That. That anger. He could use that. And if fury didn't give him more energy than three quarters of an orange...

When that final whistle ripped through the air, he keeled over with relief. 3-2 was the score, although he wasn't one hundred percent sure to which team. He didn't care. He knelt down in the turf and caught his breath and hoped the spectators would disperse before his legs remembered how to get his ass up off the ground.

Mud was caked into the hair on his legs. His arms were a little less filthy; or was it just that his skin was darker where it saw the sun? Melanin offering a camouflage of cleanliness. Way to flip the narrative. Exhaustion buzzed like a drunken rant in his brain. He needed to get up off the ground. Get home for a shower.

Home.

Alone.

The big old house would be empty. Usually, Thursday night was a bustle of almost-the-weekend energy, last minute homework and music practice and treat food. But there was a teachers-only day tomorrow, so the boarders had all gone home for the weekend.

Greg trudged across the field. The mud smeared across one side of his face looked vaguely like Nutella on half-cooked toast.

Thomas hauled his miserable body up off the ground. "Are we getting old?" he said. Taking the offensive was best—talk to Greg before Greg chose the topic.

"My knees are about ready to retire. Pub?"

"Might wash this off first."

"Definitely. Then I’ll buy you a drink and promise not to talk about Kim."

"You have literally brought her up every single time I've spoken to you all week."

"Only to reassure you I won't bring her up, mind."

He really didn't get it. "So long as you're buying." Thomas thought of the big empty house, and gave in.

***
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THREE HOURS ON THE road, and Dahlia still wasn't over the disappointment of this car. The whole point of renting a vehicle was that you got to drive something you could never justify buying. The heater sounded like it was hissing and laughing and whispering threats at her. In Welsh, perhaps. 

Maybe the car was possessed. 

Maybe it was Gran.

It had been a full year since Dahlia had visited her grandmother. A year between visits was normal. But this year was not normal. Because this year was the last year.

Not that it was a surprise. In her own mind, Dahlia had said goodbye-goodbyes the last three visits, just in case. And here she was, turning up the driveway, knowing finally and absolutely that she was not going to find Gran up to her armpits in the lavender or giving a 'tour' to some feckless passer-by who, 45 minutes into a lecture on the second painting in the stairwell, was regretting all their life choices.

Dahlia parked as close to the front door as she could manage without mounting the steps. Wales had really put the weather on for her. But the draw of the house, of being here, was enough to make her careless of the drizzle.

Her emails to the tenants had bounced back—blame Gran's handwriting for that. No way of knowing if the couple who'd moved in a year ago (when Gran gave in to the temptation of a small, new, and most importantly warm flat) were still happily living there, or if they'd scarpered months ago.

The truth was, Dahlia half-hoped the place was empty. She could reclaim the bedroom she'd slept in with her cousins when they were children. It was sentimental and silly, and probably not going to happen, but she couldn't help hoping.

Dahlia jogged up the slick stairs. Under the eaves, it was hardly less damp—the air itself was wet. She rapped her knuckles on the grand front door, huddling in against the wood. 

How was it possible that she owned this place? Leaving the house to Dahlia was such a weird thing to do. Which, given it was Gran who'd done it, wasn't actually weird at all. But Dahlia was still struggling to believe it. This great big... mansion was not the wrong word. There were multiple chandeliers, so yeah, mansion. 

It was hers. 

She knocked again, holding her ear up to the etched, not-quite-opaque glass. She couldn't hear anything. But the place was massive and any occupants probably didn't hang out in the foyer.

She hadn't noticed lights on, but it was only just getting dark. The welcome mat was unadorned—no shoes or umbrellas—and she couldn't see a vehicle.

The keys were in her pocket. She could let herself in. It was, well, illegal—but only if there were tenants. And she genuinely had no idea if the tenants were still around, so...

She knocked once more. On the glass this time. A proper bang-bang-bang-bang to be certain. 

No answer.

Dahlia could only hope the chunky, rusty key in her hand was the one for this door and not some other door. She'd only been sent one key in the post.

The lock did not want to budge. Two hands wouldn't turn the key. She crouched down for a better view, the torch on her phone blinding her in the reflection off the mottled chrome. 

Crack!

The key gave. The key... broke. Shit.

Hand on the doorknob, she pulled herself up to standing, and just like that, it opened. Either the key had turned before it broke, or the door had been unlocked this whole time. 

Double shit.

She ducked inside and closed the door against the mist. The light switch appeared under her swiping fingers, and a pale orange glow from two stories above seemed to warm the place a few degrees.

She slipped off her damp shoes. Perhaps Gran had left some slippers in the wardrobe. The poor tenants, no wonder they'd left. It was over a year since Gran had moved herself out, but she'd taken only a fraction of her stuff with her. The place looked much too much like Gran still lived here.

Dahlia felt like she was being watched. “Don’t suppose you left me any slippers?” she said, and started up the stairs. A creak answered the question. Dahlia’s heart sped up, and so did her steps. If this were one of Gran’s books, Dahlia was about to discover a dead body.

There were a couple of gaps on the walls—family photos that had gone with Gran to her new house. It had been bequeathed to Taylor, the real-estate-agent cousin. He'd flip it in a week, probably. Unease grew cold in Dahlia's belly. She might have a shot at rescuing a few pictures before then, if she were savvy about it. 

Gran's room—the master—was upstairs, at the back of the house, overlooking the garden through a glorious bay window that caught the light from dawn till dusk. Her head full of memories, and grief, and saving Gran's things from the least sentimental man in the family, Dahlia strode into the master bedroom.

A clearly lived-in bedroom.

Books teetered on the night stand. A large pair of sneakers hid under the bed. Clothes sprawled across the rumpled covers, as if someone planned on wearing them. 

And then out of the bathroom stepped one completely and gloriously naked man.

***
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THERE WAS A WOMAN IN his bedroom. And Thomas had his balls out. Under almost any other circumstances, this might be a good thing, but she yelped and swore and fled.

"What the hell?" he said and tucked the towel tight around his waist. The towel he'd been wiping his head with, and if he were very lucky it had been draped conveniently down his front, buying him a shred of dignity. But since when was he that lucky?

"I'm so sorry!" she yelled from what sounded like halfway down the stairs.

"Who are you?" He grabbed his shirt off the bed and followed her.

"I thought there was no one here." She was descending the stairs at a dangerous pace. "I knocked and knocked and..."

He twisted to get the second sleeve on. "Broke in?"

"I have a key. I'll just go. Sorry!" She flew at the front door, crouching to pick up a pair of shoes, then stopped on the threshold. "Oh."

"What?" He stopped on the landing, half-way down the stairs, and grabbed at the twist in the towel, just to be safe.

"I broke the key. In the lock. Shit."

"You broke my lock?" he said.

"I didn't think you were here." She opened the door.

“Wait." It hit him with the draft she let in from outside. "You're the new owner."

"I thought the place was empty."

He'd been thinking the same thing, not half an hour ago, but it felt much too crowded right now. His nipples pricked to attention in the cold—yeah, let's say it was because of the cold.

She raked her fingers back through her hair, dark blonde, damp and mussed, and turned to face him. "I'm so sorry."

"It was an honest mistake, it was." He suddenly wanted to laugh. He really shouldn't.

She stared at his chest. She was blushing. "I'll find a locksmith."

"Okay."

"I'm so sorry."

He lifted his hands, gesturing not to worry, no harm done, all's forgiven. And on her nod, her silent but clear thanks, his towel slipped.
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Chapter 2

[image: image]


Dahlia turned and fled, but sitting in the car outside the pub, five minutes later, damp and bedraggled, still catching her breath, there he was, imprinted on her eyelids. Tall, dark, and... not exactly handsome. His face was a bit too... something. She couldn't put her finger on it.

His chest though, she could quite happily put her fingers on that. And those legs. Sporting thighs. Not quite rugby-player thighs. A tad more than footballer thighs. Hmm.

She couldn't feel even a glimmer of guilt for fixating on his legs. In fact, legs were positively chaste. As well-behaved as she had any hope of being, given all she'd seen. 

She'd seen it all. 

Full Monty in the bedroom, if only for a nanosecond. And then, on the stairs, when he'd spun away to catch the towel, he'd flashed his whole ass. Which wouldn't, you know, be a real problem, except that he was her tenant. She would have to face him again, and soon. Clothed, sure, but still. This was not a good start. 

The drizzle wasn't letting up, and it wasn't far to walk, so she hauled her suitcase out of the trunk and made sure she had everything she needed for the night. A room above the pub would do.

Inside, a low-key soul number seemed to hover like mist in the air, muting the conversations of the busy bar. The band filled a corner at the far end from reception, three teenagers and more instruments than players.

The barkeep, a woman with raucous red hair and sharp angles, poured one drink while she asked for the next order. Dahlia waited her turn, let the music wash over her, gaze drifting around, semi-searching for any familiar faces. She'd spent plenty of time here, over the years. She had never lived in Wales—her parents had emigrated to New Zealand before she was born—but visited regularly every other year, the 24-hour-long flights costing more than a month's income. They'd usually stay a month, at Christmas, so this was the time of year with which she was most familiar. 

Once she'd started traveling, in her early twenties, Dahlia had preferred to come in spring and summer, when the drizzle didn't toy with the idea of freezing, but she would never stay for more than a week. This time around, two or three weeks would be necessary. There was a funeral—it would be a whole reunion—and then there was the house to sort out.

“Croeso.” Welcome, the red-head barkeeper said in Welsh, cheery but expectant, not at all leisurely. "How can I help?"

"A room, thanks."

"Iawn!" Great! She tapped a computer keyboard behind the counter. "Sixty pound for the nice one, or there's a forty-fiver?"

"Sixty's fine. Diolch," Dahlia said, thrilled to have recalled the word for thank you, but a bit worried that it was all she knew. Clearly the language was being used more than it used to be. But languages were Dahlia's thing. Maybe this was her chance to pick up a little Welsh.

The room was small but homely. Cozy. Dahlia stripped off her damp things, tucked her shoes under the night-stall heater and changed into a fresh shirt. Surely she'd earned a hot meal and a cold drink. Between the weather, and the emotional roller-coaster of learning her grandmother had died and left her the house—not to mention the very naked man she'd found in said house—yeah, tonight called for comfort food.

Cheers and whoops greeted her on the stairs, a round of applause from down in the bar. She was arriving just as the musicians wrapped up their set.

"All settled?" The woman behind the bar was still clapping.

"Yeah, thanks."

"What can I get for you?"

"Whiskey please. And a menu, when you've a minute."

"Coming right up."

Dahlia swiveled on the bar stool. Damn things, irresistible. She hooked her ankle around the foot-rest, kicked off, swung around, and came face to face with the naked man. Not naked any more.

He gaped like a fish, then blushed, then laughed, shaking his head.

"Sir!"

"Mr Omari!"

"Sir!"

It was the teenagers from the band, converging on the naked man—the not naked man. "Sorry, I didn't catch your name," Dahlia said.

"Thomas."

The teenagers stopped all of a sudden and looked between Thomas and Dahlia with far too much interest.

Thomas turned fully to face them. "How'd it go?"

"You missed it!” 

"A key broke in the front door,” Thomas said, and if he looked at her sideways, she didn’t see it. “I had to figure out how to lock the place."

"We were fantastic," the tallest of the boys said.

"I messed up the bridge in It Could Happen to You," the saxophonist confessed, toying with the strap, still around his neck.

"No one noticed." His friend patted him on the shoulder.

"Sir would've noticed."

Thomas shook his head, which Dahlia suspected was a lie. So, he was a musician and a teacher. She would not have picked that.

"You're doing another set, right?" Thomas said, stepping around Dahlia to the bar.

The boys listed off their song list and Thomas offered nods. "I'll be here," he said. "Looking forward to it." With that he turned to the job of ordering a drink.

The barkeep had both her hands full, but she spotted him.

"Kylie, what’s occurring?" he said.

"About to ask you the same thing, I was." The redhead handed off a drink and a credit card, then came over.

"Just a pint," Thomas said. "Greg here yet?"

"With his dad." She nodded toward the other side of the pub, pulling the pint at the same time.

Dahlia sipped her whiskey. Either it was doing a brilliant job of warming her up, or Thomas was standing just close enough to do a number on her. The last time she'd been this attracted to a guy, they'd turned out to be in love with a man, so, there was that. 

"Did you want to order food?" Kylie's question was directed at Dahlia.

"Ah, give me a moment."

"I recommend the loaded fries." Thomas took his beer from Kylie's outstretched hands.

"You know each other?" Kylie cocked her head to the side, and it was the first time Dahlia had seen the woman stop moving.

Thomas laughed, a lovely crackly sound. "She's my new landlord."

"Oh, I'm so sorry about your grandmother," Kylie said. "She was... the best."

Dahlia nodded and wanted to speak, but she was, all of a sudden, choked up.

"My whole garden is from cuttings she gave me." Kylie grabbed the bottle of whiskey. "On the house."

Dahlia pushed her glass across the bar, as she was bid. "That does sound like Gran."

"She loved gardening, that's for sure,” Thomas said. “And she wrote a helluva twist—in her books, I mean. I never see the ending coming.” He lifted his beer. "To Mrs Ellis."

Kylie poured herself a tiny drink, and they all three clinked their glasses together.

"Kylie!" someone called from the other end of the bar, and she took off, back to work.

Thomas stood there, looking straight ahead, not at Dahlia, for another minute. It felt like about a week. And then he finally spoke. "Let me introduce you to a locksmith."

"Oh, ah, right."

"Greg's dad—Greg's a friend—sorry, I've not caught your name." Thomas finally looked at her.

"Dahlia."

"Like the flowers."

"She really loved the fucking flowers, yeah."

He laughed then paused, "Your grandmother named you?"

"No, my folks emigrated just a few months before I was born. It was their way of making it up to Gran, for moving to the other side of the world with her grandchild."

"Australia?" He started walking.

She followed, "New Zealand."

"Did I hear you live in Rome, though?"

"Yeah." They squeezed between two tables and then arrived at the corner booth. Three older guys and one younger were talking football, and didn't notice them till Thomas said, "Customer for you, Pete."

The closest old guy, blue checkered shirt and a shiny bald patch, didn't look up. "Changing the locks on the missus?"

Dahlia spoke up, "It was me. Broke my key."

They all turned to face her. 

"This is Dahlia," Thomas said. "Mrs Ellis's granddaughter."

"Ah, the new landlady." The young guy—Greg?—grinned, much too eager.

Dahlia realized what Pete had said—changing the locks on the missus? Thomas had a missus? Where was Thomas’s missus?

Thomas said, "It can wait till morning, but with all the students' belongings..."

"First thing tomorrow I can do, I can," Pete said, then gave Dahlia a sharp look.

She looked between Pete and Thomas, certain she was missing something. "I can be there, if you have work. It was my fault, so...” 

"It's a teacher’s-only day, but yeah I probably need to be there." Thomas gestured for Dahlia to take the seat beside Greg. He grabbed a spare chair from another table for himself. "Ah, sorry, introductions. This is Greg, his dad Pete, and uncle Michael, and Dominic is the school caretaker."

Dahlia felt entirely out of place, but now she was sitting down an escape seemed unlikely. She repeated their names over in her head, hoping to make a good impression—to live up to anything her grandmother might have said about her.

Dominic poked his thumb toward the unmanned microphones. "Boys did you proud, Tom."

"They've another set yet," Thomas said.

Michael groaned. "I just don't get jazz."

Kylie appeared with Thomas' loaded fries. They did look good. The others rifled off orders they'd clearly had before—no menus at the table to read from. Dahlia nodded towards Thomas's meal. "I'll have what he's having," she said, then heard herself and waited for anyone else to catch on.

Thomas met her gaze and grinned. He got it. The man knew his retro rom-coms. She could feel the heat creep up her cheeks. This was not the plan.

***
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THOMAS WAS RATHER ENJOYING making her blush. Call it revenge for walking in on him naked. Call it a consolation prize at the end of an otherwise shitty week. 

Call it a rebound, if he were lucky.

Or maybe not. Maybe that was a terrible idea. Fatigue and the pint he'd downed on an empty stomach were having their effects. She was his landlady. They had a professional relationship to maintain. Muddying those waters could really disrupt his whole life right now, and he'd had disruption enough this month.

Dahlia shifted in her seat, crossing one leg over the other, denim hugging her thigh. Thomas hauled his eyes up to her face—not a great solution, in all honesty. Warm brown eyes and flushed cheeks, and in this light the dirty blonde looked brunette—like she was some kind of a witch, changing her appearance at will and winding him around her slender fingers. Her glass of whiskey cast gold and diamond glints across her hand.

The conversation at the table was back to the football, and no one was paying them any mind, so no one heard her say, "I'm so sorry about before."

Shit, if anyone got wind of what had happened back at the house, he'd never hear the end of it. "Don't mention it—seriously. This place is..."

"Right."

"Tiny town. Not much happens. Everything that does gets... discussed."

"Ah." She looked genuinely worried.

The boys were back at the instruments, wetting reeds and checking microphones. It was good to have somewhere to direct his attention, other than Dahlia's keen eyes which, up close, were melting chocolate.

"I promise I'll call before I arrive tomorrow," she said.

"Good idea."

And then she was passing him her phone, in front of God and everyone—so he could give her the phone number to call. Thomas had no choice but to take it and, without making eye contact with a soul, typed in his details. 

Kylie looked positively smug when she delivered their food a couple of minutes later. There'd be questions and significant looks for days—small mercy that he wouldn't see students till Monday. Fingers crossed that by then... hell, by then someone might be planning their wedding.

The music started with a trill, and then dove into the swing of Duke Ellington. The food and drink and music took the edge off Thomas's worries. "So you'll be in town for a bit?" he asked Dahlia.

"Probably." She licked some sauce off her thumb. "Catching up with family, and the funeral, and then, I guess, it depends."

"On?"

"The house. If you want to stay on. If anything is... I don't know. I've never been a landlord, so—I mean, I've never inherited anything. There's probably legal stuff."

"It's a lot." He tried to keep the joy out of his voice. "I am, though. Just so you know, I'm happy to stay on. Hoping to."

"Oh. Well. That's good."

"Good."

"Gran approved of you, so you must be alright. But did you say something before about students?"

"Ah, yeah. We're using the house for boarders—students at the school."

Her face gave him a clear answer to the question he hadn't asked: this was the first she'd heard of it.

"It's the perfect location, and I only need one room myself, so it just made sense to fill the others with... others. And they're good kids, you know. If it weren’t for—they'd be two to three hours every day on a bus. They only stay on school nights. And we supervise. I mean, I supervise." Thomas realized he was suffering a case of verbal diarrhea. And that all of his problems hadn't in fact been solved by Dahlia wanting him to stay on as a tenant. There was still the matter of Kim's sudden departure. And with only Thomas to run the boarding house, it wasn't going to pass muster for long. Another adult would be necessary, sooner rather than later.

"Seems like a good use of the place," Dahlia said.

Greg's post-game commentary was suddenly directed at Thomas, "All over the show, boyo—in a good way."

"No wonder you're hungry," Dominic said.

"Did you see the game?" Pete asked Dahlia.

"No, I arrived just half an hour ago."

"Next Thursday you'll have to come."

Shit. Thomas had to say something. "Um, Greg, maybe not. Thursday's the funeral."

"Oh, sorry." Greg seemed to shrink into a wobbly pile of cringe.

And Dahlia, she was comforting him. "You weren't to know. Don't worry. It was her time. She wouldn’t have wanted..." Dahlia twisted her mouth, her words drying up, her eyes all shiny now. 

"She was a character," Dominic said.

Dahlia's smile was watery, forced.

Dominic drained his drink. "The planting outside the office at school, that was all her. She saw my plans and made some suggestions and there you go, then."

Dahlia laughed, all breathy, almost a sob in there.

"She gave us seedlings and cuttings."

Thomas nodded. "The greenhouse is still full of plants. She never stopped growing things." He could feel Dahlia watching him.

Greg pointed at Thomas. "Deputized this one for the heavy lifting. How many times did I find you wheeling a barrow or digging holes?"

Surely Dahlia didn't want to do this with a bunch of total strangers. He had the strangest urge to rescue her. The whole pub had already witnessed him typing his number into her phone. What harm was there now? "I love this song," Thomas said, fully expecting the strange looks that followed. "We should dance." He drained the last of his beer and stood up, offering his hand to her.

She was slack-jawed for a moment, then took his hand. Peer pressure was definitely at work here, but Thomas could justify it: he was using his powers for good, not evil. That was what he told his students to do. 

His students. Shit. They'd hear all about this. Miracle the band didn't falter mid-song when they saw him dancing with a newcomer. But the lot of them were blown right out of Thomas’s mind by the scent of her: like rain and whiskey, and maybe nutmeg? Like curling up with a book by a fire on a wintry day. He only held her hands, barely pulled her close, bodies brushing momentarily then moving apart with the rhythm, the swing of the music, but his head was full of her. Later—later he could imagine all the things people would be saying, wondering, expecting. For now, there was nothing else but her tantalizing touch thrumming to the playful rhythm of the music. Every worry would wait till later.

Much, much later. Later, as in the next morning, sitting in a staff meeting, hungover. 

John, the principal, was projecting the assessment stats from last year's exams onto the wall of the staff room, outlining every trend, in painstaking detail, but Thomas' imagination was roiling harder than his headache. People would assume he was on the rebound, would pity him, or worse, speculate about why Kim had left—whether there was someone else. Whether Dahlia was the someone else and Kim was the real victim here. Or would they think Thomas was angling for favors from his landlady, hoping for a discount on the rent? That version of events sounded like something out of one of Mrs Ellis's novels. 

He had flirted with Dahlia, no denying it. After their dance, she'd said goodnight and thanks and see you tomorrow. And this morning, he'd avoided seeing her when she came to sort the lock. Why? Because he didn’t know if he was coming or going, if he wanted her or wanted to run and hide. He was in no fit state, and alcohol hardly accounted for it. He'd texted to tell her, used school as an excuse that he’d be gone before she got there.

Her reply arrived mid-staff-meeting: 'Pete had to change the lock. It was too old to fix. I'll bring you the new keys later. Let me know when you're home.'

Thomas checked the day's agenda. 'Should be done before 4,' he typed into his phone.

Beside him, the newest teacher on staff was also on her laptop. "Is this right?" she whispered to Thomas, swiveling the screen to show him a list of students and assessment results.

Thomas pointed out the button to get a graph. "Tidy. Just remember they're kids, not numbers."

"What was that, Tom?" The principal kept his frustration tightly under wraps, but Thomas could still sense it.

"Ah, just remembering the numbers are there to serve the students, not the other way around."

"Yes, exactly. Exactly. Thank you, Tom."
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Chapter 3
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Dahlia's attempts to keep herself busy were failing. Fixing the lock was the work of an hour, and then Pete bustled off, other jobs to do. Dahlia could hardly check out the house without Thomas' say-so. 

She really wanted to check out the house. While Pete had disassembled the lock, she'd stood in the low morning sun and looked at the place—saw it with new eyes, now it was hers. Noticed the chipped paint on the windowsills and shutters. Peeked into the basement through the low windows—not that she could see much, between the condensation and the dark interior.

She longed to get inside. A mix of curiosity and restlessness, and wanting to feel close to Gran. The next best thing was meeting her cousin at Gran’s new place. 

She found Taylor in his sharp suit, fresh from an open home, clashing with the curtains. "Generally I advise people not to spend a cent on redecorating before sale—they never make it back, like. But I might have to make an exception for these curtains. Ych a fi." Disgusting, in other words.

"What color is that?" Dahlia stepped into his offered hug, a quick pat with very little real contact.

"Cactus, according to the tag."

"It occurs in nature, that color?" Dahlia fingered the florid green fabric. "So, how’re you coping?"

He lifted and dropped one shoulder, staring deep into the swirling—was that paisley?—pattern. "She was ready."

"Were you there?"

He shook his head. "Mam was. Not gonna lie; I'm glad I wasn't."

"Not the nicest way to go." Neither of them were going to say pneumonia. What would be the point?

"At least it was quick, like."

"Yeah."

"Are you thinking of selling the house?" He met her gaze, all evidence of emotion gone.

"I don't know. There's a tenant and he seems alright."

"The teacher, that’s right.”

“You’ve met?”

“Heard tell—bit of a bleeding heart, but Gran liked him. Girlfriend skipped town apparently. What’s he like?”

She shrugged, because on any rational level she didn’t know Thomas well enough to say—to serve him up on a platter to her gossipy cousin. And shrugging, while she inspected the collection of Gran’s things piled on the kitchen counters, was buying her time to remember dancing with Thomas in the pub. He'd not pulled her close, not once, but moving to the rhythm it was only natural to come right in, shimmy away, roll and brush together. All tantalizing and teasing and holding hands the whole time, like otherwise he might lose her in the crowd.

Taylor interrupted her thoughts: "I'm happy to take a look with you. Give a professional opinion.”

"Odds on it falling down in the next eighteen months?"

"Low. Probably. Maybe. Hard to say. But if the tenant's happy, and you’re happy...”

"Is that your professional opinion?"

Taylor gave a single, decisive nod. "When do your folks get in?"

"Monday." She was dreading fielding all their opinions on what she should do. Asking Taylor for advice was one thing—she had no qualms telling him to fuck off. After all, he had taught her the word fuck, aged seven, in a whisper, hiding under the pool table in Gran's basement, in the midst of a game of sardines with his sister. "When's Bridget arriving?"

"Tomorrow."

"Is she pissed she didn't get a property?"

"Are you kidding? She got the investments, the bitch." He opened the refrigerator and pulled out the milk, sniffed it, and poured it down the sink. "Living it up in Singapore, the last thing she wants is a great big house in Wales. Mind you, it probably wasn't on the nomad grandchild's wish list either."

"I'm hardly nomadic." Dahlia ran her hand along the spines of what looked to be diaries.

"You own furniture now?"

"Some. Semi-furnished apartment, but I’ve been living in it for almost two years, so...”

"I take it all back."

She  pulled out one notebook, half expecting it to contain old drafts of Gran’s early novels, but it was just a diary—to do lists and scrawled complaints, plans and thoughts, jumping from one thing to another. Not a cohesive story, just Gran’s handwriting. She ran a finger over the script, felt the indentations of the pen where she’d pressed down hard.

Taylor pulled up the blind above the kitchen sink and opened the window. Dahlia closed her eyes and breathed in deep: lavender and rosemary, and the rich smell of damp earth warmed by the sun. Her throat ached with the need to cry.

"Look," Taylor said. He had a book opened on the kitchen counter.

Dahlia cleared her throat, hoping he wouldn’t notice the tears in her eyes. "What is it?" 

"Recipes. Do you cook?"

"I've been learning," she said, moving along to the small collection of books. "My roommate is like a Chinese Nigella Lawson."

"Single, is she?"

"Not even a little bit."

The books on Gran's shelf were mostly unfamiliar. They looked new—but also like they'd been read. "What will you do with all her things?"

"What will you do with all her things?" He jabbed his head in the general direction of the big house.

"No fucking idea."

“Exactly,” he said.

Dahlia pushed the journal back into the box. “Does your mam want these?”

“No. Do you?”

Dahlia nodded, then turned, taking stock. A photo on the mantelpiece caught her eye: herself and Taylor with Bridget between them, her arms around both their shoulders. "We were cute."

He took a photo of a recipe. "What's with the past tense?"

Time played some kind of trick, and when she looked at her phone next, a text from Thomas had been sitting, waiting, for an hour. Taylor was more than happy to help her load up the backseat of her rental car with as much of Gran’s stuff as she would accept—all the journals and a fair few photo frames. 

She half expected Thomas to be waiting, tapping his foot and looking at his wrist watch, but he was nowhere to be seen. No one answered her knock at the front door. But she heard music playing. He must’ve gone in another door—he didn't have the key for this one yet, after all. She walked around the back to the conservatory and saw him then, playing a great gleaming saxophone. The music bounced around, toying with a rhythm, and he stopped and started, as if there were a backing track in his head and he were only playing his parts.

The saxophone hung from the strap around his neck, He pushed the doors wide, and then he saw her, and stopped. "I was worried you'd got caught up."

"Sorry." She held out the keys, and stood there on the threshold. This was what she was here for, after all. No more. No less.

He unclipped the instrument and perched it on its stand, then, in no hurry at all, took the keys. His mouth was swollen—probably from playing saxophone, but his lips looked kissed and bright. What was it about his face? It had struck her from the first. And it'd had a whole lot of naked to compete with then. Not so much now: he was in a big sweater and corduroy trousers, his gorgeous body totally hidden. All she could look at was his face. And she couldn’t not.

"So, you teach music?" she said, aware she was staring.

"And history, yeah."

"I’m a teacher, too. Languages. English mostly, but back in New Zealand I started out teaching Japanese and Māori."

"Interesting combination,” he said.

"They overlap in a weird number of ways."

"Do you want to come in? It's been a busy week; I haven't really had a chance to get everything spick and span."

"I won't intrude. Probably need to look things over at some stage, but... maybe after the funeral?" She was letting in the cold air from outside. Or maybe the temperature difference was just her reaction to him. Not that she wasn't enjoying the sizzling attraction, but it did make her wonder: was this part of her grieving process? She'd been relatively untouched by death her whole life. Her grandfather, Gran's husband, had died young. Her other grandparents, back in New Zealand, were still going strong. She'd been so lucky, really. But this was uncharted territory. Entirely possible that her body's response to death was a rampant libido latching onto the nearest tall, dark—fuck it, he was handsome. A photo might not have done the magic, but live and in the flesh it was quite a trick.

It shouldn't have come as a surprise then, when she stood to watch Gran's casket carried down the aisle, that her hot and puffy eyes latched onto Thomas’s across the church. He offered a smile, then swiped the heel of his hand against his cheek, and that set her off again, sniffing and sniveling. 

Bridget offered a fresh tissue, and then leaned into Dahlia. A decade apart, but all that melted away  in shared grief and memories. There was something about the intimacy of childhood, of sleeping in each other's beds and telling secrets in the dark, that meant ten years wasn't distance enough to keep them from holding hands and patting knees. Bridget leaned against Dahlia's back, chin on her shoulder. "If Taylor drops her," Bridget whispered.

Dahlia laughed a little then, and the tears eased, and Taylor didn't drop Gran. They followed the casket outside into the drizzle and mist. She was in the hearse, and umbrellas appeared seemingly out of nowhere: bursts of red and blue, rugby club colors and football stripes—not all black and uniform like they would be in a movie. This was messy and real. Dahlia’s cheeks and lips stung with salt and cold air.

The exhaust fumes seemed to merge with the mist, and the clouds closed in to carry them. They walked behind the car, crunching in the fine gravel and then clip-clopping on the road. One moment it all felt too real—the body in the box in the car six paces ahead—and the next it felt surreal—parading into the cemetery, all in formation, moving through the fog like actors and dry ice on a stage. Shoes sinking into the mud—real. The casket descending into a great big hole in the ground—surreal. Sprays of dirt pattering on the wood, and Dad crying, using one of Mom's lacy hankies, and Bridget slipping Taylor a flask.

Dahlia wanted a drag on that. Bring on any escape from all this real.

They were all three of them half-cut before they got to Auntie Sooz's—Bridget and Taylor's mom's place. Thomas appeared, filling out his suit beautifully and carrying a plate of sandwiches into the crowded sitting room. Taylor had disappeared, but Bridget and Dahlia were settled in the window seat, leafing through a photo album.

Bridget looked up at the sandwich plate and said, "Is there cake hiding under there?"

"I can bring the cake next," he answered.

"Ooh, yes please."

Dahlia took a sandwich. Thomas gave her a look, something that seemed to mirror her thought of how is this real? and then he was gone.

Dahlia found her own baby face looking back at her from the album, and knew Thomas would be back any moment with the cake. She should be ready this time. Ready, at least, to introduce him to Bridget. Or did they already know each other? Bridget had lived her whole childhood here, returned in her holidays right through university. And Thomas certainly seemed like a local, like part of the furniture. The town was not so small that everyone knew everyone, but there was only one high school, and everyone knew of everyone. And if you were hoping to avoid anyone, well, best not leave your house.

Bridget turned the page and burst out laughing.

"Oh no." Dahlia leaned over for a better view of their feather-boa-strewn dress-ups. “What were we doing?”

"We were putting on a show, dah-ling."

"Is that Taylor?"

"In the fishnets, oh yes." She turned it around to show Thomas—he was back. Maybe they did know each other. "Fair exchange for the cake." Bridget took the whole plate off him.

Thomas caught the photo album before it tumbled to the floor.

"Bridget!" Dahlia reached to grab it out of his hands, but too late—he’d already spotted her picture. 

"What?" All innocence, Bridget wolfed down a piece of chocolate cake.

Thomas sat down beside Dahlia. "Is that you?"

"Oh, do you know each other?" Bridget held a corner piece of carrot cake up, poised to eat, chocolate frosting still on her lips from the previous slice.

"Thomas lives in Gran's house."

"Taylor found a tenant already?"

"No, the old house. The big house. My, ah..." she couldn’t say it. My house. Shit. She was a home-owner.

Bridget nodded, mouth full of cake.

Thomas was looking at the photos far too closely.

Dahlia followed his gaze. "We played circus orphans a lot. Bridget was the lion-tamer. Taylor could hold a head-stand and sing at the same time. And I could do a round-off and a back-bend."

He smiled and turned the page. Dahlia was sitting on Gran's knee, adjusting the party hat on her head. On the opposite page, Bridget and Dahlia were sitting either side of Gran on the piano stool, hands poised to play, grinning, all over-eager and toothy, at the camera.

Dahlia leaned a little closer, the brush of Thomas' arm against hers warm and tempting. "I wonder who got the piano?"

"It's still in the house." Thomas' voice was low, and maybe close to breaking.

"The properties went with their contents, for simplicity's sake." Bridget licked the frosting from her fingers. "The last time I was here, she had me go over everything with her. She didn't want anyone squabbling or disappointed or surprised."

"Well, I was definitely surprised." Dahlia couldn't pretend otherwise. "I don’t understand why she’d give me the house. I don't know the first thing—I probably shouldn't say so in front of the current tenant. See? That’s how weird this is. I’ve no idea what I'm doing." 

Perhaps Bridget could help, could explain it, could offer some insight into what Gran had been thinking? Why, of all people, was the family homestead put into the totally clueless hands of the grandchild best known for putting down zero roots anywhere? New Zealand was the nearest thing to home, but Dahlia had left almost as soon as she'd qualified. Japan paid her well and gave her fluency—and with it, the confidence to start over somewhere else. Canada was too cold, Peru too hot, but she took a bit of French and plenty of Spanish with her, first to Spain, then Switzerland, and finally to Rome.

Bridget offered nothing but a shrug.

"Did she think I'd move back here and put down some roots?"

"She didn't say what she was thinking."

"Except when it came to gardening," Thomas pitched in. "She was very good at telling me off for over-watering. Or under-watering."

Bridget laughed. "Weeding her gardens for her was a fucking nightmare. I have had actual nightmares about weeding for Gran."

"Pulling out the wrong things." Dahlia could join in with this—happy to shelve the existential crisis till later. And hopefully, in the meantime, things would become clearer.

"So do you play the piano?" Thomas said, looking from Dahlia to Bridget and back again.

"No." Bridget shook her head fiercely and went for another slice of chocolate cake. "Chopsticks if I'm drunk."

"You're not not drunk." Dahlia had given up the piano in her teens, but if she were to sit down to one now she honestly didn't know what might come back to her.

"Bridget, honey.” Auntie Sooz came through from the other room and beckoned her daughter.

Bridget sighed, nodded, then whispered to Dahlia, "Come and rescue me in no more than ten minutes." To Thomas, she said, "Nice to meet you. And diolch for the cake." Off she went.

"Sorry," Dahlia said, without really thinking.

"Is there a secret stash you're holding out on me?" Thomas bumped his shoulder into hers, definitely intentionally.

"Taylor's stash. Which is now... depleted."

"Why does she want rescuing?"

"Family dynamics. You know how it is—you go home, you fall back into old habits. Or your parents do."

"Or both."

She met his gaze. "What are your old habits?"

"Leaving doors open."

"You didn't even have to think about it."

"It's been pointed out more than once."

Dahlia nodded, staring down the cake.

"It was just me and Mam when I was little. We lived in this tiny two-room apartment in Hackney. I couldn't go to sleep unless the door was open."

"And now?"

"I do close my bedroom door, as you know."

She might have sputtered. Good thing she didn’t have a mouthful of cake—she'd have choked, and he'd have probably saved her, and things were already so weird between them.

Taylor swanned in, saying, "Which of Gran's books had the pink flowers and the drag queens?"

Dahlia had vague memories of that one.

"How is it possible that none of us have her books in our houses? What is wrong with us?"

Dahlia jumped up and went over to Taylor. He was in a bit of a state. "They sing the national anthem, remember? The book was banned from school libraries. They were worried she was a bad influence."

Dahlia took up his hands. "Pink and yellow cover, like a tequila sunrise. Was it something about sunrise?"

"Oleander Sunrise—that's it! I need a copy of that book."

"There's one at the house," Thomas said, suddenly there, right with them.

Taylor jerked his head to face Thomas. "You live in Gran's house."

Thomas nodded. "All her books are still there."

"Tidy." Taylor pulled his hands from Dahlia's grip and marched out of the room.

"Did we just agree to something?" Dahlia said.

"I think we might be going to get that book."

"He can't drive like that."

"I can drive," Thomas followed Taylor out of the room, and Dahlia stood in the corridor, watching them both leave the house.

Bridget's raincoat hung on the hook by the door, pale mauve and plasticky, probably by some boutique designer. Dahlia couldn't abandon Bridget to go after Thomas and Taylor.

Bridget was in the kitchen, laying out cups for tea and saying, as if for the millionth time, "Just put the teabags on the tray and people can make it how they like it."

"Can I steal you for a sec?" Dahlia looked from Bridget to Auntie Sooz.

"Oh, go on," Auntie Sooz sighed.

In the hallway, Bridget hissed, "My hero!"

"Entirely possible we'll all regret this. Quick, we have to catch the boys."

"Boys plural?"

Outside, on the street, Thomas had the engine running. Bridget called after Dahlia, "What's occurring?"

"Taylor had an idea."

"Does Taylor fancy your man?" Bridget loud-whispered.

"Who knows with Taylor?" Dahlia said, then opened the back door of the car. "All set?"

"What are we waiting for?" Taylor shouted almost tunefully from the passenger seat.

When they got to Gran’s house—Dahlia's house—Thomas’s house—Thomas let them in the front door. Taylor didn't wait for permission to barge straight past, toward the basement stairs. These he navigated in the dark until Bridget, following him, found the light pull-switch dangling from the ceiling above.

"Woah!" Taylor said, then tripped. He found his feet and was pulling books out of the shelves before Dahlia was all the way down the stairs.

Thomas followed her, deliciously close behind. "The students play pool down here, sometimes, but it's pretty much just the way...”

“...She left it," Bridget finished his sentence.

"She said I could do what I wanted with the place, mind, but I didn't know where to start."

"Found it!" Taylor held up a book. "Oleander Sunrise! See, pink flowers." He opened it and started flicking through.

Bridget was looking at the records. "These might be worth something, like."

Thomas shook his head. "One or two might be rare enough to be worth selling."

Bridget gave him a look, as if to say who are you again?

Dahlia stepped in. "Thomas is the music teacher at the school."

"So the students you mentioned?”

"Six of them board here."

Bridget turned back to the records, chose one, and put it under the needle. The music worked a magic on the room, warming up the light and shutting out the world, till it was just their little bubble, no place else to be.

Dahlia ran her fingertips along the worn green of the pool table and pulled a cold orange ball from the pocket. "Are the students here?"

"They'll be home soon," Thomas said. "School finishes in half an hour."

"Do we need to get out of here?" Dahlia asked.

Before she got an answer, Bridget said, "So why aren't you at school? I thought you were the music teacher."

"I took the day off for the funeral."

Bridget just looked confused.

"You know what Gran was like." Taylor sat on the worn pink sofa, throwing his legs down the length of it, crossed at the ankles, entirely at home. "She was obsessed with her garden, and not really worried about minor technicalities like tenancy law. Or boundaries. Gran was here every other day, probably. I tried to tell her to leave you be. Mom was genuinely worried, but I figured if you were going to kick up a fuss, you'd have done so by now."

Thomas dropped his suit jacket over the back of the other sofa, and perched on the arm rest. "It was kind of nice, once we got used to it."

Dahlia plucked another pool ball from the pocket. Purple. 

"Here it is." Taylor proceeded to read most of a chapter of the book aloud, while Billie Holiday sang the blues and Dahlia set up for pool and Bridget stared at the enormous floral still-life on the wall.
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THOMAS CAME BACK DOWN to the basement, after the students had all eaten dinner and disappeared off to their separate rooms. He brought with him what was left of dinner, a selection of mismatched glasses, and a bottle of whiskey.

He wouldn’t have more than one drink himself, not while he was responsible for the six not-yet-sleeping teenagers two floors above, but no reason Dahlia and her cousins couldn’t.

Okay, Bridget couldn't because she was asleep. Dahlia and Taylor were taking turns reading each other sections from Oleander Sunrise and occasionally declaring their grandmother a genius. "A philosopher! Ahead of her time. Nothing less than a prophet."

Dahlia looked up from her book and gave Thomas a smile. Then an even greater smile when she saw the whiskey. He noticed her socks—purple. She'd kicked off her boots,  and the blazer she'd been wearing earlier was also discarded. When she got up from the couch to help herself to whiskey, Thomas saw that the dress she was wearing was like one long sweater, which went almost down to her knees and hugged her figure like a glove. Like a fucking glove.

"You're a genius, too,” she said to Thomas, holding up her generous pour of the amber liquid. It caught the light, casting gold glimmers on her cheek and lips. 

"What's that?" Taylor pointed to the wall with the big flowery painting.

"Gran's taste in art," Dahlia said.

"Down by over there—to the left." Taylor hoisted himself up with a groan. "It looks like water staining."

Thomas followed Taylor's gaze. He didn't come down here all that often—left it mostly to the students, who surely needed a bit of down time without their teacher hovering around. He could see the discoloration on the paint, clear as day now that someone had pointed it out, but was it new? It might have been like that for years.

Dahlia, whiskey in one hand, touched her other, palm and fingers spread open, to the wall. The gasp she gave went straight to Thomas’ gut. This was not good.

"It's wet."

"What's directly above us?" Taylor poured two drinks. One for him. One for... Thomas? "Kitchen's further that way. And the master en suite is over there."

"The other bathroom, innit?" Thomas traced the mark with his eyes. If there was water all the way down here, then it was all through the walls.

"Oh fuck," Dahlia said. "Our bathroom, Taylor. It's coming from our bathroom. It's all through the fucking walls. Is this place gonna come down on us?"

"Possible." Taylor looked around as if for further signs of impending doom.

"Have you noticed anything else? Water anywhere else?" She turned to Thomas.

"No. I mean the condensation on the windows is worse than last year, but I just put it down to... shit." He went closer to see the damage. The watermark on the wall felt more tacky than wet. Sticky. "Teenagers take long showers and it's an old house, expensive to heat, so sometimes we only heat the rooms we're in." 

"Fair enough." Dahlia nodded. "Fuck."

"No other signs of leaks?" Taylor tossed back his whiskey.

"None. And I'd have seen. We have a cleaning rota—I'm on that bathroom every third week."

"Let's go have a look," Taylor bounded up the stairs.

Thomas felt immovable there. This was the nail in the coffin. Major renovations would mean they’d all have to move out and—who was he kidding? Maybe the coffin was already nailed and buried and he just hadn’t admitted it to himself yet. Kim leaving was all it took. And then there was one. One teacher, the only adult in a house full of students, it was simply not allowed. In all the chaos of the past two weeks he hadn’t gotten his head around what needed to happen now.

"Might not be that bad." Dahlia patted his arm.

He glanced at the whiskey Taylor had poured for him. "What will you do if it is?"

She led the way up the stairs, and he followed: the sway of her hips in that sweater-dress could have lured him into anything at all. 

She didn't answer his question—which was fair. How could she possibly know? But he couldn't help himself asking, "Tell me straight: how tempted are you to just sell up and run?"

She paused at the bottom of the grand staircase. Fuck, she looked good there—like she really belonged in some grand old home, the lady of the house. "I thought you wanted to stay," she said.

"I do. That's why I'm asking."

"Let's just see what the damage is." She resumed climbing the stairs.

He caught up in three steps. "I can help. I'm good with DIY. The winter break is coming up—the kids will be away for a couple of weeks and I can... do whatever needs doing."

"You don't have to do that. It's my responsibility really." The words seemed difficult for her to say.

"I want to. If it means we all get to keep living here."

"Let's just see." She turned away from him at the top of the stairs—it was the way to the bathroom, but it felt intentional, like she didn't want him to see her face. This was bad.

Carmel, one of the eldest students, came out of her bedroom in an enormous hoodie and tiny shorts. "Hiya, alright?" 

"Yeah, we were just checking something. This is Dahlia—she now, ah, owns the house."

Carmel nodded. "Sorry for your loss."

"Thank you," Dahlia said.

"I was just going to brush my teeth." Carmel pointed past them to the bathroom, where the door was open and Taylor was making no effort to keep quiet, banging open cupboards and knocking on the walls.

"Maybe use the downstairs," Thomas said.

Carmel gave him a quizzical look—she'd expect the full story later. Smart cookie, she was probably putting two and two together, figuring they'd all come from the funeral and might be less than sober. Thank goodness he'd left his drink untouched downstairs. His position here already seemed on shaky ground.

In the bathroom, Taylor was lying face-down on the floor, reaching under the claw-footed tub. "Miracle they ever got this thing up here, like." His voice echoed strangely from under the bath. 

“Is the floor damp?” Dahlia asked.

"What's down below under this?" Taylor swiveled to sit up.

"The drawing room," Dahlia said. "Is it leaking?"

"Can't see the source, but it's probably just old pipes. When did the shower go in?"

Dahlia shrugged. "We were kids—twenty years ago?"

"To the drawing room!" Taylor marched out to the hall.

"You really call it the drawing room?" Thomas asked.

Dahlia looked like she was about to laugh again, but then her face turned serious. Worried.

"Maybe it's just in the wall above the basement and the problem's only that one spot." Thomas went ahead of her down the stairs.

They found Taylor removing pictures from the drawing room wall. The pattern in the wallpaper disguised the discoloring, but it was starting to bulge.

Dahlia slumped down on the piano stool. "Fuck."

"Hopefully it hasn't been leaking for long," Taylor said. "Makes it more likely insurance will pay out, plus it won't be all rotten yet."

"Yet," she said. Not a question. 

"Suppose we should turn the water off," Thomas said, realizing he'd need to tell the students what was going on. At least tomorrow was Friday. If he could get a plumber to put together some kind of stop-gap measure over the weekend... 

"You'll need water." Dahlia was looking up at the high ceiling. Was she imagining what was going on in the walls, or pleading with a higher power? "You can't just cut the water with seven people in the house."

"The kids go home for the weekend, like. Friday afternoon to Sunday evening, it’s just me."

"I'll sort a plumber tomorrow," she said. "Can we just not use that bathroom before then?"

Hearing her use 'we' was like a warm hug on a cold night. "I'll go tell them,” Thomas said.

Were the stairs creaking more than normal? He was imagining damp, rotting beams, an unsalvageable nightmare hiding behind the oak paneling and textured wallpaper. But he must have kept the worry out of his tone when he broke the news because Carmel's response was, "Full-service landlady she is," followed by a wink, and her roommate Mina's face lit up with curiosity

Thomas fled because any kind of denial would seem incriminating.

He knocked on the next bedroom door. Belinda was already asleep, but Tess was worried enough for the both of them. "Will you be able to get a plumber before the weekend? Do we need to go home for longer? But there's football on Monday, there is, and band on Tuesday, and Chalmers is giving us a test in Calculus on Thursday."

"It's okay, we'll sort it. Don't worry," Thomas said, funneling all his calm into reassuring Tess, and saving none at all for anyone else. 

The boys, thankfully, didn't need much. "Happy to pee on the lemon tree if required," Josh offered.

"Again." Seamus giggled and went back to his book.

Thomas wrote OUT OF ORDER on a used envelope and stuck it to the bathroom door. The old hinges seemed to resist him. He felt like he was being watched and turned, half expecting to find Dahlia there, but there was no one. Nothing but an empty hallway, closed doors. He could hear something—probably Dahlia and her cousins in the basement, reminiscing. All their stories, all the conversations and games and arguments they’d had here over the years, felt oddly present. And his too—a ghost of Kim, her bags packed, piled at the bottom of the stairs, and her looking up at him all expectant, like he should do something to stop her leaving. You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you? Her voice was so real in his ears, but he wasn’t angry any more. And he certainly wasn’t regretting letting her leave. She’d wanted him to fight it, she’d as much as said so. But if she’d really wanted to stay, she wouldn’t have needed that.

Thomas turned his back on the front door and went down to the basement. Taylor was taking a highly-unlikely shot at pool. He missed, then said, "I tried to wake her, mind." Bridget was exactly as they'd left her in the big armchair, totally out of it.

"I think you're stuck with us." Dahlia placed the white ball carefully and bent to line up the shot.

Taylor passed Thomas the whiskey he'd poured earlier. This time, Thomas took it. One drink wouldn't hurt. Smoke and heat radiated from his throat, and his tired eyes landed on Dahlia. He had a perfect profile view of her. The shot connected. Number 9 rolled right up to the pocket, stopping just on the lip. "Tidy.”

"Almost. They alright?" She glanced towards the ceiling.

"Yeah, mostly. Tess is worried she'll have to go home for the week, taking the bus every day really eats into studying time. But I told her we'd sort it, so we'd better," he took another sip, "sort it."

"Yeah, we'd better."

"Your turn Dee," Taylor said.

She examined the table and then turned away from Thomas to take her shot, bending right over, right in front of him. He closed his eyes, but the image stayed with him. Soft. Full. And right there. Was it fatigue that was making him so... making his mind wander and linger and want?

Whatever the cause, it needed to stop. He had responsibilities. He couldn’t afford a distraction right now. He had to keep it together, keep this house and these students together.

Keep himself together.
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Dahlia watched Thomas consider his options, saw the distance gather in his eyes and the tension twist in his mouth.

A thud tore her attention from his lips. Taylor had dropped Oleander Sunrise. Taylor had, in fact, fallen asleep.

Thomas laughed a little. "This is not how I saw today going." He took his shot, pocketed the 14.

"No kidding." She watched him stretch out to reach the next shot, tried to haul her tipsy brain back from remembering him naked. "Are we going to get you in trouble?"

"I don't know, are you?" He raised his eyebrows and gave a one-sided smile. It got her right in the chest.

"I mean, it's a lot of responsibility on one guy, looking out for six students day and night.”

"They're all sixteen or older and top scholars the lot of them. They don't really need me, I sometimes think."

"I doubt that. I was a top scholar at sixteen, but I almost burnt the house down making fish cakes, so, you know."

He laughed. “That’s an important almost.”

“I was a boarding student, too. The fishcakes must have been during the holidays,” she said. “It wasn’t like this, my boarding house. There were heaps of us. And we weren’t doing the cooking.” It was her turn at pool. She wasn't playing her best game, but she wasn't overly invested. Blame the whiskey. And Gran. And the water in the walls. And her gorgeous opponent.

Thomas twisted chalk onto the head of his cue. "How old were you—when you started boarding?”

“Thirteen. I loved it. Felt like a grown-up. Our house mom was great, and I made a couple of really good friends. A real family away from home, if you know what I mean?”

He nodded. “It’s a bit like that here. Sometimes, anyway. It wasn't just me, till recently. My, ah, girlfriend was living here too."

"Oh." Dahlia totally failed to keep the interest out of her voice.

"Yeah. There’s meant to be two adults, but a lot has happened in a very short... I don't know where to start, to be honest."

"How long had you been together?"

"Three—a little over three years. No it’s fine. It had to end. I'm fine. It was, ah, a while coming. Still a shock, of course. Which is silly. It shouldn't have been a shock. But I do need, ideally, another adult on site. Four girls, so they should have a woman around." He rubbed his head, his face, then groaned. "It's weird to think that just two weeks ago everything was... not fine but, you know."

"Two weeks? That's really recent."

"It’s been a big couple of weeks. It feels like longer, but the calendar assures me it is no more than fourteen days. Nothing like someone dying to really put things in perspective, mind.”

"And in this case make things even more complicated."

"Tipyn bach,” little bit, he said, almost to himself, leaning in to give the pool cue a sharp thrust. 

She saw, out the corner of her eye, that the ball was headed straight for the corner, but she couldn't tear her gaze away from him. "Nice one."

"I was serious before," he said. "About helping with the... whatever needs doing."

She nodded. She wanted to believe they could fix the place up and keep hosting students and keep Thomas on. It was the best way forward for everyone. And she’d be free to leave, to go back to her life.

Thomas just had the black to sink and he'd win. She wanted him to win. She didn't want to sell up, take the money and run. She couldn't imagine why Gran had left her the house, but she knew it wasn't for that. Gran wouldn't have wanted it sold—certainly not if it meant kicking out Thomas and his rag-tag crew of boarding students.

The black ball glanced off the side, just short of the pocket. "Your turn," he said.

She rested the cue on her thumb knuckle. "I don't want to sell." She took the shot without pausing to check it was all lined up. It went to the pocket like magnets were pulling it in. "I don't know how I'm going to pay for repairs. But I don't want to kick you out. We'll figure it out." Her next shot missed.

He sunk the black, made it look easy, then lay his cue down on the green. "You sure?"

She nodded. "I don't have to rush back to Rome, and if we can do some of the labor ourselves, maybe it won't bankrupt me."

"You can stay here, if that helps," he said. Then glanced at his empty whiskey glass. Was he regretting the offer?

But it was a good idea—it'd save her a heap in accommodation costs.

“Two birds with one stone,” he said. “You’re a teacher, so, more than qualified to be a house-mom.”

"I don't suppose the school needs a language teacher. A substitute?" She could hardly believe the words coming out of her mouth. Was she really considering staying here for weeks or months? Anywhere else—anywhere new—and she’d jump at the chance. But this wasn’t somewhere new. This was her roots. In a way, in a weird way, it was kind of home. A home she’d never lived in, but still.

Thomas was looking at his phone, and then hers buzzed. "That’s the number for the school. They're always looking for subs."

This was insane. But being here, in Gran's house, in this place she'd known longer than she could remember, it seemed like the only thing to do—the most obvious and natural thing in the world. And that was what made her nervous. Staying here was almost expected. And Dahlia was allergic to expectations, or maybe expectations were allergic to Dahlia, but either way the result was the same: disappointment all around. Maybe she was doomed to disappoint Gran either way, stay or go, but Thomas—she might spare Thomas.

Thomas was pouring them both another drink—his significantly shorter than hers. "Lechyd Da," he said, almost as though it were a question.

"Lechyd Dah," she answered. Cheers.

He drank. "Your Welsh accent is depressingly good."

"I know about four words, but I suppose I've known them since I was four years old."

"I've been learning for a couple of years," he said, as though it were a confession.

"How long have you lived here?" She sat down on the only spare sofa.

He sat beside her, one leg curled under him, facing her. "Four years."

"You're from London?"

"As much as anywhere." He didn't say more, only twisted his glass in his hand. She watched his fingers curl and trace the etched lines. It seemed very dainty, a feminine sort of glass, in contrast to his very masculine hand, angular wrist, and toned forearm below rolled-up shirt sleeves. Very capable-looking hand. He was a musician. He was keen to pitch in and help fix up the house. A confident and willing handyman.

She didn't hate the idea. Of handy-womaning alongside him. Of moving in here for how-long-is-a-piece-of-string-let-alone-a-home-renovation? He was a virtual stranger, but he drew her in with his seeming contradictions: his gentleness and sheer size, his seriousness and quick humor, his being local-but-not, the London-ish accent, the knowing in his eyes, and the curiosity, right there, chasing it.

"What about you? New Zealand, right?" he asked.

"Born and bred. Mom's whole side of the family are there. Dad's are..." She gestured to Taylor and Bridget, both soundly asleep, and then the town around them. Also, probably, asleep.

"And you live in Rome."

She shrugged. "Maybe this is the universe's way of saying it's time to move on." She told him about Japan and Canada and Peru. About Spain and Switzerland. She couldn't figure out if he was impressed or envious or just baffled by her. 

He leaned in, though. Interested. He asked questions and twisted his lips, all thoughtful and serious, and when she stopped talking long enough that he had to say something, what he said was, "Don't you get lonely, moving so much?”

She shrugged. "Loneliness isn’t all bad. There’s a freedom in it. Possibility.”

"I've traveled a little," he said. "Or rather, I moved a lot as a child. Not the same thing, is it? But when I have traveled... I don't enjoy the dipping in and out of things. I always find myself wanting to stay forever or leave already."

"Yeah, I get that. I do tend to stay—to live in a place for a while. But not forever. A year or two, then I want to spread my wings again."

"I'm such a homebody," he said, leaning back into the sofa, turning a little away from her. "I’m not being funny; I could quite happily stay here forever."

She’d never seen a man look quite so cozy and comfortable in a suit. "You wouldn't get bored?"

"New students every year. Good friends. Good music. Good game of football or netball whenever I want it."

"Netball?"

"Men can play netball."

"But do they?"

"They do now, like." He was laughing at her. She was enjoying this far too much. But the look on his face suggested that he might be too, and that made it okay. Probably. "I have to teach tomorrow." He shut his eyes and screwed up his face. “My Friday timetable this year is brutal. Two Year Tens after lunch.”

He was going to get up and go to bed, and Dahlia was dreading it. "I'll babysit these two," she said, faking nonchalance.

"I'd offer you an actual bed, but..."

"This is almost long enough." She stretched her legs out on the sofa, lifting her feet up over his lap, pressing her toes into the far arm-rest, and grazing the backs of her calves against his thigh. Barely touching him at all.

He slouched down, leaning back. "Those stairs have taken on some Himalayan quality."

She let her ankles relax, dropping her legs onto his lap.

He let out a sigh and looked at her feet. "I don't want to go to bed."

"Hm." She watched him. She couldn't quite breathe, waiting for him to say something more, do something more.

His hand was warm on her ankle, big and gentle, cupping around underneath.

She watched his eyes darken as he roamed up her legs. Her dress had ridden up, only a little, but enough that she wondered if she was seducing him, or if he was seducing her. She could feel a blush heat her neck and chin.

He met her gaze. His eyes were electric and full of questions. And maybe she answered one of them, turning the arch of her foot to rub against his thigh.

He slid his hand up to her knee then hesitated. "This is a bad idea."

He wasn't wrong, and she started to sit up, to maybe move away.

"This dress, mind." He was toying with the hem of it and she was kneeling on the sofa, her knee hard up against his solid thigh.

"What about this dress?"

"It's as soft as it looks."

"You've been looking at my dress?"

"All fucking day."

She laughed.

"Sorry. Totally inappropriate. At a funeral, like."

She pressed her fingers to his mouth to stop the impending apology. His lips felt as good as they looked—full and silky. He opened his mouth and his breath tickled her palm. She said, "I'm going to blame grief for all my bad decisions this week." She stroked her thumb across his bottom lip. She needed to kiss him, right there, right now.

His hand was on her thigh, lifting her to straddle him. He was looking down at her body, skirting his other hand up over her hip to her waist. "This is a bad idea."

"A really bad idea." She followed his gaze, saw her own nipples prick at the weave before she felt them spark, begging for touch.

"If I kiss you now...” He looked her right in the eye, like a challenge, his lips brushing her jaw.

"Yes, please," she whispered.

He pulled her down and met her lips with a certainty that hadn't been there in his voice or touch till this moment. He tasted like whiskey and wanting, and she pressed her tongue to meet his, hungry for more. His mouth was everything—supple and determined, salty and thirst-quenching, teasing and satisfying.

He broke away to breathe, and she realized his hand was still up her dress, still gripping her thigh, not moving, but not letting go. She touched her forehead to his. "We can stop if you need to," she somehow managed to say.

He laughed. "I forget why I need to." He caught her mouth again.

It was heady, the rush of need, the force of his tongue, his body rolling up into hers. She could feel the muscles in his legs, flexing beneath her. His thumb grazed across her thigh and a moan rumbled from her chest, escaping out her throat and into his fantastic mouth. And he laughed. 

And on the other side of the room, Bridget shifted in her sleep, snuffling, maybe waking up. Jet lag might make Bridget totally unpredictable. But Thomas clearly wasn't thinking about that, his tongue pressed to the skin of Dahlia's neck, just under her chin, as if searching for a pulse. 

Couldn’t have been hard to find it; her whole body was a pulse.

Dahlia twisted to look over, to check if Bridget was awake.

Thomas' lips tugged at her clavicle, sucking and licking, shaky breaths tripping down inside her dress.

Bridget stretched and blinked, but she only seemed to notice Taylor.

Dahlia barrel rolled off Thomas, slinking low behind the pool table and pulling down her dress. "Found the chalk." She jumped up. "Oh, Bridget, you're awake. We should probably leave Thomas to it."

"What time is it?" Bridget rubbed her eyes.

"Jet lag, eh?" Dahlia dared to look at Thomas. He was thumbing his crotch, pushing himself down. Temptation in a rumpled suit. Hell, if Bridget and Taylor hadn't been right there in the room, a good portion of that suit might be hitting the floor.

"I can, ah, drop you all home." Thomas stood up, planted his hands on the side of the pool table. 

Bridget lifted the needle on the record player and with a scratch-sound it launched into a line about regretting and forgetting, somewhere deep in the B-side of the Billie Holiday album.

Taylor started, and was about to settle back into sleep when Bridget grabbed his hand and hauled him up to sitting. "So heavy for someone so skinny. Let's go, wino."

Dragging him semi-conscious out to Thomas's car was fairly effective as far as turning down the heat. But once Bridget and Taylor were safely back at Auntie Sooz's, it was just Dahlia and Thomas, all alone in the car, on their way to her hotel. And all the reasons why they weren't naked under the pool table in Gran's basement right now were not reasons to not be naked in Dahlia's room above the pub.

He didn't cut the engine when he parked outside. "Probably a good thing," he said.

She let her seat belt slide up over her shoulder and didn't answer him.

"I mean, if we'll be working on the house together, and you'll keep being my landlady, everything’s complicated enough, isn’t it?"

"Right."

"Not that kissing doesn’t complicate things, mind."

"Are we past the complicated point-of-no-return?"

"No." He sounded so certain.

"Right. Keep it in your pants then." She was joking, and it had to be clear by the way she said it.

He was holding the steering wheel with both hands, really gripping it.

"Just kidding. Whip it out any time."

He laughed, his hands slipped, bumped the horn. He jumped with fright. "Fuck."

She opened the passenger door. “Goodnight, Thomas."

"Hm." He gave her a look, as if to say the 'good' in goodnight didn't really sum things up accurately.

***
[image: image]


LAST PERIOD HISTORY was dragging like the dark ages. Thomas had the students working in groups on an impossible diagram of the causes and effects of World War Two. Fascinating stuff for everyone in the room, but he'd taught this topic every year of his career (and once during training) and he was over it.

"Cultural divisions cause fear, which causes inflation, which causes poverty, which causes cultural divisions and fear. Sir!" Amelia's indignation was somewhat predictable.

"There you go, then.”

"But that's not possible."

If only, he thought. But what he said was, "Sure it is."

"I’m only saying, there's just one cultural divisions card."

He kept on writing up the exit-pass question on the whiteboard, let her tussle it out with her table-mates. But when he pocketed the marker and turned to find where he'd put his water bottle, Amelia was right there. "This could happen here, like," she said.

"It could happen anywhere." He ducked around her to get his water from his desk. The stack of marking had hidden it from view. “It has happened pretty much everywhere.”

"But I mean, it could happen now."

"Well, sure, but World War Two did have a bunch of other contributing factors."

"We could, like, have a massive recession." She looked really, genuinely worried—which meant he was doing his job right, but maybe he’d taken it far enough for today.

"Not if we combat cultural divisions.”

"Like that's so easy, isn’t it."

"Right," he lifted his voice to speak to the whole class. "Take a photo of what you've got there, for your notes, and then, ystyried—consider this." He tapped the board. "Which one card could you remove and drastically decrease the number of deaths?"

A couple of the over-confident kids declared definitive answers, but their team-mates pulled them down to argue it out. Amelia couldn't resist her group’s discussion.

The principal, walking past outside, paused and gave Thomas a quizzical look through the window.

"Keep it to a mild roar, mind!” Thomas shouted. “Bit of hush! Right, sorry! Hands up. One at a time, now."

The principal hesitated, like he might come in for a wee chat. Thomas stepped outside—it felt like a preemptive strike, or did he just have war on the brain?

“What are they all fighting about?” John asked.

“How to stop war and genocide.”

“Oh, the easy questions.”

The volume rose again and Thomas brought it down with a well-placed glare before turning back to John. “Everything okay?”

“We need to have a talk about the boarding house situation now that things are... different.”

“Yeah, of course,” Thomas had been expecting this. Why then did it feel like such a slap upside the head? He hadn’t had a chance to talk to Dahlia—his almost-plan was very half-hatched, not a compelling pitch ready to win over the principal.

When the students were all gone, he checked his phone—one message from Dahlia, short and to the point: 'Found the leak!'

The exclamation mark lent her words an oddly excited, almost happy tone. Thomas hovered by the principal’s office door, his hand on the phone in his pocket, tempted to text Dahlia back for details.

John was at his desk, toying with the tag of a tea-bag, phone to his ear, rolling his eyes. He beckoned Thomas in, pointed at a chair and nodded and smiled, like it was a favor he was doing, offering a generous invitation to sit down in the principal’s office. Rather than what it actually was: an indication this wasn’t a quick, in-passing, no-need-to-get-comfortable conversation.

The tea-bag’s tag tore and came away. "Sorry, look, I have to go," John said, rushing a barely polite goodbye, and then hung up the phone. "Tom, thanks for coming by."

"I have to meet a plumber—we're having some issues at the house. I have a few minutes, but..."

"The house is what I wanted to talk to you about." John stood and came around the desk. He perched on the edge of the desk—standing over Thomas, and too close for comfort. "I’ve a duty of care to you and to the students. We need another adult on site." He got up and closed his office door. "Unless there’s any possibility—I mean, it was rather convenient, having a nurse on site.”

“Kim’s not coming back,” Thomas said.

“Right, and it’ll take some time to arrange a replacement. To advertise and interview.”

“It’s only a couple of weeks until the winter break,” Thomas said. “If we sort it out before the new term begins...”

“Exactly what I was thinking. In the meantime, the students will just have to bus in like they used to and—”

“But they’re all in the thick of studying. Hours on the bus every day. What if a teacher could step in?”

“That’d be ideal, but who’s going to drop everything? And to be honest, the board is breathing down my neck on this one. There are those who were never entirely comfortable with you and your, ah—well, unmarried, living together, it didn’t sit right with everyone, but I had your back, for the sake of the students.”

“But the students’ parents were all okay with it. Why should anyone on the board object?”

“My point is,” John stood, “I pushed back then, fought the good fight, you know? But you have to choose your battles, it’s part of the job, and I’m afraid they’ll simply have to bus in. It’s only a couple of weeks.”

“The thing is,” Thomas stopped him, “I, ah, already have a possible candidate.”

“Some kind of vetting process is probably needed. I’m only saying, perhaps it’s best if it’s not your—ah, well, if we learn nothing else from this, safe to say keeping romantic complications out of it might be the more pragmatic way to go."

Thomas flashed back to that kiss in the basement—romantic? Tick. Complicated? Tick tick. And yet he said, "It’s a teacher, the person I’m thinking of. Let me see what I can sort over the weekend."

When John didn’t immediately speak, Thomas stood up, eyeing the door.

John pushed off the desk. "I have to sign off on them. Honestly, Tom, it’s out of my hands."

"Trust me. I'll find someone." Fuck, that sounded desperate. The walk home was usually a gift—a little quiet, some head-space, before he got home. Today, it was just long enough to be certain he had not figured out how to say what needed saying. He found Dahlia in his kitchen, flicking through a recipe book and sipping a coffee.

She looked up, her expression almost guilty. "I’ve made myself at home."

"If anyone has the right..." It seemed like a natural segue, like they were so very close to discussing the very thing he needed to ask her, but not quite there. Close, so close.

"Actually, as your landlord, I can get in serious shit for conducting an inspection without giving you 24 hours notice."

"Are you conducting an inspection?"

"Of this cookbook, absolutely." She lifted her coffee cup. "And I stole from you."

"I'll go find my handcuffs."

Surprise bounced across her eyes, her mouth. He'd kissed that mouth. If he kissed her now, she'd taste like coffee. Coffee and Dahlia—that unique something he’d discovered the other night and, damn it, he wanted more. His boss’s words came back to him—so much for keeping the romantic complications out of it.

He tore his eyes away from her lips. "So, what did the plumber say?"

"It's a whole thing. He's disconnected the one bathroom so we can have water running to the rest of the house.  He said he'd have to come back with another guy to get in and fix the—I'll just show you."

She stood up, right beside him. He stepped back, but caught her scent, a lungful of strawberry and sage and the sea. They weren’t far from the ocean, but he rarely eked out the time to go. Dahlia made him want to go.

She led him into the drawing room and pointed up at the ceiling. "The guilty pipes are right in there, at the intersection, right in the corner."

"Shit."

"Yeah. Not easy to get at."

"No kidding."

She sighed. "We can open it up ourselves, that’ll save a little money at least."

"Aren’t you worried we'll do more harm than good?" He sat on the piano stool and leaned back a little too far, knocking the keys.

Dahlia turned at the discordant sound. "The wall is water-logged. That section there’s gotta go, one way or another."

Thomas had the strangest feeling she was talking about them. This thing between them. It had to happen, one way or another. Inevitable. And maybe it was doomed to be as disastrous as this disintegrating house. His whole disintegrating life. 

The wall, the boarding house set-up, his bruised heart, and Dahlia, all temptation and romantic complication—it was all about to come down around him. “Wild guess,” he started, “you’re less than keen to move in then?”

“Oh, um,” she started.

“I understand, it’s not exactly ideal.”

“I wasn’t sure you really meant it when you asked,” she said.

“Maybe it’s for the best, the students move out until next term, any necessary work, the plumbing or whatever, can get done in the meantime.”

“They don’t need to move out,” Dahlia said. “If we time things right—turning off the water or power, I mean.” She touched his arm and he heard a sharp intake of breath—impossible to say if that was him or her. Impossible not to notice the touch, electric and so, so aware of exactly where her fingers were. She didn’t exert any pressure at all, but there was a tug like a magnet. “I’m sure we can make it work,” she said.
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Chapter 5
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Dahlia watched him sag. In a way, it was touching how much he loved this place, the house, the students. But it got her right in the gut, to see him so disappointed.

“It’s not up to me,” he said. “It’s the board. There has to be two adults on site. Not that there’s even anywhere for another adult to go. The pull-out sofa in the basement—but who’s gonna drop everything and move in here for the rest of the term? Share a bathroom with six teenagers?”

A laugh sort of burst out of her. “I can sleep on a sofa. I’ve slept on worse, guarantee it. Sharing a bathroom is... less than ideal, but they seem like good kids and, if I’m doing jobs,” she looked up at the wall, the one they probably had to take to bits. “It makes sense for me to be here.”

“Really?” He wasn’t peeking at her through his fingers, but his facial expression gave that same vibe—curiosity made him look, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to see what she really thought. 

“Really,” she said, and squeezed his arm, and maybe, just maybe, concealed the surge of lust that little touch was responsible for.

“I was serious, too, about helping.” He swiveled to face her, turning his back on the bubbling wallpaper, even though his words were all promises to face it together.

Dahlia didn't mind a bit of DIY, but tackling this by herself was a whole nother thing. A great big overwhelming thing. She’d never aspired to home ownership and this was why: her house, her problem. Her lapsed insurance. What a mess. And Thomas didn't owe her anything. Not his labor. Not his company.

He looked worried, but there was determination there too, alongside the wrinkle in his brow—Dahlia had the strongest urge to press her thumb to it. But touching him was a bad idea. Whatever had happened last night in the basement, things were different now. Now they were going to be living together, responsible for a bunch of teenagers, and renovating a house.

Although, that last bit wasn’t absolute. "It's really not your problem, Thomas. You don't have to do anything,” she said.

"Yeah, I do. I talked you into it."

She shrugged and bumped her shoulder to his. "Just imagine, this ghastly wallpaper, gone."

He let his head fall back. "Spoken like someone who has never removed wallpaper."

"I'm gonna buy you a beer, and you're going to tell me just how miserable this is gonna be."

The pub was buzzing with after-work drinks. There was a Christmas party going on down the far end. Festive music making everyone nostalgic and generous. 

Dahlia sat beside Thomas at the bar and remembered she was supposed to meet her parents for dinner in an hour. 

Thomas was making a list on the back of a beer mat and sending text messages. "Okay, we can borrow a wallpaper steamer and some drop cloths."

“Really?” Dahlia asked. Back in Rome, she and Summer had bought everything they needed to do up the bakery. Two years, Dahlia had lived there—it hadn’t even occurred to her to borrow supplies off her friends. She hadn’t had those sorts of friends.

“Greg’s dad and Dominic between them probably own an entire hardware store.”

Dahlia watched him write wide masking tape and sandpaper on the shopping list. He tapped the tip of the pen to the empty space under his words. "We might have to plaster, as well. Did I mention that removing wallpaper is a bitch?"

"Just once or twice."

"You two look like you're up to something," Kylie the bartender said, reaching for Thomas's empty glass.

"Refill? My treat." Dahlia saw the clock on the far wall. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see her parents. She just didn’t want them to know about the leak. They were flying out tomorrow. If she could send them off under the illusion that she was completely capable of being responsible for her father’s childhood home, that’d be ideal.

"We're saving the boarding house," Thomas answered Kylie’s question. 

"From?"

"Dodgy pipes." Dahlia couldn't keep from sighing.

“Ych a fi.” Kylie made a face and pulled his pint.

"The wall's so wet,” Dahlia spoke the thought as it popped into her head: “Replacing the dry wall—easier or harder than removing wallpaper?”

"We’ll still have to remove the paper from the rest of the room or it won't match,” Thomas said, then cocked his head to the side, turning the statement into a question.

"Can we paint over it?"

"Maybe." He took the beer Kylie held out. "Probably. You don't mind if it’s not exactly the same?"

"Will it look half-assed?" Dahlia asked.

"How good are you with a paint roller?"

"I helped my friend do up her bakery. I'm a pro with a brush and some masking tape." She gave him a saucy look. "I can get right in the nooks and crannies."

He laughed. "I just want you to know what we're in for."

"Yeah, I'm getting the idea."

"Because this could take weeks or..."

"Months?"

"Once we start taking apart walls, who knows what we'll find?"

"Sounds like a treasure hunt." She swirled the last of her drink. Out the corner of her eye, she spotted her parents. Dahlia finished her drink and stood up. "Mom, Dad." She lifted one hand in a wave of sorts, and then dropped her voice for Thomas's ears only. "They’re early; I’m meant to meet them for dinner."

He put down his drink and schooled his features. "Not a problem."

She laughed, as much at her own nerves as at his. Why was she nervous? It wasn't as though they'd been caught in the act of... anything at all.

Mom reached for a hug without giving Thomas a glance. Dad noticed him, but only said to Dahlia, "How's your head? Taylor and Bridge were a little worse for wear this morning."

"I'm fine," Dahlia said—and it was true. She hadn’t been able to sleep, so she’d had hours to sober up and drink water before she finally nodded off. "This is Thomas. He rents the house from Gran—from me, I guess."

He shook her mom's hand, then Dad's. "Nice to meet you."

"Sooz mentioned a boarding house situation." Dad pulled out a bar stool for Mom, then another for himself.

Thomas nodded. "It saves the students over twelve hours a week on a bus, and means they can do sports and music in town."

"Mam would have loved that,” Dad said, looking at the floor.

Mom patted him on the knee. "Can't say I envy you the job, Thomas. Six teenagers! Can you imagine? If they're anything like this one."

"I was an angel," Dahlia said, all mock indignation, which earned a smile from Dad. “And also a boarding student—if you remember.”

“I do.” Mom was a bit too serious. “We sent off our sweet, impressionable little tween and she came back spouting so much nonsense, you would not believe.”

“Hm, paying a living wage and protecting the environment. Complete nonsense!” Dahlia couldn’t resist. Now was so not the time, but she hadn’t started it.

A strange silence fell then, awkward but all too familiar. Dahlia didn’t actually want to fight with her parents—no good came of it, and it was more or less always the same fight. No one was changing their mind. The mutual disappointment was exhausting.

Thomas saved them all from the silence. "So, how long are you staying in town?"

“Only till tomorrow,” Mom answered.

"I should leave you to catch up, then." Thomas turned away gracefully on his bar stool. Beer in one hand, lists and pen in the other, he nodded his farewell and, moments later, had found a friend on the other side of the room.

“Is he local?” Mom asked.

“Obviously not, but he seems a decent bloke," Dad said.

"Hope so.” Mom cocked her head to the side, almost secretively. "Wouldn't put money on your mother going through all the proper channels."

Dad laughed, but Dahlia couldn't. His obviously not comment was grinding against her molars, but she took the oblique angle and said, "He's offered to help with some jobs around the place." She wasn’t about to mention the leak, but she would absolutely stand up for Thomas, and Gran while she was at it. “He’s been super helpful—and he really didn’t need to, so...” 

"I bet it's a little run down,” Dad said, as though he didn’t hear half of that. “Mam moved out over a year ago, after all. Let's find a table." Dad stood up.

Mom pointed to one and led the way. “So, you're planning to stay on for a while, Dee? That's not like you."

"I'm not sure what my plans are."

"That sounds more like you,” Mom said.

"Darling," Dad warned her away from their second most popular argument.

"I only mean that your mother probably thought giving her a house was a good way to get her to stay still for a minute and a half."

"I've been in Rome for almost two years."

"But you're not planning on staying there."

"So?"

"I'm just saying."

Mom was always just saying. Dahlia was her only child. Dahlia wasn’t living up to her chief only-child responsibilities: running the farm and/or marrying someone who would, and then popping out an heir and spare to continue the grand legacy of working the land until it (and they) were bled dry.

"So what's the matter with the house?" Dad looked at the drinks list.

Dahlia slid into the opposite seat. "Just making sure I'm a good landlord."

"Big old house like that, upkeep will cost a pretty penny."

"I've got some savings."

Dad nodded. "I haven't had a Barti Ddu in too long."

"Just a cider for me," Mom said.

Dahlia leapt up to go to the bar. Kylie was in the far corner with Thomas and Greg. The three of them looked tight. What was this feeling tickling Dahlia somewhere under her ribs? Did she want in? Want to be one of the locals? Surely not. This was just lust and curiosity and, add to the mix, her parents, who had a knack for making other people look like great company.

Kylie noticed Dahlia waiting, and got in one last word with the boys before she came back to the bar. "What can I get you?"

Dahlia listed their orders, and Kylie insisted on bringing them over, so Dahlia went back to her folks just in time to hear Mom say, "Anywhere in the world except home and here."

Dahlia slid back into her seat. "You got the travel bug?"

"I was talking about you, dear."

"What about me?"

"It's as though you're allergic to home."

"What?"

Mom sighed. "I just mean that if someone gifted you a house in... in Greece, or Estonia, or Egypt, you'd probably move there at the drop of a hat. But you won't live here."

"Won't I?"

Kylie appeared with their drinks. "Can I interest you in something to eat?"

"Sure," Dad said with enough gusto for the three of them.

But as soon as Kylie had taken their orders and left, Mom said, "Am I wrong?”

No, she wasn’t. The offer of a room in an entirely new corner of the globe had been enough for Dahlia to move more than once before. So, why not here? Dahlia's gaze fell on Thomas across the room. "Actually, I am going to stay,” she said, the words anticipating the decision, motivated a little, perhaps, by the desire to prove Mom wrong.

And then Mom went and looked satisfied, like that was exactly what she’d been angling for. Reverse psychology.

"For a while at least.” Dahlia tried, lamely, to take a little wind out of her smug sails.

"You're going to move here?" Dad pulled his chin in, not believing a word of it.

Dahlia shrugged, as if it were no big deal. "Here’s as good as anywhere. Why not?"
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THOMAS WAS STARTING to regret telling Greg the extent of the plumbing problems. It had seemed such a good deflection from the questions about Dahlia, but of course Dahlia's name kept coming up in the plumbing conversation, too.

“So, why are you helping remove wallpaper?” Greg asked, and “Will you be able to keep running the boarding house?” and “Will you be able to keep running the boarding house on your own?”

Thomas was insisting, for the third or fourth time, that it was the best way forward for everyone concerned, helping each other out, when in came Taylor, Dahlia’s cousin. He spotted Thomas and walked directly over, though his facial expression was a little sheepish. "I owe you... well, several drinks probably." Then he saw Greg, and the smile fell off his face. "Gregory."

"Taylor." Greg mimicked Taylor's grim tone.

"Let me guess." Thomas looked from one to the other. Small town beef—it always went back way too far. "You were best friends at kindergarten."

"Primary school," Taylor said and turned away from them both to order a drink.

Greg sighed. "He kissed my girlfriend."

"She kissed me," Taylor said.

Greg shook his head. "How do you know him?"

"He's Dahlia’s cousin. We met at the funeral."

"And he already owes you something. What a surprise,” Greg said, just loud enough to be sure Taylor heard him.

"He doesn't really. Actually, he was the one who spotted the leak."

"How was he in your house?"

"Long story."

Taylor ordered three drinks. "Truce?" He pushed one along the bar to Greg.

Greg sat back, arms folded. "Isabella Blake is worth more than a pint of ale."

"I don’t know, mind," Taylor shrugged, then elbowed Thomas in the side. "Bridge said you two were getting friendly."

"You hooked up with Bridget Ellis?" Greg looked genuinely impressed. “Never!”

Taylor cracked up laughing. "No, no." He really was laughing much too much.

"Wait," Greg leaned in, "You hooked up with your landlady?"

"Shut up, will you? She's literally in the room." Thomas put his head down on the bar, in part to keep from looking over at her.

"Good job, Tom." Greg gave a whistle. "Moving on already. Tidy."

"Kill me now," Thomas muttered.

"You could do worse. Not gonna lie, she'll bugger off in a month or two, but..." Taylor shrugged. "Or don't, if you don't want to."

Greg turned to Taylor now, the past forgotten. "Does she want to?"

"According to Bridget she does, but then again, Bridge was, how shall we say, not compos mentis?"

Greg turned to Thomas for an answer one way or the other.

Thomas was quite unwillingly flashing back to the moment Dahlia had risen to her knees, hard up against him on the sofa, her thumb pressed to his lips. 

"Go for it, Tom,” Greg said.

He shook his head. "There's a plumbing situation to fix."

"Yeah, there is.” Greg lit up at the double entendre.

"She's my landlord," Thomas was whispering, and he suspected the words carried just as much as if he’d said it in a normal voice. "Should probably keep things professional, like, not blur the lines."

"What have you got to lose?"

"Just my home and that of half-a-dozen innocent teenagers."

"Innocent teenagers? Is that a thing?” Greg looked to Taylor, as though he’d find an ally.

Taylor gave an exaggerated hah! then leveled him: "That's right, you're funny."

Greg’s scowl lasted all of four seconds before Kylie appeared with a great big bowl of chips.

Taylor lifted both hands in theatrical praise. "Thou art brilliant and lush."

Kylie laughed. "I didn't cook them, but I'll take it."

"Join us for a drink, before it gets busy?" Taylor said.

"I really shouldn't," Kylie said, looking down the bar each way.

“Go on.” Greg leaned in a little and she gave in.

Taylor leaned back on his stool, taking up just a ridiculous amount of space, arms on the bar, all lanky limbs and open body language, a cartoon villain overlooking his criminal empire. "Gregory's buying."

"Run for your life," Thomas said.

Kylie poured herself a small Coke. "The things I've seen in this room, I think I can handle these charmers. What did I hear about you and your new landlady?"

Thomas turned his beer in his hands. “What’s being said?”

Kylie shook her head. "She’s single and pretty and you danced with her."

Shit. If it was out there already, there was no way the principal would allow Dahlia to move in.

"Gossip: it’s how we show we care," Greg said, and maybe he was dialing up the charm for Kylie’s sake (wouldn’t be the first time) or maybe he really believed there was no harm in spreading rumors.

"So, what are you doing with yourself these days, Gregory?" Taylor asked.

"I'm a vet-nurse." Greg's tone seemed to dare Taylor to mock that. "And you?"

"Real-estate."

"Perfect."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Once a grifter."

Taylor turned to Kylie, "Did he ever tell you about the time he made use of certain locksmithing tools he found lying around home?”

"That was your idea!" Greg hissed.

"I'll go get the mop, shall I?" Kylie stood. "Just in case there's any spills?"

"I want to hear this story." Thomas moved his beer well out of the way.

But even as the two bickered back and forth, espousing about four different versions of events, Thomas's mind kept wandering, bouncing like a pinball between two things. One: that he'd never heard this story before, and therefore everyone did not know everyone's business in this town. And two: that Dahlia wanted him. Dahlia had told Bridget so. And Bridget had told Taylor. And if nothing had got lost in translation... 

Okay, so she might only be in town for a few weeks. But he was free and single, and all that sizzle was mutual. And why on earth not?

In fact, he almost expected Dahlia to show up at his place—because it was also her place—that very night.

The kids had all gone home for the weekend. Thomas had the place to himself. It really was an enormous house. Ridiculous for just one person. It hadn't felt so ridiculous when Kim was there—even though it was far too much for two people.

Thomas made a cup of Kim's left-behind sleepy tea and carried it through to the drawing room. He sat on the piano stool, half waiting for Dahlia to arrive, half dreading it. Dreading a moment that might prove he was not ready to move on.

The piano keys were cold to the touch, but smooth and responsive, and he could make them work together, harmonies rising and falling—and even though he knew exactly what was going on behind the curtain, it still worked on him, gave him all the hope and despair and everything in between.

Manufacturing emotion: music could do that, but it wasn't any kind of escapism. The highs were his highs: an ah-ha moment at school, a jam session with the band, flirting with Dahlia, and her flirting right back.

Kim's voice was in the lows, but he didn't pull away from it; he wanted to hear it. Wanted to know how much it could hurt him now.

You've got this idea in your head about what your life should be, and I don't think you ever loved anybody more than you love that idea.

You can't want a baby enough for both of us—no matter how badly you want it. Having a child is no way to fill the hole.

It’s like you always expected me to leave. This way, I’m the bad guy. Well, I guess you got what you wanted.

You can't forgive me because you don't want to forgive me. 

She wasn't all wrong. She'd lived with him for a couple of years, so, yeah, she knew him pretty well. Knew what he wanted, and some of the why, and she certainly knew how to push his buttons.

You're stuck. You're stuck and you don't even know it, and that's as stuck as it gets. 

He played on, up and out of the lows, let the music move him. Maybe he was stuck. Maybe that great big wet patch on the wall there behind him was divine intervention, a grand un-sticker.

If it turned out to be easier to leave this place behind than to stay, he was free to go, and he wouldn't even have to explain, just blame it on old pipes and bad luck.

Oh, but he wanted to stay. 

And he wanted a family one day. He wanted a family here. Not necessarily in this house, but in this town, in this place that had become home. He wanted to put down roots here.

But there was no real hurry. He was only 31. All he needed now was the possibility of that future.

He should thank Kim. She'd done the brave thing—the hard thing. They'd been good together, but it wasn't enough. It couldn't be enough.

He played down to the lows again, waited for the sorrow to hit. Mourning was a healthy response to loss. But even in a minor key, he could only feel the hope, the possibility opening up, the crescendo that must be coming.

The song came to its end. He turned out the lights in the drawing room, walked into the foyer. Stairs up to bed, or down to the basement?

The door to the basement stairs seemed to waver—a draft, probably. There was no one there. Dahlia wasn't coming. Dahlia wasn't the possibility he'd felt in the music. She might yet be a high note, a resounding chord, memorable and bright, but she wasn't any kind of grand finale. She wouldn't stay long. So, whatever happened between them had to be easy come, easy go. He could do that—like reading a book when you already knew the ending. As a history teacher, he was used to knowing who won the war, but it didn't stop him reading about all the battles, the back and forth.

He didn't turn on the lights upstairs. Didn't need to. Didn't want to.
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Chapter 6
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Dahlia sat in the departures lounge and watched her parents' flight take off. Any second now, she'd be back to her usual self. She’d shake of the regression, the second-guessing herself, that came with proximity to the olds. Any moment now, all these planes coming and going, would snap her back to normal, and she’d imagine all the lives she could be living. Nothing quite like an airport for lifting her out of the day-to-day and here-and-now. A reminder that she could go, and eventually would go, which made staying sweeter, if she was staying. And if she wasn’t...

Mom and Dad's plane was out of sight. Two more were coming in to land.

She seemed to be staying. Not because she’d told them she would. Not to prove her mother wrong. Not to out-fox the reverse psychology.

Dahlia pulled out her phone to call Summer—her roommate in Rome. But Summer didn’t answer, so she sent a text instead.

She had a message from Taylor about which contractors she should and shouldn't rely on in town, with a hefty side-order of small town gossip. It made her nervous. Rome was big, anonymous, and everywhere else she’d lived, even if it wasn’t big, she was anonymous. In Gwyllt, she was known. Her family were very known. Her name. Everything she did would be scrutinized, remembered, discussed... 

Then mental tug-o-war between pros and cons had her stuck to the spot, there in the airport. She pulled up Thomas' number and typed, 'Want to pull down some walls?'

The first plane taxied off the runway. The next was touching down.

'Ready when you are,' came Thomas’s response, a strong mark in the pro’s list and enough to get her moving, too. 

She found him in the garage with a crowbar and some worse-for-wear garden gloves. He waved the gloves at her and went back to searching in the backs of the shelves. The lighting in the garage was orange and weak—didn’t reach the corners, let alone the backs of the cupboards.

"What are you looking for?"

"Anything that might be useful. Your grandmother did not love throwing things away."

"Wartime frugality—you never know what might come in handy." She turned on her phone torch light and opened a cupboard. There in the gloom it looked like a tool graveyard.

"Anything handy?" Thomas came over.

She showed him the tray. 

"Once upon a time, it was easier to fix a thing than replace it." He turned over half a spanner and twisted his lips. The way he pursed his lips, all thoughtful and far too tempting, had Dahlia hypnotized.

Then he caught her looking at his mouth. She dragged her gaze away—to the crowbar. "That'll do the job, right?"

"An ordinary hammer is better for pulling out nails."

Dahlia looked around the garage—a couple of old bikes, extra wheels, and tires that must fit a whole range of vehicles, possibly including these bikes, but she wouldn't put money on it. There were nails in the walls, serving as hooks, but nothing hung from them. "There used to be a whole workshop out here, but I don’t think she’d have taken all that to her little flat, the new place."

Thomas sighed. "It'll be in the shed."

He was right. The shed was chock-full. There was barely room for the two of them to stand. Thomas turned around, searching, presumably for the hammer, but then he was facing Dahlia and stopped. "What is that smell?"

"Rust and damp?"

He laughed. "No, you. You smell like summer and Christmas all at once. What is that?"

The look on his face, as much frustration as anything, seemed to tug at her. "I don't know. Shampoo maybe?"

He swiped his hand back over his tight curls, still laughing, leaning away from her, like this whole situation was just ridiculous, and maybe it was.

"Find the hammer, will you? I'll, ah, look at where's best to start." She backed out of the tight confines of the shed, out of Thomas' immediate orbit. Her head cleared a bit. They had a job to do. And half the day was already behind them. And it was really important, to both of them, that the job got done well and fast and without further complication.

Complications like kissing in the garden shed. Or garage. Or anywhere else they happened to be. 

Removing walls first; kissing later. Or not at all.

The thought propelled her up the ladder, which Thomas had already set up on a drop cloth in the drawing room. He'd covered the piano and moved all the other furniture to the far end of the room. Clearly, he'd started hours ago. She had some making up to do. 

On the last rung of the ladder, she could reach the top of the wall. The wallpaper there felt like cold skin, thin and tender—a blister needing release. She scratched her nails at the corner. It came away so easily.

When Thomas came in, she already had three strips of wallpaper hanging off, several feet down.

"Alright up there?" He rushed to hold the bottom of the ladder.

She climbed down three steps. "Hammer please."

He handed it over, and the slightly dumbfounded look on his face was not a little satisfying. The wall was soft and the nails came away on the third or fourth try. "Is it just wedged in there now or am I missing a trick?"

"Not sure." He loosened his hold on the ladder, but clearly didn't feel he could let it go completely while she was still up it. So she climbed down, oh-so-very aware that he had a prime view of her ass in skin-tight leggings—perfect for the task at hand, but didn't leave a lot to the imagination.

When she got her feet on the floor, he was holding his hands up against the wall, as high as he could reach, stretching tall and lean, pressing his fingertips against the board. "It's moving. It’s probably swollen from the water.”

"Swinging a crow bar at it does hold some appeal," Dahlia said.

He turned and looked her in the eye. He looked like he really wanted to smash the wall, now that she'd mentioned it. "I turned the power off,” he said. And good, he was thinking clearly enough for the both of them. Thankfully.

"What are we waiting for?" She picked up the crowbar from where he'd put it on the tarp-draped piano stool. 

He stepped up but didn't take it from her. "I don't know. What are we waiting for?"

"The wall has to come down."

He nodded, tiny nods, a dozen of them in a matter of seconds, and then his mouth was on hers, rough and sharp and bitter like overdrawn tea. A gasp and moan and the seal of his lips turned creamy smooth. She thrust the crowbar aside. The thud-thump of it landing on the carpet didn't seem to register with Thomas as his hands slid around her waist, his arms wrapping right around and lifting her up so their mouths were at the same height. His chest felt brilliant and solid against her oh-so-suddenly-aware breasts. His tongue coiled with hers, and shocks of awareness sizzled everywhere they touched: her hands on his back and neck, her thumb burrowed into his hair, the graze of his stubbled cheek, the steel plane of his thighs glancing off her own. If he stumbled, it was only for a moment, then he perched her on top of the baby grand.

She spread her knees, pulling him into the vee and hooking her feet around his waist, any distance between them unbearable after the closeness of a moment earlier. He groaned, kissing her, and the vibration of the sound seemed to reach everywhere.

And then it wasn’t a groan. It was a creak. 

She looked up and the sound shifted. Thomas turned inside the circle of her thighs and the wall gave—the whole board exploding out toward them, splintering.

"The bath!" Thomas hauled her around and spun to the far side of the piano, as the bulbous base of the tub smashed down into the room. It seemed to hang there, suspended, most of the way out of the wall. The clawed feet looked like they were reaching for the floor, still several feet up. A hush, like a held breath, filled the room.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “We would have been right there.”

“If we hadn’t...” He looked from Dahlia and back to the wall—or what was left of it.

“Not that kissing doesn’t potentially complicate...” she started to say.

“Everything,” he finished for her.

She nodded.

“But if we hadn’t been kissing,” he said.

“Divine intervention?” She craned her neck to see the damage better without moving.

“Hell of a mixed message,” Thomas said.

She looked at him—and he had a point. Had the kissing got them out of danger, or was the bath crashing though the floor a great, big, red stop sign?
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THOMAS HAD TO REALLY talk himself into letting go of Dahlia's hips, but they couldn't just stay like this, staring at a bathtub hanging out of a wall.

"Why isn't it falling the rest of the way?" Dahlia craned her neck. "What's it caught on?"

"Weighs a ton. It's gotta fall any second." Thomas nudged her to stay with him and walked around the back of the piano. The piano? Was it in range?

Dahlia slipped out of his grip, went the other way. "It's caught on the ladder."

The ladder had tipped, fallen into the other wall. Something on the bottom of the bath was hooked in a rung, but if it didn't give out, the ladder surely would.

And then the bath would slide straight at Dahlia. "Move, Dahlia!"

She wasn't listening. She was trying to get a better look—still hanging back, but not getting out of the way.

He ran—it wasn't even a choice, just instinct. Tackled her through the door and out of the room.

Behind them, the bath and ladder squealed and crunched. An almighty boom shook the floor only a moment after they landed on the rug.

"Fuck." Dahlia scrambled up to sitting beside him.

Thomas lay back on the carpet, relief paralyzing him. All his limbs were clear and so were hers. They’d got out just in time.

Dahlia crawled to the door, peering into the drawing room, daring to look. "Holy fuck."

Laughter bubbled up in Thomas’ chest, snorted out his nose and fizzed on his tongue.

"I was right there,” Dahlia said.

"We’re okay," Thomas managed to speak. “You are, right?”

"Thanks to you." She inched a little further into the drawing room. "Fuck."

"Is this whole house about to fall down on us?" he said.

She sighed, deeply, but shook her head. "I think we're okay." Then she started laughing. Like she couldn't stop laughing.

He scrambled across to see whatever was making her fall to pieces. "What is it?"

"It just looks—the bath and the piano—and Gran—if she saw this. If she... and the bath and..." Dahlia gave up on trying to speak, dropped her face into her arms.

He looked at the carnage—the bath, the drop cloths all tangled, the splintered boards—and then he looked at Dahlia, totally beside herself, laughing and quite possibly crying, and felt like the luckiest guy in the world.

That could have gone much, much worse. And for the shit show that this house might well turn out to be, he was very much looking forward to tackling it with the baffling woman beside him.
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ONE THING WAS FOR SURE and certain. Just one thing, probably. As for the rest, no certainty at all. How much would it all cost? How long would it all take? Could they get the shower going safely in the meantime? And once the plumbing was sorted, a new shower fitted, and the old bath removed from the drawing room... then what? How much could she and Thomas realistically do themselves? Where would they even begin?

Dahlia had one certainty, and she was going to deal with that one thing. It was all she could do.

Printing off her resume proved simple enough—a print shop in town charged her 30p for a single color copy. Ten minutes later she was strolling up to the school office, dressed as if for a job interview, and resisting the temptation to text Thomas for a reference.

Dahlia's resume wasn't lacking in any way, but her last three employers were based in three different countries, and spoke varying degrees of English. And the Italian boss still thought she was coming back in a few weeks. So, that'd be awkward.

The school reception desk was cluttered on one side, as if someone had started tidying but not finished the job. Behind a boxy computer sat an empty office chair with its gray seat worn through to the foam stuffing. On the near side of the desk,  a wooden bench seat lined the wall, and at its end sat a chair exactly like they'd had in the staffroom of Dahlia's primary school. Thick, brown, plastic-coated wire framing held tweed cushions in orange and shades of gray, ideal for hiding tea and coffee stains. Sitting in that chair would make her feel like she was waiting for a telling-off from the vice principal for skipping classes.

"Hello?" Dahlia called out but, when there was no answer, resumed snooping. There were several doors off the foyer, all labeled: principal, deputy, nurse, supplies, staffroom.

"Can I help?" A thick Welsh accent came behind her.

She spun around to face a middle-aged man in a bright blue tie. "Oh, sorry! I couldn't see anyone was here,” she said.

"What can I help you with?" The dark gray suit, the silver watch peaking from his cuff, the shiny shoes: this was a principal, or an ambitious deputy.

"I'm a teacher," Dahlia said. "So, if there’s any relief work going, I’m nearby and mostly available.” She almost laughed—that sounded far too much like her relationship status. Mostly available. Mostly making out with just one fella. And mostly sure it wasn’t only because he was nearby and mostly available as well.

"John Dryer. I'm the principal here, I am. What are your subjects?"

She handed him her freshly-printed resume. "Languages mostly, and English. But I don't mind mixing it up."

He hadn't smiled yet. "I'll pass this on."

Was that it? He hadn't even looked at her resume. Clearly she was below his pay grade, and he wanted her to know it.

"She'll need to know your availability, but—good, you've got contact details." He tapped the sheet of paper—reading at least the header this time.

"I'm available whenever," Dahlia said.

He slapped her resume down on the overflowing in-tray on the less-tidy side of the administration desk. "New in town, are you?"

"Ah, yeah." True enough.

He looked at her properly then. Maybe a little too intently. "Always good to have a fresh face."

She couldn’t tell if he’d placed her, made the connection? And she wasn’t sure if Thomas had spoken to him about her living at the boarding house. She was hesitant to speak, to say something she shouldn’t.

Behind the computer, a phone rang.

“Bev!” he yelled.

The nurse's door swung open.

The principal pointed to Dahlia’s resume. "New substitute. Well," he turned to Dahlia, "no doubt we'll bump into each other again."

He disappeared back into his office.

Bev apologized to Dahlia and reached for the phone. "Gwyllt Secondary School, Bev McColl speaking."

The open door to the sick bay revealed a teenager with an ice pack on his knee.

"Yeah, it’s the same knee as last time,” Bev said down the phone. “Okay, see you soon.” She hung up the phone and picked up the resume. “Sorry about that. Oh, wow, you've been all over the show."

"Makes the references a little hard to get hold of."

"We'll just get you in and see how you go. Actually, I need someone on Thursday for phys-ed. Alright in there, Connor? Mam’s coming to get you." Bev searched through the papers on the desk. "I'd offer you a tour, but..."

"No, it's fine. I'll make sure to be early on Thursday." Dahlia had what she'd come for. If she was a tad disappointed not to see Thomas in action, safe to say the opportunity would arise soon-ish. And she should really put a damper on her eagerness to see Thomas. This thing between them, whatever it was (add that to the list of uncertainties), could be a silver lining to the cloud of house-related drama. Or it might be another kind of drama. Hard to say, but the thought of him was more shiny than gray.

She walked outside just as the bell rang. The classrooms stretched out to the left and right of the office and they seemed to hold their collective breath before a rush of noise and activity threw doors open and swung bags onto shoulders and kicked balls towards the field. Dahlia paused on the steps, letting students flow around her like water arcing around rocks in a river. The energy of a busy, buzzing school was something she missed. These past eighteen months, she’d been working for an English language outfit, mostly with adults. Her few teenage students were there for extra-curricular tutoring.

She saw Thomas reversing out of a room, locking the door. There were two girls with him, talking to him excitedly. They trailed after him as he walked toward the field. He handed his keys to one and shooed them both away, then pivoted toward Dahlia.

His expression was loaded with intentions, as though his to-do list was scrolling before his eyes, things he mustn't forget to do. But then he spotted Dahlia. Surprise brightened into a smile. He waved, then turned self-conscious.

It was kind of adorable. But his pace had slowed, and she was impatient all of a sudden.

Adjusting her bag on her shoulder, she strode over. "Guess who just landed a job."

"That was quick," he said.

"Just for Thursday."

"Oh, how'd it go with the plumber?"

"I left them to it. I'll head back now though. I'm hoping they can get the shower up and running so it's livable."

"Did they seem hopeful?"

"They promised me the world. But I saw the dollar signs in their eyes."

"I was thinking,” Thomas scratched his neck. “You should have the master bedroom, like. I’ll take the basement."

"What—no. I'm having the basement. I'm not pushing you out of your bedroom. No way."

He made a face, like he wanted to argue with her.

She rushed on. "I'll kit it out so it’s a comfy wee nest. Basement’s perfect. And out of the way a bit—I'll have minimal impact on your whole boarding house routine. And I'd get really good at pool."

"So pros and cons." He was so damn cute, lips quirked out and up on one side. It might have been a smirk on anyone else's face, but on Thomas it was sexy and sweet and very, very tempting.

But there were some excellent reasons to resist the temptation, namely the boarding house situation. “Did you get a chance to tell the principal I can be your off-sider? I tried not to say anything just in case.”

“I’m on my way there now.”

“I can come,” she said.

“No, I’d better...” he cocked his head toward the principal’s office.

***
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THOMAS SAT ON THE BENCH outside the principal’s office and waited.

“You in trouble, Mister O?” Josh asked, dropping the bus-list off on the front desk. The humor fell off his face a moment later. “Please tell me you’re gonna make him let us come back to the boarding house.”

The principal opened the door. He’d probably heard that.

Josh scarpered—smart kid.

“Well?” John said.

Thomas waited till they were inside the office with the door shut before he answered. “Your new relief teacher, she’s my landlord. And there are some minor—minor—jobs need doing around the place, so it makes sense.”

“Minor jobs?”

“Exactly. And since she’s a teacher, employed by the school, that ticks all the boxes.”

“I can’t deny it,” John said, a small smile cracking his severe face. “Okay, I’ll front it with the board.”

“And the students can come back?”

“If their parents know and are okay with it—there are checks and balances, but for now that should do.”

“Excellent,” Thomas said.

“You and she aren’t... you know?”

“No.”

“I thought I heard something.”

“You know what this town is like,” Thomas deflected, and didn’t stick around to hear what John had heard through the grapevine.

He certainly had plenty to do. Besides calling all the boarders parents, there was a basement to sort out. The pull-out sofa was a poor excuse for a bed. Would buying a mattress be too much? How would the rumor mill respond to that? On one hand, it would broadcast the fact of her moving in. On the other, it would clarify the sleeping arrangements. But back on the first hand, it was an awful lot of money to spend on a woman he’d just met. On the other, perhaps he could say it was for himself—she owned the house, so it made sense for her to take the master bedroom.

And just like that he was picturing Dahlia in his bed.
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Chapter 7
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Dahlia was on the second step when she heard the drums. Ears pricking, she picked up the steady strum of a guitar. So, the students were back, then.

Instead of heading in through the front door, she tiptoed around the side of the house.

The brass piped up. She stopped to listen. It’d be a shame to interrupt them with an audience. But she couldn’t resist the temptation to keep inching around closer. Finally, she could see into the conservatory. At the drums, sat a girl with pale skin and dark hair pulled high in a ponytail. At the keys, a gangly ginger-haired young man, and the other guy, shorter, strong-looking and scruffy, played saxophone alongside Thomas. Thomas’s focus was so intense, it drew her in—she couldn’t help it. Every bit of attention he poured into the music, she poured into him.

He opened his mouth, licked the reed, and she felt it on her tongue. He bit down on the mouth-piece. Tension gripped her from the inside, a delicious ache, warm and tight, from her neck to her knees. As he sounded the first note, the music leapt up under her ribs. The next threw it back down. The rhythm seemed irregular, surprising, but there was a pattern to it, a sense her body could comprehend though her mind was scrambled. Tension ricocheted up and down as he played, almost as though he were touching her. His fierce concentration, his swollen lips, the tender strength with which he held the instrument, carrying the weight of it, covering the keys with confident, expert hands.

Dahlia leaned back on the wall, careful not to touch the window. Fuck. She was in no state. She couldn’t see the students like this, not to mention Thomas—much as she desperately wanted to see Thomas. Desperation was a good indication that was a bad idea. Blood pumping like this, skin tingling and definitely wet... yeah. She was a recipe for reckless.

She let herself in the front door, silent as night. She needn’t go near the conservatory. Straight down to the basement and her new bedroom. The light bulb on the stairs was buzzing a little—she added eco-bulbs? to her to-do list.

Then she saw the bed. The sofa had already been pulled out, sheets freshly stretched over the mattress, the creases still showing. Two pillows plump in their cases, looked inviting, and begged the question of her too-willing mind: who’s the other one for, Thomas? 

There was a duvet, too. Folded up on the end of the bed, near the pool table, which he’d pushed hard up against the bookcases, leaving a narrow corridor around the foot of the bed.

Nothing for it then but to move in. One trip did the job. Dahlia packed up her things and cleared her room above the pub. Kylie wouldn’t let her check out without a little friendly teasing about about moving in with Thomas. “It’s not like that,” Dahlia said on a laugh. “It’s just while we fix the damage from the leak.”

Kylie was quirking an eyebrow. “The man does like a runner.”

“How do I already have a reputation? I’ve only been in town for four minutes.” Dahlia was aiming for humor but a little bit of defensiveness might have snuck through. So she changed the subject: “What kind of a runner was she?”

“Kim?” Kylie went back to polishing glassware. “Probably your classic late-20s oops-I-didn’t-mean-to-settle-down-two-blocks-from-my-parents’-house kind of runner.”

“Oh.”

“Not that he knew that going in. Then again, going in, what does anyone know?”

Dahlia knew plenty going in: most importantly that she was absolutely a runner. Thomas knew too. She was almost sure of it. She would make sure before anything else happened. Even if that meant nothing else happened.

She wheeled her one big suitcase out to the car, her backpack over one shoulder. That was all Dahlia had with her. All she needed. Her fold-out sofa in the basement was no more permanent than the room above the pub.

Then she sat down on the sofa bed. And it was so much worse than the one above the pub. Wriggling to the side gave her a wedgie and possibly a bruise. 

Okay, but it was a free place to sleep, meaning she could use every red cent for house repairs. And she’d need it. 

On her travels she’d slept on worse. Cold air beds. Suspicious damp spots. Shared bunks. Noisy neighbors. Noisy beds, on more than one occasion. She lay back and gave it a shake. Silence. She rocked the bed a little harder. Not a squeak. Well, that was something, wasn’t it? 

She looked over to the stairs where they disappeared into shadow. An image of Thomas coming down popped into her mind. She shook her head to erase it but, alas, her brain was not an etch-a-sketch. So she got off the bed and busied herself with unpacking and rearranging until the sounds of people upstairs beckoned her up.

Thomas introduced her to the students. “Dahlia is Mrs Ellis’s granddaughter. So she owns the house and, well, there are some jobs to do—”

“You mean the bathtub in the lounge?” Belinda said.

Thomas cringed while they all laughed—Dahlia couldn’t help but giggle just a little. “Sorry about that,” she said.

Thomas resumed his introductions: “And she’s a teacher, so perfect fit really for us, since we need a second housemaster.”

“House mistress?” Mina suggested.

“Exactly,” Thomas said.

“So she’s the new Kim.” Belinda said.

“No, no,” Thomas stuttered. “We’re not, um... that’s not what this is.”

The students accepted that, or pretended they did. Dahlia tried not to catch Thomas’s eye just in case she found concern or skepticism there—ignorance was bliss in this instance. And there was dinner to be eaten, names to learn, stories from school. Dahlia soaked up the warm, familial vibe of the dining room, the excited teenagers talking over one another, adding to each others’ stories, arguing over the details.

Dahlia could get used to this.

After dinner, there was homework and chores. Dahlia wasn’t needed, so she went through to the drawing room to inspect the bath-damage, tidy away the debris. The bath itself had already been moved—had Thomas organized that?

She found him marking essays in the dining room. Seamus, Carmel and Mina were there, doing homework, dotted around the enormous table.

“Heia, alright?” Thomas said to her, hitting send on a comment before looking up.

“Where’s the bath?”

“Around the back.”

“You moved it on your own?”

He laughed and shook his head.

Seamus spoke up, “Teamwork.”

“And Dominic loaned us a dolly and some strops.”

“Good job,” Dahlia said, and it felt like an enormous understatement.

But Thomas smiled. “Told you we’d pitch in.”

“Yeah, but... above and beyond,” she said. A thank you seemed insufficient. She hadn’t even begun to figure out problems that he’d already solved. Determined to be more proactive, she went back to the drawing room and wrote lists. Lists of lists. Questions to ask the plumbers and Taylor and Uncle Graham—he was an electrician, and generally very... handy.

Around one in the morning, between the lists on a loop in her head and the sofa bed carving misery into her muscles, she finally gave up on sleeping. She extracted herself from the jungle gym parading as furniture. She needed a cup of tea and a book.

The stairs creaked, but everyone was asleep a full floor above. In her socks, she traversed the hall and in the dark kitchen found there was enough moonlight to manage without turning on any lamps. She listened to the water boil and looked up at wispy clouds scudding across the sky and thought back to dinner. The students cooked pretty well. Satay chicken on rice, plenty of vegetables, a tall glass of lime cordial with ice. Tinned peaches and ice cream for desert. She was almost certain they’d been showing off for her—a welcome feast disguised as ordinary fare.

Hot tea in hand, she made her way back to the basement. The kitchen door banged a little. Was she imagining the whispery susurration of fabric? Was it just her own breathing? In the dark, every shadow seemed like it might produce Gran. Dahlia so wanted to talk to her one last time—to ask why. Why did you leave me the house? What am I supposed to do with it? Fix it up? Sell it? Live here? Dahlia paused in the grand entrance way, letting memories wash over her, or waiting for answers. The silence was almost like a physical presence.

She let the basement door gently close and sat half-way down the stairs, nursing her tea, surveying the room. She could just put the mattress on the floor. Only there wasn’t really enough floor space. On top of the pool table might work.

She put her tea on a bookshelf and at the same moment the door opened behind her. Heart leaping in her chest, she turned around.

“Sorry,” Thomas’ voice came from the shadows.

“Fuck me.” She put her hand to her chest, willing away the ridiculous alarm.

He looked everywhere but at her. “Alright?”

“I couldn’t sleep. First night in a new bed. It’s fine. Plenty of books to read and I don’t have work tomorrow, so... Did I wake you?”

“I couldn’t sleep either,” he said.

“Have you read any of these?” Dahlia ran her hand along the spines of the books. “What would you recommend?”

He went around her to the bookshelves and scanned the titles. “This one I’ve read. And this one.” He put the two on the edge of the pool table and went back to looking. Dahlia picked up the top book. Sitting Duck by Ginny Ellis. Thomas said, “Those ones have that Gothic feel, vaguely Scandi-noir, if you know what I mean.”

“I think I’ve read one in this series, but maybe not this one.” Dahlia scanned the blurb. 

“It’s the bed, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s just... it might be the bed. I was thinking I’d put the mattress up on the table and—gotta be better than that jungle-gym disguised as a sofa.”

“Are you sure you won’t take my room?”

She didn’t even answer him, just hauled the mattress off the fold-out sofa. He picked up the other end. “It’s wider than the table. It’ll be like sleeping in a half-pipe.”

She climbed up on the table to test it out, flopping back, her arms behind her head. “Definitely more comfortable than a half-pipe.”

“You speak from experience, sounds like.”

“Well, skater boys were a whole thing.”

He laughed. Which was what she’d been going for. She sat up. He passed her the pillows. She arranged them behind her, reached for her tea and lay back, very cozy.

“That should be a painting.”

“Lady reclining on a pool table?” she said.

“Actually, that might already be a painting.”

“Is it a painting or is it porn?” she asked.

“The question they never ask in art history class.” He didn’t miss a beat. 

“Strategically-placed pool cue,” she said, and he cracked up laughing, leaning over and gripping the side of the table as if he needed it to hold himself up.

When he could speak again, he said, “It’s just not fair.”

“This is really much more comfortable. I’ll be fine.”

“Oh. Good,” he said, as though that wasn’t his meaning at all.

“What?” She put aside her cup of tea. It was overdrawn now, bitter.

Thomas stepped back. “You’re... great, as well as everything else, and I’m probably on the rebound, even if I don’t think I am and...”

She swung her legs over the edge of the pool table, very aware she was in flimsy sleep shorts and chunky socks and she wasn’t wearing anything under her hoodie. “What’s everything else?”

“You smell like dessert, and you look good enough to eat.”

Had he just offered to eat her? She forgot how to speak. She slid off the table and forgot how to land. Thomas stepped into her, held her there, pressed against the solid curve of the pool table.

“Tell me if I’m wrong.” He held up his hands in surrender, not touching her. Not touching as if it took all his will. “You want this.”

She nodded, because if she tried to speak she’d squeak, and that’d be embarrassing. And she’d just fallen off a table for the man—she didn’t need to be more embarrassed.

“Can I kiss you?” he said, as though he hadn’t kissed her twice before. 

She remembered those kisses, the sudden, furious, rush of it. She wanted to savor it this time. Take the time. She touched her fingertips to his lips, brushed across one way, and then thumbed back the other. Felt the tiny lines, the plump and give. She remembered how he’d licked his saxophone reed, the tension in his face when he played. Pushing up on her tip-toes, she held his face in her hands and touched a feather-light kiss to his lips, then another. Then the tension, like a rubber band, snapped—he caught her mouth in a kiss, open and hot and fierce. Tender and taut. He took charge, nudging her up onto the side of the pool table and stepping between her thighs. That little shift—the angle of the kiss changed, turned languorous, luxurious. He was melting her layer by layer and there was no hurry at all, just warmth and wanting.

Oh, but his hands, dancing around her waist, barely touching and yet undeniably tugging her in. Almost by accident. His focus, it seemed, was all in the kiss—and it was a damn good kiss. There was a grip to it, a firmness, but not rough. Very smooth, she might have said, if she weren’t so busy being kissed. It was the kind of kiss that quietly liquefied a good portion of brain and panties. With the aid of his body, brushing and nudging at her inner thighs, almost like his legs were pressing kisses there, teasing. Promising.

His hands were gentle on her hips, asking, just asking. She rocked forward, an answer. Fuck but these shorts were thin. Damp too, or they would be soon. And his own pajamas were not exactly restrictive, his hard-on prodding against her hip, her belly. The merest tilt and—there! She groaned into his mouth as her clit sang like a soprano.

“I didn’t plan this,” he said, pulling back, blinking hard.

“Just hoped,” she said—of herself really, but he nodded, as though she’d asked the question. “Did you shut the door?”

“Yeah.”

She looked down at him, tenting his pajama pants to the point the waist band was pulling out from his belly. “May I?” she reached out and on his nod touched her palm to the rounded tip.

He sucked in a breath.

She wrapped her hand around him, the soft fabric stretching to allow it, pulling at the waist band. The sight of his dark pubic hair and the feel of his throbbing cock—her whole body clenched in anticipation.

He brushed the hair back off her face. “I could just watch your face all day long,” he said.

“You’ll make me self-conscious.”

“I don’t want that.”

“What do you want?” she said. Would he talk her through it? Would he make her imagine everything, wait and want until she was strung so taut...?

He leaned closer, expression thoughtful, a hum reverberating from his lips. Her body purred with his nearness. Was he teasing her? He hooked her legs around his hips, it was too easy—it was a jolt right to her aching clit. “That,” he said. “I want you to lose it.”

She kissed the smug look off his face, reaching up and pulling him in with all four limbs. His tongue curled into her mouth like a promise—I’m going to fuck you so good. She rose off the table, arching toward his hardness.

“That’s right,” he said, leaning away just enough to see her face, his hips still hard against her. He gripped her ass with one hand. The solid shaft of his cock slid against her, the clothing between them no barrier to sensation. She was going to come like this. Fully clothed. In her grandmother’s basement. On the pool table. With Thomas between her thighs. She was going to come, riding him, fully clothed, while he watched her.
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THOMAS WAS SO CLOSE himself, but it was worth it. The stretch of her neck, the wide O of her mouth, the way her eyes almost closed, but not quite, and that sound. That sound would echo in his ears for days. Weeks, if he were lucky. 

Maybe he was going to come in his pants, but it’d be worth it for this. He focused on the burn in his arms, holding her, gripping the table behind her, holding her pinned there, where she clearly wanted  him. The arch of her body, the roll of her hips.

Her sounds rose and then dropped suddenly. The rhythm paused. She was there. She was coming and it was the most beautiful thing. Her breasts rose beneath her sweatshirt. Her body began to move again. She was chasing her pleasure, pushing up off the table, her hips splayed wide, her sounds low now, slower now.

Then she laughed. “Definitely didn’t plan this,” she said.

He touched her face, relaxed now, and kissed her mouth, and let his hand drop to her chest. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her nipple was soft. Her belly below was tense, muscles still working, moving her against him.

He really was far too close now. And she had to know it. She reached for the elastic of his pajama pants and slipped her hand inside. “Fuck,” he whispered.

“There’s a condom in my purse,” she said. “Just there.”

He reached for the purse, beside the record player. She quickly found the condom. He took it off her—he had to do this himself or it’d be over in seconds.

When he looked up from the job at hand, she’d tugged aside the flimsy fabric of her shorts, and the underwear beneath. “Are you sure?” he asked.

“Unless you’d prefer something else,” she said.

He could only shake his head and let her guide him into the slick heat. She ran her cool hand around from his belly to his back, beckoning him deeper. She was so wet. Wet for him. Spreading her soft thighs for him. Moaning and bucking for him.

Deep inside her, he paused. Necessity, in part. And just to take it all in. He slid his hands up inside her sweatshirt. The warm weight of her breast filled his hand. He thumbed the nipple until it hardened. 

She rocked her hips. “Take your time.” Her words contradicted the movement of her body.

“You’re not in any hurry?” he said, touching his forehead to hers, grazing his nose against hers, turning over his hand inside her sweater, tracing the shape of her other breast.

Her chest rose and fell. She was breathless—still, or again, or a bit of both.

She sat up straighter and lifted the sweatshirt over her head. So much for teasing her, making her impatient. The sight of her pale skin in the orange lamplight, the pink of her nipples—it matched the flush of her cheeks and the swell of her lips. He peppered kisses across the bare curve of her shoulder, pressing into the soft cave of her neck, tasting the sweat on her skin—and that was it, his body took over. His mind was gone, given over entirely to the sensation of her body taking his, enveloping him, gripping him, rolling with him. The rhythm of it all, the perfect fit, her syrupy response smoothing the ride...

He came with a thud, slamming into her, and the table. Seeing stars. Lifting right off the ground. He thrust into her again. Fuck. She tightened around him, giving him what he needed, that last lick of—there—there. He spent hard. Pressed deep. Held on tight. The side of the pool table was cutting into his thighs but it was the only thing keeping him on the earth—everything else was lift off. Spinning into orbit.

She was stroking his shoulders, his chest, his belly, lifting up the bottom of his T-shirt. Skin. Skin was good. Sated now, it was all he wanted. He pulled off his shirt and kicked off his pants. All that smooth, warm skin. She pulled the covers up, an invitation if there ever was one. He cleaned up and climbed in, tucking the covers over them both on the pool table-turned-bed. A cocoon of dark warmth, barely touched by the orange lamplight.

That little light, it was what gave him permission to stay—just for a little while, breathing in her scent, berries and herbs and sunshine, tucked against her, from ear lobe to ankle. She slid the top of her foot against the arch of his, hummed and happy-moaned.

“How long did you say you’ve been learning Welsh?” she said, a mischievous lilt to her murmuring, her mouth deliciously close to his ear.

“Two years and a bit.”

“I heard a rumor there’s no dirty talk in Welsh.”

“Well, there’s nothing dirty about it—isn’t that what we’re teaching in health class nowadays?”

She poked a you-know-what-I-mean face. “How do you say fuck?”

“Cnycho. Shelffo. Ffyc,” he said, and it felt a little wrong, but mostly in a good way. “Cael bwch. Gwneud.”

“Neighed? Or knead?” Dahlia said—a pretty good approximation of Gwneud.

“Like kneading bread?” he said. “I wonder if that’s the etymology.”

“Or like needing—just gotta have it.” She ran her hand around his hip, fingertips grazing at the top of his ass.

“Gwneud,” he said again. “It’s more like neighed—like a horse.”

Her breathy laugh was like kisses against his cheek and neck. He shivered, all sensation, prickling up his neck and down the backs of his legs. So sensitive. She wrapped the blanket more tightly around him. “Neighed?” she tried the word again.

He corrected, “Gwneud.”

“Gwyn-aid.”

“That’ll do,” he said.

“Will it? What’ll it do?”

Bring him to his knees, probably. The way her mouth wrapped around the Welsh was a marvel, and the way every word was a question made everything she said seem like an invitation. And he was going to say yes, every time. She could tell him the weather forecast in Welsh and he’d need a cold shower or a hot fuck. Nothing else would do.

Which could quickly make life rather... uncomfortable. They were living in the same house, working at the same school. That reminded him: the kids were all upstairs asleep. If anyone came looking for him in the night, if there was a problem and he wasn’t in his room, or in the communal areas... “I should go,” he said, but didn’t pull away. He ran his hand up her side, from her knee to her breast. “I really should.”

She tugged free the covers but her thighs clamped around his leg, trapping him there in heaven. She kissed him, caught up his tongue with a kind of hungry claiming. Fuck. He was so very fucked.
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DAHLIA’S ARMS ACHED as she wiped clean the whiteboard at the end of the lesson. The cause of the ache could be clearing out Gran’s shed yesterday—yes, let’s say that was it. Not thrusting herself up off the pool table, climbing Thomas like a tree.

She turned to see just two students left in the room—one girl by the door, one guy digging in his backpack. All the chairs were up except for one table at the back. She went to fix that. “All good?” Dahlia asked the guy. 

“Oh, found it,” he said, and produced a phone.

And off they went. “Bye, Miss.”

“Hwyl.”

Dahlia replied in Welsh but they’d already gone. She put up the last chair and picked up some scrunched paper. Opening it, she was disappointed to find no salacious note between students, just a diagram of a plant cell, scribbled over. She threw it toward the bin and was whooping at the success of her shot when Thomas appeared at the door. “I take it that went well.”

She dropped her arms. “Everything okay?”

“Principal wants us.”

“That’s never good.” Dahlia flicked the lock on the door and looked up to find Thomas staring at her. “What?”

“We should probably not, you know.”

Disappointment slapped down on her like a strip of old, steam-sodden wallpaper. One and done, then? He’d gotten her out of his system, just like that. “Right, yeah. Smart,” she said. And tried to mean it, because it was smart. She’d leave in a matter of weeks probably, and that’d be so much easier if the two of them weren’t... anything.

“At least, not when there are kids around,” Thomas said.

“Oh.” Shit. Backtrack. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

His brows knitted, all confused. “I just meant, some ground rules might be a good idea.” 

She was way too relieved and desperate not to show it. “Fair—so nothing at the house?”

“Nothing-nothing is probably best given that a little something led to...”

Just the thought of him pressing her into the pool table had her body welling with want again. “Something-something.”

He laughed, but the smile faded fast. “John was pretty clear, too. After my ex, he doesn’t want there to be any complications between the adults in the boarding house, so for the moment, it’s probably best if...”

“Best I don’t tell our boss we christened Gran’s pool table?”

“Exactly.”

“Although, I’ve been reading When the Tulip Turns and I’m not sure it’s a safe assumption that the pool table never propped up a sexual exploit before.”

“Shhh,” Thomas looked around them—no teenagers overhearing this, thank goodness. “I’ve never had a secret...” he gave a little shoulder shimmy, “... something.”

“I’ll be your secret something.” She elbowed him lightly.

“Ah, there you are.” The principal appeared at the staffroom door. “Not only a well-timed new substitute, but you’re manning the boarding house too! Or womaning the boarding house, in this case?”

“Yeah.” Dahlia strode ahead of Thomas. “I’m all set up in the basement; these renovations are probably going to take a month or so.”

“Gives us time to sort out a more permanent solution—tidy.” John stood, hands on hips, surveying the emptying school grounds. His little kingdom—or that was the impression he gave. The stance, the expression on his face, and the word choice, permanent solution. Zero indication he heard the genocidal connotations of the phrase.

“Right, well,” Thomas said behind Dahlia. “Was there paperwork or...?”

“Yes! Isabella Blake, she chairs the school board.” He cocked his head toward the office. “We’ve drawn up a simple contract. Didn’t seem necessary when it was an established couple in the house, but we’re keen to keep everything, you know, transparent like.” John stepped aside and swept his arm toward the office.

“Both of us, or...?” Thomas floundered and it was weirdly endearing how much he did not want to go anywhere with his boss. He wasn’t very good at hiding how he felt—good thing John was oblivious, or too full of himself to take it personally.

Isabella Blake was a small build but, as quickly became apparent, a large personality. With Thomas she was eager to talk about her daughter, whom he taught. With Dahlia it was all, “such fond memories of your grandmother,” and “such a rich history,” and “such an important thing, family, isn’t it.”

John talked through the contract while insisting they should take the time to read it.

“Just the usually provisions, you know. No alcohol and, needless to say, other substances. It’s a workplace, that’s the key thing to remember. Just good sense really. You’re both teachers, professionals, so act as you would at school, and all’s well.”

Thomas was running his finger along the lines of the contract as he read them. He paused under the phrase while students reside on site. “Seems straightforward,” Thomas said.

“Good, good.” John was almost a bluster in his enthusiasm. “Business as usual, that’s what I said, isn’t it Isabella?”

“With one or two obvious exceptions, yes,” she said. “As teachers, and parents for that matter, we’re responsible for the moral influence we have over young people.”

“Precisely,” John said. Had he interrupted her? Hard to be sure.

“Am I just signing here?” Dahlia picked up a pen from the desk. It was pretty clear they didn’t have much choice. It was just a few weeks. If she discovered something she didn’t like in the fine print, it wasn’t a long-term situation.

“Wait on,” Thomas said. “It’s your house. You should be able to have a glass of wine of an evening.”

“I don’t mind,” she said. “I’ll save it for the weekend when the kids aren’t around.”

Thomas gave her a serious look, then faced John. “This is just till the holidays?”

“Well there’s no end-date, but naturally, when Miss Ellis returns to... Rome is it?”

She nodded.

“We can iron out any issues before establishing a more permanent position.” John handed Thomas another pen. “Is there something in particular you’re worried about?”

Thomas hesitated, then shook his head and scrawled his name on the page. The big looped O of Omari cut up through the words moral character in the last line of the contract. Dahlia watched him print the date and wondered how many different interpretations of moral character were in this one room.

“I need to, ah,” Thomas straightened, “tidy up the practice rooms.”

“Did the students leave a mess? They should lose privileges if it keeps happening, Tom.”

“It’s under control.” Thomas was gone without a backward glance.

Dahlia watched him—then realized what she was doing. Gawking at his retreating ass was probably a breach of the moral character she’d just signed her name to.
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Chapter 8
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Thomas straightened books and folded up music stands and sang along to the tune in his head, even though it didn’t have lyrics. He was boop-de-dooping, shimmying his hips and rifling through sheet music when Dahlia found him.

“Looks spick and span to me,” she said, all teasing—deserved after his transparent excuse to get away from John. She leaned close, looking over his shoulder at the sheet music. “I love that one.”

“Jazz classic, isn’t it.” He put the other pages aside and sat down at the piano, fingering it out. 

“How many instruments do you play?” she sat down beside him on the stool.

“Depends what you mean by play,” he said, then sang, “Sitting at the dock of the bay...”

“And he can sing,” she said, then joined him for a few lines. Her voice was strong and clear like cold water straight off the mountains. He fumbled the keys. The saxophone line to this song he knew well. He could even do the guitar tabs, but on the piano he was sight-reading really. 

Dahlia put her hands on the keys and picked up where he left off. “I’m rusty,” she said, muddling through the quick bit, but she kept the rhythm, she’d clearly played for years—even if not recently.

“Keep going,” he said and slipped off the end of the piano stool. In moments, he had a guitar hooked up to an amp. He loved that feeling—just falling into the tune, letting it carry him away. It was almost as good as sex. Better than some sex. Not better than sex with Dahlia. 

She turned to watch him—watched his hands on the strings. The song was just repetitive enough that she could keep playing. He was showing off now, shameless, plucking out the swinging, bluesy line.

She grinned and met his gaze. “Damn,” she said.

“And then,” Thomas said, before launching into a boop-de-boop sung-version of the saxophone’s part. Dahlia laughed, tripping over the piano keys a little, and then she gave up, let her head fall back and damn, she was so beautiful.

“Don’t stop,” she said. 

He sang the next lines, switching the words as he went, “O-o-Otis Redding, got me embarrassing myself again.”

“That’s who it is.”

“One of the best, mind.” He leaned the guitar into the corner and sat back down beside her on the piano stool, facing the opposite way.

“How did he make you embarrass yourself, before now?”

“Nah, we don’t have time for stories. Gotta go supervise those boarding students.”

“Do one of us need to be there, whenever they’re there?”

“No. They’re all over sixteen, good kids, know the house rules, and their parents are... less concerned than the school board, apparently. They’re fine for an hour or two, here or there. So we’re free to... immoral character elsewhere.”

“What does that even mean?” Dahlia said.

“Sex.” Thomas held her gaze and after a beat the meaning shifted a little, from a warning to a warming. A wanting. So he pulled it back, saying, “No drugs stronger than ibuprofen and coffee. Oops.” 

“Yeah. Did you drink that night after the funeral?”

“Not enough to make a dent.” He was very aware of what he was admitting: that first kiss, he’d been sober, fully aware of what he was doing and where and with whom. And, just now, he wasn’t under the influence of anything but fatigue and shitty coffee, but he felt drunk—on her. “We should probably have some ground rules ourselves, just between us, like.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wanted them back. He was killing the mood. Could have sworn she was about to kiss him before he went and got serious on her.

“Rules one through ten: no sex in the house when the kids are home,” she said.

“No nothing,” he added

“Nothing-nothing.” She gave a stern, single nod. “In the house, when the kids are home.”

“And I was thinking, it’d be good to keep things honest. No confusion about...” he trailed off.

“What this is?” she guessed, but that wasn’t where he’d been going.

“I meant about the house. The renovations. If it’s too expensive, or if something isn’t fixable or it’s not going to work out, just say so, can you?”

She nodded. “I can do that.” She bumped her shoulder into his and looked out the window. “But maybe the other thing too? Can we just, play it by ear?”

He nodded. She meant their relationship—let it happen, enjoy it, don’t define it or overthink it.

“No planning for the future—if it happens it happens, and we’ll just see how it goes?” She sounded nervous, which made him feel slightly better.

“Do the best we can with what we have and no regrets.” He managed to say it—believing it would be something else. He had a tendency towards all-or-nothing in relationships. He was determined it could be different this time, knowing, from day one, she planned to leave town as soon as the house was sorted.

The lights went off out in the hallway. There was a small window in the door, half covered with a poster about the practice-room rules. 

Thomas strained to hear if someone was coming and instead heard only the click of a lock outside.

“Did we just get locked in?” Dahlia asked.

Thomas nodded, then patted his pocket. “It’s okay. I have keys.”

“Is someone about to turn on a burglar alarm?”

“It goes on automatically at seven.”

“Well, there you go,” she said and looked him up and down, as though she could see right through his clothes.

“Rule number one,” he said. Her raised eyebrows asked the question and he answered. “But we’re not in the house.”

“Nope.”

“No kids here either.”

“Not a one.” She kissed him—or had he kissed her? Impossible to say. Otis Redding was still thrumming in his head and his pulse picked up to the beat of it. Her hand was on his knee. Facing opposite ways on the piano stool, kissing was so easy, but their bodies could only glance off each other. It was dizzying. The thought—was this going to be another rule, another thing they shouldn’t do?—it couldn’t get purchase in his head any more than his body could catch and hold and press into hers the way it wanted to.

She was gripping the inside of his thigh, making him tense up in the best way.

Somewhere, far away, a car engine started, and then moved away. Their little bubble pushed the rest of the world away. And then Dahlia stood up. She turned to the outside window—he knew the view from that spot, out across the school field, high fences and only a few upstairs lights on in the neighboring houses. December was making its presence felt.

“No curtains,” she said.

“You’d better sit down then.” Thomas gestured at his lap, hardly believing his own audacity. This wasn’t him. He could be playful, sure, but this was shameless. Reckless.

Dahlia was watching him, his body, his face. She shimmied her hips and dropped her underwear. Just like that—panties on the floor.

Something happened in his chest then. A rush of blood maybe, but all the air went elsewhere, too.

“Move over,” she nudged him along the piano stool and then knelt, one knee either side of his thighs.

He caught himself, his elbows falling back against the piano keys—the clunk and discordance loud, then falling away. The instrument hummed a long, dissipating chord—a strangely perfect summation of what was happening in his body; the shock, the settling. This was happening.

“Okay?” she asked, nudging her nose against his forehead, pushing his head back, looking him in the eye.

“So fucking okay.”

“That’s what I was hoping.” She kissed him.

He had his balance now. He could sit up again, use his hands, skim up her thighs, over her skirt bunched at her hips, and up, up. The buttons of her shirt twisted and teased at his fingers, refusing to cooperate. Her nipples were pricking through the fabric at his hands. He kissed her through the shirt. She moaned, so he kept going, pressing and sucking. She freed the buttons and pulled it away. Only mesh and lace remained and didn’t hide much at all, the pale peach material only a tone off of her skin color. He laved her through the bra and she pressed into his mouth.

Curious, he reached between them. Her thighs were like silk. She was shaking—with effort or want, he had to know. “Is this okay?” he palmed the top of her thigh, the side of his thumb at the juncture.

Dahlia laughed and said his own words back to him: “So fucking okay.”

He turned his palm up, cupped her mound, felt her press down into the heel of his hand.

“You’re a patient guy,” she said.

“No, I’m not.”

“It’s all relative, I guess.” She trailed her hand down his chest. She wasn’t having any trouble with buttons.

“I lose all dexterity when I’m horny, apparently,” he said. She laughed and he felt her, wet and warm against his palm. “Think you can manage your zipper?” she said.

“I’m trying to concentrate here.” He dipped a finger into her swollen sex. Which answered that question—if it still needed answering—this was working for her. She was tighter now, tighter than last time. But last time he’d touched her here, she’d already come. This time—

She was reaching for his fly. “I’m on the pill.” She opened his belt. “It’s been months—there’s no risk on my side of things. Promise.”

“You trust me?” he asked.

“You only do the good kind of hesitating.”

He could puzzle out what she meant by that later. Just now, with not a lot of blood left to make his brain function, he needed everything clear and explicit. “Long time for me too. There was no one else.”

“We’re safe?” she said.

At least in that one very specific way, he thought, but all he said was, “Mm.”

“You’re going to think of this every time you send kids in here to practice their instruments,” she said, like it wasn’t a question.

He managed to get his fly down. She was probably right—that was the real danger here, that he’d be thinking about her barely-there bra and so-very-there pussy when he was at work. The cold air was a sigh of relief on his aching cock. The fabric of her skirt caressed his head. Oh, that was something. He held her thighs there, held her aloft, let her clothes tease him all the way.

He met her gaze—she was watching this and loving it. That look on her face.

He thumbed the soft hem of her skirt, tight around her spread thighs. “What is this?” 

“Are you getting off on my skirt?”

“Little bit. Is that suede?”

“Patient was the wrong word—you’re infuriating.”

“Are you waiting for something?” He pivoted just enough to get under her skirt. The inside of her thighs were just as good as the edge of that skirt—no, better. And her laugh, the catch of her breath. He was holding her tight, holding her up, not letting her reach him, but she was straining for it. And so was he—twitching toward the zenith, stroking his head against the inside of her silky thigh, wishing this could last forever.

“Keep this up and I’ll come before you’re all the way in.”

“Is that a thing you can do?”

“I don’t know. Let’s find out.”

“You want me to tease you some more?”

“No!” she said. So he didn’t tease her any more. He brought her willing body down. She gasped and looked him in the eye. “Yes,” she pleaded, bucking her hips forward. The piano stool rocked beneath him. He swung his arm back, pushing off the piano and into her, and there it was—she was coming apart. She stretched out above him, pressing her bones into his, crying out. And she was going to take him with her. He lifted her just enough to slam back in. He was riding bare, he remembered then. The sensation entering her was intense.

“Are you sure?” he said, though he might not manage to pull out if she changed her mind now.

“Yes,” she said, drawing herself up as if she knew exactly what he needed, exactly what he felt. “Do it. Lose it, Thomas. Yes.”

He bucked up, grunting, or was that her? Was she coming again? His muscles burned but his cock had taken complete hold of him, lifting them both. His orgasm was a lightning bolt, arcing up through the top of his head and down like ground-shock into his heels.

She was laughing. She was rocking into him still, reaching for the piano behind him, holding them up now. He wrapped his arms around her, held her hips fast, tight to his, buried deep inside her.

Their sounds grew silent. Their breaths began to slow. He could hardly hear his heartbeat any more.

“So it is a thing I can do then,” she said.

“Anything you set your mind to, I imagine.” His face was pressed into her chest, above her breasts. Trailing his lips across her skin, he breathed deep.

She stroked his face, lifting his chin till he looked her in the eye. She touched her thumb to his lips, then followed with her mouth. “Are we going to have to have a fourth rule?”

“Making you come twice, every time, innit?” he said.

She moved to stand but her hands were still on him, stroking his shoulders, his chest. And he was still holding her thighs. He stood up to keep from breaking the contact. He had this awful feeling that things would get complicated or scary if they stopped touching each other. Or the inverse: as long as they kept touching each other, everything was going to be okay.

***
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DAHLIA PULLED HER SHIRT on and looked down to button it up. “Is that...?” she pointed to the watermark on her breast.

“Oh, sorry.” Thomas was fully clothed and looked alarmingly like someone who had not just been fucked senseless in a wholly inappropriate place. 

Dahlia was one hundred percent sure the same could not be said of herself. She rubbed at her breast then caught the look on his face—he was enjoying this. “Am I going to walk into a kitchen full of teenagers with your saliva all over my tits—because they are not going to assume it’s saliva, are they?”

He blushed, which she enjoyed far too much. “I have a sweatshirt in my office. You can borrow it, like,” he said, and reached out, thumbing the wet patch, and her breast with it. Her body pressed into his touch, even now. “Fuck, you feel good,” he said, then cleared his throat and went to get her his jersey. Not precisely a fool-proof plan, but it was better than the well-tongued shirt.

Thomas had a soccer game to go to, but Dahlia was glad of a couple of hours apart. She needed the head-space. 

His scent stayed with her though—it was the sweater, all woodsy and warm, and some kind of subtle spice. She couldn’t put her finger on it. But puzzling out the heady scent could wait—she had to figure out how to get inside the house, down to her room, and changed out of these clothes, without being seen by any inquisitive kids.

She strode up Gran’s driveway and no such luck. There was a basketball game going on in the driveway. Three on three. They were all dressed for much warmer weather, so presumably had been playing for some time. Dahlia waved and walked toward the front door. “Must be my turn to cook dinner,” she called out. Which was probably foolish as they all stopped playing to argue with her. But she won—by charging inside.

Down in her room, she lifted Thomas’ sweatshirt up over her head. Pencil shavings! That’s what it was. That wasn’t all it was, but that was one ingredient in the mix. She breathed in deep. 

Then tore it off her head and tossed it aside. Enough trying to smell him! She stripped off completely and pulled on clean underwear, loose jeans, a plaid shirt. She had a dinner to prepare and tomorrow some laundry would be a really good idea.

––––––––
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SHE WAS SERVING UP chicken drumsticks when Thomas got in. Dahlia forced herself to focus on not burning herself on the other tray, so she barely looked at him. 

He said, “Mina, Josh and Seamus were on dinner prep tonight.”

“They can do another night,” she said. So far so good: professional conduct, all very nothing-nothing.

He opened a cupboard in her peripheral vision and reached right up to the top. She gave in and looked over—the short shorts and muddy socks and sweat-stained shirt, the sheer length of his body, stretched out like that, his shirt lifted, a little belly showing, a dusting of black hair above the loosely tied drawstring. He was pushing a bottle of wine into the rack on the top shelf. “For the weekend, mind,” he said.

“Tomorrow?”

He nodded. “The kids will pack up tonight and, after school tomorrow, take the bus home to their families.”

She put the last piece of chicken on the eighth plate. “You hoping to get lucky?”

He laughed, looking toward the door. No one there. “What was rule number one again?”

“Hey, I’m wearing the least sexy clothes I own.” She plucked at the open front of her plaid shirt. “You’re responsible for you, mate.” And then to completely undermine her words, she looked him up and down, gaze lingering where his football shorts clung around his hips. “How was the game?”

That last, he ignored. “If you want to get technical about it, there’s no one else inside the house.”

“Hah!” She dropped the empty chicken pan in the sink. If she stuck her ass out, bending down to get the veggies out of the oven, it was hardly on purpose.

“It don’t matter what you’re wearing,” he said. “That is not nothing-nothing.”

“And getting technical about anything never stopped nothing,” she said. Their first time, fuck, she’d been fully clothed, and that had definitely not been nothing.

Thomas was still laughing when the kids appeared. “What’s funny, Sir?”

“Have we all packed for tomorrow?” he said, as if he hadn’t heard their question.

Tess answered yes, but all the others deflated and moped out of the room to do what needed doing. Thomas followed them. Probably for the best. Dahlia didn’t entirely trust herself.

But she only had to wait one day. Less than 24 hours. The kids would all be gone for the weekend, and then ... whatever happened, happened.

***
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THOMAS CARRIED FIVE coffee cups and three forks back to the staffroom—not bad for a Friday afternoon but Dominic was in the kitchen and laughed at him. “Walk of shame?”

“I’ve definitely done worse.”

“At least you return them,” Dominic said. “You would not believe the budget for forks. Coming to the pub?” Dominic pulled out a dishwasher tablet, clearly expecting only one answer from Thomas.

“Pretty tired, to be honest,” Thomas said.

Dominic gave him a look, somewhere between concerned and curious. 

Thomas gave in. “One drink, maybe.” Best to allay any suspicion he was rushing home to ravish his new roommate. And landlord. He had to keep reminding himself of that: this very temporary, very secret thing was also probably a conflict of interest with some messy power dynamic. Hard to keep all that in his head when she was in the same room as him though.

He saw the clock on the wall. It was already after 4.30. Dahlia was at the house, probably expecting him home. He quite liked the idea, in truth. So he told Dominic he needed to lock up the music rooms and, while he was walking away, unwitnessed, sent Dahlia a text: Come for a drink at the pub? There are always a few of us on a Friday. You can get to know your new colleagues.

Was that too eager? Trying too hard? While his thumb hovered over the send button, three dots appeared—she was writing a message to him. And that reminded him she could see three dots, too. She knew he was writing a message.

Then a photo appeared—enormous drop cloths shrouded the furniture in white, and bright blue masking tape framed the walls of the drawing room. He laughed remembering Dahlia and her cousins insisting on calling it that. 

So he hit send on his message. Then added, You’ve earned it.

He checked the locks and then walked out, pulling his coat closed against the late-afternoon chill, the gray clouds and pale mist muting every color with the one exception of a bright slip of liquid sunshine dipping low over the horizon like so much honey.

Anticipation was buzzing in his belly. This weekend ahead, two full days—and nights—with Dahlia. There was work to be done, a whole room to paint, and perhaps other jobs besides, but he felt no dread at all. Only excitement, impatient and eager.

His phone buzzed with her answering text: Better not. Don’t want to start any more rumors. Plus I’m kinda on a roll here with the masking tape.

He tried not to feel disappointed. It was silly—ridiculous to feel so much at so little. But sitting with Dominic, Paula and Dave, he couldn’t settle. He was hungry, but ordering food was too great a commitment. So he drank his beer and tried not to rush too obviously.

Then Greg arrived with his uncle.

“Another round?” Dominic said, getting up to greet them.

“Still going here,” Thomas raised his glass. “Heia, alright?” he stood up to make room for the new arrivals, keen to remain on the edge seat, where it was easier to slip away.

Kylie brought over chips the others had ordered and asked Thomas how the work was going on the house. That kicked off a whole series of inquiries about the bathtub incident and the plumbing, and who’d done the drywall (he didn’t know, Dahlia had sorted it out) and what was the trick for painting over wallpaper. Thomas found himself saying “Me and Dahlia” far too many times before he finally made his escape with a probably-transparent excuse of, “Big week, I’m knackered.”

At home, he could hear the downstairs shower running. He started cooking—to keep his mind off of the naked woman standing under hot water only two rooms away. Next thing he knew, he was stuffing mushrooms for a starter and converting the ingredients for a low-bar spag-bol into dainty little meatballs with a fancy home-made sauce.

It was all in the oven when Dahlia came out of the shower. She had her hair up in a towel and wore only a tank top and sleep-shorts. Familiar sleep shorts. He’d made her come in those shorts. He might have been gaping because she giggled.

“Smells incredible,” she said.

“Frying onions,” he said, stupidly.

“I’ll just dry my hair.”

“Wine?” he asked, as she walked out.

She called back, “Yes please.”

Thank god she wasn’t in the room to watch him fumble the cork. It seemed like an unfortunate premonition for how the evening was going to go.

“So, what’s cooking?” she said, reappearing, her hair damp and tousled, face flushed. She’d put on a plaid shirt, but it hung open and his eyes kept dipping to the tight fabric across her breasts. “Mushrooms, meatballs, and some fettuccine.”

“I’m starving,” she said with a great big smile.

“Yeah, you’ve been busy.” He poured two glasses of wine.

“All set,” she took her drink, “for tomorrow we paint.”

He raised his glass to that.

After an appreciative sip, she said. “I’m super grateful that you’re helping. I would be so much more overwhelmed by this whole...” she gestured vaguely to the house all around them, “if you weren’t. So, thanks.”

“I haven’t really done anything yet, but more than happy to. I was getting a wide and varying range of advice on painting over wallpaper, just now at the pub.”

“Yeah?”

“Apparently there’s a sealant we should put down first, but then we’re good to go.”

Dahlia nodded. “Cool. I’ve got a couple more days relief work booked in for next week, so I can officially afford to buy paint. And sealant. I’m assuming there’s a hardware store...” 

“Yeah, we can go in the morning,” Thomas said, and felt his nerves return at the prospect of the morning. Or rather, what might happen before that. He really didn’t want to get his hopes up. But they were so up. 

Maybe if he wasn’t looking directly at her? He opened the oven to check on the mushrooms.

“Fancy!” Dahlia had stepped up behind him to see inside the oven. “Are you trying to impress me?”

He let the over door shut and turned to face her. She was right there. “Is it working?” he said, because there was no point denying the fact now: he was absolutely aiming to impress her. And not just with the food.

She was just about to kiss him—he would have put money on it—when her phone rang. Her ringtone was some kind of bird call. “What is that?” he said.

“A morepork,” she said, then answered the call. “Summer, hey, how are you?”

Thomas turned away, trying not to listen in. He pulled together a salad and heard a summary of everything that had gone wrong with the house. “So in short,” Dahlia said, “I’m here at least a couple of weeks, maybe a month. Just want to make sure I’m, you know, not a completely shit landlord.” Dahlia picked up her wine, took a swig. “Right,” she said down the phone. “Well fair enough. Yeah. No, that’s great. That’s... congratulations. Good for you. Totally understand.” She laughed, but there wasn’t a lot of mirth in it. “Yeah, absolutely. It’s not your name on the lease, so... I know, but when you know, you know.” Another decent drag on her wine. “Exactly. Say hi to Finn for me. I’ll see you—I’ll book some flights and let you know.”

Thomas felt like he’d been punched. He was tossing the salad and probably bruised it a little.

“That was my roommate in Rome,” Dahlia explained. “She’s moving in with her boyfriend.”

Thomas nodded, afraid that if he said anything he’d give away more than he meant to.

“She’ll pay rent for another month, she said. Which is plenty of notice to find someone else or... I mean, I’m meant to be back by then anyway. That’s what I’ve told my boss back in Rome, so...”

“So it’s okay?”

Dahlia nodded, then drained her wine glass. “Top up?” She held the bottle over his glass—still a quarter full.

“Why not?” he said.

“Where were we?” she asked, pouring them both generous glasses.

“Hungry from a hard day’s work?” He opened the oven again. The mushrooms looked about perfect.

“Omigosh, I’m full-on actually salivating.” She sat down on a bar stool and he felt her eyes on him, watching his every move as he served up.

He pointed the tongs at her, remembering her ringtone. “What’s a more-pork?”

“A bird. Like an owl. Rūrū.” She mimicked the calling sound: roo roo, roo roo.

He was staring at her mouth. Then she started eating and he kept on staring at her mouth.

“Well,” she said, “I am successfully impressed, if that was the goal.” She swiped a finger across the plate and licked off the last bit of spilled mushroom filling.

With the image of her sucking her finger emblazoned on his retinas, Thomas dished up the rest of the meal.

“So, tell me what we’re dealing with,” Dahlia started. “The school board, the principal, what’s the dynamic there?”

“Hard to say. Isabella Blake is new on the board—her eldest just started year seven—but Isabella goes way back in Gwyllt—been here forever. Went to school with your cousins and Greg.” He sat on the barstool nearest her, his knees grazing against hers, that little point of barely-there contact providing a disproportionate comfort. “Far as I can tell she’s just... traditional.”

“Is that a polite way of saying bigoted?”

“Unconfirmed,” he said.

“But suspect.” Dahlia stabbed a meatball like it was Isabella Blake’s head. 

“Maybe she’s accurately representing the board. And maybe she has a point; it’s not like either of us seriously considered stopping—correct me if I’m wrong—but we did break every rule already.”

“Not our rules,” Dahlia said.

“Not all of them,” he corrected, and bit his tongue to keep from adding yet. 

She held his gaze, then squeezed his knee between both of hers. “You’re not wrong.”

“About which bit.”

“I didn’t really consider stopping... this. But you probably should. You have more to lose here.”

“Do I?” he said, not because he didn’t know perfectly well, but because it’d be really helpful for someone to spell it all out, an itemized list of everything he was putting on the line just to get between those strong thighs.

“I imagine you tick a lot of boxes, as far as the school is concerned—music and history, you’re a guy in a predominantly female profession, and you make them look good.”

“Because I’m devilishly handsome.”

She laughed aloud. “Obviously.”

“And black.”

No laugh this time. “They did probably notice that, yeah.”

“Are you about to talk me into going to bed alone tonight?” he said.

“I’m only here for a couple of weeks.” She hooked her bare foot around his ankle. “We can’t undo what’s been done, so...”

“Ship sailed?” he said.

“I’d say.” She touched a tentative hand to his knee. 

He reached for it, pulled her toward him. “Agreed.” He skirted his hands around her hips. He didn’t have to tug her closer; she came willingly, as if she could read his mind, straddling his thigh and pausing there, just a breath away from kissing him.

“You’re sure?” she said.

So he kissed her with every bit of confidence he could muster. Everything was already up in the air—the house, the boarders, the school—what was one more thing? He’d been careful for years, played by the rules, tried and tried again with Kim; it’d all come to nothing. He was back at square one, all alone and no certainty, no anchor to this town he loved.

Except he wasn’t alone right now, and Dahlia felt like an anchor, a wonderful weight against his leg and his chest. She was solid and soft at once, moving against him—no, with him. He was moving too, like they were at sea, buffeted back and forth and back and forth, but not moving really. Not drifting away. Rooted right here, firm and safe. Didn’t matter how much he told himself she was unsafe, she was going to leave, she was going to hurt him—didn’t matter because he felt safe there. His cells. His bones. His lungs—he breathed her in like oxygen rich air. Everything he needed.

“Come on,” he said, holding her just a little away from him—the tiniest bit. “Upstairs?”

She nodded.

They walked up in the dark, nothing but tendrils of moonlight silvering the edges of things. She reached for his hand on the landing, pulled him close. “The last time I was in that room—other than the time I walked in on you, I mean—before that, it was...” She went quiet, thoughtful. “I was fourteen, I think. Maybe fifteen? I’d said something about scarves making an outfit and she had dozens of them—said I could pick one to take home to New Zealand and remember her by.”

“What did you choose?” he asked.

“It was purple and black with a silvery thread through it. Like the night sky.”

“You still have it?”

“Back in Rome.”

“Is this weird?” he said, pausing at the door to his room—her grandmother’s room.

Dahlia laughed. “Oh, yes. But I never let weird stop me.” She pulled him around, backing into the door frame then finding his face with her hands in the dark and kissing his mouth. “Well, there’s weird and there’s weird.”

“But this is okay?” Was he begging? Because he just might be willing to. His cock felt thick and heavy against the seam of his jeans.

“This is the good weird.” She pulled the shirt from under his belt, just enough to tunnel her hand in and press her palm against his bare belly. “You’re good and the room is... weird. There’s a kind of balance.”

“Like the force?”

She laughed. “Now star wars references in pillow talk, that might be a different kind of weird.” It was the hollowest kind of reprimand: she was wending her hand around beneath his shirt to the small of his back, pulling him close. “But if it works for you.” She rolled her hips against his. The blood rushed and she had to feel it too, now.

“You’re what works.” He reached for her leg, lifting it so he could step between her thighs and press right into the heat of her. The constriction of his pants, the rolling throb—pain and pleasure right there.

She pressed the heel of her foot into his ass. “That works?”

He nodded and kissed her again, falling into the taste of her, the slick strength of her tongue capturing his, mirroring his own desire with her own like a question and an answer, though who was asking and who was answering, he couldn’t say. Both, perhaps.

She was undressing him. He thumbed at the waist band of her shorts and found nothing at all beneath. Like this was the plan. And of course it was. They’d planned for this. Waited to have the house to themselves, wanted, imagined, needed this. But it wasn’t like he’d expected. Wasn’t the passionate tussle on the piano stool or the mad grind on the pool table. It was more like the tender cocoon after. She was a whole messy, complex person, with memories and fantasies, things she was hiding from and things she was still figuring out. And for all of that, he only wanted her more.

“Can I?” she plucked at the button of his jeans.

“You can do whatever you want,” he said.

“That right?”

“Probably.”

***
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DAHLIA GREW SUDDENLY warm, and she was already toasty. Whatever she wanted? She could feel his erection straining at the fly of his pants. She wanted to free him, to touch him, taste him. She wanted him naked, in a proper bed, with plenty of room, and time, and no one else around.

“Just say the word,” he said, as if waiting for her command.

“What about you?” she asked, stroking him through the stretched cotton of his underwear. “What do you want?”

“All of it,” he said, quick and breathy, as if he hadn’t thought about it at all.

“My hands?”

“Mm,” he moaned into a kiss.

She slipped one hand down inside, wrapping her grip around his thick cock, fingers tracing the shape of him, base to slick tip. She wanted to taste that. “My mouth?” she said.

The sound he made was almost a laugh, but certainly a yes. So she pushed him back onto the bed and knelt there, on the edge of the mattress. The strap of her tank top fell down over her shoulder as she dipped her head to lick his tip. That bitter, salty tang—that was him wanting her. She licked again. His hips jerked toward her.

“Sorry,” he said.

“No,” she answered quickly. “Don’t apologize.”

He ran one hand back into her hair, only tender, not pulling her closer at all, but the tenderness had the same effect. She longed to give him pleasure. Taking his length right into her mouth was the obvious choice. It was right there. And feeling his girth, his heat, the quiver of restrained thrusts—her pussy pulsed in answer. She moaned.

“Wait,” he said. 

She rose, wiped her mouth on the back of her hand.

“Come up here.” He reached for her.

“Not your thing?” she said.

“It’s not all I want, and it was about to be all I had.” He tugged her tank top up over her breasts, thumbed one nipple, drawing the other into his mouth and sucking. The tug of it ached like want. 

She tilted her hips to find his bare, slick erection. Grazing her still-clothed vulva against the steel of him was bliss. Tantalizing. She needed more, rocking against him, the damp fabric between her thighs catching almost too hard against her clit. She could feel herself well up, liquid heat pooling there and pleading for direct contact. “Take them off,” she said, holding herself up so he could push down her shorts.

“Oh, fuck yes,” he said, running his hands back up her body. “Look at you.” He took charge, rolling her onto her back. He palmed a breast before running his hand down the middle of her stomach and fingering her folds, opening her up—and her body complied, so willingly splayed for his view, his touch. He kissed her belly, the tops of her thighs, then between, his hair teasing at her. She was vaguely aware she was panting.

“Okay?” he said.

“Can I have you, please?” she said.

“Like this?” he licked her, a smooth stroke of his tongue from her entrance to her clit, then another.

That wasn’t what she meant, no, but plans change. “Okay,” she said.

He laughed against her, his mouth rumbling into her clit. 

She was rocking against him, pleading for pressure. “Are you teasing me?” she asked.

“Say what you want, Dahlia,” his voice was a murmur now, warm breath whispering against her.

All she could manage was a mess of a sound, made up of more, and harder, and you and fuck. But she was coming apart, bucking up into his face. He grabbed her ass and held her, his tongue hard muscle now, bringing her over the brink and giggling into a soft landing. She was wriggling before he lifted his face. He kissed her belly. “Say what you want,” he said again.

“Surely it’s your turn to say...” she started but his heavy cock nudged into her thigh, and that was what she wanted. “I want you inside me. This.” She sat up just enough to reach him, his tip glistening with pre-cum. She thumbed it, watching his eyes flutter shut. “Is that what you want?”

He nodded.

“Like this?” She held him between her thighs, touching herself with the smooth cap. “Say what you want, Thomas,” she said.

“Your wet pussy.” He moaned, panting before he could say another word. “All of it, tight and hot and fuck.”

She was guiding him in, gripping him with her blissed-out muscles, best she could. The thick fullness made her hips rise all on their own, begging for it.

“That’s it, yes,” he said, and pulled back, trailing kisses down her neck, over her breasts, until he’d almost pulled out. “Slow?” he said.

“Slow’s good,” she said, but her body contradicted her words, rolling up to take his re-entry.

He gave a little laugh, the vibration of it curling inside her as he filled her up. “How about...?” he buried his cock deep and lifted her hips up off the bed. “Grab that pillow.”

She passed him one of the spare ones and he stuffed it beneath her ass. 

“How’s that?” He gave a little pump and she gasped. The angle, the stretch, he was getting her g-spot with every stroke. “I might have to, ah...” his voice shook.

“Go for it,” she said.

“Speed up a little?”

“God yes.”

He laughed and fucked her hard, so hard. She was so close. So close. Every time he pulled back she felt open and empty, and when he roared back in, grunting above her, her whole body arched in welcome.

“I’m gonna,” he said, panting and groaning.

“Me too,” she rose to kiss his mouth and he slammed in, kiss bruising as his orgasm took control—and took her to the peak. She cried out, grabbing at his hips and kicking up off the bed. He pulled away just enough to pound in again. Maybe she whimpered. Maybe he could read her garbled thoughts.

“Again?” he said.

“Yeah.” She pushed her heels into his ass, opened her thighs wide as they’d go, and took every last strain of pleasure from him.

When she finally loosened her limbs, let her grip ease, he slid to the side and said, “Fuck.”

“Mm,” was all she could manage.

“Beds are quite good,” he said.

She nodded and rolled to face him. “You’re quite good.”

“You’re fucking heaven,” he said, and caught her mouth in a kiss. It was languorous, almost lazy, and felt like it could go on for days. 

She pushed him back and rolled on top of him. From there she could reach the switch for the bedside lamp. “I want to see you,” she said. She pushed back his hair, kissed him some more, traced her fingers around his ears, his jaw, his eyebrows, his mouth. “Your mouth is something else. It’s the saxophone, isn’t it?”

“Maybe.” He ran his hands back through her hair and pulled her head down for another kiss. Then he just held her there, her head in the crook of his neck, their legs twined together, arms loosely looped. “Still weird?”

From her spot there, without moving at all, she had a limited view of the familiar room—one curtain open, one closed, and the french doors beyond, the narrow balcony, plant boxes silhouetted against the purple sky. The armchair was familiar. “Gran used to sit there and eat breakfast, and there was this little table and chairs—probably long gone now—we’d all sit at in our PJ's and slippers.”

“I hope I didn’t just defile your childhood memories,” he said.

Dahlia could hear his heart beating in his chest, and the gentle tip-tap of rain just starting outside. “If anything, this room just became my favorite place in the world,” she said.
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Chapter 9
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Hardware stores made Thomas nostalgic for his mom. His mom who never saw a piece of flat-pack furniture she couldn’t improve. Sometimes it was an added shelf or a little extra bracing for strength, but it was always a bold coat of paint. Vines grew up the legs of his childhood desk. His bed-head was spaceships and Saturn's rings. Their landlords would never approve any alterations to the walls, but she painted a mural on canvas and strung it up, all his favorite animals, upright and anthropomorphized enough to play instruments.

“I don’t think gray,” Dahlia said, screwing up her nose at the paint tin he was touching.

“No, I was just...” Thomas hesitated to tell her. Wanted to tell her. 

“What?” she asked, leaning close like she really wanted to know.

“It’s the gray of the elephant who played the double bass—my mom painted it on my bedroom wall when I was a kid.”

“Wow,” Dahlia said. “Do you play the double bass?”

“No.” He walked on down the aisle to the whites.

“What played the sax?” she asked.

“The red panda. Obviously.”

She held her deadpan: “Of course. Ring-tailed lemur on keys, was it?” She passed him a pail of paint.

“Tambourine. The octopus plays the piano.”

“Right, because eight hands.”

“Exactly.”

She broke then, laughing hard. And it was either the best moment or the worst for Kim’s parents to come around the end of the aisle. They saw him two steps down, so they were committed to the aisle and kept coming toward him. 

“Hi,” he said, with a calm that surprised him, given the script in his head was screaming: she dumped you, you’re allowed to move on, she left, you didn’t do anything wrong, she broke it off, you’re not cheating... “How are you both?” Good manners felt like a shield.

“Well, thank you,” Kim’s mother said.

Dahlia turned to see who he was talking to, of course, and since the good manners were working for him so far, Thomas said, “Dahlia, this is Jacob and Nina. This is Dahlia Ellis.”

“Ellis?” Kim’s father said, eyebrows shooting up. “Sooz was a colleague, back in the day.”

Dahlia grinned. “Tight knit community.”

“Well,” Thomas grabbed another pail of paint and put it in their trolley. “We’d better make a move.”

They walked off and Dahlia gave him side-eye.

Thomas pushed the trolley in the other direction of his ex-almost-in-laws.

Dahlia caught up, tossing two more rolls of masking tape and a paint-roller into the trolley. “What was that?”

He looked back—they were out of sight. “My ex’s parents.”

“Ooh. Right. Awkward.”

“And kind of inevitable. I don’t know why I was so...”

“Surprised?” she guessed.

“It’s not like I was the one who—the instigator of the end.”

“Do you think she told them a different version of things?”

“Maybe. It’s pretty widely known, but you’re probably right, there are different versions of every story ever, so...” Shit. Shit shit shit. Why hadn’t it occurred to him before now? He was busy worrying about the gossip, all the while assuming only the truth was out there, making the rounds in the pub, at the hairdresser’s, in the doctor’s waiting room and the church and the football club. He was a history teacher—different versions of the same fucking story was his bread and butter. How had it not occurred to him till now?

“She’s, ah, not in town anymore. Is that right?” Dahlia spoke low, her hand on the paint in the trolley as if keeping it from rattling was her reason for being so close.

“Edinburgh, last I heard.”

“They probably just miss her.”

“Probably.”

“Do you?” she asked, turning away to inspect some paint brushes.

“No.”

“Right decision then,” she said. As if the whole story was simple as that. 

Back at the house, all the rest of the town, his history, the gossip, the school board—all of it seemed miles away. Dahlia had set up, on top of the piano, the record player from the basement.

Mrs Ellis had a great record collection—it took up two full shelves of the basement book cases. They’d picked out a dozen each over their second cuppa this morning. The first cuppa, that’d been in bed. His bed. Like some kind of dream-scenario, the memory tugged at him.

He positioned the needle at the edge of the record, and with a scritch it began. Last night had been magic—hours of uninterrupted talking and touching, effortless, irresistible. When he thought about it, fuck, he could still taste her.

“Who’s this now?” Dahlia said.

“Sam Cooke.” He watched her pour paint into a smaller tin and a roller tray. Then she straightened, her painting overalls stretched tight over her breasts. She started up the ladder. “Weird to think the bath came through the wall right here.”

“Weird to think that was just a week ago.” He checked the roller was on properly then pushed it across the tray.

“I almost died,” she said, deadpan.

“When you saw the bill?”

“Yes—twice this week I almost died.”

“You sure it’s not going to bankrupt you?” He’d been hoping for an opportunity to ask. Money was always the hardest thing to talk about and it wasn’t like he had any right to know the state of her finances—but she had agreed to be upfront about the house. Was that rule two or rule three?

“I had some savings. Past tense. Don’t look so worried. I’m landed-fucking-gentry.” She waved the paint brush in the general direction of the back yard—her land. “Cash poor, but hardly in need of charity. It’s fine.”

Eight hours later, the light was going and his arms ached but the end was in sight: he was putting the second coat of ‘whipped butter’ on the wallpapered walls. The room was big enough that, by the time they’d got around the whole thing, the start was almost dry enough. Almost. A tea break, a little dancing-along to Marvin Gaye, a little something-something. Dahlia had unzipped his dirty overalls and sucked him off like she’d been fantasizing about this exact situation all morning. So what if the undercoat was dry; she was wet.

Miracle, really that they’d managed to get two coats finished, let alone three. The students being away gave them a make-the-most urgency. Tomorrow evening and they’d have to be back on their best behavior, but for now... 

Dahlia was at the bottom of the ladder, safe on the ground, surveying the maybe-finished wall. Presumably not having raunchy flashbacks and warming up for another round, because she said, “Is there anything else you’ve noticed—other than painting—needing doing?” 

“I wasn’t really looking for it. Mrs Ellis was, well, she was here every week. I figured if anything came up she’d be around to... consult.”

She gave a deep sigh.

“Sorry.”

She shook her head, but her smile looked forced, eyes a little glassy. “Is it just this half of the wall left?” she asked.

She was grieving and he wasn’t sure how to give her space to do so. “I can finish up if you’re...” 

She dragged the ladder over. “Not likely, mister. But thanks,” she said and paused, both hands on the ladder, like it was holding her up. “It’s so strange—I keep forgetting and then remembering.”

“That’s grief, isn’t it,” he said. Was it overstepping? Maybe. Maybe she wanted to talk about her grandmother and he’d be happy to hold up the other side of that conversation. He’d be honored. “A great lady, she was.”

“She would have hated this paint color.” Dahlia gave a creaky laugh. “Even though it really brings out the highlights in those bold curtains she loved.”

“I don’t hate the curtains,” Thomas said.

“Well, good. I can’t afford to replace them.”

“You know the place doesn’t have to be... perfect. It’s perfect for me and the students—it does what it needs to do.”

“You telling me I can bugger off to Rome and leave you to it?”

“No. That’d be breaking rule two. Or three, is it?” The one where they talk about the future. The one where they talk about what they might be to each other, or not be, as the case would probably be. Thomas pushed the roller up to its full extension and he could just reach the top of the wall. “You do the bottom half, I’ll do the top. No more ladder circus act.”

“I was in zero danger,” she said, but let him have his way. “Do I make you nervous?”

He laughed, stepping around her, rather than answer. They did a kind of dance, taking turns on each  strip of wall, only occasionally overlapping for a few strokes. 

“Did I just drip on you?” he said; the first stroke after reloading the paint roller was always a little drippy.

“All good,” she said, not an answer really, then gave a giggle. “Not that I’d mind.”

“A drip? That what I am to you?”

The giggle graduated to a proper laugh. “I mean, there are worse things to be than... dripping.” She could hardly get the words out and the shaking was making a mess of the wall.

“How are you going to explain that to the kids?” He pointed to the zig-gag in the paint.

With two strokes she covered it up. “I can’t believe we’re nearly done. We’re gonna be finished with this room today.”

“We did good,” he said, rather than what he wanted to say, which was that they made a great team. It wasn’t explicitly a breach of their no-future-talk rule, but still.

“We could probably repaint the basement one weekend.”

“Or over the Christmas break,” he suggested.

“You’re not heading away?” she asked.

“Mom and her girlfriend are with her family this year and I can tag along but...” He was hoping for a better offer all of a sudden.

“Auntie Sooz always over-caters, if you’re at a loose end.” Dahlia shimmied a wee two-step around him. The music had stopped, he realized. She went to change it. “Dionne Warwick?”

“Always,” he said.

Bopping along to Walk On By and Heartbreaker, pretending every lyric was totally unrelatable, he peeled off masking tape and hoped she’d stay forever. The rule was not to talk about the future—fat lot of good that’d do when he couldn’t help thinking. Wanting. Hoping. Fuck, now she was singing along. Pitchy but perfect.

It was a good song. He leaned into the music, reached for a harmony—this would keep his mind in the safe zone: keeping the paint off the carpets, holding the line of the skirting board, tracking a catchy tune, a very satisfying fifth.

“Total banger,” Dahlia announced. 

Accurate on all counts, thought Thomas. “I’ll put the rollers in water.” He sent himself out of her immediate orbit. The laundry tub was in the same room as the downstairs shower—the one all the kids, and Dahlia, were using now that the upstairs bathroom was out. Squeezing paint out of rollers, he could imagine her looking over his shoulder and making a hand-job joke.

Probably a good thing she was in another room. 

Until she wasn’t. Without a word, she turned on the shower.

“I can just let them soak,” he said, one hundred percent intending to walk out of there and leave her to a well-earned hot shower. 

Her overalls were hanging off her hips and she was pulling her T-shirt up over her head. “I’m gonna need some help washing all the paint out of my hair.”

Oh, he was such a goner.

***
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MONDAY AFTERNOON, DAHLIA walked home—and it felt like home. Alarming, but also nice. But still alarming—she let the garden drag at her attention. She’d spent the afternoon trying to enthuse a very bored class about photosynthesis. All these dormant shrubs and half-dead plants. Strange to think they would all burst into life in a couple of months. Dahlia reached down and pulled out a knee-high dandelion.

Three or four dandelions later, she gave up. Gran had kept the garden tidy—Thomas said she was there every week. But probably not right up until the end. And who was going to do it now? Dahlia had not inherited the green fingers. She’d killed more house plants than she’d bought. Summer, her roommate in Rome, had basil and cilantro thriving in pots on the balcony of their apartment, in the exact same spot where Dahlia had managed to kill mint.

Carmel stepped out the front door, “Oh. I thought it was Mister Omari.” She was about to go in again.

“He’s still at school, I think. What’s wrong?” 

“We’ve got mice.”

“Oh, fun. Where?”

Carmel visibly relaxed, shoulders dropping, holding the front door open for Dahlia to head inside and be the grown-up in the room.

“I definitely saw a mousetrap in here once,” one of the boys was yelling from the laundry.

“Under the sink in the kitchen, like.”

“Around the pipes?” Dahlia said. “That’s how they get in.” She’d grown up on a farm. Mice were a regular feature—nothing had snapped her out of the early-morning stupor so quickly. Mom was a total wuss about them, but Dahlia had been daddy’s girl, back then. “We got this,” she told the gathering in the kitchen. “Where does the steel wool live?”

“What?”

“Wire wool?”

“Yeah, that.”

Tess plucked it from the little basket on the windowsill with all the half-empty bottles of dish detergent, brushes old and new, and more plugs than could be accounted for.

Dahlia stretched it out and squared her shoulders, determined not to jump or squeal, not even a little bit, if she opened the cupboard to an entire nest of rodents. But the cupboard was empty except for pots and pans and Gran’s old cake mixer. Whomever had first discovered the infestation had probably scared them off.

“Too easy,” Dahlia said, stuffing the wire wool in the holes around the pipes.

“Found it!” Josh burst in with a mouse trap.

“Miss Ellis fixed it,” Seamus told him.

Dahlia opened the other cupboards within easy reach. “Are there droppings anywhere else?”

“Ych a fi!” Mira backed out of the room.

“I’m setting a mousetrap, I am.” Seamus already had the peanut butter out.

Josh was peering behind the oven. “Looks like a nest in here.”

Dahlia tried to get a look but the light and the angle were all wrong. So they pulled out the oven next. “Don’t!” she shouted, giving herself as much a fright as any of the students. The wiring behind the stove was a tangle of various colors, cobwebs and frayed edges. Plenty mouse droppings and one dead creature half-hidden by the oven. “Don’t touch anything,” she said. The oven was off at the wall, but who was to say if these wires were live. “Pass me the brush and shovel.” She dealt with the dead mouse and a few of the droppings, then told them to push the oven back. She’d call Uncle Graham just as soon as her heart had stopped trying to beat its way out of her chest.

When Thomas got in, they were putting everything back in freshly-wiped cupboards. Seamus was nursing a bruised finger, and Carmel was resetting the mousetrap in the space down the side of the oven.

Dahlia heard Thomas arrive, but he didn’t come through to the kitchen—odd, given the amount of noise they were all making in there. “Who’s on cooking tonight?” Dahlia asked.

“Mister Omari. Mac and cheese Mondays, isn’t it,” Tess said.

Seamus flexed his finger and put the semi-frozen peas back in the freezer. “Best day of the week.”

“Monday is the best day of the week?” Dahlia said. “Must be good mac and cheese.”

“It’s a secret recipe, like,” Carmel said.

“We get the recipe when we graduate, he says,” Tess added.

“He won’t let us in the kitchen while he’s cooking,” Josh explained.

“He’s paranoid,” Mina said.

“It’s not paranoia,” Thomas said, walking in. “It’s a perfectly rational fear. Seamus planted a camera in here one time.”

Seamus looked so proud of himself. “Worth a shot.”

“What are we all doing in here? Ruining our appetites, are we?” Thomas bent down to get out the giant roasting pan.

“Mouse hunt.” Josh pointed out the trap and the wire wool. 

Thomas seemed impressed by them all pitching in and helping until Mina said, “Seamus tested the trap on his finger.”

“What?” Thomas looked from Seamus to the trap, to Dahlia, to Seamus.  “You shouldn’t have been doing it,” he said, inspecting the bruised finger. “Can you bend it?”

Seamus nodded but didn’t demonstrate. “The peas are half-defrosted already—just doing my bit for the mac and cheese.”

“You put peas in mac and cheese?” Dahlia asked with only slightly exaggerated horror.

“It’s fine,” Carmel carefully pulled the trap out to show Thomas. “I got it all reset. Do mice really like peanut butter? Ych a fi.”

“I don’t understand why you were setting the trap?” Thomas asked.

“I was careful,” Carmel said. 

Seamus shrugged.

“Can you bend it fully?” Thomas asked, gaze still fixed on Seamus’ slightly swollen digit.

“Just a bruise,” Seamus said. “Come on, we’d better get out of here—he won’t start the secret recipe while we can see.”

Dahlia hung back while the students left. Thomas started pulling out ingredients, not looking at her. It felt pointed. Seamus’s injury was minor. Fairly predictable, but still, it was one of those teachable moments, not to be passed up. How to set a mousetrap surely won out over the seven steps of photosynthesis for most useful thing she’d taught a teenager today. So, after a long surly silence, she left Thomas to his cooking.

On the stairs down to her room, Dahlia hesitated. She could hear the students talking about the homework they should be doing, and the many things they wanted to do instead, deadlines and upcoming tests and how to get an extension till after the Christmas break. She thought about the garden, all those weeds to pull and dead-heads to prune. But it was dark out now. Gran’s books held more appeal than Gran’s garden just now.

Downstairs she went. And froze—on the sofa bed lay a great fat mattress, brand new by the look of it. 

She dashed back up to the kitchen. “What did you do?”

“No peeking.” Thomas spun around, using his body to block her view of his secret recipe in the making.

“I’m paying you back for the mattress.”

“Not a chance.”

“The pool table was fine.”

“You looked tired this morning and I thought...” 

“Maybe,” she dropped her voice and stepped closer, “some horny musician kept me up all night on the weekend?”

He blushed and looked past her to the door, checking they were alone. “Tell you what, if I ever have to move out of this place, I’ll take the mattress with me. In the meantime, I like my odds of staying if you get your eight hours.”

How could she be mad at him? She gave a sigh. “Fine.”

He grinned and then turned serious. “Hey, I know this whole situation is new but in future, don’t let the students do the dangerous jobs.”

“I was setting mouse traps when I was eleven.”

“Seamus is a pianist. We’ve high hopes for those crushed fingers. And then there’s the paperwork.”

“Hardly crushed but—paperwork?” Thank goodness he hadn’t come in when she was staring down the barrel of frayed electrical wires.

“There’s a form. I’ll do it tomorrow. In loco parentis, isn’t it? And school policy.”

Right. Seemed a bit overkill for the injury in question, but school policy was school policy. She went up on her toes—not because she really wanted to see over his shoulder, but she quite liked getting a rise out of him. “So, what’s the secret? Bit of hot sauce?” she guessed. “More butter than you want to admit?”

“Out!” He took hold of her shoulders and steered her out of the kitchen. That was far too arousing. This bossy version of the man was an interesting development. She’d never been a simp for an Alpha, but she didn’t hate the idea of Thomas telling her what to do.

Down in the basement, she made sure the door was well-closed and called Uncle Graham.
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THOMAS LOST THE RHYTHM for the second time in the space of a single song. 

Mina went to town on the cymbals. Josh tried to keep going on the other saxophone, but Seamus turned his back on the keyboard. “Come on, Mister O!”

“Sorry. Keep going without me, will you? I’ll go get the mail.” Any excuse to escape the conservatory and see what the hell Dahlia was doing out there. It was almost dark and she was wandering around in the garden, distracting him from the music every time she popped into view.

He headed toward the letterbox, for the sake of his cover story. Dahlia appeared from behind the garage.

“What on earth are you doing?” he asked.

“Trying to draw a map of the garden.”

“Taylor talk you into subdividing?”

“What? No. I was thinking it could be—it’s probably a silly idea, but today I was taking science again, and they’re doing photosynthesis, bored out of their skulls, so I was thinking this garden could, you know, bring in a practical aspect. It’s just an idea.”

Her words, like seeds, wriggled and burst to life instantly in his mind, time-lapsing into full-grown glory. The gloomy garden around them, transformed in a moment—all this potential, sitting untapped, just waiting for Dahlia to come along and prod someone into noticing—into seeing it for what it was. And there she was, in the pink dusky light, shrugging as if her idea was ridiculous. “It’s a good idea,” he said.

“Yeah, but I have black fingers.”

“What?”

“As opposed to green fingers.”

He held up his hands. “I was going to say I have black fingers.” Her eyes went wide and he laughed. “I’m messing with you.”

“What are you doing out here?” She cocked her head in the direction of the music—the jam session going ahead without him.

“Just being nosy.”

“Oh, the mattress is magic, by the way. I barely got a chapter into Gran’s book—out like a light last night. Magic.”

Warmth bloomed under his ribs and seemed to vibrate through all his vital organs. “Good.”

“At this rate I’ll never find out who killed the bastard.”

“Which book are you reading?”

“Dead Nettle.”

He chuckled. It was a good one. “Where are you up to?”

“They’ve just ruled out nightshade, and nettle is too obvious, what with the title, but it’s got to be some kind of poisoning.”

“If Mrs Ellis ever wanted to kill someone...”

“They’d be dead.”

“So dead,” he said. Shit, he had to stop doing this—making her think of her grandmother. Making her sad. “Sorry.”

“Would she like the idea, do you think?” Dahlia pivoted away from him, as if surveying the garden.

“Having the students grow stuff in her garden? She’d probably give them everything they needed to start a garden at school.”

“True, she wouldn’t want anyone messing with her territory.”

Now that the idea was planted, he couldn’t just let it be trampled by uncertainty. “It’s your territory now, and she’d hate to see the garden all a mess.”

“She shouldn’t have left it to me, then,” Dahlia said.

He wanted to say he was glad she had. He wanted to say the school would be on board. He wanted to assure her that her grandmother would approve, but he couldn’t.

And he should probably get used to quashing this fierce desire to give Dahlia everything she wanted. 
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UNCLE GRAHAM WAS FAR too thorough for Dahlia’s liking. He checked every socket and shook his head at the switchboard for what felt like an hour. Back at Auntie Sooz’s, over cups of tea and honey cakes, he was confident. “Yeah, we’ll sort her out.”

“Taylor’s sold the flat, he has,” Auntie Sooz said. “Did he tell you?”

“No, but it’s been busy,” Dahlia made an excuse as much for herself as Taylor. She’d been busy: with the house, with school... with Thomas. Was she doing that thing—that thing people do when they hook up with someone and neglect every other person in their lives?

“Mrs Griffiths said you’d been getting lots of work at the school,” Auntie Sooz said. “So that’s something.”

“It helps. And the house stuff is going to take longer than I thought. The plumbers are waiting on a part and it’s probably Christmas post... anyway, I’m realizing I can’t control how long it takes. We just have to chip away at it.” Shit—did she just say we?

“So you’re thinking you’ll stay on longer, are you?” Uncle Graham took a second honey cake, and Auntie Sooz tsked. “I climbed up and down all the ladders and stairs at your mam’s how many times? Tell her, Dee. I earned a second honey cake, I did.”

Sooz ignored him. “Tell the truth: are you not thinking of selling the place?”

“Not if I can figure out a way to... not. It’d be a shame to turf Thomas and the students out. They’re good tenants and it’s not like I’ve any other grand plans for the place.”

“I did wonder if that was why Mam left it to you.”

“Why?” Dahlia looked up sharply. Answering that question would be an enormous weight off her shoulders.

“Because you’d be able to sell it. The rest of us might not have the wherewithal to do what needs to be done.”

“You think she wanted me to sell it?”

Auntie Sooz gave a shrug. “Her will was short and to-the-point. Have you been reading those journals? Taylor mentioned you’d kept them.”

“Did you want them?”

“No. I’m glad you do though.”

“Well I haven’t started reading them yet.” Dahlia was loving the murder mysteries, but the diaries would be too much. Too personal. She was too close still. Dahlia would be a sobbing mess and damage the old paper with her snot and tears. “Surely,” she changed the subject, “if she wanted it sold Taylor would be the obvious choice.”

“He’ll be happy to help, if you do. I’m not saying you should. It’s up to you, it is. I’m not being funny. Oh, I was meaning to check—you will spend Christmas with us, won’t you?”

Uncle Graham was facing off with the last honey cake. “Taylor’s coming Christmas Eve, staying over,” he said.

“You’re welcome to stay the night, too,” Auntie Sooz added quickly, as if she were obliged to extend the invitation.

Dahlia had to think of an excuse, and quickly. “I’m going to have to sort out my apartment in Rome, I think. Put it on Airbnb just to keep things ticking over, you know, financially.” She was realizing this as she was saying the words. Flights this close to Christmas, though—it’d be a small fortune. She needed to talk to Summer. 
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Chapter 10

[image: image]


Thomas hadn’t played this well all season. Four different people jogged over to slap him on the back at half time.

“Where’d that come from?” Greg offered him the oranges. “You been training?”

“Just painting,” Thomas said, and earned a blank look. Fair enough. No amount of jobs around the house explained his improved form. Was it the athletic sex, or something else?

He spotted Dahlia further along the sideline.

“Oh, I get it.” Greg spoke with a mouthful. “You’ve an audience, innit?”

Thomas was about to deny it, but then he saw Belinda and Seamus passing a ball back and forth, and Carmel and Tess huddled close, quite possibly checking out his teammates. Mina and Josh were perched on the fence, sharing headphones, paying no attention at all to the game. “Wouldn’t want to let the kids down,” he said.

Greg shrugged and laughed. “If that’s what it takes.” The oranges were passed down the line, and Greg trailed after them. If only the team were that efficient and organized on the field.

Thomas’s thigh started twitching with an odd spasm. He gave it a rub and jogged on the spot, but the tired muscle kept up its jig. This didn’t bode well for the second half. He walked a little away from the crowd and dropped into a stretch.

Dahlia, mid-conversation with Paula the science teacher, looked over at Thomas—were they talking about him? Was that wishful thinking? Except he didn’t wish it. The last thing he wanted was everyone talking about him. But if he were completely honest, he did want Dahlia distracted by him. Thinking about him. Infatuated—like he was.

Probably a good thing she was keeping her distance. It’d be so bloody obvious he was way too into her. And maybe everyone would see that she was into him, too. But then she’d leave and he’d be here. And everyone would feel sorry for him. Again.

He stretched his leg back the other way. They would have all weekend together. And then five more days of good behavior before the Christmas break, and almost two weeks to themselves, totally uninterrupted... 

Paula turned to talk to someone else, and Dahlia meandered toward Thomas, as if completely by accident. “You alright?” She pointed at the leg he was stretching.

He jumped up out of the stretch, bouncing a little. “Right as rain.”

“You looked worried.”

He gestured toward Paula. “That looked serious.”

“Garnering support for this horticulture project—well, sounds like you’ve done the leg work already. Paula heard it from John. I thought you said it was too late to get on the agenda.”

“That man...”

“Is about eight feet away from you right now.”

“Of course he is. This town.”

“You sure you’re alright?” Her genuine concern was—God, what was that? He half wanted to curl up in her arms like a house cat, half wanted to let her massage his thigh muscle, work him into a frenzy. 

“Ready for the weekend, I am,” he said.

“Anything in particular you’re looking forward to this weekend?” she asked, all innocent.

That very moment, Greg shouted, “Back at it, boys! Nah, you’re all good, Tom. Someone’s got to start subbed off.” Greg’s cheeky look was brazen. Everyone would see it. John would see it.

“Subtle,” Dahlia shook her head.

“Greg, always.”

She turned her whole body and all apparent attention to the football. Her voice seemed to slip out sideways, for his ears only. “I, um, need to go sort out my apartment in Rome, so I can do short term rentals and stay here until... until the job’s done.”

“The plumber still waiting on that part?”

“Yeah.”

One of their forwards took an absolute Hail Mary of a shot at goal. Missed, but not by much. The onlookers gave a collective gasp, then a disappointed aww. 

“I’ve got work at the school this coming week; it makes sense to go at the Christmas break.”

“Oh, right.” He tried and failed to keep the disappointment out of his voice.

“I found some less expensive flights—end of next week and then coming back on New Year’s eve. So we’ll have a few days still.”

“To do the basement?” he said.

“Unless we do that this weekend.”

“Sub!” someone called. That was Thomas’s cue.

He looked to Dahlia. “Go,” she said and gave him a gentle shove onto the field. Just that little touch burned into him, a brilliant energy. He could feel her eyes on him. He mustn’t look back. 

Where was the ball? 

Shit, he was running in the wrong direction.
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DAHLIA WASN’T TEACHING Friday. She’d no reason to wait for the weekend, or for Thomas’s help, to start prepping the basement. In fact, the students were upstairs having breakfast when she paused in the main hallway to reposition the drop cloths over her arm. Her head was absolutely swirling with stories—she’d opened Gran’s journals last night. Curiosity had driven her to it. The book she’d been reading, Dead Nettle, seemed weirdly paralleled to what she knew of her Grandmother’s life:

Granddad had died of alcohol poisoning. Home brew he’d been experimenting with for years. In Dead Nettle it was nettle beer and the flavor hid the poison. But surely if Gran were guilty of murder, she wouldn’t have written the very same plot into a novel! Allowing the book to be published, and sold, and widely read—it made no sense. But so far the diaries had done little to allay her suspicions.

Dahlia took the drop cloths downstairs and returned for the masking tape. Thomas was coming down the grand staircase, water still beaded on his skin and hair, fresh from the shower. She waved the masking tape.

“Oh, right,” he said flustered.

She had to walk right past him to get to the basement. “Why are you looking so guilty?” she said.

He blocked her path, and when she got near him spoke low: “My sheets smell of you.”

“That right?” She played it like she wasn’t shook, but truth be told she was flashing back, a full-body response, upping her heart rate and temperature at a stroke.

“That’s what I wake up to,” he said, his eyes dark, pupils wide.

She swallowed. “Ah,” she said. Not exactly the witty reply she’d hoped to summon, but her brain was in fact blank.

“Fucked my hand so hard.” He spread his fingers, a flex that she felt deep inside. “No one better need me to open no jam jars.”

And then, like some kind of revenge, he walked away, crossing the hall toward the kitchen. She could do nothing but watch him go.

Miraculously, despite the tantalizing distraction of his words, the picture it painted in her head, Dahlia made good progress masking the basement, with all its weird nooks and crannies, windows and stairs. Maybe the competing thought—had Gran murdered Granddad?—was the right amount of horrifically sobering to cool her blood. 

When Thomas came home that afternoon, she was jammed in behind a book case she had only managed to nudge away from the wall on her own.

“Need some help moving the furniture?” Thomas said. “I’ll get changed and I can help.”

She briefly considered abandoning the task—they could do this tomorrow. Except she’d already started, and it was damper down here than up in the drawing room. They’d need more time between coats than they had in the drawing room. The more she could tick off today, the better. She was masking the top of the window when he returned, bare chested, his T-shirt in hand. She shamelessly watched him put it on. “Is this seduction-sabotage?” she said.

He chuckled, but didn’t answer her. He started lifting furniture, hauling it all into the center of the room, and by the time she was finished with the windows he had all of it huddled together. “We should take the pool table up to the drawing room.”

“Easier said than done,” Dahlia cocked her head to the side, trying to measure the bulk of the thing and the path it’d take up the stairs.

“Should have got the boys to do it before they left for the weekend,” Thomas said. “Feeling strong?”

She shrugged. “Worth a shot.”

A lot of grunting and arguing followed. They managed to get the legs off and decided the rest could wait. On its side, the table took up a lot less room and carrying it up stairs was more than a two-person job. They sat on the floor, panting and laughing.

Thomas cleared his throat. “So, ah, Karin’s pregnant.”

Who was Karin? Was that the name of his ex?

“She teaches French.”

Oh.

“What did you think I was telling you?” he said. She gave a kind of shrug, which he may or may not have seen, because he was still painting. “I’m not the father,” he added.

“I didn’t...”

He was laughing. He was loving this.

“Oh that’s right, it wasn’t Karin—it was Kim.”

His laugh died a quick and possibly painful death.

“I just,” Dahlia stuttered. “I think someone mentioned. I thought you meant your ex. But of course, Madame Karin, that makes sense, of course.”

“I ah, only mentioned it because they’ll be looking for maternity cover. And if you were thinking you wanted more regular hours, if you’re going to be here for longer than you planned, it might work out.”

“Thanks,” she said. 

He was clearly shook. Just a passing mention of his ex and he was avoiding eye contact, picking lint off the carpet. Was he still in love with his ex? 

Dahlia remembered to pretend she wasn’t freaking out, because she really shouldn’t be freaking out. She said, “I wouldn’t want to let the school down. They’ll want someone who’s here for the full year, or whatever it is, but good to know.” Good to know he was still hung up on his ex. It explained the hardware store last weekend. It explained why someone who was clearly very settled here, attached to this place, was willing to have any kind of thing with Dahlia—the fact that she was intending to leave made her the ideal rebound. No strings. No fall-out. No bumping into each other at the shops awkwardly forever and ever.

“It’s a few weeks into next term,” Thomas said. “Till she goes on maternity leave, I mean. So no hurry to make a decision.” He hoisted himself up off the floor.

Dahlia nodded, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was picking up an empty roll of masking tape. She straightened one of the drop cloths. “Shall I sort out some dinner? Curry maybe?” Comfort food, something warming, flavorful. An excuse to get out of this cramped room, to get away from this too big, too good, too intoxicating man. 

A man who was clearly hung up on someone else.
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THOMAS WAS KICKING himself. He should have outright asked Dahlia what she’d heard about Kim, but instead he covered the pool table with a drop cloth and taped it into place.

Kim had wanted the whole thing undone, more than anyone, so surely she’d kept it a secret... but in this town, of course someone knew. Kim’s doctor. A nurse. Probably a receptionist. Three times as many people as needed to know for the secret to be out there. 

Did his students know? Their parents? His colleagues? His boss?

No, he’d know if John knew. But it was only a matter of time now. If Dahlia knew, it was out there. And he was a mixed-race man in a small Welsh town. Bigotry was alive and well, here as much as anywhere. But it wouldn’t stay lingering in the shadows if people knew his girlfriend had aborted his baby. He was a teacher, influencing their children, and he ran the boarding house besides. Moral character. He’d signed on the dotted line, and then fucked Dahlia in a practice room like it meant nothing at all. Was this just his chickens coming home to roost?

Kim’s abortion shouldn’t come into it, of course not, but it absolutely would. The nail in the coffin for the boarding house.

Thomas found Dahlia in the lounge, serving lamb vindaloo and buttery naan. She’d lined up an episode of the series they’d started last weekend. “There’s beer in the fridge,” she said without looking up.

He brought two bottles back.

“Bit of everything?” she offered.

“Thanks.” Silence. He should just ask. “Hey, um, I didn’t realize there was... talk.”

She tore naan in half and folded it on the edge of a plate with care.

“About Kim, I mean,” he clarified.

“I’m sorry I brought it up.” She passed him his plate. “You can press play. I’ll finish serving up during the recap.”

He put her beer on the table and sat on the sofa. He had all weekend to find out what was being said of him. It was Friday night. He was too tired for talking about anything serious. He pressed play.

Dahlia sat herself at the far end of the sofa. She watched the television and ate her dinner, drank her beer, and said nothing at all.

“You okay?” he asked at the end of one long episode.

“Just tired.” She stood up. “Another beer?”

“Thanks,” he said. She was already out the door. He put the lids on the curry containers and piled them all up, following her to the kitchen, but his timing was off: she was already on her way back. Was she avoiding him?

He couldn’t account for it. When he’d first got home, she’d been teasing and warm. She’d ogled him pulling on his T-shirt; she’d accused him of seducing her.

And then he remembered what he’d said that morning. I fucked my hand so hard—his words came back at him, so raw, so brutally honest and maybe just plain brutal. At the time, he’d thought she liked it.

But it might have been too much. Was he pressuring her? Fuck, he hadn’t even realized he was doing it. Five days of waiting and wanting her—he’d gone and gotten expectations. He’d just assumed they’d spend this weekend in the same manner as last.

He rejoined her on the sofa, at the far end, just like before. “Hey, ah, no pressure, yeah?”

She looked genuinely confused.

“I mean, last weekend was great, but we don’t have to—I don’t expect—if you don’t want to—we can just watch TV and go to sleep. Standard-issue Friday night, in my books.”

“I don’t want to complicate things,” she said.

“You’re not complicating anything.” Was that a lie? Maybe. 

She nodded. Shit, he’d said the wrong thing? She’d already pressed play on the next episode. And at the end of it, she went straight to bed with a casual, “Night, Tom,” as if nothing were the matter. As if the students were there and she had to pretend. But maybe it wasn’t a pretense any more. She’d had him every which way—maybe she’d had enough.
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DAHLIA WOKE UP FAR too early to start painting—condensation clouded the windows and it was still dark out. But there was no getting back to sleep. She read all the way to the end of the first diary and discovered only that her grandfather had been more of a bastard than she’d previously realized. By the time she folded up the sofa bed and covered everything with the last drop cloth, it was fully daylight and her stomach was demanding breakfast.

She gobbled toast, standing in the empty kitchen, then went to get the rollers and brushes from the laundry room—and there on the floor was a great bundle of sheets. Thomas’s sheets—she recognized the hem pattern. Okay, so he wanted the smell of her gone. Maybe he was feeling guilty. Was it cheating, of a sort, to have a lot of really very excellent sex with one person while being totally hung up on another? 

Oh, that was just silly. The woman had left him. Dahlia knew little more than that—Kim had scarpered, and Thomas was still here, keeping the lights on. Pretending to be fine, because that was the least-bad option.

Thomas deserved a lot of really very excellent sex, if sex was ever something that could be deserved. And Dahlia was more than happy to participate. Why the hell not? She’d always intended to leave town. This thing between them was a short-term venture. Thomas would stay and she would go, but in the meantime they could have a lot of fun.

She heard him moving around out in the kitchen. She considered recreating that first time she’d met him—wrapping a towel around herself and dropping it at an opportune moment. But that might make light of feelings that, whatever else they were, weren’t light.

He’d made coffee. He’d poured it just in time to hand it to her the moment she walked in. “Thanks,” she said.

“It’s nothing.” He sighed as if he had more to say and didn’t know where to start.

She sipped her coffee. He didn’t start talking. So she did. “You shouldn’t feel guilty. I mean, you’re single, and it doesn’t have to be a big deal. And I know that you can’t rationalize your way out of emotions, but if you’re feeling guilty—you didn’t do anything wrong.”

He laughed, but not a real laugh. “I’m pretty sure I did several things wrong.”

“And I’m one of them?”

He looked gratifyingly horrified at the thought. Of course, that was the moment someone knocked at the front door. 

“I’ll go,” Thomas said.

Dahlia sipped her coffee and tried to string together something to say to iron out this wrinkle between them. Then she heard her uncle’s cheery, “Heia, alright?”

“I’ll make sure not to start anything complicated today,” he was saying to Thomas, voice closer by the moment. “Can’t have—how many students you got living here?”

“Six.”

“Well, can’t have that, can we? Not in this fire-trap.” Uncle Graham stepped into the kitchen. “Alright, love?”

“I forgot to tell Thomas you were coming, Uncle Graham.” She’d forgotten herself. “Coffee?”

“No, already had one, I have.” 

“This is a fire-trap, is it?” Thomas said.

“Not the whole house; just a bit of wiring behind the stove, it is. A few sockets could do with replacing. The switch board is... interesting to say the least.”

“Right.”

“You’ll be alright with the power off for a bit?”

Thomas was nodding, but his face told another story. “I’ll just turn some switches off.” He fled.

“We were going to repaint the basement today,” she said.

“You don’t need power for that,” Graham said, already pulling out the oven.

“True. Okay. I’ll leave you to it.” She carried paint and rollers in her first trip downstairs, brushes and trays on the next. She had everything she needed, no reason to wait. This dim-lit room and being all on her own—it was a stark contrast to last weekend in the drawing room with Thomas.

And even when Thomas did come down the stairs, wearing his painting overalls, clearly intending to join her, it still felt different. Colder. They talked only about the painting—what she’d done so far, which bit she would do next, and where he should start.

Then, for a while, there was silence except for the occasional slop of paint, the whisper of paintbrushes smooshing into corners, the creak of a ladder, the crinkle of the drop cloth underfoot.

Into that busy quiet, Thomas said, “Did you mention the electrical problem? Was I doing something else and not listening properly?”

“No. I forgot, with everything...”

“It’s fine. But tell me now, will you?”

“It’s all under control. All fixable. Uncle Graham is under-charging me. It’s fine.” She paused her painting and looked over at him. 

He was nodding, slowly, uncertain. “Isn’t electrical stuff a bit... how-long-is-a-piece-of-string?”

“Has to be done, though. I can’t ignore it, or sell it as-is, or whatever other worst-case scenario you’re imagining.” God, but she really wanted to smooth the worry lines in his forehead, to kiss him and press his head to her chest. “Plus, I can charge more for my place in Rome with short-stays, and there’ll still be relief work at the school. So I can afford this shambles.” She went back to the job, painting along the masking tape, a thin border to every edge and corner that couldn’t be reached with the roller.

There was a rustle behind her. She determinedly didn’t turn to watch him move. Lusting after him was doing neither of them any favors.

“You finished Dead Nettle?” he said.

She turned to see him fix the drop cloth over the sofa bed. “Yeah.”

“It’s a good twist,” he said.

“It’s weird,” she started. Did she want to tell him? Plant that seed of suspicion in someone else’s mind...? “My grandfather did home brew.”

“I guess that’s how she knew all about it,” he said. A perfectly reasonable explanation.

“Died of alcohol poisoning before I was born,” Dahlia said.

“Oh.” 

“I’ve been reading Gran’s diaries. Trying to pick the fact from the fiction.” That was so much easier to say than trying to figure out if Gran murdered him.

“A couple of years ago one of my students did a local history project and interviewed her. I could probably hunt that out—not that you’d get anything that wasn’t in the diaries.” He went back to painting, like he was trying too hard and felt something like embarrassment.

“That’d be great,” she said. “I suppose I could do some interviews myself. There are people who have lived here a long time. They might have known—they might remember something.” But if she started snooping around, and it got back to Auntie Sooz, that she was asking questions... that could get complicated. So she told Thomas about the snooping she had done—online. “She has quite the fandom. Fan-fiction. Fan art. ‘Ginny Ellis aesthetic’ has a hashtag. Detective Bird cos-players.”

“There must still be money coming in then,” Thomas said.

“I guess. I was thinking I could sell off her journals to raise funds for the house—but I hadn’t thought. I wonder where that money goes.”

“Feel free to say no, but I’d love to read the diaries.”

“Really?”

“History nerd,” he said with a shrug.

It was perfect. Let him read them and notice (or not) that Gran’s life and works had some concerning parallels. She’d never have to say the words aloud: he’d either figure it out on his own, or he wouldn’t. “It’s a good idea,” Dahlia said. “I’ve finished that one, if you want to...”

“You should talk to Dominic.”

“The caretaker?”

“He was good friends with Mrs Ellis. I did wonder if there was something going on between them. He’s a widower, their shared love of gardening...”

“Maybe when I get back from Italy.”

“You go on Thursday?”

“Early Friday morning.”

“That’s right.”

They went back to work like that was a looming deadline.
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Chapter 11
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In the dark, Thomas peered at the red digits of his alarm clock. He hadn’t said goodbye tonight, and she was leaving very early in the morning—too early for him to reasonably get up to see her off. 

But he hadn’t said goodbye tonight. And neither had she. Two full weeks she’d be away, all going to plan. Saying goodbye was... normal.

Did she want him to get up early and see her off? His alarm was set, as per usual, but he could change it.

Or he could roll over and go to sleep like a normal person. Except he’d been trying that for an hour now and it wasn’t working. As if he were the one catching a too-early flight in the morning. As if he was worried he would miss it. Miss her, more like.

Fuck.

He turned on the light. Reading the diary might do the job. The tiny handwriting would tire his eyes and he’d nod off with a book on his face—wouldn’t be the first time.

And hour later, he gave up and changed his alarm.

Two hours and thirty one minutes after that, his alarm woke him. He pulled on his dressing gown and tip-toed down the creaky stairs. If the students woke, any of them, he’d be... had. Why get up this early to say goodbye if you weren’t stupidly in love with someone? There was no other explanation, and there’d be no need to explain because it’d be so bloody obvious.

Dahlia’s suitcases were standing sentry by the front door—her great big suitcase and it’s matching mini-version, as if she were going away for a very long time. And that was the first moment it occurred to him: she might not come back.

Ridiculous thought. She’d given him no reason to expect that. He brushed the idea away and went to find her—in the kitchen, eating breakfast and looking baffled about his presence there. “You’re up early,” she said, which wasn’t a question.

But he answered it anyway. “Forgot to say goodbye last night.”

She nodded, but clearly didn’t believe the line. And they’d been mostly so honest with each other. From the get-go she’d said she would leave, and he’d agreed, gone into this eyes open.

So he could be honest now: “Not so much forgot as—I was worried the kids would pick up on... something.”

Again, she nodded, but it was different. Not only did she believe him, she felt the same way. “I’ll probably miss you, or something stupid,” she said.

“That’s stupid is it?” he said.

“Probably.”

He nodded. She was probably right. And he’d miss her. And that’d be stupid, too.

She scraped the last spoonful of cereal from her bowl and put it in the sink.

“Leave it,” he said.

“I feel like I’m forgetting something,” she said, and glanced at his lips.

“Kiss goodbye?” he said, his heart in his throat.

She stepped into him, exhaling hard, like she’d been holding a breath. Or was that him? How long had it been? She kissed him like she’d felt every minute of the nine days since they’d done this. Only five days since he’d made that stupid comment about fucking his hand and thinking about her. How had it all got so complicated? “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have pushed—pressured you. I didn’t realize I was until...” 

“What?”

“On Friday morning. Should have kept it to yourself. I made you think...” 

“Wait, you’re sorry for the comment about your sheets, and fucking your hand? There’s nothing to be sorry for—it’s a charming image.”

“Oh. Well then—I’m confused. Did I just freeze you out all weekend for no reason?” He was about to add another question—why had she held him at arm’s length all weekend if she thought him wanking was a charming image?

But then there was a knock at the door. “That’ll be Taylor,” Dahlia said.

“Right.” Thomas hung back in the kitchen, frozen with indecision, confusion, frustration. 

Dahlia and Taylor’s murmured conversation was brief. She was going to leave. Thomas forced his feet to move forward. Taylor would see that he’d gotten up at stupid-o’clock to see her off. Taylor would know Thomas was head-over-heels.

Did Dahlia know that, too? Was it painfully obvious? Was that why she’d kept her distance—to let him down easy? She liked him—she kissed him with more like than could be denied—but she didn’t set-a-special-alarm love him.

She was coming back toward him. She put her arms around him. “I’m glad you got up. Nice to say goodbye without an audience.” Her hug was strong but brief. She pulled back, smiling, looking him in the eye like she had nothing to hide. “If you want to not freeze me out at New Year’s, I’d be okay with that.” She let him go.

“New Year’s,” he gave a nod, “yeah, sounds good.”

“If you’re free,” she said, as if the words were heavy. “See ya.” She turned and was out the door before she paused. “Merry Christmas.”

“Yeah, you too,” he said, half chasing her. Taylor had to be seeing this from the dark of his fancy real-estate logo-ed car. “Travel safe.”

Dahlia waved again and then disappeared. The faint beat of the music in the car, like distant thunder, mumbled into the silence. Thomas closed the front door rather than watch them drive away.

***
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DAHLIA’S ROME APARTMENT was unnervingly similar to how she’d left it. Almost as if her being here or not being here had zero impact at all. But then Summer bounded in. “Welcome home! I made steamed pork buns. They’re almost ready.”

“Nice.”

“How was your flight?”

“Fine. Good.” Painful. Miserable.

“I better go get the buns finished. But come over when you’re ready.” With that, Summer left—she’d be just next door, at Finn’s. Her boyfriend’s place. And now it was Summer’s place too and this place—Dahlia’s place—was empty. 

But it was still full of her things. Stuff. When had Dahlia got so much stuff? Two years she’d lived in Rome. Too long, maybe. She’d gotten weirdly settled. Weird for her. Less weird was that she didn’t want to stay here. Didn’t want to move back and... stay. 

No, it was all too easy to imagine peeling back the layers of Dahlia’s stuff until all that remained was a bland, impersonal furnished apartment. Ready and waiting for residents even more transitory than she was.

She changed out of her travel clothes and washed her face, then went next door. Finn and Summer were both, well, glowing. He was a little chubbier, but that was to be expected. Summer’s every move was a dance. They sat Dahlia down, plied her with food and wine and asked a thousand questions.

And Dahlia answered—answered more truthfully than she’d been able to for weeks. Finn and Summer knew no one and nothing about Gwyllt—they were the perfect audience. “So in short, I don’t know what to do with the house, with the journals, with the job, with the school fucking board, with Thomas, and then there’s the garden—I made one throw-away comment, one time, and it sort of snow-balled, and now it’s thing. And I think I need to be there to make sure it’s not the wrong kind of thing.”

“You mean, the kind of thing your Gran would have hated.”

“Oh, she’d probably hate all of it. But yes! But also, if there was any way of actually knowing what Gran had in mind when she gave me the damn house, I don’t know, maybe I wouldn’t be having a premature midlife crisis right now.”

“At least you’re getting the hot musician in the mix there.” Summer tore a layer off a steamed bun. “Along with the crisis and all.”

“So are you staying?” Finn asked. “In Wales, I mean.”

“For a bit, yeah, have to.”

“Well, you don’t have to have to,” he pointed out. 

Summer nodded. “You could pay a guy. Or a girl. You could pay a person to do all the things you’re doing. Be a long-distance landlord. It’s so much easier to not have sex with the guy who’s still in love with his ex if you’re not living on the same island.”

“Sure,” Dahlia said, because that was undeniably all true. She wasn’t actually considering it, but it was technically a possibility. “But if I did put this place up for short term accommodation online... how would you feel about doing keys and the occasional inspection. I’ll sort a cleaner, do all the bookings.”

“Not a problem,” Finn said. “Not forever, but we can do that.”

Dahlia took his easy confidence and Summer’s fierce embrace as comfort and went home to her own bed. In her own apartment. It was only the middle of the afternoon, but she was exhausted. All the things she needed to do to sort this all out seemed utterly overwhelming: calling her boss, sorting out the cupboards, taking photos of the apartment, putting it up online, finding a cleaning service... it was all too much.

Instead, she opened Gran’s next diary and started reading. Gran was matchmaking, trying to find the perfect match for someone who was named only as D. Not Dahlia—a man, and this was years before Dahlia was born. Gran had already set him up twice, and it was increasingly likely Gran had a bit of a crush on this D herself. Too young, she said, over and over. “The lady doth protest too much, Gran,” Dahlia said aloud, and looked up—it was getting dark now. That was almost a relief. The day had started too long ago and too... heartbreakingly. What had Thomas been thinking, getting up at four in the morning just to say goodbye without an audience—was it pity? He knew what it was like to want someone who didn’t feel the same way. 

He was obviously attracted to Dahlia, but it was a rebound, a desperate attempt to move on from the long-term thing and all the hopes and dreams that must have gotten wrapped up in the relationship. Thomas had to know Dahlia liked him for more than the physical stuff. And he was a nice guy. He felt sorry for her. Fuck.

Dahlia pulled the curtains and raided the cupboards. Summer had cleaned the place out—good on her. One less job for Dahlia to do. But there were two bottles in the liquor cabinet, both almost empty, and both strong enough that it didn’t matter. 

“Rum!” Dahlia announced, tearing the lid off and drinking straight from the bottle. She returned Gran’s diary. The third set-up for this apparently very patient D fellow didn’t stick either. Gran had then asked him directly what he wanted in a wife, and he hadn’t been able to answer.

Seemed pretty clear to Dahlia that D was gay.

Some twenty diary pages later, in the midst of Gran’s elaborate plans for a spring charity gala, the naming code slipped and just once, instead of D, she wrote Dom.

Was D Dominic? The moment the idea seeded, it was so damn obvious. She picked up her phone to text Thomas, to ask if she’d been blind as a bat this whole time, but she froze looking at their last messages—he’d invited her to the pub with her ‘new colleagues’ and she’d fobbed him off, saying she didn’t want to start rumors.

It wasn’t that she’d never gone for drinks with her colleagues in Rome—she had. A few times. But she didn’t miss it. And if she could, right now, tap her heels together and magically appear at the bar, chatting with Kylie or watching her wind up Greg—she’d do it in a blink. Gwyllt had got under Dahlia’s skin.

***
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THE PUB WAS FESTIVE and fairly busy. No sooner had Thomas sat down than Greg and his father came in, and behind them his uncle and Dominic the caretaker from school. They went to the bar and asked Kylie to change the television across to the ice hockey. She gave Greg some shit, and he gave their drink orders. She told him to sit down. “I’ll get to you when I’m good and ready.”

Had something happened between her and Greg? Thomas had been a little distracted with his own situation—he’d hardly been paying attention to anyone else at all. Greg was enjoying fighting with Kylie—hardly noteworthy in itself—but she didn’t usually argue back with quite that much joy and savagery.

“That’s no way to talk to a woman,” Greg’s father was saying.

Greg saw Thomas and rushed over and Kylie followed—with Thomas’s drink and no one else’s.

“I’m regretting coming in with you.” Michael smacked his nephew gently on the head with a menu. Then to Kylie, he said, “I’m sure he deserves it.”

She gave a bright grin. “Oh, you know him better than me. Ice hockey? Since when?”

“It’s hard core.” Greg ducked, like someone else was going to smack him on the head.

Kylie laughed and returned to the bar.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Thomas asked Greg, “What did you do?”

“I have no idea.”

“What’s this I hear about your landlady scarpering?” Greg’s dad changed the subject.

“She still has an apartment back in Italy,” Thomas started.

Before he figured out how to continue Dominic said, “Was it Karin’s job, frightened her off?”

Thomas couldn’t get his head around that logic before Greg said, “Has she left left?”

“No, she’s just sorting out her apartment so she can come back and stay.” As soon as he said it, they all went quiet, eyes on him, far too attentive. “I mean, not stay stay, but for as long as she needs to sort the house.”

“Could she not pay someone to sort out the house?” Greg’s dad pitched in.

Yes. Yes she could. Thomas held the thought there, breathed through it. It probably wasn’t raining in Rome right now. And then there was the pizza, the gelato, the pasta, and she’d definitely said something about rugby players. Rome could win her over. Easily.

Dominic leaned in. “But isn’t she planning a community garden with the students?”

“She, ah, that was just an idea really,” Thomas said.

“Tell that to John—he’s penciled in a date for a working bee in the new year.”

“Right,” Thomas felt dazed. “What did you mean before about Karin’s job?”

“Nothing, just seemed like a good fit for Miss Ellis—she’s a language teacher, she’s taught French before—but the contract’s for a year.”

“Bit of a free spirit, is she?” Michael cozied up to the conversation, though he’d obviously been listening even if his eyes had been on the ice hockey. “Not one for commitment?”

“You do pick ‘em, Tom,” Dominic said, a barely-there murmur, clearly intended for no one’s ears but his own.

Thomas shook his head. “It’s not what you think.”

“When does she get back?” Michael asked, normal volume now.

“New Year’s,” Thomas said.

Greg turned away from the ice hockey. “When do you head to your mom’s?”

“I’m not this year.”

“What? Well come to ours, yeah? Sorry, just assumed.”

And Thomas had assumed Dahlia’s invitation to her aunt’s was solid, so he hadn’t mentioned it—had quite happily allowed his friends to think he was out of town so that he wouldn’t need to explain why he was spending the holiday with his landlady.

Dominic asked about the house and Thomas gave him the long version, since everyone else was clearly enthralled by the ice hockey.

“So it’s for the money she’s setting up the Rome apartment,” Dominic summed it up. “You’re right, it’s not Kim all over again.”

Those were the words going around in Thomas’s head the whole walk home, because maybe it was Kim all over again. He was watching it in slow motion, like a car crash: Dahlia was rearranging her life in order to stay with him. Kim had done that, too—turned down a job at a fancy private physio clinic in London, stayed on at the local hospital instead, moved into the house with Thomas, introduced him to her parents. She’d planned to stay, but good intentions weren’t enough. And it’d happen again. The difference was that Dahlia intended to leave, had said so from the beginning, and kept on saying so even as that departure date got pushed out by plumbing parts and electrical work.

The house greeted him with ghostly whistles, the wind getting up under the rafters presumably. Silly that the creaking stairs were what made him jump. “Please don’t fall down,” he begged the very walls. His voice echoed back at him fall down, fall down. “Great,” he said. Great, rate, ate.

Upstairs, on his bed, was Mrs Ellis’s diary, the one Dahlia had lent him. He was maybe a quarter of the way through—kept having to put it down because the bastard she’d married was really a monumental asshole, and Thomas was angry. Baseline level angrier than normal, and add to that Mrs Ellis’s infuriating stories.

But it drew him in. Couldn’t deny that. Nowhere near as finely polished as her novels, but the woman could tell a story. She could turn a phrase. She could make him feel emotions he really didn’t want to feel—like sympathy for her drunk husband. The whole batch of home-brew had turned sour. It all read a little differently knowing the man would die of alcohol poisoning—Dahlia had said as much.

Early the next morning, half awake but desperate to go back to sleep—it was Saturday! It was the first day of his winter break—his subconscious supplied the memory of Dead Nettle, joining the dots between that plot and this diary and the conversation he’d had about the two with Dahlia.

Had Mrs Ellis killed her husband?

He sat up, shaking his head as if the thought could be physically dislodged. Impossible. The little old lady who sewed lavender into miniature cushions and smuggled them into his drawers when he wasn’t looking.

He looked at the clock. Italy was a few hours ahead. Dahlia was probably awake by now. He googled the time difference to check—okay, one hour, so maybe not. 

Wide awake now, he kept on reading. When he got to the end of the diary, still without any answers, he resisted the urge to throw it against the wall and instead went downstairs to find Dead Nettle. 

It was in the basement. Dahlia’s room. Going down there felt like an intrusion—right up until the paint fumes hit him. Shutting it up had been the wrong idea. The windows resisted, but he managed to get them all open. A fan might help. It was so damp—maybe he could borrow a dehumidifier off someone.

All the furniture was still huddled in the middle of the room. Finding Dead Nettle was easy enough—right there on top of the box with all of Mrs Ellis’s other diaries.

So tempting.

He sat down on the sofa and flicked through the diaries—just looking for the dates. Which one came next? Though Dahlia had probably taken the very next one with her. But he didn’t mind reading out of order. 

Before he knew it, he’d been drawn in. The dates weren’t all at the top of the pages, they were wherever the writer had stopped and started again, so he was basically tricked into it. 

An hour later, still reading, he was shivering, curled up on the sofa and unable to stop. He pulled up Dahlia’s blankets from the neat pile folded on the far end of the sofa. Underneath the blankets, her storm-gray woolen jersey beckoned. One sniff of her clothes and the guilt came crashing down. What was he doing, reading diaries and making a Dahlia-scented nest? Invasion of privacy upon invasion of privacy.

But Dahlia had talked about this—had she been trying to tell him her suspicions? He checked the time on his phone. He could text her now, just a casual, non-committal, non-creepy, ‘Finished the diary’.

Then he stood up and stomped his feet, trying to get some heat back in them. He could sort out this room for her. Put the furniture back where it belonged, once the paint was fully dry of course. Get Greg and some others in to help shift the pool table. It was a good plan.

Dahlia’s reply buzzed on his phone. Just one word: ‘Thoughts?’ 

‘It’s not alcohol poisoning in Dead Nettle,’ he wrote, an incomplete thought but enough to be going on with.

She answered right away, ‘No, but the conversation between them...’ 

He so wanted to hit call, to have this conversation with her, to hear her voice. He sat down again on the sofa, her scent surrounding him, and wrote his answer: ‘It’s so similar.’

‘I’m reading the next diary,’ she wrote. The next message followed: ‘She’s planning to leave him.’

‘Does she?’ he asked.

‘Not in this one.’

‘I could look in the next one,’ he wrote, though he already had it open on his lap.

‘Could you?’ And then, ‘I knew he was a bastard, but no one in the family every mentioned her leaving him.’

He skimmed through page after page, looking for any mention of the husband, taking photos as he went and sending them through to Dahlia. Eventually, he went upstairs, where there was a fireplace and food, but he took the diaries with him and settled in, no sense of how much time had passed.

She’d sent him photos of the diary she had, too. The back and forth, it was wonderfully easy, if a tad confusing.

‘Slightly off-topic question,’ Dahlia’s message read. Then there was another photo of Mrs Ellis’s handwriting. ‘Is D Dominic the caretaker?’

He zoomed in on the tight script and read. And then Dahlia was calling him. “Hi,” he said. Was he breathless all of a sudden? What was wrong with him? He was suddenly very glad he’d relocated and didn’t have to carry on a conversation with her while cocooned in her blankets, trespassing on her sofa-bed.

“Just to be clear, don’t tell me if you’re not supposed to tell me,” she said.

“Don’t tell you what?”

“Did you read the pages?”

“Yeah.”

“She’s trying to set up this D-person, but he’s having none of it because, well, I’m just assuming but seems pretty obvious D is gay. It was 1968. Being out wasn’t really an option.”

“Right,” Thomas said.

“And I just thought, maybe it’s not a secret and not a big deal and I’m just oblivious—but also, don’t out anyone. So if you don’t know, or you do and you can’t say, just say you’re not sure.”

“I’m not sure,” it wasn’t a lie. He didn’t know. Dominic was, as far as Thomas knew, single.

“Message received,” she said.

“No, I really don’t know.”

“Oh.”

He was still reading the pages she’d photographed. “Does sound like him though—she calls him Dom.”

“Yeah.”

“I thought there might have been something between them,” Thomas said, voicing the suspicion now, for the first time, when its likelihood was swiftly fading.

“Do you think she was setting him up with other women because she liked him?”

“And she was married and couldn’t...” 

“Or she did, they had an affair and this was all a cover up.”

A silence settled between them. Neither of them said it, but Thomas was almost certain Dahlia was thinking the same thing: an affair would be motive.
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Chapter 12
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Dahlia arrived at Christmas exhausted. The diaries, and Thomas, were keeping her up nights and she’d been busy during the days, motivated now to get the place ready so she could go back to Wales. Talking to Thomas, reading the journals, she was increasingly impatient to leave Rome. Curiosity mixed with longing, it was a confusing, often painful, but undeniably powerful mix of feelings.

And Christmas, well, Christmas seemed like an unwelcome interruption. It didn’t help that she was third wheel to Summer and Finn’s connubial bliss.

“My brother’s coming, too,” Summer said, passing Dahlia a box of Christmas Crackers to lay out around the table. “And Gabriel and Luca. Six, just like last year. Can you believe only a year ago we were at Matt and Jean’s in London?”

That kicked off the grand tradition of holiday reminiscences, stories and memories bouncing between them. Dahlia was vaguely aware she should have been thoroughly enjoying this—the rich hot chocolate Summer had put in her hand, the corny music Finn had lined up, every southern-hemisphere-specific festive song they’d ever sung at a primary school assembly. But Dahlia kept wondering what Thomas was doing. Was he alone today? Had he gone to London to visit his mom? Dahlia had half-invited him to Auntie Sooz’s, but events had conspired and here she was, back in Rome instead. 

The arrival of Summer’s other guests was a good distraction, for a little while, and then there was food—masses of it. Drink, too. By late afternoon it was increasingly obvious Dahlia was being low-key set up with Summer’s little brother. To be fair, he wasn’t little any more. A professional rugby player, and a nice guy while he was at it. The fact that Dahlia wasn’t even a little bit interested spoke volumes.

Thomas, for a guy who was hung up on another woman, was fairly responsive with the text messages. And then there was a photo—a selfie with half his face in the foreground and behind him, seated around a dining table, were Greg, his dad and uncle, Dominic, Kylie, and three others Dahlia didn’t recognize. Perhaps wives or moms to the others. A message followed: ‘Everyone says Merry Christmas’

‘Merry Christmas back,’ she sent, followed by, ‘Openly messaging me on this of all days—are you fueling rumors on purpose?’

‘I was being careful, but then I mentioned reading your gran’s diaries... seamless segue, promise.’

She remembered how obvious his feelings could be on his face. ‘I’m not convinced you’re as subtle as you think, but what have you learned about Gran and Dominic?’

‘She introduced him to his wife.’

‘Oh. Guess we were wrong.’

‘His wife died twenty years ago, and he lives with Michael.’

Summer spoke to Dahlia then, “Good news?”

Shit, Dahlia’s face must have been an open book. Was she being rude, texting while everyone around her... actually, Finn was reading his book and Summer’s brother was playing X-box with Gabriel, while the boyfriend gave them both advice in a hilarious mix of Italian and English. Summer had a recipe book open on her lap, clearly content. So Dahlia answered honestly. “I’ve been reading Gran’s diaries, trying to figure out who’s who because she never uses people’s whole names—writes like she’s always in a rush.”

Summer nodded, but she was looking at the phone in Dahlia’s lap.

“Oh, Thomas is reading them too—he’s a history teacher, so, you know, loves a bit of history...”

Summer’s expression was more amused now. “That look was for a bit of history?” Incredulous, she was. Then Dahlia realized why: Summer thought they were sexting.

Hah. If only.
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THOMAS SHOWED THEM the photo Dahlia sent—of her and her friends in Rome. He’d been busted texting her one too many times and, okay, it was a flimsy excuse but it was all she had.

Greg snatched the phone off him and passed it around. Which was fine, so long as they stayed on the photo and didn’t start scrolling his messages. All very G-rated, but still... incriminating in other ways.

“I recognize him.” Pete poked at the screen. “That’s your man, number ten. We saw them play in Cardiff, when was that, five years ago now?”

“It was a close one,” Michael said.

“Relatively,” Pete said sadly. “Haven’t won against the bastards since the fifties, like.”

When the phone came back to Thomas, he had another look. “Which one did you see play?”

“The pale one.”

There were three men in the photo with the thick-neck, hulking-shoulder look of professional rugby players. The pale one had his arm around a Chinese woman—perhaps Summer, the Chinese Nigella Lawson he’d been told about. One was tan, and had his arm around the non-rugby-built man. And then there was Dahlia, on the edge, and just behind her, almost with his chin on her shoulder, an Asian guy—the third rugby player. Relative of Summer, surely. Not Dahlia’s date. Just another rugby player far from home for the holidays. It was called hospitality, not a set up. He’d been reading too much about matchmaking in the diaries.

“Dessert now or...?” Michael was up. It was Greg’s parents’ home, but Uncle Michael did dessert every year apparently.

“I’ll whip the cream,” Dominic stood.

“I’m stuffed,” Greg said.

Thomas put his phone away. “Me, too.”

“A walk then?” Kylie, the voice of reason, as always.

While everyone was putting on their coats, Thomas did a quick search online: NZ rugby players in Italy. Okay, so there were a fair few. He tried in Rome. He found the pale guy—Finn Stewart-Jones—then clicked through to the club. He was scrolling players when Greg sidled up. “Good to go?”

“I don’t really follow rugby,” he said, by way of explanation.

“Jealous?” Greg elbowed him in the ribs. “Thought you’d at least have some saucy texts in there.”

Shit, so he had seen the messages. 

“Don’t worry, no one else saw a thing—and neither did I, to be fair. I’m almost disappointed in you.”

Well, if there was an upside to the de-sexing of his relationship with Dahlia, this was it right here.

“Is it history repeating?” Greg said, and it was the genuine care on his friend’s face that threatened to undo Thomas. “You know you deserve better, right?”

Before Thomas could answer—even in his own mind, forget aloud—everyone was barreling out the door into the borderline-freezing mist. Someone declared it “refreshing”.

“I should have brought my new hat,” Kylie’s mom said, putting her hands over her ears.

“We’ll warm up if we speed up a bit,” Kylie tucked her arm around her mother’s elbow. 

Thomas found himself trailing at the back of the group all the way to the park. There, others were out too, walking off lunch in meandering groups.

He saw Kim’s parents before anyone else noticed or said a word, so he kept his mouth shut, hoping no one would. But then he saw Kim jog up behind them.

Greg fell back to walk with Thomas. “You alright?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“She’s probably just visiting for Christmas,” Greg said, presumably meaning Kim. “Play along,” he added.

“With what?” Thomas said. And then Greg erupted into laughter, as if Thomas had said something hilarious.
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DAHLIA CARRIED HER share of the leftovers back across the hall to her apartment, with all its half-packed chaos. The boxes weren’t great for the general ambiance, but they were proof she was making progress. In six days she was going back to Wales.

Thomas hadn’t answered a text message in hours. He was probably neck-deep in a game of monopoly or something, but it was making her nervous. So she sent Kylie a Merry Christmas. And Taylor. And her aunt and uncle. Bridget. Mum and Dad. 

Then she settled down to read the diary.

Replies came in sporadically, and every time she hoped it was Thomas, and every time it wasn’t. 

Kylie’s reply came with a photo of Thomas lifting Greg on his shoulders to get a Frisbee out of a tree. ‘Looks like fun,’ Dahlia answered.

‘Total chaos, those two.’

‘Hope they did the washing up,’ Dahlia said.

‘Tom did—hiding from the inquisition.’

‘Why’s he being inquisited?’

‘His ex is back in town. Tom says he had no idea. Greg’s not convinced.’

Before Dahlia could think of what to say to that, another message arrived: ‘Greg says hi.’

‘Are you still all hanging out?’

‘No, I’m home,’ Kylie replied. So that confirmed Dahlia’s suspicions about exactly one couple: Greg and Kylie she’d guessed correctly. And that was the end of the list so far. She’d been wrong about Dominic and Gran, wrong about herself and Thomas, wrong about Gabriel before that. Her instincts were not to be relied upon. Clearly. 

***
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THOMAS PILED HIS SAD little collection of groceries on the conveyor—one bottle of bubbly, two nice cheeses, crackers, chocolates, and par-baked pastries. Those were for breakfast tomorrow. If tonight went badly, he could eat his feelings in the morning.

“Having a party?” a voice asked behind him. A familiar voice—Kim. 

“Not really,” he turned, but of course the question was ironic. Obviously he wasn’t having any kind of party with these offerings.

Kim looked like she was going to a party—the long lashes, dark hair all a tumble of loose shiny coils—but she was wearing work-out clothes. “You?” he asked.

“Going to Sal’s later. Mom and Da needed supplies.” She waved her basket.

“Have they forgiven you for leaving?” he said, as if his brain was completely disconnected from his mouth.

She tilted her head to the side, a silent what the fuck?

“I mean, um, well, they only ever liked me because they thought I was the one keeping you here, and then...” and then verbal diarrhea, “and then when you left they probably blamed me for that, too, so maybe it’s me who needs to earn their forgiveness.”

She gave a smile. “No.” 

It was unclear what she was saying no to, but he managed to bite his tongue because probably best he didn’t ask. He’d already used up his quota of words, surely.

“Just so you know,” she said, “I’m moving back.”

“What?”

“Not back to you, but my family, friends, everyone’s here, and the posh Edinburgh clinic was a nightmare, so.”

“Right.”

“Paid well but I earned every penny in misery, like.”

“Oh dear.”

“Anyway, since we’ll probably bump into each other...” She gave a shrug rather than an end to the sentence.

Not that he needed the rest of it spelled out. They could be civil, say hello, gently avoid anything more than that, and get on with their lives. No hard feelings. Ideally no... nothing. 
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Chapter 13
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Dahlia let herself in, trying to ignore the heavy feeling in her gut. Was it homecoming or finding the house empty, happy or sad, anticipation or dread? She couldn’t decide. “Hello?” she called out, and had a momentary flashback to the first night she’d met Thomas. She glanced at the stairs, where he’d been standing when the towel dropped.

Oh, this would not do. 

She left her suitcases there in the hall and went to sort out her room—it’d be easier rearranging all that furniture without bulky luggage getting in the way. The silence felt heavy. Depressing. And it was New Year’s Eve—tonight was only going to get more depressing.

She pulled the cord for the light switch. She had to sit down right there on the steps. Her room was... done. Immaculate. The bed was made up, the pool table gone, the bookshelves reloaded with books, everything just perfect.

“Oh, you’re back?” Thomas’s voice came from behind her, up in the hall. She stood up as he appeared at the door. “Hey,” he said.

She launched herself at him. “Thank you.” She gave him one squeeze then forced herself to let go. “For sorting out the room, I mean.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I had time and... welcome back.”

“I didn’t realize you were home. I shouted hello.”

He shook his head, curls bouncing and she desperately wanted to touch them. He said, “I just got back from the shops.” And it sounded like he was hiding something. Like he hadn’t just been to the shops. Then he passed her the smaller suitcase, so she carried it down. He followed with the big one. He pointed to the box of journals, perched on an end-table. “I read those two—hope that’s okay.”

“Of course. I finished the one between them, if you want that next. Did you find anything interesting?” She flicked through the next diary, just for something to do with her hands, because he was right there, after two whole weeks of being far away. He was in arm’s reach, in her room.

And she needed to not touch him. His ex was back, the one he still loved, and Dahlia wouldn’t get in the way. She had too much self-respect to chase a man who didn’t want her. Or not in the same way, anyway.

“It’s all interesting,” Thomas said. “But other than poking our noses in Dominic and Michael’s private business, no, nothing new.”

“Are they not out then?”

Thomas shook his head. “I get it. They live in the school caretaker’s house. If they’re happy and no one knowing makes life easier then... It might be more an open secret than a secret secret.”

“Right.” Dahlia sat down on the side of the bed. “Because the likes of Isabella Blake would get their panties in a twist.”

“Maybe. But it’s their call. I better get the groceries in from the car. Are you around this evening?”

“Yeah.”

“Kylie’s working,” he called back, climbing the stairs, “so I’m keeping Greg company at the pub for some of it, if you’re keen.”

“Sure,” she said to his retreating ass. 

***
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THOMAS WILLED HIS HANDS to stop shaking. At this rate he’d have the patchiest shave in the history of mankind and very real risk of blood loss. Why was he so fucking nervous? He knew Dahlia liked him, and despite all his fears she’d come back—moved back.

And now she was his date for new years. Except, it was very possible she didn’t realize that, because the way he’d asked her made the whole thing sound like an after thought. He was acting like a teenager—in more ways than one. Terrified and nervous and horny as all hell.

He could hear music. Downstairs? Had to be. Dahlia must have put on a record in the lounge. A few bars later he recognized it—Louis Armstrong. Irresistible. He finished his shave and dressed, doing up shirt-buttons on his way down the stairs, waistcoat swinging open.

Dahlia was on the sofa beside the record player, the box of diaries on the next cushion.

She looked up at him, and it was exactly the kind of look he wanted from her—dragging up and down the length of his body like she couldn’t resist. “What do you think,” she started, turning her gaze on an open diary. “You’re a historian. Are somethings best left in the past?”

He went nearer, leaned over to get a look at the page she had open—okay, it was a shameless ruse to be closer to Dahlia.

“Nice waist coat,” she said.

“Thanks,” he fingered the hem—it still hung open. “What are you wanting to leave in the past?”

“Well, if I knew that...”

He perched on the edge of the sofa, picked up the box and put it on his own knee. “You’re worried what you’ll find?”

She nodded. “If Gran did what I think she maybe did then what good does it do, my knowing?”

He couldn’t argue with the logic. To be fair, even if he could have argued, thinking straight was a challenge with her so close. Maybe it was foolish to go after a woman who didn’t feel as much as he did, but the resolution was knitting itself together in his head and he couldn’t seem to stop it: he’d try to win her over. Give it his all. And then if she did leave him, at least it wouldn’t be for lack of effort on his part. That’d be his comfort. Kim had accused him once of not fighting for her. She’d accused him of all sorts of things. Seeing her again—on Christmas and again this afternoon—was a gentle reminder that she wasn’t the devil incarnate, just a normal flawed human, and so was he, and they could probably both have done better. And best case scenario now was that he did do better, in future. No more rolling over and accepting that someone was going to leave him. No more giving up so easily.

Dahlia bumped her knee against his on the sofa. “Here, put it down, the box is heavy. You’ll lose feeling in your legs.”

He handed over the box of diaries and she put them on the floor. So now they were sitting side-by-side on the sofa. She touched her knee to his again. “Did you ever look into your genealogy? Is that a stupid question? Sorry if that’s a stupid question.”

“No, I mean, I have,” he said. 

“Yeah?” The look she gave him, gently curious, not intrusive, just interested.

“Giant history nerd,” he said, by way of excuse. “Mom has a box of diaries like this, well, older. Her grandmother wrote—it was the 1880s, so education probably got her in more trouble than it was worth, but I have... I have what she knew. That one line of my genealogy.”

Louis Armstrong crooned into the space between them. They can’t take that away from me. 

“What did she know?” Dahlia asked.

“That her grandmother was born in England to liberated Africans. That was the term—liberated...” He shook his head. “Rescued, for want of a better word, by the British Navy. After abolition only the military were allowed to keep on slaving.” It wasn’t easy to say as such, but he’d said it before, numerous times. He taught history—taught this bit of it too, even if it wasn’t always on the syllabus. It came up. It came up because he was a black man and kids were curious.

“They were on a slave ship?” Dahlia asked.

“No, they’d have been on plantations in Caribbean. And before that is anyone’s guess.”

“Fuck,” she said.

He didn’t want pity, but he wanted her to understand what she could. He wanted to be understood. “I knew what I’d find when I went digging. Broad strokes at least. But it’s the details that kill you. Doing laundry by hand with arthritis. The euphemisms for...” he shook his head rather than say it, left it to Dahlia’s imagination. “It’s the humiliation, the hunger, the basic needs unmet. Or met, but... at a cost.”

“Hardly comparable with what I’m likely to find, is it?”

He shrugged, as if that were beside the point. “It’s whether or not you’re prepared to carry it, whatever you find.”

“The question is also a thing to carry,” Dahlia said, turning on the sofa so she faced him.

“And you might never get a straight answer.” Thomas leaned back, watching her face. Should he just kiss her? Totally inappropriate thoughts to be having in the middle of this very serious conversation, but the question kept popping into his head.

“So what time is this thing at the pub?” Dahlia asked.

“Whenever. Now. Later. What do you want to do?” He watched her react to the question, watched her eyes dip, perhaps to his mouth. He quite liked the idea of her wanting him, wanting and waiting. He was fresh out of the shower, shaved and dressed—or almost dressed. “Shall we?” he said, hoisting himself off the sofa. Delayed gratification. It was good. Or it was something he’d live to regret horribly.

***
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“SHE CAME BACK!” GREG shouted, when Dahlia stepped into the pub.

Dahlia turned to Thomas. “Why did he think I wouldn’t?”

Thomas shrugged, which might have annoyed her with its complete lack of answering her question, but dressed like that it was really hard to be annoyed at him: Thomas in a suit! Should come with a warning.

Greetings flew back and forth, covering all the holiday bases and then some, and Dahlia found a drink pressed into her hand, a very generous pour. “Thanks, Kylie.”

“Welcome back,” she said, then rushed off—she was working.

Dahlia scanned the room, though she hardly knew who she was looking for. Or rather, she knew exactly who, just not what they looked like.

If Thomas noticed, he didn’t say anything. Were they really playing this game as if she and him could go back to how they’d been? She downed her drink for courage and said outright: “So Kim’s back?”

“Here?” He looked around.

Dahlia put a hand on his arm to stop him spinning. Touching his arm was a mistake. Her fingers simply refused to release him. “In Gwyllt.”

“Oh, right. Yeah.”

“For the holidays?”

“Apparently it’s for good. Hey, I had a thought.”

“Yeah?” She had the feeling she was going to regret this. Was he about to ask her to help him win back his ex?

“The diaries have clued us in, shall we say, on the not-so-mysterious D. What if D... can clue us in on other things to do with the diaries? He was clearly around.”

In other words, he didn’t want to talk about his ex. Okay. Dahlia couldn’t deny she was a little relieved. “I should probably talk to Auntie Sooz first. Or Dad, but Auntie Sooz is easier. And she’s here. And really much easier to talk to.”

His eyes clouded with a question.

“What?”

“No, it’s ah... nothing. Another drink?”

She covered her glass. “I’m pacing myself. What were you going to say?”

“I shouldn’t.”

“I want you to.”

“You don’t know what I’m going to say,” he said.

“Just say it,” she insisted.

“Well, your grandfather, Mrs Ellis’s husband, he was...”

“A prick.”

“Violent, maybe?”

“It’s all subtext, but probably.” And Dahlia quite liked that he’d said it aloud, put words to the suspicions, broken the taboo of it.

Thomas went on, “So, that stuff is often cyclical. Was your Dad ever...?”

“Mum was worse, more a tongue-lashing than anything physical. I suppose I had a few smacked bums before the law changed—not what I’d call abuse.” Dahlia spotted two empty bar stools and pointed them out.

Thomas led the way, past the pool table—Greg was playing with his uncle and stopped to give a salute, like that was a normal thing to do. Michael was doing a little boogie with the pool cue between turns. Not even a little embarrassed, perhaps because it was all family, or near enough.

“This is nice,” Dahlia said as she sat down. “Everyone happy and together, families and friends.” A question popped into her head, then. 

“What is it?” Thomas said.

“Need a refill.”

“I thought you were pacing yourself.”

“Right.”

“Dahlia—fair’s fair.”

“Fine. I was going to ask about your dad. Is he... around? Feel free to tell me to mind my business.”

“No, it’s fine. Hell, if I can ask you about your childhood trauma.”

“Or lack thereof.”

He gave a huff of a laugh, not entirely agreement, then said, “He left when I was little. Don’t remember anything enough to miss it. He’s still around, I mean alive. Apparently I have his nose. And his name, obviously.”

“So you haven’t met—not in your memory?”

“A few times. Mom was working at a posh clinic with a child psychologist, and she got a discount or something, put me in therapy for a few years, and seeing my father was part of dealing with it or something.”

“Bad idea?” she asked. This felt like overstepping, but Thomas just let her, like he wanted to tell her all this. Like he’d just been waiting for the opportunity.

He said, “Seems like a non-event now. Probably means it worked.”

“I’ve never done therapy,” she said. And then felt foolish.

He simply said, “Mom kept his name, said it was the best bit of the deal, aside from me of course.”

“Why? What was her name before?”

“Butler. From her father.” He pulled out his phone and scrolled a little, then showed her a photo of an old photo, the colors faded, but it had enough color to be sure the guy was white. “I love showing that to students when they ask where I’m from. I say Manchester; really messes with their heads.” He had a wicked smile.

She leaned in but, despite every desire, didn’t kiss him. “Tell me,” she said. “It’s a small town, with a conservative core, on a scale of one to racist?”

He shook his head, refusing to give a ranking.

“How’d you end up here anyway?”

“It was the job. I wanted a small town. Sick of London, I was, and with a few years' teaching experience by then. I sort of randomly picked Gwyllt. It felt fated, like.”

“I bet loads of schools would jump on a teacher who can do music as well as something else.”

“And smaller towns have trouble getting specialized staff.”

“And no regrets? No issues with how you teach history? Like how you tell the story, I mean.”

“The Welsh like to lambaste the English as much as anyone, but I get asked if my grandparents were slaves. I get where-are-you-from and where-did-you-learn-English. Thing is, it’s coming from kids, so I answer it. Much as I can.”

“So what do you tell them about this guy?” She handed back the phone.

“That he lied about his age so he could go to war. Got shot in the shoulder and fucked in the head within a couple of weeks. But he got away with being a mean bastard for the rest of his life, so.”

Dahlia was so very aware that everything he said made her like him more—the way he said it, the way he laughed, the way he touched the tip of his tongue to his teeth when he was thinking about how to say it. She had so many questions but every answer dug her deeper into feeling far too much for this man.

“Did Mrs Ellis’ husband go to war?” Thomas asked.

“No. He wanted to. Gran had a fella who did, and—I’ll loan you the journal when I’m done—I think, in a way, Granddad was competing with a ghost.”

He was silent for a moment. “There you go then. I thought I’d heard all her stories. Twice.”

“Three times maybe,” she said. 

He chuckled, and that was it. Enough kidding herself and calling this feelings like that would soften the blow. She fucking loved him and that was that.
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Chapter 14
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Thomas caught Kylie’s eye and waved his glass. “No hurry, though,” he said.

She gave a thumbs up.

Thomas turned back to Dahlia. Things were going... well. Things were going, unnervingly, to plan. She liked him, he was almost sure of it. She kept asking questions, kept confessing things. She’d never done therapy—that didn’t surprise him one bit. Not that she needed it—although, maybe everyone did, at least a little. And all the stories he’d heard and read, about her family, her grandparents, her parents... there was plenty there to unpack.

She said, “So your Manchesterian mom, she lives in London?”

“Mancunian,” he corrected.

“Ah, of course, the Brits and their logic. In-fucking-fallible.”

“How do you feel about Welsh spelling?” Thomas said.

Dahlia turned out her hands in a classic gesture of submission. “I assumed it was their way of fucking with the Brits.”

“That would explain a few things.” Thomas watched her adjust the strap of her dress—it kept slipping off her shoulder and he had to fist his hands to keep from reaching out. Between that and her shit-talking the English, well, if they weren’t in a crowded bar full of close friends and family... 

“Are you close?” she asked.

“To Mom, yeah. She’s great.” 

Kylie came over and dropped off his drink. “Same?” she asked Dahlia.

“Sure, thanks.”

Greg suddenly appeared, thrusting a pool cue at them. “Who wants to verse the winner?”

“Oh, go on,” Dahlia said, and off she went, leaving Thomas at the bar with his drink and an excellent view of her in that dress, leaning over a pool table. They had history with pool tables. And history was known to repeat.

He was torn—impatient as fuck one minute, insecure the next. He remembered her farewell, that morning before she went off to Rome. Something about not freezing her out at new years. Something about a charming image. But bedding her wasn’t the goal here. He wanted her in love.

A bit of space might be good, might cultivate some longing. Two weeks apart while she was in Rome and what had happened? Lots of texts, phone calls, and a warm reunion... all signs pointed to distance making the heart fonder. So he’d give her distance.
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MIDNIGHT FELT LIKE a cloud hanging over her. Thomas was, it seemed, avoiding her. Dahlia checked the time again and again. She stayed until just before midnight, because she didn’t want to be anywhere else, but she wasn’t going to hang around and hope for a kiss. That’d hurt. Even if she got the kiss she wanted, it’d still probably hurt.

Outside in the cold, she pulled her coat tight and looked up at the stars. And stopped. Those stars were worth stopping for. She wasn’t just here for Thomas. She was here for the stars. And Gran. Whatever it was Gran wanted with her, here.

“Alright?” Thomas’s voice followed her out of the pub just as, inside, everyone started counting down.

She pointed up. “Not bad, is it?” She didn’t turn to look at him, kept her gaze fixed on the stars, but she could feel him move closer.

“Beautiful,” he said.

The countdown ended with cries of Happy New Year and Blwyddyn Newydd Dda.

“Does it make you want to...?” He started, then stopped. “Never mind.”

“What?”

“No, it’s—rule two, so.”

She turned to face him, looked him in the eye until he gave in.

“You don’t feel any sense of belonging, of connection to this place, your history here?” He seemed to lean toward her.

She put her hands on his arms, as if she was catching him, but he wasn’t falling at all. He was just... she didn’t know what he was doing. So she answered the question: “I have good memories here. But belonging? It’s more an intellectual endeavor, locating my roots. It feels good to be here, to come back, but it’s not like a homecoming. Or I don’t know, maybe that’s just not a thing I can feel about a place. I don’t long for that kind of connection.”

“It’s kind of ironic, isn’t it? You know exactly where your people are from, and it isn’t important to you. I can’t know, and it’s like a void I’m driven to fill. And now it sounds like I’m talking about sex.”

“Horny for history,” she said, relieved at the turn to levity.

“I should get that on a T-shirt,” Thomas said.

“What would John say?”

Thomas laughed. His eyes dipped, like he was thinking about kissing her. She stepped closer, pleading for it with every cell in her body. So what if she was his rebound girl, if he was trying and failing to move on—she knew what she was getting. She’d gone in, eyes open, from the start. It was too late to save herself now. She touched his cheek—cool and smooth. He pressed into her touch.

And his mouth, when he kissed her, was so hot by comparison. Molten. Perfect. He moaned into her mouth and pulled back. “There’s no rush,” he said.

“Is there a reason to... slow?” she asked, hoping he couldn’t hear her fear.

“None that I can think of,” he said. 

Good enough. She’d take that. She’d take whatever he offered. So much for self-respect.

*** 
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THE HOUSE WAS COLD, but there was plenty of kindling, and he was glad of something to do with his hands. Why was he nervous? This wasn’t their first time. But it was the first time since he’d admitted to himself what he wanted, since he’d decided to fight for her.

In the golden light of the flames she looked like something out of a dream. She still was wearing her coat. “I should have left a heater on,” he said.

“It’ll warm up soon enough.” She knelt down beside him, her shoulder just barely brushing against his.

He wanted to say he’d missed her, that it wasn’t the same here without her, the place felt haunted almost. He wanted to say stay. But instead, he kissed her shoulder, because it was the closest point. And then her ear. And then her cheek. And then she took his face between her hands and pressed her lips to his.

There was a steadiness to it this time—the undressing, the kissing, the talking. “Unbutton me,” she said.

“How is it so soft here?” he asked.

“I kept thinking about this,” she whispered.

Thomas watched goosebumps rise on her arms and belly. He pulled the blanket from the back of the sofa and wrapped it around her, but it fell off while she moved, taking him inside her and gasping and arching. He was committing it to memory, that picture. Just in case. He ran his hands down to her hips and slowed her pace, pulling her hard against him.

She closed her eyes. “That’s so good.”

He hummed agreement. She was going to take him over the edge, and she was nowhere near done, but he was trapped there. What could he do? “So good,” he said, holding her tight, still. He took a deep breath.

She gave a little laugh.

“Fuck,” he said.

“You’re allowed to just lose it.”

“But you’re not ready.”

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“It’s not my first pony ride.”

“There’s more than one way to ride a pony.” She closed one fist over an imaginary rein and gave it a tug.

“Is there though?” he asked, because talking might actually work to slow his blood, just a tad. 

“I suppose I could try side saddle? Kick one leg over and...” She twisted her upper body and gave a shimmy, and fuck that was tantalizing. Her breasts bounced and she laughed. “What do you want to do?” She put her hands over his where he was holding her hips.

“This,” he lifted her, and she got the message, pushing up off the floor until the cool air kissed against his hot flesh, wet with her wanting and so sensitive to all of it. He grasped, pulling her down hard, and a sound tore from his throat at the rush of it. She took over then, riding him, unrelenting while he cried out. 

Then she kissed his mouth. “You’ll damage your voice, music man.” She kissed him again. He ran his hands up her body—her perfect breasts, her soft neck, and that cheeky face. He kissed her just as hard as he could.

***
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DAHLIA’S LIPS WERE quite possibly bruised. She couldn’t stop touching them. Auntie Sooz noticed—asked her if she wanted some lip-balm, said, “It’s the cold air, dries out your skin.”

Which was about the most useful thing she got out of the conversation. Auntie Sooz was toeing the party line—every answer to every question was exactly what the answer should be. But she handed over a few photo albums and applauded Dahlia for “taking an interest in her genealogy.”

Back at home, Dahlia added the albums to the journal collection which had entirely taken over the the lounge. At a glance, it looked like they were working on a thesis—all those yellowed pages, primary sources, post it notes peaking out from closed books and notes in her hand and Thomas’s. Complete chaos, or that’s how it would look to an outsider, but to Dahlia it looked like the makings of something. Gran had fans. There were people out there in the world who would love to see this stuff.

Thomas walked in, phone to his ear, and gave Dahlia a silent nod hello. To the person on the phone, he said, “Pass on my love to Bianca. Bye, mom.”

Dahlia picked up one of the albums, opening it at a random page. “The worst she could say was he was a man of his time.”

Thomas grimaced, “An indictment if ever I heard one.”

“Alas, all I got was these. Look at the garden in this one.” Hard to believe that the dormant, or maybe just dead, plants littering the place were once that. Even in Dahlia’s own memories, the vibrant flowers and abundant vegetables she’d played among on her visits, were nothing to this spread.

“What’s that?” Thomas unfolded a thin column—an article tucked beneath a photo. “Was it featured in a magazine?”

“If it looked like this now, we could hire it out as a venue—bit of a side hustle.”

“It’d be perfect for the spring showcase.”

“What’s the spring showcase?”

“Hold that thought,” he said, sticking up one finger. “The weather is meant to crap out tomorrow afternoon, but before then it’s about as good as it gets in January ever. What do you say we go up the coast?”

So he told her all about the spring showcase in the car. “The school hall’s not really big enough, and the alternatives are the football club—lacks something in ambiance—and the church which has excellent acoustics, but it’s only a little bigger. And they both cost money to hire. And my budget is...”

“Crumbs?”

“So when is this thing?”

“End of term—March.”

“So we have time,” she said. The we felt bold. But March felt very reasonable. Why the hell would she be anywhere else?

She was very aware he was looking at her even though he was driving. “Yeah,” he said, as if coming out of a trance. Eyes back on the road, he said, “The school has a couple of marquees for sports days.” By the time they got to the coast, they’d mapped out seven different ways they could set up the garden and three of these Dahlia had sketched out on napkins she found in the glove compartment.

It was a short walk from the carpark to the clifftop. Dahlia peered over the edge, the sea swirling below, spray buffeting up with each incoming swell. The coast rippled away to the north, layers of stone: here, fractured and spiking out toward Ireland; there, rippling in pleats that looked almost soft.

“There’s a walk right along the cliffs,” Thomas said, hanging back—perhaps due to vertigo, or was he unwilling to interrupt her appreciation of the view.

“Let’s just go down to the beach.”

He led the way, and Dahlia’s gaze slipped back and forth between Thomas’s easy stride and the green sea stretching to the horizon. There was a strange familiarity to it—or was she imagining that, knowing her ancestors had probably come here at one time or another? Or was it just familiar geographical features—cliffs and hills and gullies, and all that green grass, and all that green sea? She could almost be in New Zealand—the Caitlins, maybe, looking out over the South Pacific.

Great slabs of stone formed a bridge over a shallow stream. Thomas turned to face her, waiting while she caught up. “Alright?” he asked.

“It just feels weirdly familiar.”

“You might have come when you were younger, like? On a family holiday or something?” he guessed.

“Possible,” she said, but thought probably not. Those trips were spent visiting family. Or more often she’d be left with Gran and the cousins while her parents visited all the boring grown-ups. Sightseeing wasn’t something they did in Wales. “Did you and your mom do trips away when you were young?”

“We went on adventures—that’s what she called them. Lots of ruins and castles and museums.”

“Hence the love of history.”

“I’m not sure which came first, but I did love it.”

“Is that why you love Wales, really? All the great big castles?”

“Maybe.”

Dahlia stepped down onto the rocky beach. She was tempted to take off her shoes. Even though it would be bitterly cold, there was something about putting one’s feet in the ocean. But underfoot it was so rough and uneven.

Side-by-side they walked, brushing hands, not taking hold. Dahlia stopped to inspect a stone and Thomas wandered a few steps ahead. It seemed so silly to be shy of taking his hand when they were probably sharing a bed. Silly, but nonetheless true.

“Look at this.” She picked up the stone that had caught her eye, the striped layers so clear and defined it almost looked fake.

Thomas turned it over appreciatively and returned it to her. “How does it work, moving every few months or years? Do you keep things like that? Presents from friends? Or do you clean out each time you pack up to move on?”

“Depends. It’s more difficult than it used to be. But there’s something nice about going through everything, paring back to the stuff that’s really meaningful.”

“The people, too, I suppose. You must have made a lot of friends over all that time and all those places.”

She nodded. “With some friends, the keeping in touch isn’t even necessary—when you’re together again, you pick up where you left off as if it hasn’t been months or years.”

“That’s true,” he said.

“And for others, it’s just time. It can be good for a while and then be done. A relationship doesn’t have to be forever to be worthwhile,” she said, then wished she could take it back. She was talking in generalities; she didn’t mean him. And he would assume she did. 

She probably should mean him.

The hills rose up all around them, only parting for the sea, the bay. They were surrounded on all sides, there in the protective embrace of the landscape.

They walked on and Dahlia slipped her hand into his. “It’s a lot like New Zealand—the landscape, the way it leads the eye outward, to the ocean. We’re a nation of wanderers really, always looking overseas. Looking out at the horizon and imagining what’s beyond it.”

“Makes sense, isolated wee island.”

She shrugged. “Except that it’s bigger than the British Isles.”

“Is it really?”

“A lot fewer people, but the land is.”

“So, why’d you leave?”

She laughed, rather than answering, and quickly found another fascinating stone.
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Chapter 15
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Thomas was not going to read anything into the hand-holding. Even though it came right on the back of a devastating truth: a relationship doesn’t have to be forever to be worthwhile.

The hand-holding was completely unrelated. Completely. It was just a coincidence that she said the brutal thing and then reached out as if she wanted to reassure him.

Or maybe she was looking for some reassurance herself. She hadn’t answered his question about why she left New Zealand. She was clearly moved by the scenery—perhaps a little homesick. Would it be worse if she went to the far side of the globe rather than some place new.

Seductively strange, it was, to think he might have any influence on her movements at all.

The wind bounced off the cliffs and hills. Gentle waves shushed at the stones. And then, as if they were in the middle of a conversation, she said,  “Maybe this is where I get my appetite for adventure. From Gran, I mean.”

“Did she travel?” Thomas asked.

“Not widely. But her diaries, don’t you think it all sounds like an adventure? Being open to the world, curious, brave—I hope I’m like her in that way. Not that I ever feel brave, but... you know.”

“I don’t think anyone feels brave.” Thomas turned over the stone she’d given him in his hand. It was warm now. He went on, “They feel shit-scared but somehow they don’t go and hide in their beds. It’s not brave if you’re not scared.”

“Why do I get the feeling that’s a pep-talk you’ve used on the kids?”

Busted. “Musicians with stage fright, mostly,” he admitted. The further they got along the beach, the clearer the sea-view. He knew logically he wasn’t looking out to sea, not really—only a stretch of a few dozen miles, on the other side of which was Ireland. Clouds and their shadows on the horizon played tricks and made it look endless, or turned themselves into ships, or islands, or ghosts.

“Kind of makes sense why Gran wrote murder mysteries.”

“Does it?”

“I mean, this does have the vibe of a place someone might hide a body and get away with it for a long while.”

“I had never thought of it like that, but I will now, mind.”

“Just normal adult-woman thoughts to have when in a remote and/or romantic location. Don’t worry. It’s not you, it’s the patriarchy.”

He laughed, a nervous release as much as anything. She was hardly being funny. More like brutally honest about where her thoughts tended to go in situations like this. Morbid, but honest.

“This feels a bit like an adventure,” Dahlia said. “Maybe that’s what I should do: use Gran’s diaries as my guide. I’ll never want for adventure. And I don’t even need to leave.”

It was said lightly. He mustn’t snatch hold of her words and knot them into his heart. No. She spoke each weightless syllable, just a throw-away comment, hypothetical, non-committal.

He dug his hands into his pockets—let her words float away. Out to sea.

Dahlia stepped in close as they slowed their pace, nearing the end of the bay. “I’m hoping the albums give us some faces to go with all the names.”

“Was her mother’s family Kerr?”

Dahlia thought about it for a bit. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“Kerr goes back a long way in these parts,” he said. “You probably have ancestors who owned one of the castles on that brochure in the car.”

“Serious?”

Thomas nodded.

“Am I... English?” Dahlia made a face, like that was a terrible discovery.

He laughed. “You might be, mind.” And if she wanted to know, there’d be good records—marriages, christenings, burials, deeds to property.

“Let’s not tell anyone,” she said, jumping up onto the rocks, balancing with apparent ease. “The one I’m reading, it’s just after Granddad died. There wasn’t much of an investigation. The way she writes, it’s weird, like she’s expecting more from the police.”

“Like they don’t live up to her fictional detectives?”

“Sure, or she’s gone to unnecessary lengths to cover up her crime.”

“You think she did it?”

“I honest don’t know. And maybe we’ll never know. Hell, maybe we’re better off not knowing. If I start Googling my probably-English great-great-great-grandparents—They might have owned slaves. I don’t know if I want to know.”

“Fair enough.” Thomas had been thinking it, and it was reassuring to know her mind went to the same places, dark though they were. “If there was some way I could find it all out—who my people were and where they came from and how they came to be here—if it were actually available information...” he didn’t finish the sentence aloud, but it occurred to him then, for the first time, that his hunger to know would probably be a lot less if the information was suddenly available. If some history-fairy appeared with a great big book, all the details immediately on offer... he would hesitate.

“You can’t un-know something,” Dahlia said, several large rock-steps away from him now.

He stepped up on to the pocked stone, found his balance, then said, “You sure you’ve never been here before?”

“We always climbed around the cliffs, went exploring in the rock pools—star fish and anemones and all sorts. Back home, I mean.”

“Oh, so it’s hiraeth? Nostalgia, but for...”

“An imagined past, yes, I have grown up with a proud Welsh parent.”

“I thought he didn’t teach you the language?”

“No, far too pragmatic, is what he’d say. But an intense longing for the impossible—oh, yeah. And he taught me the word for it.”

“So when you visited Wales, what did you do?”

“Imaginary games with Bridget and Taylor, mostly.”

“Lion tamers and acrobats?” He’d seen the pictures.

Dahlia laughed and struck a pose, balanced on a stone. Her hair seemed to glow about her head, fine strands escaping from a ponytail, given a coppery glow in this light. And he knew exactly how it felt in his hands, the cool caress of those soft tangles like liquid spilling over his chest, the low moan she would give if he pressed his fingertips up the back of her neck.

She held out a hand and he took it, let her pull him up to stand beside her, let her direct his gaze to the sunlight dancing on the ocean. Would he go with her if she asked? Right then, yes, he would’ve gone anywhere she wanted. Anywhere at all.

***
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THEY WERE STAYING THAT night in a B&B, a big old house a lot like Gran’s. So maybe there was a market if Dahlia ever decided to sell up. The room was cozy—tiny but pleasant about it. And in the bathroom there was a claw-footed tub. “Huh,” Thomas said, standing in the doorway, staring the thing down.

“It’s okay,” Dahlia said. “We’re on the ground floor.” She patted her hand to his chest, because she could. Casual intimacy, as if they were both on the same page and in this for the long haul. No ex-girlfriends still in the picture, no complex financial and professional intertwining, no chance Dahlia would take a job in Brunei or Cypress or the Kingdom of Tonga. Why not?

Just when she was about to pull away, he put his hand over hers. “Want a bath?”

“A bath or...”

“With me,” he leveled with her.

Her mouth went dry, probably because all the liquid in her body was needed elsewhere. Fuck, that was something. “Okay.”

He squeezed her hand and let go. “I’ll run the water. Maybe find the do-not-disturb thing?”

She laughed, nerves and anticipation. Her body was quivering with it. She hung the card hook over the door knob and checked it was locked. She could hear the water running. Thomas was humming, too. Fuck. When this ended, she was going to miss him hard. She would not be okay. She would need to relocate herself somewhere fabulous, absolutely bursting with distractions. Or send herself on some kind of soul-healing Eat Pray Love retreat. She was going to be a fucking mess.

He stepped out of the bathroom carrying most of his clothes, wearing only boxer-briefs and a T-shirt. “Okay?” there was genuine concern in his voice.

“You’re so fucking hot,” she said, which vanished all sign of worry from his face.

“That right?” He lifted the hem of his T-shirt, flashing a little belly. “Go on, your turn.”

She unbuttoning her jeans, almost certain that if she attempted a strip tease right now she’d fall on her face. “If that bath overflows,” she said.

He ducked back into the bathroom and she stripped, quick as she could manage and not at all graceful. It was his fault really, making her legs jelly. But he didn’t come back into the bedroom, there was no reason to rush—he was giving her privacy. So she made use of it, taking everything off, putting it all away, letting anticipation fizz through her. 

And then the water went silent. She went to the door—and there he was, already in the bath, a few suds covering one nipple and one knee and really nothing in between. His cock was a long shadow, dark and thick against the white bath.

“Hi,” he said, his gaze raking down her body.

“Hi.” She was aware of her breathing, the flush in her cheeks. Her nipples tightened to painful buds and she resisted the urge to cross her arms, cover up.

“Water’s warm,” he said, pulling up his knees to make room for her.

She felt brilliantly exposed, stepping over the side, but the water was like an embrace, and the slick slide of his legs against hers made her so hungry for touch that everything else faded.

“Temperature okay?” he asked as she settled.

She nodded and slid her hand up his shin. She wanted to pull him close, to press her whole body, every inch, to the length of him. So when he caught her hand, she used it as leverage, careless of the sloshing water when she turned because the next moment she slid up against his chest and his legs spread, circling around hers, and the silky steel of his cock nestled against her belly.

He pulled her close till his forehead touched hers, his nose pressing to hers. They just stayed there, breathing for a moment. “This was a good idea,” she said.

“The bath?” he said.

“All of it,” she said, and kissed him. With the water and the heat and her body absolutely melting with need, it was just so easy. One moment they were kissing, the next he was between her thighs, sliding against her clit and right past her entrance. He had a smile on his face, like he was teasing her and he knew exactly what he was doing—and to be fair, it was working a treat. “Fuck,” she said on a groan. Her legs were trapped between his so even though she was on top, she was at his mercy. She grabbed the edge of the bath, behind his shoulders, pulling herself up, lifting one knee.

“Oh,” he said—not teasing any more, that was genuine awe on his face, and he slipped a hand beneath her thigh, cupping her ass.

“If I don’t have you inside me,” she started to say, but the rest wasn’t necessary because he was already there the silky tip pressing in.

“Fuck you’re tight,” he said.

“Feels so good.” She reached down between them, wrapping her fingers around the thick base of him. Her thumb knuckle rubbed her clit and her body opened a little more.

He shuddered beneath her, little waves covering and uncovering her breasts where they were pressed to his chest.

“Okay?” she asked.

“I just need to—” He closed his eyes and his hips bucked.

She arched and spread her thighs, much as she could at that angle, and took him—took everything. Her hand was still trapped there between them. She circled the place where their bodies met, cupped his balls, dragged her nails up his belly.

His hips bucked again—eyes open this time. His hand beneath her ass was splayed wide, fingertips digging into her flesh, pulling her up. His other hand snaked into her damp hair, pulling down her face to kiss her.

He was moving her, lifting her, fucking her and it felt so good to just let him, let him take everything he wanted—especially when her body was getting it just as good. His thick cock filled her, catching every nerve, every needy point of contact. Gasping into his kiss, she came, her orgasm sneaking up on her. He laughed and kept kissing her, kept pressing up into her so-willing body. Then suddenly he sat up, reached for her other leg and hauled her up to perch on his hips. A wave of water flew out of the tub but he was clearly unconcerned. He was lifting her, slamming her down again. She arched back and felt the curve of his dick inside her. She reached down and stroked herself.

“Oh, fuck,” he said, his rhythm rising. “I’m gonna...” 

She was coming again, too, his thrusts licking right into her needy cunt, her fingers hooked into her throbbing clit as she cried out.

He let loose his grip. The water lapped gently and she slid down so slowly it seemed to make way for her, no splash, no nothing. Just Thomas sighing and saying, “Wow.”

“Yeah,” she agreed.

“We’re quite good at this.”

She laughed. “Understatement.” Apparently she could only manage one word at a time now. But fair trade for the bliss thrumming right through her. 

The words did however come back to her, but the bliss lasted—all the way back home the next day. He touched her now, whenever they were near, and in the car, stroked her knee, picked up her hand, kissed her knuckles, and let go with ease. As if it were all so... easy. Which was tricking her by inches into thinking this could be easy.

Reality though did its own work, bit by bit. First there was an email from the school—a job description for the maternity leave position. Then there was Bridget’s reply to her ‘Merry Christmas’ text—only 8 days later, good job Bridget—photos of the high life in Singapore and a very brief message concluding with, ‘Spare room’s ready for you whenever, Cuz.’

And then there was an email from Dad: 

Sooz mentioned you had some questions about your grandfather. I probably remember a bit more since I was that little bit older when he died. If you’re reading Mom’s diaries, keep in mind she saw things in a particular way. Anyway, if you have questions, don’t hesitate to ask. Love, Dad.

Dahlia sat on her bed, in her freshly painted, pristine basement room, and considered her options. And tried to ignore the fact that the basement, without all the clutter, the personal stuff, the chaos and history evident in every corner—without all that this could be anyone’s bedroom. Anyone, including the stranger who might be Dahlia when or if she left Gwyllt.
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THE NIGHT THE STUDENTS returned, after the holidays, felt like a party—it always did, Thomas thought, but this year especially. Having the pool table upstairs, the record player going, Dahlia dancing through from the kitchen with a full bowl of crisps and—okay, maybe the magic ingredient was Dahlia. And maybe there was nothing to be gained by identifying the magic ingredient. The mood was great, everyone was happy, and Thomas should just be present in the moment and enjoy it.

“I was this close to murdering my brother,” Belinda was telling Seamus and Mina. “He just expects everyone to wait on him, leaves his stuff everywhere. Insisted on mashed potatoes for Christmas but would he mash them? Would he help with the washing up?”

“Sisters are worse,” Seamus said. “Mine thought it’d be fun to raise a baby magpie by hand. Apparently my bedroom was the perfect birdcage. Shit all along the window sill and dripping down the wall underneath.” Seamus shuddered at the memory.

Mina shook her head and offered a competing complaint: “My sisters’ cat had kittens and none of them are house-trained. Piss everywhere.”

The trio took chips from the bowl Dahlia offered then asked for her judgment on the debate: which was worse—brothers or sisters?

“Only child,” she said. “Not qualified, sorry.”

They turned to Thomas.

“Me, too.”

“Me, three,” Tess added. 

“Jealous,” Mina said.

“Don’t be,” Tess said. “As an only child, everything rests on me. If I don’t become a doctor, none of their kids become a doctor. If I suck at sport, all their kids suck at sport.”

Dahlia laughed. “So true. If you don’t carry on the family business, none of their kids carry on the family business.”

“Ouch,” Josh said. “I’m glad, that my sister’s ready and willing for that one. Farming would bleed dry my soul, it would.”

Thomas pressed his lips together to keep from laughing at the drama.

“I couldn’t do it, eh.” Dahlia nodded. “I’m a great disappointment.”

The conversation carried on, but Thomas didn’t really hear it. He watched Dahlia’s face—her levity surely was a mask. That had to hurt. He didn’t always feel like he deserved it, but there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that his mom was proud of him. 

He wanted to tell her she wasn’t to blame, that no one in their right mind could be disappointed by her, but there was no easy way to bring that up in conversation—and frankly there just weren’t that many conversations. Dahlia was busy with house stuff and her Gran’s diaries, the albums, the irresistible mystery of it all. And the kids were always around—happy to be back together again, and always hanging about in the living rooms, in the garden, even the kitchen.

“Are you trying to sneak pre-dinner snacks?” he accused, only half jesting.

“What! Never. We just missed you, Mister O.” Two of them hugged him at once and the third one grabbed a packet of crackers from the pantry, then they all ran outside squealing. He let them go and basked in the joy of it, all of them back together again, and Dahlia planning on staying out the term—she’d applied for Karin’s job. John had mentioned it on the first day of term. Was it bad that Dahlia hadn’t told him outright herself? He shook off the worry. Things were good.

Things could yet go horribly wrong, if, for instance, anyone cottoned on to him and Dahlia breaking that little contract they signed back when they thought she’d be gone by now. But she’d stayed, so how could he be upset about that. 

Once she got Karin’s job, once it was certain she’d stay on, he’d talk to John about changing the rules.
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DAHLIA WAS HOME ALONE. No plumbers, no Uncle Malcolm feeding new wiring into the walls, no students, and no Thomas. Only all these albums and diaries, all this history knitting itself together into something very real in front of her eyes. She half expected Gran to speak to her from beyond the grave. A ghost might be more forthcoming than all this. But the atmosphere in the house, the oppressive emptiness of the place, was enough to shoo Dahlia outside.

One week into January and it was cold enough to shoo her straight back in for more clothing. All her warm clothes were too nice for gardening, or too Rome-winter for Wales. One of Thomas’ woolen jerseys was on top of the washing machine. She turned it the right way out. He wouldn’t mind—it already had some dirt caked into one elbow. And she remembered exactly how it had gotten there: making out beside the waterfalls at Pwll-y-Wrach, she’d backed him into the bank and, well, they’d had the place to themselves and it’d been one of the most genuinely beautiful places in the world. Romantic as fuck. Not literally—they’d just made out a bit. Quite a bit.

She pulled the jersey on and said aloud, to no one but herself and maybe Gran’s ghost, “Fuck, you smell good, Thomas Omari.”

The house echoed the S of his first name and Omari, which together sounded like so marry. Was that Gran’s goal, then? Leave the house to Dahlia, and she’ll move in with Thomas, fall in love, and marry the guy. The moment she stepped safely out of doors where the echo couldn’t answer back, Dahlia said, “Nice try, Gran.”

She had a rough plan to prune some trees and spend some time in the greenhouse. Temperatures in this part of the country rarely got below zero, and with a glasshouse there was nothing stopping her getting a jump on spring.

She was hosing down the half dozen bird feeders she’d found in various trees when her phone went.

“Hi Ms Ellis. Dahlia—can I call you Dahlia? It’s John here, the principal at Gwyllt Secondary.”

“Hi,” was all she managed, dropped the hose and wore it. With a squeal she leapt out of the way, apologizing down the phone and scrambling to turn off the tap.

“I’m calling to offer you a job,” he said, as if he hadn’t heard any of that.

“The French job? Right. Okay.” This was it then. This was real. She had a job, a place to live, a boyfriend, even if that was a secret. She was officially staying in Gwyllt. Even if there were two Singapore jobs and one Brunei one bookmarked on her laptop. Even if Bridget was sending her enticing photos of cocktails and palm trees which really did make Wales in January colder than it already was.

“Well, we had several excellent candidates,” John was saying, “but with your experience teaching languages, and given the boarding house situation, there’s no denying you’re the best fit for the posting.”

Dahlia looked over at the trees she’d pruned earlier, the lower branches all cut-off, sap beading on the raw ends.

“You could come in today and do the paperwork, if you like,” John said.

“Um, yeah. I can do that.”

“Karin will want to hand things over, so if you were around this coming week... but your starting date is Monday after that.”

She held the phone away from her ear to see the time. It was later in the day than she’d realized. She needed to tidy away all these branches. The bird feeders would have to wait for another day.

She’d been really looking forward to those—small, manageable projects. Something she could actually see the end of. Unlike the great hulking house.

“I could come in an hour or so,” she said.

“I’ll have the contract ready for you.”

It was physical work, hauling arm-loads of scratchy logs into the woodshed. Cutting them into smaller pieces, stacking everything. She was a mess of twigs and sap and sweat, but once it was all cleared—it was kind of like vacuuming a really filthy floor. Satisfying. And a brilliant distraction from the vague panic that came with signing a contract.
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Chapter 16
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Thomas added a second teaspoon of sugar to make his staffroom coffee drinkable. The first week of term was always brutal. On top of which, he was going through Dahlia withdrawal. Three days of unfettered contact and now she was never far away but completely out of reach—out of bounds.

“There you are, Tom.” John’s voice made him actually flinch. 

Maybe, like caffeine withdrawal, he just had to stick it out for the first week, and then the headaches and grumpiness would abate.

Thomas could see the principal out the corner of his eye. “This has worked out just brilliantly, it has,” John said.

“Has it?” Thomas lifted his coffee to his lips. 

John turned to the whole room. “Can I have your attention please.” Almost everyone looked up from their sandwiches and reheated leftovers.

Thomas took another long drag on his coffee, then turned around. And there was Dahlia. She uncrossed her arms as though she were conscious of her body language, trying to appear less nervous than she felt.

He caught her eye and gave her a smile.

John announced, “Some of you may have had the pleasure of meeting Ms. Dahlia Ellis last term when she was kind enough to cover some classes for us.” Dramatic pause. The man loved this, and usually Thomas was quietly amused but right now he wanted to poke his boss with a stick.

“As you may be aware, she owns the boarding house and has kindly been living there with Tom and the students, so it’s fair to say she’s up for it.”

Good god, did he just say that out loud? Polite laughter tittered around the room like a golf clap.

“I won’t lie,” John went on. “It’s been an uncertain couple of months, hasn’t it?”

Where on earth was he going with this?

“But it’s all worked out rather well, in the end.” He gave a satisfied smile and a sigh—everyone waiting with bated breath, hanging on his every word—he was in heaven right now.

Karin came in the side door at that moment and spotted Dahlia. “Oh, there you are—I mean, bonjour!”

John visibly deflated, his thunder beautifully stolen. “Dahlia will be filling Karin’s shoes while she’s away on maternity leave,” he said quickly. And then started clapping. “Give her a warm welcome, will you?”

Dahlia closed her eyes for a moment, a visible cringe, but maybe Thomas was the only one watching her so closely as to notice. And hopefully no one was watching him overly closely because Dahlia was staying! It was a one year contract, and she was taking it, and Thomas just might give the game away, bursting with joy.

“Thanks, John,” Dahlia said. “Karin, everyone. Thanks.” She gave a nod as if she’d quite like to disappear now. Or maybe Thomas was projecting.

He cleared his throat. “Coffee?”

“Oh my god, yes please,” Dahlia said, then Karin pulled her aside. By the time Thomas had made Dahlia’s coffee, she was ensconced in a corner with Paula and Ken, both science teachers, Andrea, the Spanish teacher, who also took social studies, and Dominic.

“I learned Spanish in Peru,” Dahlia was saying. “Teaching English in Trujillo.”

“Oh, I love Trujillo,” Andrea said. “If I wasn’t a teacher, I think I’d be an archaeologist.”

Dahlia laughed and nodded like she understood, and Andrea explained to the others about the temples and tombs the valley was famous for.

Thomas passed her his coffee and took an empty chair.

“Thank you,” she lifted it to her lips and met his gaze.

Dominic said, “We have our own archaeological sites, we do.”

“Yeah?” Dahlia looked interested.

Andrea nodded. “Arthur’s stone...”

“Parc-y-Cromlech we visited,” Thomas said, then hurried to add, “Did a bit of sightseeing over the break.”

“Good man,” Dominic said. “Show her the gems, did you?”

“When we take the students, they dare each other to go inside it,” Dave said. 

Paula added, “Great slabs of stone that haven’t moved for a thousand years, but the way they’re balanced...”

Dahlia nodded. “I wouldn’t go in.”

“How is that on the Science curriculum?” Dominic asked. “Surely it’d be a history thing.”

“The physics of how they moved the rocks,” Paula said.

“Whereas we take them to castles and museums,” Thomas said, “and try to convince them Game of Thrones isn’t a true story.”

“It’s the dragons,” Andrea said. They all laughed, Dahlia too, and Thomas was wondering if this was how it would be with her working here every day.

Paula said, “I was looking at an international school job in Hong Kong a couple of years ago.”

Dahlia nodded. “You meet a lot of people, from all corners of the globe. It’s fascinating. And the money’s nice.”

“That’d make for a change,” said Dave.

“But it’d mean uprooting the whole family and it’s just too hard, it is,” said Paula.

Andrea nodded. “It’s a young person’s game. You’re single Tom—it must be tempting, to jet off, see the world.”

Dave laughed. “Have you not met our Tom?” That was directed at Andrea. To Dahlia he said, “I’m surprised you got him to travel as far as the coast.”

“I go places,” Thomas said, mock-offended, then shrugged. “Sometimes.”

“School trips don’t count.”

“I went to a concert in Swansea in the summer.”

The quiet laughter seemed to point out that Swansea didn’t count.

He put up his hands. “So I’m happy where I am. What of it?”

“It’s an admirable quality,” Dahlia said. “You know what you want, and you won’t be side-tracked by other people’s ideas of what life should be. That kind of self-possession cannot be taught or bought, and you certainly can’t find it on a map.”

Paula jumped on the pro-stasis bandwagon with, “Not to mention you’ve a tiny environmental footprint.”

Dahlia lifted her now-empty coffee cup. “Whereas me, I’m responsible for the carbon emissions of a small city.”

“Those planes would’ve all flown anyway,” Dave said. Then stood to leave—the end-of-lunch bell was imminent. “I’d better use the facilities while I can. Even at the fancy international schools, they still have to hold it in, hours at a time, I’d wager.”

“They do, at that,” Dahlia said. “Nice to meet you.”

Off he went, and then John strode toward them. “Are we talking about the working bee? I like this idea of hosing the spring showcase there, too. How do you feel about getting involved in this horticulture club, too, Dominic? We can hit two birds with one stone, as they say.”

Which barely made sense, but Thomas was more concerned with all these great ideas getting wildly out of control. “Maybe Dahlia should get some say, since it’s her house, isn’t it.”

Dominic and John both looked at him, weirdly in sync given their two very different expressions. John was all surprise and low-key offended. Dominic’s was almost amused and far-too-curious. As if Thomas had just thrown himself in front of a bus for the woman, thereby declaring his feelings for all the world to see.

“I’m all for it,” Dahlia said. “All of it, but yeah, it’d be good to be in the loop.”

John was nodding, thoughtful face on, then.

Dahlia went on, “And it’s the middle of winter still, there’s very little growing, and it’s an enormous garden. There’s a lot of work to do.”

“Dominic, where are you headed now?” John called over the caretaker but, before Dominic had a chance to answer, lobbed another question: “Can you have a look at the space today? Draw up a plan for a working-bee. We can get sponsors, donations from local businesses.”

“John,” Thomas said.

“Many hands make light work,” John said. “What do you say, Dahlia?”

Dahlia nodded, slightly dazed.

“See? And Paula is keen to see this horticulture project up and running, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely, but...”

“Strike while the iron’s hot, I say. We’ll pull the community together. It’ll be a wonderful thing. I can see it now, I can. Vision, that’s what we need.”

Except it was Dahlia’s vision to begin with. And it was Dahlia’s house. And if John kept on like this, Dahlia might just run away to Iceland or Rotterdam or Liverpool or how did that old song go? Anywhere but home?
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DAHLIA TURNED ON THE one light in the glasshouse and glared at the bare dirt. She’d planted the seeds only a few days ago, but she was now within the germination window and... and nothing. It felt like a sign.

She looked up and saw the light on in the kitchen, windows steamed-up. Some of the students were cooking dinner. The others, last she’d looked, were playing pool. Thomas was MIA and Dahlia wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. They hadn’t had a chance to talk since that moment in the staffroom.

Well, it was more than a moment. It was a whole series of moments starting with yes, I’ll be staying on for maybe a whole year, and ending with hijacking poor Dominic’s afternoon.

He’d been a lot of value, truth be told. They’d surveyed the garden and written a list. He could see all the things needing doing, and the way he said everything with such confidence almost made her believe it would all happen. She hadn’t asked him directly about Gran, but she’d mentioned the diaries, mentioned that she was trying to figure out what Gran wanted. 

Dominic had said, with the same reassuring confidence he’d assessed the pagoda, “She’d want you to do whatever you want to do.”

“Really?”

“A lot of people had opinions about what she should have done, and sometimes she let them think she was doing what they wanted, but she did her own thing. Didn’t let guilt or obligation rule her—at least not when I knew her.”

The way he said when I knew her made it sound as though all that was a very long time ago. Maybe they’d fallen out. Maybe they’d collaborated on a murder and given up the friendship because it was necessary for the cover up.

“You alright?” Thomas appeared at the door of the glasshouse.

“No sign of life yet,” she pointed at the soil.

“It’ll happen.” He stepped nearer and, now he was within reach, her body grew heavy, eager to lean into him. But here, in the softly lit glass house, they were basically in a picture window—if anyone cared to look, they’d see everything. And she’d already put Thomas on the spot today—“Sorry about the staffroom ambush. I thought I’d get to tell you before it was announced.”

“I knew you were interviewing.” He looked toward the house, perhaps checking for an audience. “I’m just happy you’re staying.”

He did a very good impression of someone who wasn’t hung up on another woman. Sheer force of will, perhaps. He clearly wanted to move on. And maybe Dahlia was helping with that. Maybe that made it okay—so long as there really was no chance of him getting back together with Kim.

Kim, who now lived in town. Who Dahlia still hadn’t met—or not that she knew of.

“I just hope no one was looking at my face,” Thomas said.

“Why?”

His smile was a brilliant thing. “Why do you think?” Head cocked to the side, he gave her such a look.

She reached up and kissed him. Then remembered they might be in view of the kids. “Shit, sorry.”

“Don’t. I rather like the idea I’m irresistible.”

She laughed.

“That said, now that you’ve seen John in full swing, you can probably appreciate why we don’t want this little H.R. breach on his to-do list.”

“That’s what this is? An H.R. breach?”

He waggled his eyebrows, all delicious mischief.

“Are we going to keep it secret for the whole time though?” It had to be said, though she was breaking the no-talking-about-the-future rule.

“Let’s give it a couple of weeks and then... I’ll tell John.”

“That we’re...?”

“Together,” he said.

It didn’t sound like a question, but she wanted to answer him anyway. “Okay.”

“I’ll probably have to make it sound all official.”

“I don’t mind,” she said. And she really didn’t. It was dopamine or something, but standing here in the golden light, the glasshouse like a prism, lit up purple and pink with the wintry night sky, and Thomas looking all happy and nervous and hopeful. She wanted to give him everything. She wanted to stay, to never disappoint him. Terrifying thought, that. But she looked him in the eye—his joy and confidence filled her up.

“Fuck it,” he said, and kissed her. Properly this time. The specter of John’s disapproval was nothing to the full-body force of Thomas kissing her. 

Any moment, surely, one of the kids was going to see them. Then what? Thomas and Dahlia would step out of the glass house and find the whole crew standing in the dark, applauding their little show. Dahlia wrapped her arms around him, threw all her strength into answering his kiss. All the rest of the world, all the things that might happen, could fade away into the night.
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THOMAS FELT LIKE HE could burst. Not only was she staying, but she was staying with him. She wanted it official, and not a secret, and not a convenient hook-up with no complications—he was allowed to feel the way he was feeling. He wasn’t betraying some half-stated agreement. 

He was, eyes open, and far too willingly, diving into this thing.

She broke the kiss and laughed, breathless. He noticed then, properly noticed, that she’d been out here looking at seedlings. She’d planted seeds, as if she’d be here to see them grow. “What have you planted?” he pointed.

“Herbs, mostly. A few flowers—thought I’d try growing from the seed heads, since they’re everywhere at the moment. See what happens.”

Okay, so these weren’t long-term-plans; these were see-what-happens. “Nice,” he said, trying to temper his ridiculously high hopes.

A voice came from the house. “Mister O? Ms Ellis?”

Thomas ducked out of the glass house. “Is dinner ready?”

“Almost. What are you doing?” It was Tess, coming down the path toward them.

“Bit of gardening,” he said.

“At this time of night?”

“I’ll come wash up.”

“I can’t find Miss Ellis,” Tess turned to walk back to the house with Thomas.

Dahlia was hiding behind a shelf—perfectly obvious to Thomas, but then he knew to look for her. “I’ll text her,” he said.

“What about the lights?” Tess asked.

Shit, the light was still on in the glass house. “I got it.” Thomas turned back.

Dahlia had slunk right into the corner. He pointed to the light switch, and she gave him a look that said if you must. What else could he do? He turned off the light, leaving her there in the dark.
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DAHLIA STEPPED OUT into the garden. Her eyes had adjusted now. She could almost-safely walk around the house and pretend she’d just arrived home from... a quick drink with Kylie or Taylor or one of her new colleagues.

She came into dinner last of everyone, exclaiming, “Smells amazing.”

“It’s the mushrooms,” Carmel said.

She took her seat beside Thomas. While the students were talking, paying them no mind, he leaned near her and whispered, “Did you walk into something?” He thumbed her arm—there was a great big smudge of dirt below her elbow. She covered it with her hand and leapt up, headed for the kitchen, calling back, “Anyone else want a drink?”

No one had a drink and they all said so at once. She turned on the tap, scrubbing at the smudge and checking herself for other garden-detritus. Thomas came in behind her and started lining up glasses on the counter-top. “I’m so sorry,” he said.

“Shh,” she said, desperately trying not to laugh, and failing.

“They can’t get wind before I talk to John,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder toward the dining room.

“I know.” She turned off the tap and leaned on the bench, shaking with laughter. “Okay. Okay. Calming down.” She tried to breathe slowly, deeply.

Now he was laughing. What was so funny, she could hardly say, but the whole situation was ridiculous. And to top it all off, he was clearly happy. And so was she. This was good. New, and maybe a little volatile, but good.
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Chapter 17
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Thomas put his weight down on the spade, but it wasn’t going deep enough to get under the roots.

Dominic stepped up to have a look. “Pickax, maybe?” He had one in hand.

“One of those little digger things, maybe,” Thomas said.

Dominic laughed. “Let me try, will you.”

“I can do it.” Thomas reached for the tool. It weighed enough to give him pause.

“The fall should do most of the work,” Dominic instructed.

Thomas did as he was told, or tried to, but he missed the roots entirely.

“Go Mister Omari!” one of the teenagers yelled out. There were dozens of them there—a better turn out than Thomas had expected, and Dahlia was clearly blown away. She kept thanking everyone.

He lifted the pickax to take another shot. He could hear Paula commending the students on their blisters. She asked Dahlia where they’d find Bandaids.

Thomas got the root on the fifth swing, then he and Dominic pulled on the dead bush, rocking it back and forth in the earth. It was not ready to let go yet, apparently. “It’s that big one, it is,” Dominic said, pointing into the shadows of tangled roots and soil. “I’ll hold it at this angle so you can get at the big one.”

Thomas looked around to make sure he wasn’t about to take anyone out with the back of the ax. The place was humming—a couple of guys were putting the roof back on the pagoda, and a whole trailer-load of seedlings were lined up along the garden beds, students, parents and teachers kneeling to dig them in. Homemade cakes and lemonade filled a trestle table. There was even music—Thomas had rigged up the speakers at the windows facing this part of the garden, and later on some of his students would play live.

“It’s always like this,” Dominic said. “The job feels impossible and you think you’re there, time and again, but no. When we finally get this thing out of the ground, you’ll be baffled, you will.”

Thomas swung at the cavity in the earth. His aim was improving, but this angle—more of a diagonal—didn’t have the same force of gravity behind it. 

“Don’t use your back, mind. Let the ax do the work,” Dominic said. “Be patient. It’s not a race.”

Thomas laughed—the man could read his mind, apparently. Scary thought, that. Thomas was feeling a lot of things today—seeing Dahlia in among the community like this made him hope for the kind of long-term her one-year contract did not promise. And digging up roots like this seemed a little on the nose—he’d put down roots in this town and didn’t want to dig them up. Ever. But falling for Dahlia was making him wonder if he would. If he should. For her.

He swung the pickax again and again. “Am I doing this right?” he asked.

Dominic nodded, yanking the dead bush hard to give Thomas a better view. “Keep on keeping on.”

Thomas laughed. Keep on keeping on. Like he had a choice? He was head-over-heels for Dahlia and there was nothing he could do about it—nothing he would do about it, even if he did have a choice, and one day she’d probably up sticks, leave this place he loved. So then what? He’d leave with her. It all seemed brutal and inevitable. And this fucking shrub could come out of the fucking ground, whether it wanted to or not, thank you very much.

When it finally gave, Thomas was too exhausted to do anything. Others clapped and cheered but he only lay down on the ground.

Once people’s attention went elsewhere, Dahlia came over, stood at his shoulder, smiled down at him. “Need Bandaids?”

“Just lemonade, I think. Maybe a massage.” He could hardly believe the words coming out of his mouth—and he’d probably been overheard. No one seemed to be paying attention.

Dahlia came back with a paper cup of lemonade and he sat up, peeling off his gloves. His hands were red, but blisters weren’t announcing themselves yet. He drank the lemonade down in one gulp.

“Good job,” she said.

“Team effort.” He looked around for Dominic. He was up a ladder, fixing something to the roof of the pagoda.

“I can’t believe so many people showed up,” Dahlia said, watching some students dig in seedlings, carefully loosening roots and patting down soil. “Just think,” Paula was saying, scooping topsoil from a wheelbarrow, “years from now, you’ll come by, or your children will, and these plants will be yea-high. And you’ll tell the wee ones that you were there the day we put them in.”

“It’ll take years?” One of the kids asked.

“Depends on the plant,” Paula said. “These ones, though, we space them out so they have room to grow. And the little ones in-between, they’ll have done their dash, come and gone. Just filling the gaps in the meantime.”

“But we’ll get to eat the berries, right?” The raspberry stalks were in a whole other part of the garden; these kids had been busy.

“Absolutely. In the summer—probably not a bumper crop this first year, but next summer for sure.”

“I’ll be graduated by then,” one girl said.

The conversation drifted off into everyone’s plans for when they left school.

Dahlia offered Thomas a hand up off the ground and he took it. John couldn’t rationally have any doubts about her. She was the perfect person for the job—the job here at the house, and the job at the school, and if she wanted the additional job of Thomas’ girlfriend then the board would just have to lump it. He resolved to face the principal next week.

Where was John? Thomas looked around. “Have you seen John?”

“He was overseeing the worm farm... construction?” Paula answered.

“I’ll find him,” Dahlia offered. “Have another lemonade.” She pushed him gently toward the trestle tables by the front steps. Her hand on his arm sent a jolt of awareness right through him. And everywhere all around people were getting on with the job as if nothing had happened at all.
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“IS THAT THE OLD BATH?” Dahlia said, though she hardly needed an answer to her question. Three students at each end and they were just inching it off the ground. John was crouched, reaching under with the measuring tape.

“We’ll need something to prop it up at each end,” John said.

“What about those bricks from the edging?” Dahlia said. “Is this for the worms?” She had vague memories of rubber ducks and bubble baths in this very tub, with Bridget when they were just little, and possibly Taylor, too.

“It’s perfect,” John declared. “Drains out the bottom, and apparently there’s some plan for a plumbing system to distribute the, ah, unmentionables throughout the garden.” Worm pee was unmentionable? “Put it down and we’ll get the bricks sorted.”

But loose bricks weren’t stable, and mortar was a job for experienced hands, so John cajoled Dominic into taking over and went off to dabble elsewhere.

Dahlia mixed mortar as she was instructed. Dominic measured the uneven but paved area beside the glass house. “Here is good. We’ll feed the pipes in and along and that’ll increase the reach of the wormy goodness.” He laughed. “Not gonna lie, I’m enjoying how the mention of a bit of urine makes everyone squirm.”

She held up the pail of mortar. “Is that good?”

“Like toothpaste?” He checked it. “Perfect. Right. Want to lay some bricks?” The first layer of mortar looked a right mess, but apparently it would all shake out, or scrape away rather, in the end. Dominic used his pinky finger to measure the space between the bricks, and Dahlia smooshed them in place.

“What would Gran think of all this?” Dahlia said.

“I don’t know. I don’t think she’d mind, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I don’t know what I’m asking,” Dahlia said, though it felt a little cowardly. She knew what she wanted to ask. “Did you know her well?”

“I met your gran when I was seventeen,” he said.

“What?”

“I mowed the lawns here, that was my dutty side-hustle, as a lad. And she moved back in with her folks. She was 28, I think, with two children, too young to be a widow.”

Dahlia was holding her breath now, they were so close to the questions she longed to ask. So close and yet there was no bridge from too young to be a widow to maybe she killed the bastard.

“Let’s aim for seven layers high here.” He reattached the measuring tape to his belt. “The same at that end.”

“Will it take long to dry?”

“Couple of days if it’s damp. And it’s always damp.”

She lay the next brick. “I didn’t realize you’d known her that long.”

“In this town, everyone has known everyone that long.”

“Did you lose touch?” Dahlia put the next brick in place.

“I got married and, well, the two of them didn’t get on well, so we drifted.”

“It sounds like you were close, though.” Dahlia felt near to crossing a line, but it had to be said. Her curiosity demanded it.

“We were, for a time.” He pulled out the measuring tape again. “That’ll do for this side. We can scrape off most of the excess now.” He showed her how then handed over the scrapey thing. “It was a long time ago.”

She watched his expression, but he wasn’t giving anything away and everything else he had to say was about bricks and mortar. Dahlia wasn’t out of questions yet though. “So you didn’t know her husband, before he died?”

“Knew of him.” And the tone seemed to suggest he hadn’t liked the guy.

“He wasn’t much of a husband to her,” Dahlia said. “It’s not a secret.”

Silence. And then, “I think you’re ready to tackle the other side by yourself. I better check on that pagoda situation.”

Dahlia knew when she was being fobbed off. Dominic knew something he wasn’t saying. So even if she hadn’t learned anything of great importance, she’d learned there was more to learn. And that was something.

The measured the space between the bricks with her fingers and slathered on mortar. She was building a literal wall, small though it was, all by herself, after an apprenticeship of less than half an hour. Uncanny. But she did it, crouching on the ground, listening to the hum of people on the other side of the glasshouse and around the front; voices and laughter, digging and chopping, music and mayhem. For hours now, she’d been in the middle of it all, this community that acted as though she belonged here. Was that enough to compensate for her lack of the feeling?

She heard Thomas’s laughter break out above the rest, and remembered the sight of him swinging that pickax—so fucking hot. A school working-bee was very much a family show, but there was nothing family-show about his arms and sweat and the sound he made.

“It’s going crooked,” Taylor said, appearing as if from nowhere. 

“Well it’s my first wall.”

He pointed to the other one. “Dominic did that.”

“Hey, so I’ve been having a nosy—basement looks good.”

“You could have asked,” she said.

“I couldn’t find you. You were building the world’s tiniest wall.”

“What are you valuing the place? I really don’t think I want to sell it.”

“I know. I wanted to check your plumbers aren’t cowboys.”

“Are they?”

He gave a shrug. “Pretty sure the damp isn’t coming from the pipes, for the most part.”

“What?” She stopped scraping off mortar and sat back on her heels. “Another problem?”

“I’ll loan you a dehumidifier and see how it goes.”

She was still aching from the working bee two days later when she went in to Taylor’s office after school—borrowed Thomas’s car for the purpose of picking up the “biggest dehumidifier they sell retail”, or that was what Taylor had promised. Classic salesman.

The receptionist pointed to a seat and said, “He’s with a client, won’t be long.”

Strange to think of her rascal cousin having such grown-up things as clients. But there were three other people seated and waiting, so... multiple clients.

With nothing better to do, Dahlia flicked through a shiny brochure. It made little old Gwyllt look sophisticated, even posh. When she paused on a glorious yellow bathroom with a double shower, the woman beside her leaned a little closer. “It’s cool, innit?”

“Yeah,” Dahlia said, and gave the stranger a smile.

“That black glass and tile combo,” the woman said.

“Do you work here?” Dahlia asked. “Taylor’s my cousin.”

“No, I’m just signing a lease—not for that place unfortunately. Wait, you’re Taylor’s cousin—are you the one that inherited Mrs Ellis’s old place.”

“Guilty as charged.”

The woman gave a short, almost bitter laugh. “I used to live there.”

“Before it was a boarding—oh, you’re...” Dahlia stopped herself a breath from saying Thomas’s ex. 

“Wicked Witch of Gwyllt? That’s me.”

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

She—Kim—gave a shrug, like she didn’t care about being called a witch, or she felt she deserved it. And if she’d broken Thomas’s heart, well, maybe she did.

Taylor came out of his office, shaking hands and looking sharp in a pinstripe number. So smooth: until his clients were out the door, it was like he didn’t see anyone else in the room, but then he turned to Dahlia. “Right, great big dehumidifier coming right up.” It was like he expected applause, but Dahlia could have clapped her self on the back because she didn’t glance at Kim even once after that, didn’t show even a smidge of the fascination she felt. And that was a win.
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THOMAS WAS MAKING A curry from scratch, so he was in no mood to be interrupted, but apparently it was important.

“From scratch,” he said again, even as he let Seamus shepherd him through to the lounge. Every seat was already taken by one of the boarding students, so Thomas stood behind the sofa, patting his hands on his apron. “From scratch.”

“I saw the jar,” Seamus said and pressed play on—it was the very same camera he’d once hidden in the kitchen to steal Thomas’s secret recipes. 

Oh shit. Shit shit shit. Thomas was about to watch himself and Dahlia on the TV in the living room doing God-knows-what. “Wait!” He leapt around the couch and stood in front of the television.

“What?”

“Well it’s just...” Fuck. What could he say that wasn’t incriminating?

“It’s not you,” Seamus said. “Or your precious macaroni cheese. Gosh.”

“I can’t believe you’ve been hiding cameras again—what about Dahlia’s privacy. What about the girls?”

“Unless they’re walking around naked in the drawing room, they’ll be fine. And don’t worry, I’ve pre-viewed it. There’s a crime, but it’s not public indecency.”

Thomas gave in and stepped out of the way, as the screen came to life. The drawing room—when had Thomas started calling it that?—was empty. “When was this?” he asked, because the tension might actually kill him. At least it was in a room where he’d only kissed Dahlia. Nothing x-rated had occurred on that piano stool. Or that sofa. Not that he hadn’t thought about it.

“Nothing’s happening,” Mina said.

“There’s a shadow there,” Tess said.

And then Dominic walked into the frame.

“Isn’t that the caretaker?” Josh said.

Seamus was nodding. “Watch. He knows exactly what he’s looking for.” And sure enough, Dominic went directly to the desk where all the journals and albums were piled up in order, post-it notes decorating the edges. He was standing right in the way of the camera, so they couldn’t see what he’d done, but after perhaps two minutes he walked back out the way he came empty handed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 18
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Dahlia couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing. “If he wanted to look at the diaries, he could have just asked. I mean, I basically offered.”

Thomas had shooed the students away: “Dinner, homework, music practice—now there’s an idea!” Now he sat on the floor beside the television, shaking his head. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“I talked to him at the working bee. He said they went way back but drifted apart—she didn’t get on with his wife. It didn’t seem like a big deal.”

“He didn’t ask about your grandfather.”

“I asked him if he’d known him, he said he hadn’t, and that was it.”

“He changed the subject?”

“No, he had to go deal with the pagoda.”

“What if he knew about it?” Thomas said, and Dahlia was almost sure that when he said it he meant murder. She didn’t want confirmation of that, so she threw her head back against the sofa, covered her face with her hands and groaned.

When she peeked out, Thomas was playing the tape again. Dominic walked right at the camera, hands empty and swinging casually.

“I could just ask him,” Thomas said. “We get on. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s something silly—maybe they did have an affair, back in the day, and he just wanted to know if she’d written about him.”

“He’s got pockets!” She leapt around the coffee table and joined Thomas on the floor, pressed rewind and play and pause in quick succession. “There.”

“You think he took something.”

“If there’s evidence to take, then maybe.”

Three hours later, they’d gone through every diary, searching for freshly torn pages and conspicuous gaps. Thomas brought her yet another cup of tea and then handed her an album. “We might as well finish the job.”

“I only mentioned the diaries. If he came in looking for something,” she sighed, “it’s late, and we’ve school tomorrow.”

“I booked us a weekend away,” Thomas blurted. “Before all of this, I thought it would be a nice surprise.” He looked hopeful and sorry all at once.

“It is a nice surprise,” she said.

“But are we going to be able to enjoy it with all this?” He gestured to the diaries she was stacking carefully back in date order.

“I imagine we’ll find some way to entertain each other,” she said, brazenly looking him the eye and, well, thinking filthy thoughts.

“It’s still a couple of days away. I’ll talk to Dominic before then.”

“Don’t. We could set up the camera again. Make sure to mention we’re away on the weekend. Maybe he’ll come back and we’ll see... something.” Even as she said it, the plan seemed thin. But damn it, she wanted to go away with Thomas for the weekend. Fingers crossed for a bathtub.

“Maybe if we mention separate weekend plans, not...”

“The dirty weekend you had in mind?” she said, and the blush on his cheeks looked so good she had to kiss his cheeks. The students were all up in bed now, lights off—and frankly it was a small miracle they hadn’t been caught on camera before now. Perhaps Gran was watching out for her yet.
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ON A STRAIGHT STRETCH of road, Thomas slowed down to double-check the directions.

“Do you think they bought it?” Dahlia said. “The students, I mean.”

“Maybe,” Thomas said.

“It is plausible though, right? I’m clueless about gardens. He’s a gardening genius. If I were going to borrow a book on gardening... I probably would forget to give it back.”

Thomas was starting to worry he’d booked them a room in a hotel that didn’t exist. The road was getting darker and narrower. But he didn’t want Dahlia to know he was worried, so he said, “I thought the bit about someone leaving the back door unlocked, now that was very believable.”

“It’s does happen a lot,” she said.

“Keys, just one less thing to remember,” he said, though it bothered him more than he let on. But he refused to let anything sully this weekend.

“You’re lucky I like surprises,” Dahlia said.

“We’re nearly there.” He really hoped it was true. “Apparently the sticky date pudding is excellent.”

“I haven’t had sticky date in years.”

“Not a fan? They’ll have other things,” he rushed to assure her.

“Thomas. Relax.”

He took a deep breath, and hoped it wasn’t audible. This whole thing made him nervous—he’d booked it just one week ago, a place he’d never been, hadn’t even told Dahlia till it was bought and paid for. And here they were, lost in the hinterland.

Dahlia gasped. “Is that where we’re going?”

He looked up beyond the road immediately in front of them. The castle seemed to glow in the night.  Okay, maybe it would all be okay. It already looked better than the photos.

“Is there a restaurant in the castle?” she said.

“And a hotel. We’re staying there.”

“What? Oh, that’s so cool!”

He laughed, probably nervous release more than anything else.

A couple of hours later, groaning over the deliciousness of the sticky date pudding, Dahlia licked clean her fork and said, “Well, it’s official. Best boyfriend ever.” 

And somehow the weekend only got better from there. The four-poster bed. The spa bath. The shipwrecked remains lodged in the sand at Rhossili. Dahlia took off her shoes to walk in the shallows, even though it was January.

“Aren’t you cold?” Thomas stepped around the puddles in the sodden sand.

She tied the laces of her shoes together and slung them over her shoulder. “Wakes me up,” she said and reached out to touch the skeletal-looking wood poking up from the sand. “Looks like teeth.” She patted the tops of three planks in a row. “And this one is the vampire’s fang. Do you know the story?”

“Of the giant vampires?”

“I meant of the boat, the shipwreck, but I will not say no to giant vampires.”

He looked it up on his phone. “It was a Norwegian ship, the Helvetia. Moored off the coast in a storm and got stranded in 1887. No one died—there you go, then.”

“Maybe they were vampires. Immortal.”

“Oh, there’s another one,” he said. “At Culver Hole.” 

Hunting for remnants of history, making up as much as they learned, and soaking up the beauty of the landscape—Saturday flew by. Thomas found himself wondering if it was simply what he was now referring to (silently in his own head) as The Dahlia Effect. When they were together, he never wanted to be anywhere else. Her wonder and hunger to see things was catching. Everything was interesting when she was right there next to him, interested. Imagining. And impatient—even her impatience was endearing. She had a kind of urgency to try things, to grab onto life with both hands. To grab onto him with both hands. That was nice, too. And here, a couple of hours from home, there was no need to pretend they weren’t together.

***
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DAHLIA PUT HER HAND to the rumpled, ancient stone of a ruined castle, thousands of years old, but so very here and now. Thomas—this man who loved this place—with him, she felt grounded, present, no desire to be anywhere else.

“The Normans invaded and put up castles to kind of stake their claim,” Thomas said. This one, he hadn’t even needed to look up. History teacher, perks. “Nature got her own back, she did,” he added. “The sand and wind.”

“Nothing invades like sand,” Dahlia said. She could still feel it in her shoes from yesterday.

“Not even Normans,” Thomas called back, disappearing beyond a wall. She was going the other way—she’d bump into him around the back. This parting and rejoining was half the fun of exploring, and Thomas moved in a way she enjoyed—not just because he was delicious to look at, but because he didn’t follow her and didn’t expect her to follow him—there was just enough awareness of each other to not lose each other, to never feel hurried or held-up.

She found him sitting in what was once perhaps a window-frame, looking out at the water, the moody sky reflected there in purples and blues.

“One day,” she said, “someone will probably wander around the ruins of our garden and speculate what once stood there—where I built those two little walls for the worm farm. I wonder what they’ll think it was.”

“The bath will probably outlive the walls,” Thomas said.

“Hey, are you questioning my bricklaying skills?”

He laughed, a little flustered. “No, no, never. Oh, it seems a shame to leave.”

“Surely we have time to stop for lunch before we drive home.”

“Did you have somewhere in mind?”

“Is it pronounced Mumbles?”

He laughed. “One of my students did a local history project on Mumbles. Apparently the French named it, and we’ve since bastardized their pronunciation of... is it mamelles? Breasts. It’s the French for breasts.”

“I’m going to need to look that up. Since I’m teaching French and all.”

“I bet that comes up a lot in class,” he said.

“A little cross-curricular, language meets history,” she suggested.

He looked like he was about to burst out laughing. “Meets biology, health...”

“Exactly,” she said. “Just good holistic pedagogy.”

He laughed. She loved that sound—the low rumble and crack, and that glow in his eyes. And she’d inspired it.

So she kept going. “What’s the Welsh word for breasts?”

“Bronnau,” he said.

She leaned toward him, for a kiss, yes, but also to give him a good look down her shirt.

“Mae bronnau ardderchog da hi,” he said, looking.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“I love your breasts.” He cupped one, then kissed her properly.

“I love your... chest,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“Mmm.”

“And your shoulders.” She ran her hands out over them.

“It’s all the manual labor you’ve got me doing.”

“Any time you want to swing a pickax, just let me watch.”

He laughed and kept kissing her, his hand on her breast as though worshiping it.

“Maybe not during horticulture club, though. I can’t be entirely responsible for my actions.”

He pulled her onto his lap and gave the other breast the same attention. She twisted so she could straddle him. It seemed an awfully long time since they’d woken up in that enormous bed. He’d pulled the curtains and they’d watched the sunrise. She’d sat between his thighs, learning back on his chest, morning wood solid against her back. He hadn’t let her turn around and make the most of it—instead, he’d held her there. “Don’t miss the sunrise,” he’d murmured in her ear, then reached under the covers and touched her till she panted and writhed. She hadn’t even noticed him coming, pressed between their bodies, she’d been so consumed with sensation.

His turn now. She gave a wicked laugh and pressed him into the stones.

“This is quite a popular tourist destination,” he said, between kisses.

“I can’t see anyone,” Dahlia said.

“I can’t see anything but spots.”

She popped open the button at his waist. “That better?” He felt so hot against her cool hand, so warm and alive compared to the cold stone and wintry breeze. 

“Fuuuuck,” he croaked, pressing into her touch.

“Do you want me to stop?” she said.

“No.”

She pulled him free enough to wrap her hand around his stand. All her internal muscles leapt in anticipation, but they’d have to wait their turn—later. This was for Thomas. He was dark, swollen. Her hand looked so pale and small gripping him. Perched on his lap like this, she felt his thighs shift beneath her ass. He reached one foot to the ground and now she was only straddling one leg. Fuck, she just might come like this, riding his leg like a dog in heat. He bucked into her hand and she kissed the groan on his lips. 

His hands were cool, up inside her sweater, finding bare skin and burrowing beneath her bra, pushing it aside. His fingers, calloused and strong, massaged her breast with a furious urgency. 

“Fuck,” she said and he kissed her, coming, spilling over her knuckles as her own orgasm bounded through her. It was the kind of climax that teased with the promise of more to come, but more to come was fine by her. They had a whole year ahead of them—she’d signed on the dotted line. So what if five nights a week they slept as far apart as the enormous house would allow, pretending to be nothing more than friendly colleagues. Not people who drove each other to mad acts of passion—like fucking in public places with the real risk of windburn on some very sensitive skin.

“Definitely gonna need to stop for lunch,” Thomas said.

“To get your energy back?” She shifted to sit on the cold stone.

He laughed and arranged his clothes. “Hydration.”

“What choice do we have?” She fixed her dislodged bra. “Slaves to our appetites.”

He shook his head. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

***
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THOMAS HAD THE STRANGEST feeling, like it shouldn’t come as a surprise at all. This was uncharted territory, the way he felt about Dahlia, the way he wanted her, had to have her—and she didn’t hold back either. Maybe she couldn’t help it. Slaves to our appetites.

It was a turn of phrase. The word ‘slaves,’ got thrown around like that, common as anything. He wanted to refute it—there was no power imbalance here, no one was taking anything unwillingly given. He’d never been so confident of that with a woman. The way Dahlia wanted him, the way she spoke her mind and asked his permission. And regardless of how it had began, it wasn’t just a rebound thing anymore. It was real. A real friendship, a deep connection, and the sex was part of that, all tangled up in it, inseparable. But there was more to this than sex.

They sat outside to eat lunch: a pizza, an ice cream, a view over Swansea Bay. The trip home held little appeal, so they got coffee, too, then walked down to the pier, gazed out at the lighthouse, took their time.

Dahlia slipped off her shoes, tucked her socks inside them, and left them there on the rocks. She groaned, sinking her toes into cold, wet sand, like it was some kind of great pleasure. He laughed.

“What?”

“You strange and brilliant creature.”

“Don’t knock it till you try it.” She rolled up the bottom of her jeans then went ahead and walked into the shallows.

Thomas could hardly believe himself, but he crouched and unlaced his shoes. “I must have it bad,” he mumbled and Dahlia laughed. Shit—she’d heard that. But maybe it was okay—maybe it was so bloody obvious how bad he had it that he might as well out and say it.

The rocks were brutal on his soles, but the sand was strangely nice. Cool, but not icy. Soft. “You’re right, it’s not that bad.”

“You’re not in the water yet.”

“Baby steps, isn’t it.”

“Nah, the only way to get in cold water is all at once.”

“You make it sound like you’re going for a swim.”

“Next time.” She folded up the cuffs of her jeans another couple of inches, then gave him a daring look. “Spring break we should go somewhere we can swim.”

“In Wales, in March?”

“Only one of those things is fixed.”

“True,” he said, because two days of sightseeing with Dahlia was almost enough to make him believe that if she wanted to leave the country, he’d probably go with her. He was at her mercy. A slave to his appetites. 

He stepped near enough that the lapping water covered his toes and snuck under the arch of one foot. He may have yelped.

No, in fact, it was his phone making that sound.  He pulled it from his pocket, backing away from the frigid water. He saw the name, and answered. “Josh, how’s it?”

“We, ah, thought you’d be home, so we got the earlier bus.”

“What? Oh, sorry. I’m still an hour—a bit more than an hour away.”

“No, it’s our fault. The thing is, we thought we’d just open that window, the one the latches slip when you bang it.”

“What about your key?”

“It’s in my room so I don’t forget it.”

“Okay, we’ll be back as soon as we can,” Thomas said, sitting down to put on his shoes.

“Um,” Josh said, “we broke the window. It was an accident. I was trying to bang on the frame but my hand slipped and...”

“Are you alright?” Thomas asked.

“I’m fine. I’m fine. But I’ll pay for the window. I’ll find a way. I just didn’t want to... I’m sorry. It was stupid.”

“No, it’s okay. You sure you’re okay?” Thomas asked again, a sick feeling churning in his stomach. He should have been there.

“Yeah, all good.”

“I’m on my way, now.”

“Sweet. Okay. Sorry.”

“It was an accident. It’s okay,” Thomas said, then hung up the phone. 

Dahlia was drying off her feet on her cuffs. “What happened?”

Thomas explained as they legged it back to the car. Half a mile, but it seemed like three times that far. Then the Sunday afternoon traffic—before they even got to the main roads, it was driving him spare. Dahlia looked up alternative routes and made suggestions—trying to help, but what could she do really?

Again and again, Thomas said, “They’re by themselves. I’m meant to be there. I’m responsible.”

“I could call Auntie Sooz, see if she’d go over?”

He considered it for a moment. “Shit, they’re all going to know we’re together—away together, like.”

“Right.”

“I was gonna talk to John this week,” he said, resisting the urge to slap the steering wheel. “Okay, this is happening.”

“The boys won’t talk if they realize it could jeopardize the whole boarding situation. We’ll just explain it to them.”

“True.” Thomas wanted to take comfort in her words. He wanted her to be right. He wanted to calm down. He wanted this damned traffic to clear.

“They’re sixteen. They’re allowed to be home without an adult.”

“But they’re not home; they’re at a boarding house.”

“Did they manage to get in?” she said.

He shook his head. But then it occurred to him that the broken glass might not put them off the attempt. If it was already broken, why not open the window and climb in? “Shit,” he said.

“What?”

“I need to call them back. Those two, they’re not going to sit in the cold and wait patient-like. They’re going to climb in.” He took the next exit off the motorway.

“This is not a faster route,” Dahlia said.

“Can you drive while I call them?” He pulled over as soon as he could. “We shouldn’t have stopped for lunch.”

Dahlia leapt out of the car and dashed around. Her speed was something of a comfort.

His phone rang in his ear even as he slid into the passenger seat. “We’d be there by now,” he said.

“You couldn’t have known.” Dahlia handed him her phone, which was rerouting them back to the M4. “And they’re not meant to arrive this early.”

“But I’m always there, so sometimes they do.” He heard the anger in his voice, all for himself, but Dahlia was hearing it too. He was about to apologize—he wasn’t mad at Dahlia, only at himself—when Josh answered Seamus’ phone.

“Don’t climb in,” Thomas barked.

“Too late,” Josh said.

“Are you alright?”

“Seamus cut his hand.”

Fuck. Fuck! Thomas took a deep breath rather than cuss out the students. “Is he bleeding?”

“Yeah, some.”

“Are you inside?”

“No. But I used my jersey. Tied it tight and used the sleeves for—like a tourniquet.”

“Shit.” Double shit, because that time he said it aloud.

“How far away are you?”

“An hour.”

Dahlia moved into the fast lane.

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” Thomas asked, but Josh shouldn’t have to make such a decision. “Put Seamus on.”

“Hi Mister Omari,” Seamus said.

“What did you do?”

“The glass fell and it... the... cut on... my hand.”

“Is it deep?”

“Little bit.” Clearly an understatement. “Just on the side, by my little finger.”

“Can you move your fingers?”

“Some. Yeah.”

“Okay. You better go to the hospital just in case. Call your folks—are they at home?”

“No, they dropped us off on the way to the movies.”

“Well try them anyway, but I’ll get someone to... someone will come and get you.”

“Okay. Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s not,” Thomas stuttered. “It’s not your fault.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 19
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Dahlia pulled into the hospital carpark.

“There’s a pay station there,” Thomas said, already unbuckled and opening the door.

“I got it. Go find them.”

He walked away without a backward look, his phone to his ear. She guessed he was calling one of the boys—or maybe Greg, who had brought them to the hospital, and who, being a vet-nurse, was good with blood and had better-than-average first aid skills.

Dahlia paid for their parking and walked into the building. She hesitated in the waiting room. What was she going to do now except make things more complicated? Maybe she should wait in the car, or find another way home, tidy up the glass, be there when the rest of the students showed up, and maybe even come up with a good explanation for why her weekend away with Thomas wasn’t a breach of her contract.

She was already at the exit, wondering if she could get a bus from nearby, when Kylie spotted her. “Dahlia!”

“Hi,” Dahlia said, dropping her voice and hoping Kylie would do the same. “You alright?”

“Yeah, I was with Greg when Tom called, so I tagged along. Are you okay?”

“I just realized,” Dahlia tugged her close so no one would hear. “The other students will be arriving. I should go back to the house.”

“You want me to drive you?” Kylie offered.

“Can you?” 

“I’m assuming you came with Tom,” Kylie gave her an I-know-what-you-did this-weekend look.

Dahlia sighed. “I’ll get my things. Can you... you’ll have to take Tom his keys and if you can explain without...”

“Secret’s safe,” Kylie said.

Dahlia turned to go to the car, and there right beside the door was Kim, leaning on the wall, having a cigarette break by the looks of it. And hearing every word they’d said.

Half an hour later, Dahlia was back at Gran’s house, wearing gardening gloves and carefully gathering lethal-looking glass fragments into some newspaper. She called a glazier but they couldn’t come till morning, so she covered the window with cardboard and duct-tape.

She unpacked her weekend bag. Put on a load of laundry. Welcomed the students as they arrived: first Belinda, then Tess. Mina brought news from the hospital—she’d had a text from Josh. And half an hour later, another text; a diagnosis, this time. The glass had damaged two tendons in Seamus’ hand. One of them was almost cut through. He wouldn’t be able to play the piano for weeks for risk of it tearing further.

Dahlia could imagine how Thomas was feeling at such news. It wasn’t his fault, really, but the guilt would be immense.

Carmel arrived only as Dahlia started making dinner. The others filled her in, and scoured social media for photos and updates.

Josh and Thomas returned later, after dinner. “There’s plenty,” Dahlia said, and went to the kitchen. Thomas followed her, leaving Josh to the girls’ thousand questions.

“I don’t think I can eat,” he said. “Just do a plate for Josh, can you?”

Dahlia put the spoon down and pulled him into a hug. He didn’t really respond, only allowed it, and when she let go he got himself a large glass of water, downed it in a single go, refilled it, and stood at the sink, staring out the dark window that was fogged with steam from cooking.

Dahlia finished dishing up Josh’s plate. “Is he staying overnight?”

“He’ll go home with his parents.”

“What did they say?”

“They told him off for trying to break in,” Thomas said. “He’s a pianist. He’s aiming for scholarships. He should be... I should have been here.”

Unsure how much of that was Seamus’s parents, and how much was the guilt, she reached out again. “Thomas...” she said, but there was nothing anyone could do or say to make him stop blaming himself.

“I’ll do that.” Thomas picked up Josh’s plate and carried it out of the room.

She had the strangest feeling: like he was mad at her. Like it was her fault as much as his.

Which was true, in fact, as it was neither of their faults in any way at all. But if Thomas blamed himself, did that mean he blamed her, too? She was the reason he’d gone away for the weekend. She was the reason they hadn’t come home earlier—she’d suggested lunch. She’d climbed on his lap at that castle. She’d goaded him into taking off his shoes and paddling in the ocean.

Much much later that night, when she couldn’t sleep, she remembered the hidden camera.
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THOMAS STOOD STARING at the pristine new glass and listened to John speak very calmly down the phone. He really meant to listen. He deserved it. Seamus was in surgery right now and his chances of music scholarships were dropping faster than the temperature.

And John was saying something about ratios, and something about safety glass.

Josh came around from the back of the house. “I’ll pay for it.”

Thomas shook his head and angled the phone away. “You’re fine. You didn’t know it’d...”

Thomas looked down at the only evidence anything had happened here: a cluster of footsteps in the damp soil; the grass half-dead, more moss than grass anyway, here in the shadow of the house.

“I think I’d probably feel better, mind, if you did make me pay for it,” Josh said.

“Doesn’t work,” Thomas said—from experience. He’d transferred the money to Dahlia’s account the minute he got home. She hadn’t even fought him on it. Maybe her finances were more stretched than he realized. Or perhaps she understood why he had to be the one to pay for this—in any way he could.

Josh knelt down and picked a tiny piece of glass out of the moss.

On the phone, John was saying, “Tomorrow after school, then?”

“That’s fine,” Thomas said and hung up.

“Carmel found a one-handed-piano guy online,” Josh said. “Kind of epic, actually.”

“You’ll probably need to wait a few days before he can... ”

“He wasn’t that bad after.”

“Adrenaline,” Thomas said, because tempering Josh’s expectations seemed smart.

Josh gave a nod and started to walk back inside, then hesitated. “What did the principal say?”

“It’s fine, Josh. You don’t need to worry about that.” Thomas gestured something like go on inside and Josh got the message. Josh, who’d voluntarily promised he wouldn’t say anything about Thomas and Dahlia. And instead of just admitting it, Thomas had probably made it worse: “We were sightseeing is all. Arthur's stone and what not.”

Josh knew. It was all over his face. And Thomas had lied directly to him. But he couldn’t fix it now, not with words. So instead, he chopped a week’s worth of firewood.

When he finally went inside, Dahlia was planning lessons, her laptop on the dining table, casually supervising Mina and Josh preparing the dinner. He wanted to talk to her, but he didn’t want to draw any attention.

“I’m on setting the table,” Dahlia said. “Just finishing le futur.” She put on a bold French accent and then laughed at herself. It felt vaguely wrong to be laughing, but it had happened more than once today at school. Thomas was not the kind of teacher who could get through a full day of classes without laughing. But then he’d remember Seamus and his guilt would pile on, worse for that momentary forgetting.

He got out the place mats and cutlery.

“J’arrive,” Dahlia said and typed emphatically, then slapped her laptop shut. “You alright?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re all sweaty.”

“I was chopping firewood.”

She reached for the forks as he stuck out his hand for them. “Thomas...” she said, eyes clouding with worry.

“What?”

“Your hand.”

It didn’t look good—blisters, torn and red and raw. Dried blood on the inside of his thumb. Her concern was too much, though. “I’ll wash up,” he said and fled. But she found him, a couple of minutes later, in the laundry.

“You’re punishing yourself,” she said. 

Not a question, but he answered anyway: “Job needed doing.”

She ignored the weak excuse and went straight to the point: “What did John say?”

“That the boys shouldn’t have been here. That they shouldn’t have tried to break in. That Seamus has no one to blame but himself, and we need safety glass and stricter ratios. I’ve a meeting tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Dahlia said.

“And Josh knows about us.”

“John said that?”

“No, Josh promised not to say a word but don’t you see that makes it worse?” he asked, not really meaning to go on the attack. He turned off the water—with his sore hand. He hissed and grimaced and spoke on, “On Sunday afternoon, I talked to them on the phone. I should have told them what to do. What to not do. It was so obvious they’d try to get in. We were a whole hour away. They weren’t just going to sit there in the drizzle and wait. They’re teenage boys.”

“And you’re one human man. You can’t control everything. You’re not responsible for everything.” She pressed a clean towel into his hands. Her touch, fuck, why did it have to affect him so much? There was comfort there—comfort he didn’t want, but it soaked in like oil on dry skin. Then she said, “If you’re to blame for this, then so am I.”

“It’s not the same,” he said.

“Dinner’s ready,” Josh yelled from three rooms away.

Dahlia was standing in the way, blocking his exit. Then she stepped aside and it felt like she was giving up. So he didn’t walk out, just looked at her and waited for the right words.

She looked at him maybe the same way. Finally, she said. “I watched the video on the hidden camera. Nothing happens until Seamus and Josh try to climb in.”

How had he forgotten about the video? “It’s on camera?”

“Just off the edge.”

“Dominic didn’t come back?”

She shook her head.

“Mister O?” Josh called out. Thomas threw aside towel in his sore hand and walked away from her.
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DAHLIA AGREED TO ONE thing after another. She’d find the money to replace the glass. They’d have a schedule so no one was home by themselves. They’d all do an online Health and Safety course, even the students. Isabella Bertram walked out with a smug smile on her face, like she’d expected this all along.

“One minute,” John said, before Thomas and Dahlia could leave, then instead of finishing the sentence he stood at his office window and watched Isabella Bertram drive away. “I will be advertising for a boarding house master.” He strode over and closed his office door. “You can choose who stays and who goes. I would quite like to keep you both here on staff, so I’d like this all tied up in a bow before the board catch wind. In the meantime, not a whisper, not even the tiniest hint of anything,” he pointed at Thomas then Dahlia and back at Thomas. “Or the boarding house is done.”

They walked out together, but walking home side by side seemed like waving a giant ‘oops, we did it!’ flag, so Dahlia said she needed to prepare for tomorrow’s lessons. And she did. But the thing with preparing lessons was that it forced her to think about the future. She was looking forward to teaching this unit but there was a whisper of doubt—a shouty whisper—saying she wouldn’t see it out. If the board wanted one of them gone, it had to be her. Thomas belonged here, he loved it here. 

She wanted to see it out though. In the past, the prospect of leaving one place, setting off for somewhere new, sparked such excitement, curiosity, all that possibility, but there was none of that now. The idea of leaving filled her with dread.

So she would do everything they wanted. Play by the rules. Go home, help the students with their homework, go to bed, wake up, go to work. And repeat. All day, every day, in Thomas’s immediate orbit, without bursting into flames.
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Chapter 20
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The first meeting of the horticultural club felt like a kind of test. Mind, everything felt like a test at the moment. Thomas’s sense of impending failure abated the tiniest bit when he wasn’t in easy reach of Dahlia. So he jumped in the van with Dominic and all the gear while Dahlia and Paula walked the students down from school.

Dominic hadn’t even turned on the engine before he asked, “How much trouble are the two of you in?”

Fuck, it was out there then. “What have you heard?” Thomas asked, then remembered that this was the same man who’d broken into the house and taken nothing at all.

“So it’s true?” Dominic put his hand on the back of Thomas’s chair—not a gesture of caring, just reversing a trailer. Right. All at once, Thomas was fed up. Too many secrets. Too many hoops to jump through. And Dominic was a good man, a friend. If he couldn’t have a straightforward conversation with Dominic then what was he even doing here?

As they pulled out onto the road, Thomas remembered how short the journey was, so he blurted out, “Seamus planted a video camera in the lounge because... because he’s a nosy bugger. So, um, yeah, why were you on it?”

“Me?”

“In the drawing room.”

“I did get turned around when I was looking for the loo—at the working bee.”

“Couple of days after that, it was,” Thomas said, hating this. Dominic was one of his favorite people. And just at the moment, when Thomas needed all the allies he could get. “Was there something in Mrs Ellis’s diaries?”

“No. No, there’s...” Dominic hesitated. He was slowing the van to turn into the driveway. They were running out of time. “Have you read them?”

“Most of them.”

The van crept toward the house. Dominic said, “If you know, just say so.”

So Thomas suggested the answer he wanted, no crime covered up—though it probably was a crime back when it started: “You and Michael?”

“Oh, right, yes.” Dominic’s sheer relief was so bloody obvious, it took Thomas a moment to feel anything other than relieved himself.

Dominic turned off the engine, pulled out the key, put his hand on the door.

“Wait,” Thomas said. “You don’t care that I know about you and Michael. There’s something else.”

“No, it’s just, you know, this town.”

“There’s something else.”

“Can we do this later?” Dominic was out of the car before Thomas could answer.

***
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PAULA HELD OUT A CLEAR plastic container to a group of horrified faces. “Perfect,” she said. “A ripe batch of worm pee, ready to do its magic.”

Dahlia wouldn’t have chosen to kick off horticulture club this way—it felt a bit like testing the students: are you really sure you want to be a part of this? They squealed and pretended they were going to vomit, but less than an hour later the group was... a group. The shared experience of revulsion was the real magic, apparently.

Dahlia took a jug of the stuff into the greenhouse for her seeds, fully expecting to see nothing but dark soil, undisturbed. Tampering down the inevitable disappointment, she poured it on. “Well, I tried, Gran,” she murmured.

The liquid moved the dirt, ever so slightly, and she noticed an indent here, a white something there—a shoot! It was an actual shoot. And once she saw one, two more seemed to appear. She didn’t dare move. She could stand here and just watch them—see the actual moment of bursting through.

Thomas came to the door. “Ready to do the pots?”

“Look,” she pointed to the shoots.

“Nice.”

“I thought they weren’t going to work.”

“Magical worm pee?”

“Maybe.”

He stepped in close. What was he doing? Other than exactly what she wanted and everything they really mustn’t do. And then he said, “I talked to Dominic.”

“What?”

“There’s something—we ran out of time but I think he’ll tell me.” Thomas gave her an imploring look, like he was asking for permission.

“Okay.”

Thomas backed out again. “They’re waiting for us.”

Dahlia took a moment before she followed him. Dominic knew something. Something he couldn’t say in a four minute drive. Before the day was out, she might know the truth. Shit. What if she didn’t want to know the truth?

The sound of water splattering and kids squealing drew her back to the group.

Thomas leapt out of the way, but Dominic seemed unconcerned, turning pots around, though the kids were still aiming the hose at them and he was wearing a good amount of it.

Thomas turned off the hose and directed the students to scrubbing brushes. They all set to work, cleaning up the pots.

“Why are they all different?” one of the boys asked.

“A lifetime’s collection, I suppose.” Dahlia scrubbed at some mossy terracotta. “They were all behind the shed and hiding in the garden.

“This one’s broken,” a girl held up a pot cracked right down the middle.

“I can fix that,” Dominic took the pieces and pointed her to another pot needing scrubbing.

“What are we going to put in the pots?” she asked.

“What would you like to put in them?” Dominic crouched down like a man half his age. 

The kids barreled answers at him and he answered, each and every one, “We can do that, we can. Yeah, we can do that.”

Hard to believe the man could be wrapped up in a murder. Unless he was protecting someone else, of course. Dahlia picked up another pot—hand painted with the words ‘Gran’s Garden’. She looked up and caught Thomas watching her. The caring in his eyes was about to make her cry. Then he moved away, pulling his phone from his pocket, clearly thrilled to hear from whomever it was calling him.

There were any number of people it could be. Was she jealous? Of the uncomplicated joy he felt toward... someone other than her.. Whatever else he felt for Dahlia, it was certainly complicated. She was a rebound, then a secret, then a local-history-project-meets-murder-mystery. Then a liability.

“We’re going to be up to our eyes in tomatoes and zucchini,” Dominic was saying. “Might even manage a few aubergines.”

“Yuck! Ych a fi!” said a chorus of young voices.

He laughed. “More for me.”

“Ratatouille,” one of the students said. And then they were off , imagining all the foods they could grow and cook. They were planning next week’s session: first, filling all these pots, then feeding all the trees. They were imagining tarts and cakes and muffins from all the fruit.

“You’re all making me hungry,” Dahlia said.

No surprise, really. It was that time—time to wrap up. To walk the kids back to school and hang around for parents to pick them up. She stood in the car park, wearing a good amount of mud and water and probably a bit of worm piss for good measure, waving happy students goodbye. Thomas was keeping his distance, but when the last parent drove away with the last student, in unspoken agreement, they both started walking home. Together.

Around the corner, out of sight of the school gates, he said, “Seamus says hi.”

“Is he alright?” she asked.

“That was him on the phone earlier. Apparently if you’re going to slice your tendons, sharp glass is the thing to do it with—a nice clean cut. But it’ll be weeks in a brace-bandage-thing.”

“Will he come back to the house?” Dahlia asked.

“He’s already finished that Health and Safety Course. I’d better do it this weekend.”

“Yeah, me too.” She accidentally brushed her hand to his as they walked.

“We could...” he stopped, left do it together unsaid.

“Okay.” She was begging for scraps and she knew it. “Is he able to use his hand at all?”

“Not really, but he’ll have physio and...” He gave a chuckle. “It’s Kim. His physio is... Kim.”

It was getting dark and she couldn’t get a clear read on his face. Was he amused by the murphy’s-law-ness of it, or was he just happy, hopeful—his ex was back, for good, and here was the perfect excuse to see her?

“I should have known,” Thomas said.

“I met her—twice actually. Bumped into her that day at the hospital, but before that at Taylor’s office when I picked up the dehumidifier. She was signing a lease.”

“Is it working—the dehumidifier?”

Really? That’s what he wanted to talk about. “Basement’s dry as a bone,” Dahlia said—just as dry.

“We should use it in the drawing room, too. The damp makes the windows stick. That’s probably why it broke—they’ve climbed through that window numerous times before.”

“Sure,” she said. This was fucking surreal.

“He’s been playing one-handed piano,” Thomas said. “Josh sent him a video apparently. He still wants to do the showcase.”

“You’ve stopped blaming yourself?” Dahlia asked.

“Helps that he’s doing so well. And we’re being duly punished—God, bring on the weekend.”

“What’s on the weekend?”

“The absence of an audience. Five minutes peace. You.”

“Thomas, we can’t.”

“Can’t we? It’s out there. Dominic knows. And John. And Josh. And I can’t imagine any of them telling each other, so other people know. We’re not making out on the school field. In the privacy of your own house, you can do whatever you want.”

They were walking along the fence line of Gran’s property. She was still thinking of it as Gran’s property. “It’s not worth it,” she said. “You’re not gambling everything for me. This house, your boarding students—all your students, your... community. It’s too important. You’re too important here.” She could say and I’m not, but it was right there on her tongue, bitter like too much salt.

She heard the breath go out of him. If it was cruel, it was necessary.
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THOMAS GOT OUT OF THE shower. The house was silent. Sometimes it felt like the house was a tattle-tale—if anyone was there, it creaked and echoed and made sure to announce their presence. But it was too quiet. It felt like a premonition of everyone leaving him.

Still buttoning his shirt, he looked out the bedroom window and spotted a Dahlia-shaped shadow moving around in the greenhouse.

He wasn’t ready to give up. She had concerns, yes, but only because she cared about him. That was a good sign. He went downstairs, put on the kettle, and waited for inspiration. And then a phone buzzed. Dahlia’s phone was there on the counter, a new message lighting up the screen. He picked it up to take out to her. But then he saw the other notifications sitting there—the subject line of an email. Teaching jobs in Spain—available now!

Dahlia was coming out of the greenhouse when he stepped out of doors. 

“You missed a message,” he said, and thrust the phone at her as if he could unread what he’d just read.

She scanned it. “It’s Dominic. Wants to come over.”

“Right.”

“This is serious, isn’t it?” she said. “Fuck, what if I regret it? What if I find out the truth and then wish I could put it back?”

He could only nod.

“I just... I have to know,” she said. “But I don’t know.”

“I’ll make some coffee,” he said and went back inside. He watched the water swirl into the ground beans. The everyday miracle of it. Two separate things irreversibly changed by the other. And in a couple of minutes, he’d push down the press and trap the grinds in the bottom—pour only the liquid into their cups. The grinds had done their job, but they weren’t going anywhere.

Dahlia was going to leave. The French teaching job was only temporary. She’d always been intending to leave, but this felt different.

Dahlia came inside. “That smells amazing,” she said.

He slowly pushed the press down. It was getting stuck, and then it gave way all of a sudden, burping hot coffee and grounds all over the bench. 

“You alright?” she asked, grabbing a tea towel, ready to mop up.

“Yeah.” But the coffee was full of grounds. It was a mess.

“In Turkey, they drink it with the grounds in, and a lot of sugar, but the grinds settle to the bottom.”

“You’ve been to Turkey?” he said.

“Just on holiday.”

“I thought you didn’t like visiting—preferred to live in a place.” He was grasping at straws here, desperate for any hint of what might make her stay.

Dahlia took over the coffee-making, and he let her. “I can’t hack long-term traveling. Some people just drift for months, years, but I find that really lonely. And I need a purpose.”

“To feel like you’re contributing something?” he said, hopefully. 

“I don’t know if I’d say I made any great contribution, but yeah, I guess, in a way. To get below the surface of things, too.” She poured the coffee and handed him a cup. “Dominic’s coming in half an hour. I told him he can look at the journals and albums, so...” 

“I can make myself scarce,” Thomas said.

“You don’t have to.”

“He clearly wants to tell you, not me. I’ll just be in the garden—around but not right in the room.”

So she went through to the drawing room and he sat in the conservatory with his coffee and tried to decide where to start. The sunlight caught on the drum kit. It’d be so good to have Seamus back—Monday was the day. Things might start to get back to normal.

He bent down to straighten a stack of music. There was a book in there—probably used to hold up loose sheets. It was last year’s school yearbook. He flicked the pages and it fell open on the boarding house photo—four of the current lot and two graduates. And him, looking like he needed a haircut, and Kim, looking like she’d just had one. He remembered that day. She’d been freaking out—that perfect smile was fake as anything. Almost impressive really. She’d told him she wanted an abortion. He’d reacted badly. Not that there was any evidence in the photo—well, he looked tired.

And there it was, saved for posterity. How many secrets were hidden and hinted at in all the years of school yearbooks? They had archives going back to before World War Two. Could be a good resource for a local history project.

Dahlia stepped into the conservatory. “Look at this,” she said, and foisted an album on him.

He put the yearbook on top of the pile of music. It was a photo of Taylor and Bridget and their parents, a birthday cake, a bunch of other children.

“Names are on the back,” Dahlia said.

Thomas scanned the names. “Isabella Bertram.”

“She was at Bridget’s birthday party.”

He had to laugh. “What are the odds?”

Dahlia said, “Fairly high, I’m starting to think,” then she picked up the yearbook. “Nice hair,” she said. “Is it weird that she’s back?”

Thomas couldn’t see Dahlia’s face for the yearbook. “A little bit.”

“At the hospital—when Seamus was... I think she overheard me and Kylie talking.”

“About Seamus?”

She dropped the yearbook. “About us. Me and you. Kylie already guessed and was keen to help and then I turned around and there’s your ex.”

There was the crunch of tires on the driveway.

Dahlia cleared her throat. “I think John’s right to find a replacement for me here. Everything would be simpler if we weren’t in each other’s pockets all day.”

A car door slammed.

Dahlia was half-turned away now. “You were together a long time. It made perfect sense if there’s still... something.”

A knock at the front door. Dahlia slipped away. Thomas stood up, because he had to act, to do something, but then he was frozen there—nothing he could do.
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DAHLIA PUSHED ASIDE the sick feeling in her gut—that photo of Thomas and Kim, everyone looking so happy, like a big family. Thomas had been looking at it before she walked in, probably reminiscing and missing Kim. But Dahlia couldn’t think about that now.

Dominic took off his shoes at the door. Dahlia went ahead to the drawing room, waiting for him in the doorway. He looked... old. Older than he usually did. “Something to drink?” she said.

He shook his head and walked past her into the room. Sat on the settee like it was his usual seat. “Your gran, she was kind to me.”

“Okay,” Dahlia said, and pulled the piano stool over so she was close.

“She caught me once—with a young man. Didn’t say a word. Didn’t even occur to her. And she protected me—more than once.”

“When she was living here?”

“And before. This was her childhood home, she was close to her parents, she was here pretty often, even before...”

“So she protected you and you want to protect her?” Dahlia guessed.

He nodded. “She was planning to leave. I was happy to help—move things, hide cash, you know. But he wasn’t just going to let her go.”

“He was violent.”

“Didn’t hit her, far as I know, but he broke a fair amount of glass.”

Dahlia felt dread grow heavy in her chest. She wished he’d just say it, rip the Bandaid. “Was it self defense?”

“I’m not sure any good comes from this,” he said, wringing his hands—work-worn hands, tanned and calloused and dotted with liver spots.

“You told me she’d want me to do what I thought was right,” Dahlia said, gathering her courage.

“Aye.”

“Doesn’t the same go for you?”

He huffed out a breath. “They lived in a wee place—he didn’t like taking her family’s money so he had them in this tiny flat. No room to store all his grog. He made his own, thought he might sell it, but it was foul stuff. Her family played along though, let him store it here, in the basement.”

“She poisoned it?”

He shook his head, looking Dahlia right in the eye, like a confession.
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Chapter 21

[image: image]


Thomas was pulling weeds when he heard Dominic drive away. That was quick.

Dahlia didn’t come out right away—maybe she needed some time to process what he’d said. So Thomas kept on weeding. Watering. Yanking out some creepers. No matter how much he did, there’d still be plenty for the horticulture club on Wednesday. Their pots were all lined up in the glasshouse beside Dahlia’s seedlings.

How could she be thinking of leaving when she was literally planting seeds?

When he eventually gave into his curiosity and went inside, he found her surrounded by diaries, reading like her life depended on it.

“What did he say?” Thomas asked, but hung back.

“He didn’t.”

“What?”

“He said enough but he didn’t actually say—and now I need to make sure that Gran didn’t say either.”

“Say what?” Thomas went over, picking up diaries to make room for himself on the sofa.

Dahlia looked him in the eye. “It wasn’t Gran.”

“Well that’s good news.”

“It was Dominic.”

“What?”

“He wasn’t covering for her. He was protecting her.”

***
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DAHLIA SCROLLED THROUGH movie options because that was what people did on Saturday evenings. How long would it be before everything she did stopped feeling like a great big ruse? She was acting like everything was perfectly normal, because the alternative was screaming or crying or drinking herself into a state of oblivion—and being hungover when the students returned tomorrow afternoon would not make anything easier.

Thomas was cooking, sipping a beer, looking over at her every few minutes with his worried expression. She turned her computer around to show him a movie trailer. “I’ve seen it, but it’s very re-watchable. Oh, need to pee.” She hit play and dashed out of the room.

She needed to pull herself together.

She needed a hug. But a hug from Thomas might just tip her over the edge.

Back in the kitchen, Thomas’s worried look had notched up. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Is the chicken off?” 

He shook his head, dragging his eyes away from her computer screen. Okay, so not his kind of movie then? Except he wasn’t looking at the film trailer. He must have clicked across to one of her other tabs—the posh international school in Singapore.

“Oh, that,” Dahlia said. “Bridget is trying to convince me that the Singapore life is the life for me.”

He squeezed out a reply: “Right.”

The rain outside grew louder for a moment, or the wind changed and it hit the windows. Dahlia laughed. “This weather doesn’t help.”

“Bring on summer,” Thomas said, with exactly none of the vibes that suited the statement.

“I wouldn’t just... go,” Dahlia said, as though that were obvious.

So he answered as though it was. “No. I know.”

Dahlia closed the tab, but the next one showed a job vacancy at that same very fancy school. She closed her laptop. “I really wasn’t planning anything. Just looking. And they’re all August start-dates anyway.”

He went back to cooking. 

He’d be fine without her. It was sweet that he thought otherwise, but he was wrong. And Dahlia had been in a similar situation how many times? Not the same situation, mind, but the situation where she was probably going to leave and her friends didn’t get it. She’d explained it to them, and she could explain it to Thomas.

“There’s this thing that happens,” Dahlia said. “Every time I stay in a place for more than six months, every time I plan to leave, there’s this point where it feels impossible. Like I’m obliged to stay and keep playing the role I’m playing, because if I don’t then someone else will have to, and there isn’t anyone else yet.” Maybe this speech was for herself as much as it was for him. “The thing is, within a very short time, any void I leave is filled by someone else. Everyone is fine without me.”

“You think you won’t be missed?” he said, incredulous and maybe a little angry with it.

She wanted him to understand. She wanted so badly for him to understand why she was the way she was. Maybe it was self indulgent. Maybe it was part and parcel of loving him that she longed for him to fully know her. Whatever it was, the words bubbled out, water from a spring: “I grew up with parents who had a lot of very fixed ideas about what I’d do, and I thought I could fulfill all of it,” she said. “And then I went away to boarding school. I met people with different ideas and experiences. I got a taste of independence. And then I went home and tried to be what they wanted. And it didn’t work. I disappointed them. And then I went to college, and reconnected with my friends, but it was like... too late. I’d let my friends down too. I failed to live up to whatever expectations they’d had. And my own, in a way. That feeling, it’s horrible. But once it passes, once I’d thoroughly let them all down, no one expected anything of me.”

He turned to face her finally.

“I was free.”

“And you’re worried, if you stay here, you’ll...”

“No, I’m just saying that it’s okay to not.”

“Let people down?” he asked.

“Sometimes it can’t be helped,” she said. “I try not to. I said, from the start, that I wasn’t staying forever.”

“I know. I just can’t imagine,” he stopped, sighed. “I like people expecting things of me,” he said. “I’m not trapped, Dahlia.”

“I know. You’re a rose.”

“What?”

“Massive, gnarly roots, impossible to get out, and people love roses. They’re beautiful and fragrant—the centerpiece of the garden.”

“I’m too tired for extended metaphors,” he said.

“I’m a weed. Not a noxious weed or anything, maybe even a cheerful flower children pick on Mother’s Day, but I’ll grow anywhere. And when I leave, no one minds much.”

“I guarantee that’s not the case,” he said. “I know it’s all gotten stupidly complicated, but I thought... you and me could be... something.”

“We are. But there are lots of different types of something.” And Thomas Omari was the kind that was going to break her fucking heart.
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“IF YOU WERE MARRIED,” John said, as if they were much further into the conversation than they really were. “If it wasn’t so new... if you had been together for a while.” While he spoke, he was taking each page from the printer as it came out—all the applications for boarding house master. “If you weren’t living together to begin with. It would be better. A stable, steady sort of thing.”

“So, it’s the newness of our... relationship?” Thomas said. “That’s the concern?”

“That’s one of the concerns.”

“What else?” He might as well ask. Perhaps there was something he could come back to Dahlia with, something that would change her mind.

John asked, “Is Stephanie Bertram in the spring showcase?”

Was that some kind of answer? “She’s in a band—plays guitar.”

“And sings, is that right?” John asked.

Thomas saw where this was going. “Am I meant to give the kid a starring role in exchange for... what exactly is on offer here?”

John tsked and shook his head and sighed. “It’s not like that. Goodness me. But if she’s any good—gets a lot of practice at church, I believe. And you know what they say.”

“What do they say?” Thomas genuinely had no idea what was going to come out of his mouth next.

“Practice makes perfect.” He put the CVs all together into a manila folder and handed them over. “There you go. I’m very keen to present Isabella Blake—Bertram I mean. I taught her back when she was at school, did you know? Anyway, I want to present her with a plan ready to take to the board. A suitable candidate in Miss Ellis’s place, and then at that point you and she can do as you wish—at her place. She can still be involved with the garden, and of course she’s the landlord, but not sleeping over.”

“John,” Thomas said. “We aren’t sleeping over, not while the students are in the house. Dahlia’s bedroom is in the basement, literally as far away from me as possible.”

“Well that’s something”

Thomas was done here. He had the CVs. He could go, but before he got to the door the thought popped into his mind. “Have you considered how this is gonna look?” he asked, then to John’s infuriating confusion explained: “It’ll look like we aren’t trusted. It look like we’re being reprimanded. Logically, people will assume something bad happened.”

“Something bad did happen,” John said.

Those words echoed in Thomas’s head, collecting a long list of possible interpretations of something bad. But when he got home, Seamus and his parents were there, Josh was carrying up the luggage, Dahlia and Carmel were cooking dinner, Mina was setting extra places at the dinner table, Tess was taking drinks orders and Belinda was turning over a record. Billie Holiday’s Pennies from Heaven painted the whole scene in amber. If you want the things you love of course you must have showers.

Thomas hid the folder of CVs under a stack of music and went to help with the drinks.

At dinner, he watched Seamus’s parents for any hint of concern or blame, but either they kept it well under wraps or every bit of vitriol coming from the board was... the board. They left right after dinner. “Long drive home,” his mother said, but more likely they wanted to get out of the way, let their son reconnect with his friends.

Dahlia walked them out with desert in Tupperware. The front door closing might as well have been the starting clappers on athletics day.

“Kim’s your physio?” Belinda kicked off the twenty questions.

“So she’s back?” Tess leveled that one at Thomas.

He started to answer yes, but Carmel said, “She changed her mind?”

“I bet you could win her back Mister O,” Tess again.

“I don’t...” he started.

“Dumpers regrets,” Mina said sagely, “They’re real.”

“She’s not...” Thomas tried again, but he caught Josh’s eye. Josh wasn’t saying anything.

“Mum organized it so she comes to the house for my appointments,” Seamus said. “Every week.”

“It’s perfect,” Carmel said.

Thomas shook his head. “Stop. I’m not getting back with Kim. I mean it.”

Belinda laughed. “He just wants us to mind our business.”

“That too, for sure, but believe me when I say she hasn’t come back for me. And even if she had, I wouldn’t... I’ve moved on. It’s... it’s over and done with.”

Silence. It was quite something by comparison with the raucous noise of just minutes before. And then Carmel said, “When you say moved on...”

“Omigosh, it’s Miss Ellis,” Mina said, then clapped a hand over her mouth.

A creak in the hallway had them all snapping to attention, shushing one another. Dahlia came in with just enough color in her cheeks to make Thomas fairly certain she’d been eavesdropping.

“We’re on dishes,” Josh said, dragging Mina out of the room, and the rest had no problem coming up with excuses to rush away.

“Homework.”

“Music practice.”

“Physio exercises.”

“I’ll help you with your Calculus.”

When they were alone, Thomas dropped his head into his hand. “How much of that did you hear?”

“Enough.”

“This was so not the plan.”

Dahlia stacked a few place mats and then gave up, collapsing in a chair halfway down the table. “They’re right, you know.”

“They often are.”

“I mean about Kim.”

“What about Kim?”

“Three years is a long time. When we first met, you said you were on the rebound. You don’t need a rebound unless you’re really...” She looked pained.

“You think I’d—” He got up and went to the seat nearest her so he could whisper. “You really think I could be with you, the way we are together, if I was still in love with her?”

“I think you really want to move on. You might have even convinced yourself you have, but every time her name comes up—you should see your face.”

“I don’t know what you see on my face, but it’s not that.”

She shook her head. “Well it’s not moved-on.”

“Maybe it’s regret. I’m embarrassed, alright? There are things I’d do differently, if I could go back. There are things...” At some point, he had to tell her about the abortion, but not now. “I’m not like you. I can’t let her down and just shake it off, be free, like it doesn’t matter. I’d rather learn. Get better at this, you know? I want to do better.” He bit down hard. He was not going to cry. Even though, clearly, he hadn’t got much better at any of this. Dahlia had ended things and here he was pouring his heart out like she might prefer it even more damaged than before.

She took his hands. Fuck. He couldn’t deal with pity right now. He tried to pull away but she held on. “We are pretty good together.” Her words stilled him.

“You said it wasn’t worth the risk,” he reminded her.

“Because it’s an awful big risk for someone you’re not in love with.”

“You think I’m not in love with you?” He shook his head and watched a kind of tug-o-war play out on her face. Her beautiful, expressive face.

And then she grinned like the fucking dawn. “Well not now I don’t.”

The clattering of dishes in a sink carried through from the kitchen. There was laughter somewhere else in the house. And here they were, in the dining room, right in the middle of everything.

“I’m not waiting till Friday to kiss you,” Thomas said. 

She touched her fingers to his lips. “Not here.”

“No, here’s good,” he said, then kissed those fingers that blocked his path. “They’ve left us alone on purpose,” he turned over her hand, kissing her thumb now, “and much less likely I’ll take you on this tabletop if I can hear...” 

He hardly needed to finish the sentence—in the kitchen Josh was singing an advertising jingle.

Dahlia twined her fingers with his, pulling him close, and kissed him once, hard and sure. “Fuck, I love you,” she said.

Thomas’s chest was about to flip inside out unless he did something drastic, so he wrapped her in his arms and held her tight. The ache in his chest warmed, all hope and relief and so very full.

Was Josh actually playing cymbals with the pot lids?

Dahlia laughed, breathy, in Thomas’s ear. “You and your weird kids.”
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DAHLIA COULD NOT SETTLE. Excitement fizzed under her skin, wriggling her out of every seat she tried to sink into. There were lessons to plan, accounts to get her head around, a whole bathroom to repaint now the plumbing was done. But then there was Thomas, somewhere nearby, doing his own work and tempting her to abandon hers. 

She was utterly distractable. A message from Bridget tugged her away from outlining the new shower with masking tape. Three images—a(nother) rooftop pool, a screenshot of teacher salaries at a private school, and a map showing the walking route between... was that Bridget’s apartment and said private school? 16 minutes. Dahlia texted back, ‘That’s twice my current commute.’

Once the masking tape was done, Dahlia went to find the drop cloths—out in the shed and an excellent opportunity to see what Thomas was up to: banging wee peg-markers into the lawn. “Figuring out where to put the marquees,” he said.

They were keeping their distance—the students were all milling around, enjoying the longer days, the slightly warmer weather.

In the shed, Dahlia looked over her paint options—there was a little ‘whipped butter’ left over from the dining room, and heaps of ‘chantilly’ from the basement. But neither of those were suited to wet-rooms. Shit. Another expense. The downside of the plumbers finishing was that she’d had to pay them. And the quotes for safety glass were sitting under a pile of denial and clean laundry. Her credit card company was about to make a whole lot of money out of this shit show.

Her phone buzzed again—Bridget was calling. “Stop preying on your poor cousin,” Dahlia said.

Bridget laughed. “So you are tempted?”

“No, just broke.”

“Is that all you are?” There was a mysterious, mischievous lilt to Bridget’s voice.

“I just signed a maternity leave contract so unless she decides to come back to work early, I’m probably here for a year.”

“For the job or are there... other enticements?”

Dahlia fast-walked to her room and closed the door, because this needed to not be overheard, but very much needed to be said—she was bursting with it. “Taylor told you?”

“Hah! No, I guessed. Thom, right? Did you hook up at the funeral? Now that’s a kink you should explore with a professional, Cuz.”

“No!” Well, sort of, but not that she was about to admit.

“So...?”

“It’s pretty great.” Dahlia flopped down on her bed. “Except we have to keep our distance all week while the boarders are here.”

“You trying to tell me you’re not having a sneaky pash in the broom cupboard, a quickie in the garden shed.”

Dahlia laughed. “You should see the garden shed.”

“Missed opportunity.”

“The school’s not happy—probably assume we’re defiling every surface whenever no one’s looking.”

“Goals.”

Dahlia was trying really hard not to laugh, but as far as tension releases went... laughing was the least bad option. “I don’t want to piss off the school board. There’s this uptight conservative at the helm, with a racist undercurrent—if we’re not careful, they’ll be gunning for Thomas’s job.”

“Who’s the uptight conservative?”

“Actually you maybe knew her at school—there’s a photo in one of your mom’s photo albums. Isabella Blake.”

“Isabella Bertram. No way. She was on my hockey team. Taylor had a crush on her. Or maybe he just wanted to be her.”

“Huh.” Dahlia was struggling to take it all in.

“Made out once, at a party.”

“With Taylor?”

“No, with me! She was probably smashed, to be fair, but she totally kissed me. Or maybe I started it, but she was into it.”

“Huh.”

“Then she got pregnant, like five minutes after graduation, married a minute after that.”

“Wait, so Isabella Blake with the five kids and moral high ground... fuck.”

“Bit of a hypocrite?”

“I mean, I’m not one to pile on a pregnant teenager,” Dahlia started.

“She’s not a pregnant teenager any more. Sounds like she’s still a hypocrite though.”

Dahlia’s gaze fell on the neatly folded pile of washing at the end of her bed. And remembered the glazier’s quote hiding beneath it. “Hey, can I borrow your brain for money?”

“Sure.”

“This house is, as predicted, sucking me dry.”

“Can I recommend a lucrative career in Singapore?”

“Can you help me pay a glazier without maxing out my credit cards?” And then she had to explain why they were refitting most every window in the house. And about the weekend away with Thomas. And the contract they’d signed. 

“You never sign a contract then and there!” Bridget said. “God!”

“We didn’t have much of a choice.”

“Next time, take a photo and send it to me.”

“You’re my lawyer now?” Dahlia asked. “I’m pretty sure I can’t afford you.”

“Pro-bono. Isabella Blake, man. Full circle, that’s what this is, Cuz. I got you.”
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Chapter 22

[image: image]


Spring was in the air—false spring, probably, but still. Thomas didn’t want to be inside the house, and no one else did either. Croquet was the game of the hour—Dahlia had found an old set of mallets and balls and mangled gates in the back of a laundry cupboard.

Everyone was in pairs, including Dahlia, and excluding Seamus because his hand was still strapped braced and immovable. But he seemed happy enough refereeing. “Get your foot away from that ball!” he yelled at Josh, not for the first time.

“What? You want me to stand like this?” Josh took two exaggerated steps away from his mallet, stuck his butt out and looked ridiculous.

“If that’s what it takes, like,” Seamus said.

Mina, Josh’s partner in the game, groaned.

Thomas went to the shed for a folding chair and set himself up to spectate, cheering on each player in turn, until they started complaining that he needed to pick a team to support. “Fine,” he said. “I won’t cheer any of you, will I.”

“What happens come summer?” Tess asked Dahlia—clearly they had been in the middle of a completely unrelated conversation.

“That is the question,” Dahlia said, then pointed Tess toward their ball. “I’m hoping the kids who come to horticulture club will be invested enough to visit, do a bit of watering and weeding, harvesting—that’ll be the draw really. Eating all the things they planted.”

Tess took her shot. The croquet ball stopped just shy of the gate and right in the path of anyone else aiming for the same path. “I keep meaning to come along,” she said. “I’m usually up there,” she waved her mallet at her bedroom window, “studying, or something like it.”

“It’d be really good to get some senior students lined up to run things next year.” Dahlia jumped out of the way of Belinda’s errant hit.

Tess was turning in a circle, surveying the garden. “I’d be keen. Could be a good way to counter-balance the A-levels stress.”

“We’ll probably put in more raised beds over there, so there’s enough room for everyone’s... whatever they want to grow,” Dahlia said, then tapped the ball neatly through the gate. Her second shot was wildly off course.

“Miss Ellis is in the weeds!” Seamus commentated.

Dahlia laughed. “True story.”

Tess picked up the conversation again, asking Dahlia, “Do you really just let everyone plant whatever they want?”

“They have to do the research, make sure the timing is right.”

“We could put together a calendar,” Tess suggested. “So everyone can pick from the best stuff timing-wise. And then we could plan for like optimization.”

“Your science teacher is keen to give companion planting a go, and manipulating the acidity of the soil.” At that, Tess’s eyes lit up, and Dahlia laughed. “Alright, you’re on.”

Belinda shook her head, perhaps at her unsatisfactory hit. She called over to Dahlia and Tess, “Did you just say you’re going to fill up our soccer pitch with vegetables?”

“You can play soccer anywhere,” Tess said.

“I’m thinking of future boarding students,” Belinda said. “Don’t you want them to have room to run around—burn off some energy? Adults complain we’re always on our phones, and what do they do? Grow cucumbers on the only patch of grass big enough for a game, is what.”

“Cucumbers in this climate?” Dahlia said. “To be honest, it’s less about this garden and more about young people who can grow stuff they can eat.” She slung an arm around Tess and gave her a quick squeeze. “And we’ll leave plenty of room for soccer.”

“Croquet can go around the garden beds,” Carmel pointed out.

“The way you play?” Belinda fired back, unsatisfied with her less-sporty partner.

Thomas was watching the game, but he saw very little; his mind was stuck on Dahlia’s words. She was going to do herself out of a job, lining up someone as organized as Tess to run horticulture club. But maybe that was Dahlia’s plan. Maybe that was how she did it—how she coped with sowing seeds she might never harvest, making plans for a garden and then leaving.

The game ended. Belinda overcame Carmel’s less-than-exceptional hand-eye coordination and smacked her ball through the final gate. Belinda’s prize was choosing the next game, but Carmel hung back to pack up the croquet, and Thomas held open the bag for her to load it up.

“Heia,” she started to say something to him, then glanced over at the others, still arguing about the balance of the teams.

“What’s up?” he said.

“Sorry to bring up the ex again, but...”

“Whose ex?”

Carmel sighed. “I just thought I should tell you there’s a rumor going around about Kim.” 

“It’s really none of my business.”

“People are saying she was pregnant when she left.”

He felt the world tilt.

“So you knew? Thank god.”

“No, I...” Had he just confirmed something? Shit.

“You didn’t know or she wasn’t...?”

Ideally, he could avoid answering lying. “Who’s people?”

“A couple of upper sixth-form girls. One’s sister works at the hospital with Kim, I think. I don’t want anyone to get in trouble,” Carmel rushed on to say. “I just thought you should know it’s out there. Whether it’s true or not.”

“She wasn’t pregnant when she left,” Thomas said, because that was true.

“Oh. Okay.”

“Thanks for letting me know, like, what people are saying.”

“What are you going to do?” Carmel asked, genuine concern on her face.

“People talk. I’d just make it worse.”

Carmel plucked the last croquet gate from the grass. 

Could he just let the rumor fester? Let people think whatever they were going to think. Except that Kim obviously wasn’t pregnant now. The obvious assumption was probably the truth. Fuck, the school board was going lap this up. 

The thought tugged at his old insecurities: he was the outsider, and people would assume the worst, assume he’d pressured her into it, even thought that was almost the opposite of the truth.

***
[image: image]


DAHLIA CAME HOME, FRIDAY afternoon, with a mission. She needed to show Thomas the quote for the glass. She’d promised, from the beginning, to be completely honest about all things house-related. Bridget was looking over her financials, and might yet pull a rabbit from the hat, but Dahlia couldn’t keep this to herself any longer.

Thomas was nowhere to be found, though. The wind whistled and whooped like a window had been left open, so she went around checking them all. The students had all gone home for the weekend—maybe one of them had forgotten. The stairs creaked as she went up. Sometimes it felt like the house was talking to her. Or Gran. “What do you want me to do?” she said aloud. To-do-do-do echoed back at her.

The students had not in fact left any windows open. The sills and frames, she noticed, could do with a coat of paint. Add that to the list—after the glass was replaced.

She heard the shower. Thomas in the shower. “Hardly the ideal place to show him the figures,” she said.

She let herself into his room, knocking gently, mainly so she could say she did. She stripped off down to her underwear but kept on her skirt—he liked this one.

Then she saw the papers on his bed. It was a CV. In fact, there were maybe half a dozen of them there. He was looking for her replacement. She knew John had advertised, but there was something about Thomas reading applications that made her panic. This was really happening. Someone else was going to move in to the basement. They’d send the students off to school each morning—and Thomas, too. They’d be here when he came home, slotting into Dahlia’s role. It had to be a woman, that was part of the deal, and if she were even the slightest bit attracted to men in general—oh, this was not a healthy train of thought.

The shower was still going. Dahlia kicked off her underwear and slipped into the bathroom.

“Oh hey, you’re home, ” Thomas said. “Almost done.”

“That’s what you think,” she perched on the vanity.

“Huh?” he turned off the water and poked his head out. His eyes went round, dropping to the sheer lace across her breasts. “Are you joining me?” he said.

She leaned back on the vanity, arching just enough to lift the hem of the skirt.

He smiled and let the shower door swing open. Now she could see him properly, see the water beaded on his chest, his belly, the length of him, hanging there—though he was less hanging, more jutting, now.

She slid her foot up her shin and cocked out her knee, inching up the hem.

“Well, brand that on my eyelids, like. Fuck,” he said. He dropped the towel in his hand to the floor and walked over it until he was touching her—a gentle dab of one thigh and the other knee, of his hip and his dick, and then his chest grazing her nipples, the lace too rough all of a sudden. He slid his hands under the hem, cupped her ass, lifted her up to sit on the vanity. The most delicious moan slipped from his lips, and then he kissed her.

She felt the strap fall from her shoulder as he ground between her thighs. He was kissing down her throat. She ran her hands over his chest, collecting water droplets, trailing her nails down his belly. He pulled back, and his erection sprung up, glancing off the inside of her wrist. “That might be some kind of record,” he said, and then tongued her nipple and sucked. Hard.

She bucked against his shaft, the base of it teasing at her, the soft hair on his hard thighs tantalizing between her legs. The vanity was cool beneath her hot skin—hotter by the moment. Her clit ached for touch, but she couldn’t reach him.

“I’m dripping water everywhere,” he said between kisses on her chest.

She arched toward him. “You think you’re wet?” 

“Reeeaally?” he drew out the word, a brilliant grin on his cheeky face, then went down on his knees. “Hello,” he said, between her thighs, and then tongued her until she rocked and begged. Her feet dangling, she couldn’t push off.

“Harder,” she pleaded. She needed something to hold onto. His hair. The faucet.

His tongue was taut now, almost rough. Almost enough. There. 

“There,” she said, aloud now. “Yes. Harder. There. Fuck.”

He pressed his thumb inside her as she came, gushing over his hand and shaking the whole vanity. If she clamped her thighs around his head, he didn’t complain. Wiping his mouth, he stood, and in one stroke filled her. His hands scooped under her ass again, pulling her forward to take him. Every inch. He felt so good. She brushed away the thought of the folder full of resumes, those other women vying for her job. She gripped his cock inside her and pushed him right to the brink.

He gave a little laugh. “This is so... I can see us in the mirror.” He grunted, arcing into her.

“Every time you get out of that shower,” Dahlia grabbed his ass and spread her thighs wide, “Every time you look in this mirror, are you gonna remember fucking me on the vanity?”

“Every,” stroke, “time.” He sped up, maybe unable to speak now. Pounding into her, animal and brilliant, and fuck, she was coming again, kicking up off one of the drawer handles, pressing her heel into his perfect ass. 

He lowered her to the counter top and stayed there, his hands on the mirror, either side of her head. He was panting and flushed and his eyes were so dark, his lips swollen. She crossed her ankles together, holding him there inside her, relishing the way they fit together, the thick length of him deep within, the hum of sensation everywhere he touched—every nerve-ending warm and tingling and alive. 

“Like I could forget this,” he said.

“I think I might have broken the drawer.”

“Fuck the drawer,” he murmured, low and almost dangerous.

She rolled her hips, luxuriating in the feel of him, silky and solid, still. “Add it to the jobs list.”

He chuckled and kissed her. “I love you.”

She trailed her hands down his chest, catching droplets of water on her way down. “I love you.”

“Yeah.” He grinned, obviously catching sight of them in the mirror again, shaking his head like this was all so unreal. “I’m gonna need another shower,” he said.

“I tried to tell you you weren’t finished.”

“Oh, I’m definitely finished now.”

She unhooked her feet and freed him.

He stepped back and took a long look at her. “Every time I get out of the shower—fuck me. Six days a week, you’re not here to deal with the consequences.”

“Text me? Give me something good to wake up to?” Shit, she was already imagining living somewhere else. “Then get back in the shower and know that I’m doing this while you deal with the consequences.” She V’ed her fingers over her labia, tugging up and open.

He leaned back against the shower wall. “This is insane,” he said.

“I don’t know, waking up to the thought that you’re fantasizing about fucking me senseless might just be the trick to keeping my sanity. Shit, I did break the drawer.” She bent over to lift the handle, which was sitting at the wrong angle.

Thomas stepped up against her bare ass—bending over in front him, she should have seen this coming. “Maybe I’m not as finished as I thought.”

“It’s a tight fit in the shower with two of us,” she said, pressing back into him, just a little.

He slid his fingers between her thighs. “Tight fit is right.”
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THOMAS SAW THE NUMBERS—INCREDIBLE how little black symbols on a white bit of paper could have so much impact. “That’s a lot of money.”

Dahlia just nodded.

“Surely it doesn’t all need to be done right away,” he said. “Only the windows where the students are...” 

“That’s the number for just for the living rooms and the three student bedrooms.” She pointed to a hand-written number in the margin.

“Oh.”

“Hence the instant noodle and frozen vegetable feast.” She made jazz hands over their steaming dinner bowls. “Bridget’s looking at my options. She’s a genius with all-things-money, but she can’t make something out of nothing.”

“I have some savings,” he said.

As if she hadn’t heard him, she said, “And I’ll have to pay rent somewhere.”

“The school will pay rent for the basement room, though.”

“It’s not gonna cover it. Taylor knows market value in Gwyllt. There’s only one way I can think of to make that kind of money.”

“Growing something other than tomato plants in the glasshouse?”

She laughed—but only just. “Okay, two ways.”

“What’s the other way?” he asked.

“Singapore.”

“What?” He pushed his bowl away—it wasn’t safe to be this close to boiling water when he might... he didn’t know what he might do. “You’re thinking of leaving?”

“I’m thinking we should talk about it. We could both go.” She folded up the glass quote, as if that made it less horrific. “I can put this on credit, that buys us some time.”

“Right.”

“You don’t have to...” She took hold of his hand. “You could stay here. We could try it. I’m not especially looking forward to someone else living here with you. Maybe it’s best I’m at a safe distance.”

“Are you jealous?”

She pulled her hand away but there was a flicker of a smile on her lips. “I don’t want to go and never come back. I’m talking about short term. Less than a year. Maybe just a term. What’s the alternative—they’ll shut the boarding house if we don’t do this.”

If we don’t do this. That we hit him right in the solar plexus. “I’ll think about it—about going with, I mean.”

“I know you love it here,” she said. “I get it.”

“It’s not the only thing I love though.” He really wanted to pull her close, a full body hug was what he needed right then, but there was something he needed to say first. “Here isn’t exactly perfect, is it? There’s a rumor going around about Kim.”

“The one where she’s pregnant?”

“It’s not just a rumor.” He watched her face lose all its color. “Wait, I mean, she isn’t now. She was. But she didn’t want it, so she got rid of it.”

“You wanted it,” Dahlia said—not a question.

“It wasn’t why we broke up, but we did want different things and it was...” he paused, then started again, rushing and rambling. “It was over already, you know, we were going through the motions, but the abortion, it’s out there, and it’s at some point it’s gonna land.”

“On you,” Dahlia said. “Even though it was her choice.”

“It was her choice. I got all messed up in my head about it—my mom was pressured to have one, and didn’t, and that’s how I exist, so... it’s there in my head, but it’s not an argument. She didn’t want to be a mom; she shouldn’t have to be. Whether or not I want to be a dad is... the point is, when it all comes out—about you and I, and you moving out, and how that makes it look like—” 

Dahlia interrupted, “Like all six boarding students walked in on us shagging?”

He grimaced. “I’m worried that this other thing—Kim’s abortion—gets teeth.”
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Chapter 23
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Dahlia flicked her thumb up the stack of test papers. Who was she kidding? There was no way she’d get through all this marking today. The sun was already setting and she hadn’t got up to turn on the classroom lights. She hadn’t got up at all since the students put up the chairs and scarpered. In fact, she really needed to pee. 

The quick walk to the administration block was devoid of people—not a student or teacher in sight—but she could hear music. Rehearsals for the showcase, no doubt.

Five more papers, she promised herself, then she’d go home. To Gran’s—to Thomas’s—to the boarding house. An adult was meant to be on site when the students were cooking. And Thomas was clearly still here at school.

Walking back toward her marking pile, it was hardly a detour to pass Thomas’s classroom. Most of the desks were pushed to the sides, and a flock of instrument-wielding students stood around a cluster of music stands.

Thomas was smiling and nodding his head, conducting them with a generous flourish. As if he hadn’t a care in the world. Music was good for him. And he was so damn good at it.

The song ended, and he clapped.

One of the students gave an enormous yawn, and some of the others laughed at him, and some of the others caught the yawns.

“I know,” Thomas said. “It’s a lot at the moment, it is. You’re practicing more than ever, here and at home. Anyone dreaming about it? Borderline hallucinating, like?” He put up his hand and so did several of the students. “Every year I think, is it worth it? Can it possibly be worth all this? And I’m not being funny; when you’re up there on the night and you look out at the crowd and see your mam, your dad, your gran, your cousin, and your auntie, all those people watching and listening and loving it—it’s such a rush. And you’ll probably sign up again next year, because that is the thing you’ll remember—not the exhaustion or the calluses or the weird dreams.”

“You were in my dream, Mister Omari,” one of the students said.

“I do not want details,” Thomas said, over the laughter of the rest of the students.

Dahlia wandered away as the dream details came out, despite every objection and increasing hysterics. But it was Thomas’s words that stuck with her—his description of the showcase audience, all those proud and happy families looking on. Who were his people, cheering him on and sharing his success? Would his mother be in the audience that night? He hadn’t mentioned a visit.

Back at her desk, she opened up her laptop and logged the grades of the papers she’d marked. Once that was done, when she closed that tab in the school’s database program, it automatically showed her own personal information: her contact details and car registration, her tax information and next of kin—Auntie Sooz.

It was the work of less than a second to type Thomas into the search. There it was—his mother’s name and phone number. Helen Omari. Dahlia wrote it into her phone, but paused before hitting call. All that test-marking must have fried her brain. What was she thinking? Thomas might not have even mentioned her to his mom. It was meant to be a secret and, until a week ago, had been fairly undefined. 

She listened for music coming from Thomas’s room. If she timed it right she could bump into him walking home. Ask the question, if she were feeling brave. Except a little part of her really liked the idea of surprising him—organizing a visit from his mom, for her to see the absolute triumph of his pulling off a small music festival almost entirely by himself.

Thomas was coming out of his classroom as she locked her door.

“Hey, who does promo for this showcase thing. Posters and whatnot?”

“Jenna Broughton—she’s in Upper Sixth. Don’t know what I’ll do next year. She’s headed to London to do graphic design.”

“Nice. Can we share it on social media?” Dahlia could tag a whole lot of people, Thomas’s mom included, and avoid an awkward phone conversation with a stranger.

“It’s on the community Facebook page,” Thomas said. “And there’s a school Instagram, would you believe?”

She pretended not to notice that he hadn’t answered her question. “You should put it on your personal one, too. It’s not like we’re going to run out of room in Gran’s garden.” 

“No one’s going to be interested, outside of the school community. Not because it’s not great,” he added quickly, “but people have low expectations of high school shows.” He gave a shrug. “It means a lot to the families and the students, and we reach all of them with the school newsletter. Anything else is just... reminders really.” 

They were out the school gates now. 

“Couldn’t hurt to widen the net,” he said into the silence. “But I wouldn’t get your hopes up for standing-room-only.”

“It’s not just the kids and parents, though,” Dahlia said. “Your friends would come, right?”

“If they don’t get a better offer, maybe. It’s not about me, mind.”

Dahlia nodded, but she had a sinking feeling that his mom wasn’t going to come without a direct invitation, and Thomas wasn’t likely to make one.

Walking up the driveway, it felt like such a homecoming. She was so aware her time was coming to a close. Someone else would take her place. 

“You okay?” Thomas asked.

“I just wish I didn’t have to move out.”

“Yeah. Every time John schedules an interview I’m looking for any excuse to delay.”

“Seems so silly that a bit of paper would change everything. Sign on the dotted line and boom, we’re of moral character.” Had she just suggested they get married? That marking pile really had fried her brain.

“John said the same thing.”

“He wants us to get married just so he doesn’t have to stand up to Isabella Barton?” They were on the steps, just feet away from the front door, and so not the place for a serious and private conversation.

“He didn’t say we should, he said if...”

“Right.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not proposing,” he said, reaching for the door knob, like it was a much needed escape.
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THOMAS COULD HEAR THE crack of a pool cue hitting a ball and someone was playing piano, Carmel and Tess in the kitchen, arguing about how much salt to put in the pasta water, and the low murmur of the television. 

Belinda was lying on the floor, on her stomach, peering up at a reality TV show. “You don’t have study to do?” he asked her.

The woman on the television screeched, tore off her stilettos and threw them at an elaborate bouquet of flowers. Petals everywhere.

“I had three tests today. If I try to study right now that’ll be me.” She pointed at the decimated bouquet on the TV.

“As you were,” he said. He poked his head into the kitchen but they clearly had it all under control. Rehearsals had gobbled up so many afternoons lately, he hardly knew what to do with himself now that he had half an hour free. He opened up his laptop to clear some emails and accidentally found himself rejigging his World War Two timeline slides. December 1941: Japan attack Pearl Harbor. America enters the war. February 1942: The fall of Singapore.

Was it a sign? He could apply for a job in Singapore—just apply. He didn’t have to take it if he got it, but if Dahlia was leaving, even if it was only for a term, it was worth at least considering. The ‘for teachers’ tab of the international school’s website delivered photos like a fancy real estate listing peppered with educational buzz words.

For the new academic year, we welcome expressions of interest in the form below. 

He clicked before his doubts and fears caught up. Typed in his details almost on autopilot, listing all the things he’d quite like to leave behind: the rumors about Kim, the guilt about Seamus, the interference of the school board, a house (and a garden) that would probably never not need jobs done.

Maybe Dahlia wanted to leave all those things behind too. Was she only staying for him? Like she could play along with this life of his. Like she could want it by sheer force of will.

Kim had tried that. You've got this idea in your head about what your life should be, and you can’t want this enough for both of us. You’re stuck. You don’t even want to forgive me. I don't think you ever loved anybody more than you love that idea. And that’s as stuck as it gets.

This fire between him and Dahlia, it’d cool in time, at least a little, and then what? He’d be the guy who held her back. Or he’d be the guy on the other side of the world, doing time-zone math and missing phone calls. Would they last a year long distance? It’d test the mettle of their relationship. But it felt like punching a window to find out if it were safety glass.

Music filtered through from the drawing room. Not just the piano now—drums and saxophone, too. He closed his laptop and let it draw him in. 

Dahlia and Seamus were side-by-side on the piano stool. Seamus had his bandaged hand behind his back and was playing with his one good hand. Dahlia played the other hand. They were slightly out of time at a couple of points, but with a bit of practice... this could work. Seamus didn’t have to miss out on performing in the showcase.

They got to the end of the song. Thomas clapped—which was when they noticed he was there at all.

“It might be a three-hander,” Dahlia said. “Is that a thing they call a tricky piece?”

“This piece is not tricky,” Seamus said. “I’ll show you tricky.” He jumped up and reached to open the piano stool, so Dahlia had to get up, too. She caught Thomas’s eye with a look that said I don’t want to go.

He had to fix this. His savings wouldn’t cover it, but it might be enough to keep her here. And if he could do that, he could do anything.
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DAHLIA GOT IN THE FRONT seat of the van, right beside Dominic. They’d been acting as if no great secret cover-up had ever happened, but as soon as the engine ticked over, the two of them were completely alone and they both knew it. Dahlia was fully expecting a conversation, but she wasn’t expecting, “There was a journalist, came to the house.”

“What?” Dahlia said.

“Look, I just have to know. I don’t regret it, and if I have to pay the price now, well, so be it. I’ve had a good life.”

“I haven’t said anything,” Dahlia said.

“Well someone has.”

“The only person who knows is Thomas, and he’s hardly likely to...”

“Then who?”

“The students saw the video but I don’t think—we made up a story. It hasn’t come up again. What did the journalist say?”

“He was asking about your gran. Said it was for a profile but why would he talk to me?”

“Shit,” she said.

They were pulling into the driveway now. Thomas was waiting, garage open, light on.

“Did you get his name?” Dahlia asked.

“The journalist, he left a card.”

“Well if he wants a profile—I’ve read all her diaries now. I never would have guessed if you hadn’t filled in the gaps. I can probably throw him off the scent, but I don’t think there’s any real evidence. Just don’t guilt yourself into a confession.”

His hands on the steering wheel were shaking.

She covered one with her own. “Think of Michael.”

He looked her in the eye and rocked in the dim light inside the van, or maybe that was a nod. He didn’t say a word about it to Thomas—he probably expected Dahlia to fill him in later. But she was hesitant. Thomas already had a lot on his plate. Then next day, at school he gave her the business card and then left to set up the marquees with Thomas. In her free period, Dahlia called the number.

The man had a friendly telephone voice, all “whenever suits you” and “very keen” and “just want to honor one of our great writers”. 

All Dahlia could think about what the tortured look on Dominic’s face. “Let’s make it soon then.”

“I can do this afternoon,” he said.

“Ah...” It was dress rehearsal this afternoon and she didn’t have the run-sheet in front of her. “What time are you thinking?”

“Half-past three? I can come to you.”

“No, ah, let’s meet at the pub.” It wasn’t far, she could duck away. She was only in one item, and from memory it was in the latter half.

***
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THOMAS SMACKED IN ANOTHER peg, drove it into the earth with two sharp blows.

“Two more here.” Dominic pointed to the corner nearest him.

Thomas stood, a little dizzy—he needed to stop and have a drink, something to eat. The students doing tech were running cables the length of the marquees.

“It’s not long enough to go around the side, Mister O. We could use those spare tent pegs, take it down the side of the aisle.” Not that there was an aisle yet. Just four chairs marking out the edges. Once the other students arrived, putting out all the chairs would be a quick job. But that health and safety course was too fresh in his head to allow the trip hazard. “What about up?” Thomas said. “Cable tie it to the roof.” He crouched down to do the last two pegs.

“I’ll go get the ladder,” Dominic said. He was acting all nervous and cagey, which kind of made sense, but he refused to talk to Thomas when the opportunity did arise—not that there’d been many. There were always kids around.

And here came the rest of them, meandering up the driveway with their school bags and instruments. Dahlia came into view, striding ahead of the students like there was an emergency. 

“Everything okay?” he called out to her.

She gave him a thumbs up and jogged up the front steps, disappearing into the house. Maybe she needed the loo. A minute later she came out and was straight to business: “Chairs? While we’re waiting for the rest to arrive?”

“Ah, could do.”

She didn’t pause to discuss it further, corralling the students to offload their bags and instruments inside then start moving chairs from the garage. Brilliant woman. And it was kind of a relief to share the load—usually it was him, managing everyone and everything. 

Five minutes later, he was up a ladder with cable ties in his mouth, and she came up beside him like a warm breeze. There were three rows of chairs done, none of them square but good progress. Plenty of time to get things perfect before tomorrow night.

Dahlia climbed up on the other side. “I just have to pop out for a bit. I’ll be back long before my song.”

If his mouth wasn’t full of cable ties, he might have said what? You can’t go now. 

“I won’t be long.” She stepped down off the ladder. It barely wobbled but he felt like the world was tipping. He clambered down, passed off the cable ties to Dominic, and ran after her. “Surely it can wait.”

“It’s important. Please just trust me,” she said, turning to face him but walking backward—she was not stopping.

“Dress rehearsal is only useful if it’s the same as the real thing.”

“I understand it’s important—but I’ll be back.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll explain later. I promise it’s important.”

“So is this. We’re relying on you.” He didn’t dare add, I’m relying on you. 

“Worse case scenario, Seamus plays it on his own. I’m not essential here.”

“Of course. You wouldn’t want to be essential.”

“What does that mean?”

“You play it off like it’s a kind of humility—no one will miss you—like it’s a free pass. You’re free and we’re just left hanging.”

“This is not that big a deal. I’ll be back. I promise. I have to go.” She basically ran, then. Fuck. What was going on? Either it was an actual emergency, and she couldn’t tell him because... reasons? Or this was her way of letting him down—letting everyone down for the sake of her precious freedom. If there was another explanation, he was in no fit state to see it—a thousand things to do, the clock ticking. Parents were picking their kids up at half-past-five, which meant the rehearsal needed to start in less than ten minutes or they’d risk running out of time. 

“Everything okay?” Dominic asked as Thomas stormed back into the tent.

“Not really,” he said, then lifted his voice over the clinking of chairs and the chatter or irritatingly relaxed people all around him. “Leave the chairs. We need to start. If you’re in the first three acts, warm up your instruments!” He had to use his anger, his frustration, as fuel right now. He needed to be sharp. To sort this out. “Where’s Mina? Someone needs to bring out the drum kit. Seamus, can you get the programs—they’re on the front seat in the van.” It wasn’t working, the fury still roiled under his ribs, sparked in his throat.

This was not okay.
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Dahlia felt guilty. So guilty. But she was doing the right thing, the best she could. Maybe yesterday she could have found a moment to explain about the journalist, but there really hadn’t been any time at all—not five minutes alone together in days. It didn’t help that she was keeping another secret from him—a good one, but still a secret: his mom was coming tomorrow.

Thomas had shared the poster to his personal feed and his Mom had commented, ‘Looks like a wonderful event. Well done, Thomas!’

To Dahlia’s mind, this was a blatant bid for an invitation. So she’d DM’d the woman: ‘Hi, I’m a colleague of your son and wanted to invite you to the showcase. Thomas has worked incredibly hard on it, for months, and we’d like to surprise him with something better than a bouquet of flowers. I’m happy to arrange accommodation and anything else you might need.’

Helen Omari had been quick to answer ‘I’d love to come. We always just book a room at the pub, so that’d be lovely, and let’s keep it a surprise. Thank you so much for thinking of me!’

Dahlia had arranged the nicest room above the pub—Kylie promised to keep the secret, even from Greg. So of course Dahlia hadn’t told Thomas.

She was really looking forward to the showcase being over with. Not that she wasn’t looking forward to the event itself, but afterwards there’d be so much more time in the day. They could clear the air. Everything would be so much simpler in just 48 hours. She just had to keep it together till then.

When she got to the pub, she could spot the journalist at a glance. Something about the jacket and shirt combo, the bags under his eyes, the way he sat like he belonged right here and she was the interloper. “Hi,” she said, forced confidence in her voice, hand out to shake—firm.

He stood and introduced himself, unnecessarily. “Can I get you a drink?”

“No, I don’t have much time.”

“Understood,” he sat back down.

“I’d love to know your,” she sidestepped the word angle, “vision for the profile.”

“Like I said on the phone, we’re looking to honor a great woman.”

She nodded, like that was the correct answer, pretending to be satisfied. She could hardly outright ask him why he’d been sniffing around Dominic. “Who else have you spoken with so far?”

“Just a couple of her friends. Thought I’d start with the people she listed in the acknowledgments of her books.” He looked so proud of himself. “I’m really just getting started—was thrilled to hear from you, mind. You’re her... son’s daughter?”

Dahlia nodded. She wanted to feel relieved, Dominic must have been mentioned in an acknowledgment and maybe that was it, there was no evidence out there, no threat. But it was too soon to relax. “What about, ah, could you email me what you’d like to know. I have her diaries, so leave your questions with me and I’ll... see what I can do.”

Within minutes she was leaving again, half jogging back toward the house. Her phone rang in her pocket. She saw the time and then the caller ID. She had time enough to slow to a walk and answered the call. “Hi Bridget,”

“Heia, are you puffing. Tell me you did not answer the phone in the middle of sex.”

Dahlia gave a short laugh. “Just in a rush.”

“Oh, I won’t keep you. Upside of the bad news—not much wiggle room in your finances. You can increase your credit limit, but that’s about it.”

“Shit.”

“Sorry.”

“No it’s not your fault. I just wish I understood Gran’s thinking, you know? She had to know I don’t make enough to maintain a house like this. Did she think I’d just keep it ticking over as a rental, get Taylor to manage it and keep on living my life... elsewhere?”

“I wish I could tell you.”

“I could pawn off the diaries to her fans—hey, I was meaning to ask, what happens to the book money? Her books are still selling, so...”

“It goes into a charitable trust, there’s a residency and a scholarship. I can take a look at it, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

“Thanks. I know.” Dahlia was on the driveway now. “I gotta go.”

She arrived at Gran’s house to find everyone milling about as if there was no dress rehearsal going on at all. Thomas was on the makeshift stage with his two-student tech crew, rearranging mic stands. Dahlia sidled up to Mina. “Did something go wrong?”

“No, we did all our entrances and exits twice through, and we’re about to do it for real.”

Thomas clapped his hands and everyone hushed and listened. He saw Dahlia—she could tell, though she couldn’t pinpoint what changed in his expression or posture to tell her as much.

“You know what to do,” he said, his voice all nervous and crackly, his expression intent, scanning all the students, his students. Dahlia’s chest was fit to burst, watching them all; watching Thomas. Was it pride? Was she proud of him? It didn’t seem right—who was she to be proud of him? But she was. She was proud of him, and wished she could tell him so without sounding patronizing.

Thomas said, “Right, let’s do it.” He gave a clap and everyone moved in direct lines—knew exactly where they were going and what they were doing. Half the students took seats under the marquee, while the gathered behind the pagoda.

Seamus stepped up to the central microphone and welcomed an imaginary legion of parents and friends, honored guests, teachers and even his little brother Isaac. There was a joke then about being out past his bedtime. “So we’d better hurry up and get things going with an absolute classic! Put your hands together for the junior choir!”

Seamus stepped back and from either side streamed more students than the stage could easily hold—but it did. They sang a song in Welsh, something everyone clearly knew—everyone except Dahlia.

It was a strange feeling. Strange because it was so familiar—she was used to being an outsider—but it landed differently here. Wishing she knew the song, wanting to learn the song, that wasn’t what bothered her. It was more like guilt or maybe obligation—she felt as though she should know this. As though she’d let someone down by not knowing this. Let Gran down, maybe. Or herself. Missing out on things, by her own choices, and these were the consequences: being the outsider in a place where she should belong.

Silly. So silly. She’d been born on the opposite side of the globe. Her father had left Wales before she was born—living here had never been on offer. She’d chosen to visit numerous times.

Visit. Only visit. It had never occurred to her to stay.

The choir filed off the stage, and a trio came on next. Their lead singer introduced them in Welsh, then in English—but the group name was in Welsh, and its meaning was lost on Dahlia. She tried to guess at the spelling, typed it into the translate app on her phone, but no luck.

The singer wasn’t only singing—she played a fiddle as well, backed by a piano and cello. How had Dahlia not noticed the cello? Deep resonant notes seemed to burrow into her bones.

She looked over at Thomas. He was so focused right now, but when he noticed her staring he gave a slight nod, almost smile. His shoulders were tense, she could tell just by looking. Probably her fault, for running off. Mind you, all the work he’d put into this, of course he was tense.

Seamus came on to the stage, thanked the group and welcomed the next. The trio—two guitars and a drummer—introduced themselves and played a tight Paul Simon cover. As the applause slowed, the lead singer called on the next group—all brass instruments, a jazz standard that made everyone move with the beat, even in their seats. 

Seamus came on, clapping and grinning, and introduced the next group. The sequence was like a dance and everyone knew their steps. If there were errors, Dahlia couldn’t spot them—not in the music, not in the transitions, the emceeing between musical items. Everyone knew when to enter and which mic to use, when to sit and when to stand, when to clap and when to leave.

Dahlia couldn’t be the weakest link—that was for damned sure. She snuck around to the pagoda, walking all the way around the house to avoid drawing attention to her probably ill-timed movements. She found Seamus after his next bit on the mic. “When are we?” she whispered.

“Third to last,” he said.

“You’re doing a great job,” she said and, for good measure, threw in a Welsh well done: “Da iawn!”

“Diolch,” he thanked her, quick as a wink, and without perhaps even noticing he’d switched languages. She wanted that. She should take a language course. She would. If she could afford to stay.

Third to last, she realized, was completely useless information. She needed a run-sheet. Or to at least know which act was before theirs. She couldn’t see Josh and Mina anywhere—and then she heard them. They were performing. Panic exploded under her ribs. But the song—this wasn’t Dahlia’s song. Mina and Josh played in other groups.

Dahlia willed herself to calm down.

“You made it back,” Thomas spoke low behind her.

***
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EVERYONE’S ATTENTION was on the dress rehearsal. Thomas’s attention, though, was fixed on Dahlia—only adding to his frustration, because it really shouldn’t be.

Even Dahlia was doing a better job of keeping her eyes on the stage—she didn’t turn when he spoke to her, only nodded and whispered, “See, you’re fine without me.”

“This time,” he said.

She turned to face him, which felt a little like a win. “Thomas...” she said.

“What?”

She took a few steps past him, away from the students gathered behind the pagoda, away from the dress rehearsal. “Is this about Singapore?” she said.

He let himself be drawn away. He needed this out—then he’d be able to focus on the showcase. “It’s this myth you tell yourself, that everyone’s replaceable.”

“Everyone is replaceable,” she said.

She could not be serious! His whole body grew warm and not in a good way.

“Just because you martyr yourself, doing everything, doesn’t mean you have to. It’s a choice.”

He scoffed. “I don’t know if it’s ironic or just... you really believe you’re replaceable, but you’re the last person I’ll be able to replace.”

“In this show?” Now she was being obtuse.

He sighed and shook his head.

“I need to go get my music from inside,” she said, and walked away.

So much for getting the conversation over with so he could focus. Thomas checked in with the next group of students. They had everything they needed. Excellent. He sent some others back to sit in the audience. He tidied away instrument cases, loose cables, stray music folders. His ears were ringing with Dahlia’s words. Everyone is replaceable. 

He’d run out of things to do, so he stood watching the back of the stage. Dahlia had come back out. She was just there, in his peripheral vision.

The argument felt physically present between them. Was he making mountains of molehills here, or was this symptoms of a bigger problem. The way his words, and hers, looped around each other, formed a kind of Möbius strip in her mind. Maybe they fundamentally disagreed on a couple of fairly important ideas. Philosophical incompatibility. Just because they were very compatible in other ways, didn’t mean they were a perfect match.

The important thing, right now, was the show. She’d returned in time, from wherever she’d had to go. She’d do her bit, and everything else... could wait till after tomorrow night. For better or worse.
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DAHLIA REALLY NEEDED to not prick herself with this damn needle. Sewing on a button—she could get that one thing right, surely. At this point, if she bled all over this kids’ shirt, maybe she should just give up. Singapore, here I come.

“Thanks Ms Ellis,” the owner of the shirt said. He was sitting on the settee in an enormous purple T-shirt, one of Josh’s, which made the kid look tiny and vulnerable.

“Not a problem,” Dahlia said, tying off the cotton.

Thomas appeared at the door and then Josh came around him, waving one of his school shirts.

“Too big,” Dahlia said. “But leave it here in case someone else needs one.”

Thomas spoke then, “You make it sound like buttons are flying off left, right and center.”

She didn’t know what to make of this attempt at levity—the air still felt thick between them, unresolved and full of potential, like the argument might kick off again and they’d keep hurting each other more and more.

“That’s showbiz!” Josh did jazz hands.

Dahlia snipped off the thread and threw the shirt over at the younger student. “Good as new.” 

He thanked her, and skipped off to the bathroom.

“Crisis averted,” Thomas said. “Thanks.” Maybe he meant it as an olive branch but it felt more like... like she didn’t have a real part in this and was just doing him a favor.

“Are we all set?” she said, swallowing the hurt.

“Parents are starting to arrive,” he said.

“Should we be out there?”

He pivoted at the doorway, a silent go ahead. He walked out beside her, as though there was nothing the matter between them. In the marquee, students in immaculate uniform were handing out programs and welcoming everyone.

“Look at you!” Dahlia said. “Great job.” She slipped past them. And there was the stage, all set. She had an awful premonition, like she was going to let them down. Seamus and Josh and Mina, who she was playing with. And Thomas. The dress rehearsal had gone well—she’d been nervous as all hell but, half a dozen bars in, the nerves fell away. The music absorbed all her attention, like a sponge dragging every slippery worry into its thrall. The melody rose and fell and took them all along for the ride. It was as though she could feel the pleasure of it radiating off her band-mates, off the other students in the audience. They’d love it. All of them together.

Behind her, Thomas said, “Huh.”

She turned around and saw Greg and couple of the others from the football team coming up the driveway.

“They came,” Thomas said.

“Of course they did,” she said, then caught sight of the principal behind them. And Isabella Bertram with him. “Incoming,” she murmured low.

“Oh god.”

“Just remember, this whole thing makes them look good. If anything, tonight will remind them why they need you.”

He looked her in the eye and she had to cross her arms to stop herself from reaching out. The desire to hug him then, it was something else.

The students greeted their principal, cheery and polite. Perfect. 

John thanked them, his voice booming and clearly aware he had an audience. To Isabella he said, “Ladies first,” and she seemed to appreciate that, walking ahead into the marquee. And straight up to Thomas. 

Thomas’s smile was so forced, but he delivered his line with aplomb: “Welcome. It’s good of you to come.”

“Wouldn’t miss it, mind,” she said. “This is all very... festive, it is.” She was looking around the marquee Dahlia followed her gaze—was festive a straightforward compliment? Seemed unlikely, but the house, the lights, all of it, no denying the place looked great.

John nodded. “This is a real local treasure. Lots of history, innit, Tom?”

“The house?” Thomas nodded, flustered. 

Dahlia jumped in. “It’s been in the family for a few generations, yeah.”

“Fascinating,” Isabella said. “I’m not a big crime reader, but the Ellis family,” she was nodding, perfect blond bob-cut cut to a sharp edge. “Local history is so important. When I was at school it was all Slave Trade and wars in the Middle East, Israel and whatnot.”

“Palestine?” Thomas said, and Dahlia had to bite back a laugh. Was he trying to provoke her? Now? That seemed... foolish but so damn perfect.

“Well, I hope the local history is getting a look-in,” Isabella said.

Thomas nodded. “The old British take on things is certainly not delivered uncritically, the way it used to be.”

“Shall we?” John intervened then, giving Thomas a quick but wide-eyed glare. He ushered Isabella away. Dahlia could have clapped. She could have thrown her arms around him, kissed him square on the mouth for all the world to see. Hang the lot of them, she loved this man.

Thomas looked out toward the street, clearly unaware of the rush of affection she was feeling. A steady stream of people were coming up the driveway now. “I’d better check we’ve got all the chairs out of the garage.”
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Thomas walked away from her. Maybe that was something he should start practicing. Outside, he found Dominic talking with Dahlia’s Aunt and Uncle and Taylor—who peeled away from that conversation and headed toward Thomas. “This is very fancy, isn’t it,” Taylor said. “I don’t suppose you’ve got a photographer.” 

One of the students nearby answered: “Kiera’s taking pictures for the school Instagram page.”

“The school has an Instagram page.” Taylor put his hand to his chest. “Did my hairline just recede, like? I don’t know how you do it, Tom, working with kids all day—doesn’t it make you feel old?”

“You’re not old, Mister Omari.”

“Thanks and yes, short answer. Can I direct you to a seat or...?”

“I’ll manage. I know my way around.” He was walking up the aisle now but called back, “I know where the bones are buried.” Beat. “Gran’s cat.”

The students were giggling too hard to greet the next arrivals. Thomas stepped up, a welcome on his lips, but even as he said the words his eyes were drawn away—two Black women walked hand-in-hand towards the marquee. Mom? What on earth?

“Excuse me a moment,” he rushed past the new arrivals and ducked around those following them. “Mom, what are you doing here?” It was really her. She was really here.

“Wouldn’t want to miss your big night,” she said and gave him a hug. There was nothing like it—a hug from Mom. No other embrace in the world could replicate it. She couldn’t reach to kiss him on the head like she used to, but she squeezed tight and murmured, “Oh, my boy.”

Thomas just wanted the whole world to disappear, every worry and responsibility, and hide there like a child, safe and looked-after. Instead, he smiled at his mom’s wife. “Hi Bianca.”

“How are you, Tom?”

He nodded for an answer and gave her gentler hug.

“I always forget how tall you are,” she said with a laugh.

He couldn’t figure out how this came to be, these people in this place at this moment. “I don’t understand,” he said.

“Aren’t you happy we’re here?” Mom smiled—clearly enjoying his bafflement and not really concerned he might be unhappy about her unexpected arrival.

“Let me show you to a seat.”

“Is it about to start? I’d love to... be a bit nosy. Plus, we’ve been sitting down for hours.”

“Of course, how was the drive?”

They gave him a play-by-play of their journey while he showed off the garden. “I’d take you inside, but it’s chaos just now.”

“I bet. And you probably have a thousand jobs to do,” Mom said, shooing him away. “We can find seats just fine.” They went off to do just that, but Thomas stood there, dazed. His mom, here? Tonight? Just when he needed her. How did she know? Not that he’d even consciously thought of wishing she were here until she arrived. But with everything going on, he felt so stretched, so close to breaking—so badly in need of a hug from his Mom. And like a mirage, there she was.

Seamus, standing off to the side of the stage, caught Thomas’s eye—gave him a look that seemed to say all good?

“All set,” Thomas said and checked the time. He did a quick sweep of the house, shooing students out to the garden. “Tune up. Go and be hospitable. Say hello to your Dad. We’re on in five—no, not actually five, but act as if we are. Go on.”

Thomas closed doors and turned off lights then slipped out the back. The first half a dozen acts were all crowded behind the pagoda. In their best dress, instruments gleaming in the dusky light, excited faces and voices—the hum of show night fizzed tangibly everywhere he looked.

And his mom was here. He stepped up on stage to check the mics and lights, but he was looking for his mom. He spotted Greg first—standing with Taylor. And Isabella Bertram. That seemed a strange grouping. Then a couple of rows up, he spotted Dahlia. She’d changed into a form-fitting dress, and put up her hair—the exposed line of her pale neck was what he noticed first. She stroked at the fabric of her dress, like she was nervous, self-conscious. The gesture drew his eye down the achingly familiar curve of her hip. When this was all over, he had to try to fix things, if it could be done. Then she lifted her hand to her face, and he noticed who she was talking to—his mom.
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BY THE TIME IT WAS Dahlia’s turn to go on, she was so overwhelmed with pride in these students that she could have floated onto the stage. But she was nervous enough to step carefully—far too liable to trip and face-plant, and ruin Thomas’s evening.

In Dahlia’s mind, this was very much Thomas’s evening. She wanted everything to go well, for everyone’s sake of course, but mostly for him. A little mishap wouldn’t cause anyone else any real pain, but it all mattered so damn much to Thomas. And because it mattered to him, it mattered to Dahlia.

He had seen his mom. He’d been so happy to see his mom. The rest of Dahlia’s anxiety was very much reserved for keeping up with Seamus on the piano. Strange to think that seven minutes from now she’d be taking a bow and joining the audience—if there were any spare seats. In just a few minutes, she’d be all done. No, she could not rationalize her way out of her nerves.

“Deep breath,” she said.

Seamus looked at her. “Breathing is good.”

“Better than the alternative,” Josh said.

Mina cracked her knuckles.

And on they went. The lights seemed brighter now. Probably because it was almost dark. Mina started them off with a drum beat, strong and sure. Dahlia was using two hands to play the part of one—Seamus had written a special arrangement of the piece and they’d practiced the hell out of it. Her fingers knew what to do, though her mind tripped to keep up. At one point, the genius boy waved to the audience with his injured hand. People laughed. His piano-hand didn’t miss a demisemiquaver. People cheered. 

And just like that, it was over. Dahlia stood and bowed, and tried to spot her friends in the audience. Kylie was sat between Greg and Taylor, and there was Auntie Sooz on the far side. She remembered Thomas’s pep talk, the one she’d eavesdropped on last week. Not word-for-word remembered, but the sentiment, the buzz of this moment. Of being a part of it.

On the edge of the stage, she spotted Thomas, brimming with emotion. She followed Mina off the stage and tripped, flying face first into the dark.
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THOMAS SAW IT FROM behind a cluster of students. Or rather, he didn’t see Dahlia fall—he saw her disappear and then there was chaos. Her yelp was swallowed by a hiss of whispers and gasps.

“I’m fine,” Dahlia said. “It’s fine, I’ll just...” 

He pushed through the students and put an arm around her. “Seamus, keep things going,” Thomas said, and half-carried Dahlia to the house.

“I can walk it off,” she said, but leaned right into him as they traversed the steps.

“Ice?” he said, trying to ignore the effect of her touch after days of distance.

“I can manage. Go back to the show. My bit’s done.” She hopped away from him and opened the freezer. He found a clean tea towel and took the frozen peas from her hand. She hobbled through to the dining room and took the nearest seat. “Fuck. I knew I was going to—I just had this feeling like I was going to ruin your night.”

“You haven’t ruined my night.” He maneuvered a chair to prop her leg up on.

“I will if you stay here.” 

He could have argued—being here with her, alone, in the quiet, it was easy to just not care about anything else.

She arranged her ankle and frozen peas and put on a brave face. “Go.”

He nodded, but he couldn’t seem to make his legs lift him from where he was crouched at her side. He had responsibilities. He had a hundred parents and friends and teachers and judgmental board members out there watching his students. He should be out there, too. They’d all worked so hard for this. “Okay,” he said, and something about saying the word gave him the impetus to rise up.

He hated walking away from her. But if he was resolved to mend things between them—and he was—then he’d better get used to walking away. Distance seemed a certainty. He was interviewing with John on Monday. The official start date was the very next week. And Dahlia would either get a flat somewhere nearby or there was Singapore. 

He joined the students waiting to go on, stood behind them all and watched, as they did, the string quartet on the stage. There was some magic in everyone willingly giving their full attention to a piece of music, watching the musicians, their instruments, the intent looks on their faces, and listening. Listening. The collective experience of it was powerful. And then there was the magic of the music itself—transportive.

He thought of Dahlia, inside alone, missing this. It felt like a premonition. How many times would he experience something, wishing she were there at his side? Her absence would be like a presence in itself; every moment depleted a little by his missing her. God, he was doing it already, like misery training. This piece of music always made him cry. That was part of it.

That was definitely part of it.
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DAHLIA SAT STILL FOR maybe three minutes. Her ankle was more sore now from the cold peas than from the twist—or at least it was, until she got up to relocate. She hobbled to the drawing room and opened a window before gracelessly flopping onto the settee. Not a bad spot for listening, though the view was more of the audience than the stage. Dahlia sat in the dark, icing her ankle and listening to increasingly familiar songs. 

She checked her phone, hoping, again, for a message from Bridget. The trust has a special fund for the house! Problem solved! But this was reality, and reality was never that simple. In her emails, instead of the wished-for fix-all from her cousin, she found a response to her job application—three options for times to do an interview via video-chat.

She almost threw the phone across the room. All Bridget’s photos and seductive tidbits about the “expat life” hadn’t moved her at all. The idea of packing up and moving now only made her feel tired: airports and luggage and meeting new people and getting her head around a different education system, an unfamiliar city, an unfamiliar grocery store. Oh, the grocery stores! The locus of true culture shock, where even the most ordinary things became foreign and baffling. Once upon a time, she’d loved it—spent hours wending her way up and down aisles, reading ingredients as though they were crossword clues, but now, the thought of a foreign supermarket just made her want to curl up in a ball. In fact, she did. No one was there to see her and she could hear the concert just as well lying on her side. Her ankle didn’t twinge at the movement. She flexed it. The ache was less, for sure.

At the end of the song, she returned the peas to the freezer, took some painkillers and went back outside. She stood at the back of the marquee, behind the crowd, the very last song was just beginning. The students who had played earlier sets were now dotted around the sides of the marquee and as the melody rose, one-by-one, they joined in. Building to a crescendo, the choir began singing, part by part, filing into view, song filling the space. People gasped and grinned, clasped their hands to their chests and whispered in awe. 

And when it was done, they shot to their feet with applause and whoops.

***
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THOMAS ROSE FROM THE piano, ready to leave the stage. He looked out at the audience and spotted Dahlia, standing right at the back, her hands together as if praying, fingertips touching her lips. He was too far away to read her expression but she gave a nod. 

What did he feel then? Relief. That it was over, or that it was all worth it after all. Validation. Pride. And impatience, too. For the opportunity to focus now on making things right with Dahlia.

Seamus took the mic out of the stand, thanked everyone for coming and told them to drive safe. People clapped again, another roar of applause. But hardly anyone left. They rose and moved around, talking to people they knew, musicians they’d enjoyed. Thomas helped students find coats and bags and music. He probably should go mingle, but it was far easier to say “well done” thirty times than to be on the receiving end of congratulations over and over.

Then he remembered his mom was there. He stepped out of the shadows and Greg strode up to him. “Is Dahlia leaving?”

“What?”

“Taylor just said he’s going to be the property manager of this place.”

“It’s just one possibility—one day, maybe,” Thomas said, as if the saying it could make it true. “It was always a plan-b of sorts.”

“Oh. That makes sense. He’s just trying to impress Isabella Blake. Typical.”

Kylie sidled up. “Yeah, you would never do something like that.”

“I’m secure in myself,” Greg said, lifting his chin. “Secure in my relationship and my life choices.”

Kylie laughed and shook her head. “In everything except your ride home.”

“What?” he looked genuinely panicked for a moment.

“Excuse me,” Thomas said, wending his way out of the conversation and around several others, looking for his mother. Brushing off Greg’s words was easy—out loud at least. Greg would probably never give Taylor’s claim another thought. The same could not be said of Thomas.

Not after their argument. Not after the board, and the rumors, and the quote for the windows. Wanting to run made perfect sense, all things considered. But if Dahlia had already lined up her cousin to manage the property, she was much closer to leaving than Thomas had realized.

The crowd in the marquee was finally dissipating. Where had his mother got to?

John strode over to Thomas, stuck out his hand. “What a night.”

Thomas shook the offered hand. “They did well, didn’t they?”

“Indeed. Can I have a private word?”

“I was just looking for my, ah, Mom.”

“That’s part of it.”

“How?”

John took hold of Thomas’s elbow and dragged him off stage right. “I’ve just had an earful from Isabella Blake.”

“What?”

“Between that and the rumors.”

“Sorry, what’s the that?”

“You never mentioned about your Mom.”

“What about her?”

“I’m a modern man, I am, but not everyone’s so forgiving.”

“Forgiving?”

“What people do in the privacy of their own homes...”

Thomas felt like he’d been punched, but apparently he could still speak. Thinking straight was beyond him, and yet words flew from his mouth: “Privacy of our own home was a privilege not extended to me and Dahlia. Are we really talking about my Mom holding hands with her wife?”

“It wasn’t just holding hands.”

“I’m being taken to task because...?” he couldn’t even finish the sentence.

“Terrible timing, is what it was. I was singing your praises as we walked in. I assured her that you were eager for a family of your own—you told me once you’d like to have lots of children. I was looking for common ground, like. I was building a bridge, I was. I swear to God.” He looked around, touching a finger to his lips, as if he might be caught taking the Lord’s name in vain. “But of course, the family connection was perfectly obvious. And Dahlia was talking with them, just to confirm any suspicions. But the final straw...” He gave a heavy sigh. “They kissed. Right there in the middle of everything.”

“Mom and Bianca were sitting on the very edge, half in the shadow.”

“Well, we had a direct line of sight and, safe to say, they had an audience. Look, I know it’s hardly your fault, but the concern is, as educators, we become—whether we mean to or not—moral examples for our students.”

“Right.”

“It puts me in a rather awkward position,” John said.

“Does it?”

John gave him a look, as if he were being intentionally obtuse. As if everything else made perfect sense and only Thomas was being less than logically sound. “We’ll have a meeting this week. I’ve every intention of standing by you, Tom, but we have to take this seriously.”

Thomas watched him walk away. He actually felt sick.

“We can sneak through this way,” he heard Dahlia say, not hushed but some distance away—and behind him. Behind the stage? “Watch your step, there.”

Thomas’s mom, Bianca, and finally Dahlia, stepped up onto the side of the stage. “There he is,” Bianca said.

“The man of the hour.” Mom bounced down off the stage and hugged him.

He tried not to cling. He was reeling. He couldn’t quite believe that he had been blind this whole time to the level of bigotry—or was it a new development?

“I was just giving them the tour,” Dahlia said.

“The bits we couldn’t see before,” Mom added, patting Thomas’s back and letting go of him.

“Where are you staying?” he asked.

“Above the pub,” Mom answered.

“Do you have a lot of packing away to do tonight?” Bianca asked. The tech-crew were bundling up cables, and Dominic had already started stacking chairs. A few students and parents were helping  him.

“Shouldn’t take too long,” Thomas said, watching Isabella Bertram move out of range of a chair going on a stack. She caught Thomas’s eye and, without further ado, bee-lined for the exit. He turned to his Mom. “I’d ask you to stay for a cuppa, but it’ll take longer than that.”

“We’re in no hurry,” Mom said.

“I’ll put the kettle on.” Dahlia was already walking away. Limping, but only a little.

“Many hands?” Mom picked up a chair, sliding it down atop the next one.

“You don’t have to—”

“We want to.” Bianca did the same.

“But you’re guests. And I can see I have no sway here.”

Mom was already half way down the row. “Oh, good. He’s figured it out.”

“The fact that you’re even here...”

“Give the girlfriend credit for that one,” Bianca said. Odd for Mom’s wife to refer to herself as the girlfriend, but Thomas was hardly going to argue, and they were working so hard, everyone was, pitching in on the tidy-up.

“Someone wants you, darling,” Mom said and pointed at the stage. 

Dominic was holding up a high hat as if it were a question. Oh, right. Where would the last instruments go?

Thomas stepped up on the stage. “Mina can take the drums through to the lounge. Where is Mina?” Thomas spotted her—with her parents and the principal. “I’ll just take it,” Thomas said.

Inside, he could hear the kettle boiling. Dahlia was making tea—but he had no excuse to go through the kitchen. Four trips later, he’d delivered the last of the drums to the drawing room. Excuse or no, he had to ask the one question which was somehow—after that whole boatload of bullshit John had dumped on him—somehow still the one question rising to the top.

The moment he was sure he and Dahlia were alone in the kitchen, he blurted it out: “Are you going to Singapore?”

She looked confused, then hurt. “I haven’t decided... on anything. We haven’t had a chance to talk.”

“I just—Taylor said something about property managing and yesterday—we seem to be getting very good at misunderstanding one another.”

She finished pouring and put the kettle back on its dock, but she was still holding tight to the handle. “I don’t know if misunderstanding is the problem. I think we just...” It seemed to take a great effort to let go of the kettle. “We disagree,” she said. She loaded up a tray with cups and milk and sugar and teaspoons. He noticed her hand shaking. Was she angry with him?

“I can carry it,” he said. “How’s your ankle?”

“It’ll be fine. I can’t believe I fell off the fucking stage.”

Naturally, that was the very moment that John walked in, and said, “Did you tell her?”

“Tell me what?” Dahlia borderline-snapped. She was clearly angry at something, even if that something wasn’t Thomas.

“Not that you need to be at the meeting, Dahlia,” John said. “But I assume you two are still...”

“Another meeting?” Dahlia said. “How many hoops do we have to jump through to placate a woman who got pregnant when she was still at high school?”

“What?” Thomas said, disturbingly in chorus with John.

“It’s a little hard to take the moral high-horse bit from someone who...” She looked from Thomas, to John, and back again, and maybe realized that neither of then knew what she was on about. “My cousin was in Isabella Blake’s—I mean Bertram’s—year at school. The woman who’s playing judge and jury about our lives, she got married two months after graduation and popped out a baby four months later.”

“I don’t think that’s...” John said.

“Common knowledge?” Thomas finished the sentence, though perhaps not the way John intended.

“Or relevant,” John said with forceful certainty.

“Quite right,” Dahlia said. “I agree. Completely irrelevant. But since she’s clearly gunning for Thomas and this boarding house—perhaps we should make it relevant.”

“She represents a portion of the community,” John started to argue.

Dahlia cut him off: “It’s racism dressed up as family values.” Dahlia paled and pressed her lips together, almost as though she were regretting her own words. “It’s hardly original.”

Thomas had to fight the urge to kiss her.

“Are you suggesting we blackmail a member of the school board?” John said.

“No. Just pointing out...” Dahlia seemed to run out of voice.

But Thomas found his: “Dahlia’s not wrong—it’s bigotry of one flavor or another.”

“She was sixteen or seventeen,” John said. “Surely no one cares now.”

“I bet Isabella Bertram cares.” Thomas scooped the teabags out of the cups before they over-drew. It seemed silly—at this rate the tea would be cold before anyone touched it—but having something to do with his hands was very welcome. “Think of the students, John. If I go, and you know that’s what she’s angling for, then your boarding house, your music program...”

“You’re not losing your job, Tom.”

“Well, I’m not jumping through any more hoops either. I need to go and give these cups of tea to my mother and her wife and...” Thomas looked to Dahlia—who were all these other cups for?

“Dominic,” Dahlia answered his look. “And you and, well, me probably.”

John looked properly offended.

“I can make more,” Dahlia said.

“Never mind.” With a sour expression, John marched out the door.
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Chapter 26
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Dahlia looked at Thomas. “What happened?” she whispered.

“My gay mother blew their little minds.”

“Well that makes me feel better about what I just...”

“You were awesome,” he said, the tea tray in his hands shaking slightly.

So she led the way out to the lawn The pack-up was in full swing. Thomas passed around cups of tea. Tent pegs landed in a bag with a clang. Dahlia put her own tea down on the edge of the garden and took a corner of the marquee, hoisting it in unison with Carmel on her right and Bianca on her left. Everyone coordinating their timing and moving toward the center—it was a hell of metaphor for community. Almost as on-the-nose as the harmonizing choir.

By the time the marquees were away in the garage with all the chairs, the only people remaining were those who lived at the house, Thomas’s mom and Bianca. The boarders had all opted to stay Friday night rather than go home with their parents—to help pack down, that was the official reason, but Dahlia could see it was more than that. They wanted to be a part of it all, to ride that show-night feeling for as long as possible. She didn’t blame them. Dahlia nudged them all toward bed, leaving Thomas to catch up with his mom. She didn’t want to intrude. Taking herself off to bed was so much simpler than stepping into the glow of the kitchen and his family—his real family, not the makeshift one he’d pulled together here. Pretty soon, she wouldn’t be a part of either one.

***
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THOMAS WAS ALWAYS HUNGRY when he was tired. He hadn’t slept well, but the way his thoughts were going in circles, staying in bed held little appeal. Breakfast, on the other hand, would be epic.

And cooked by a pub chef, delivered to a sunny corner booth, where he sat with his Mom. “I’m still kind of amazed you’re here,” he said.

Mom reached across and squeezed his hand. “Well, I’m very glad we came. Last night was simply spectacular. They’re very lucky to have you.”

Kylie delivered their coffees. “It was brilliant, Tom. That Seamus kid—what a talent.”

“I just hope the accident won’t hurt his chances at scholarships. He’s a concert pianist in the making. And he composes, does arrangements, does it all.”

“And he’s a great MC,” Kylie said. “Bit of a comedian—and the one-handed piano bit. What a showman.”

Thomas stirred sugar into his coffee and Kylie went back to the bar. To his Mom, he said, “I usually emcee it—every year before this—but Seamus cut his hand and couldn’t play—or we thought he couldn’t play. It was Dahlia’s idea, the one-handed thing.”

Mom nodded her head with real interest. “So he stepped up in another way? That’s so great. And took some of the pressure off you, I bet.”

“It did.”

“Everyone pitching in, playing their part. You’ve got a real community here.”

“It’s pretty great,” he said, but his thoughts turned to Isabella Bertram. She was part of this community, too. And she was part of a church who were all part of this community, many of whom presumably agreed with her. Many of whom sent their kids to his school.

“What’s wrong?” Mom asked.

“Oh, it’s just... there’s someone on the school board who seems to have taken against me.”

“What?” Mom said.

“Stupid stuff. All half-truths.”

She whispered, “The abortion?”

“That’s part of it, but I don’t think it will stick.” Thanks to Dahlia’s cousin dishing the dirt on a teenage pregnancy—it hit him then, who that teen pregnancy grew up to be: Stephanie Bertram. She’d been in the showcase last night, singing in the choir and playing guitar in one group—not singing. She’d been a bit miffed about that. Was the daughter’s disappointment adding to the mother’s ire?

Mom reached across the table and patted his hand. “Darling, last night was a roaring success. You know what this is? The come-down. It’s not your first pony ride. You know how it goes, but fight the urge to rehash every little not-quite-perfect moment. Remember the good and let the rest go.” She stole a blueberry off his pancakes. “Sorry, can’t resist.”

“I know, you’re right. And nothing really went wrong last night—that’s not it.”

“Didn’t Dahlia fall off the stage?”

“Twisted her ankle but apparently it’s fine.” Through a mouthful of pancake he went on. “Frozen peas did the trick, like.” He’d been so in-the-moment last night, but looking back, it struck him—in the middle of the show, he’d walked off for maybe five minutes. He’d missed one full act—and nothing bad had happened. In fact, no one had noticed he wasn’t there. The students all knew their cues, and with Seamus taking the mic between acts... 

“We went through a lot of frozen peas when you were a boy,” Mom said. They ate in silence for a minute before she spoke again: “I didn’t want to assume, but Bianca’s convinced—is Dahlia... are you and she...?”

“Oh, um, yeah. We were trying to keep it quiet, because small towns and gossip, and the school. She’s living in the boarding house. It’s her house. Her Gran left it to her.”

“Right.”

“They’re making her move out—we’re interviewing replacements.”

Mom nodded.

“I’d have told you, but it’s been a little, ah, up and down.”

“Oh dear.”

“She’s not one for staying in the same place long term.”

“And you’re not one for moving. That’s my fault.” Mom held up her loaded fork. “Packed you up too many times in your formative years.”

“Maybe. Maybe I’ll leave with her. I don’t know.” Could he pay the glazier and tell her after the fact? If she insisted on paying him back, so be it. At least she wouldn’t have to leave the country.

“She’s leaving?”

“Hope not, but...” But she might leave anyway. Might resent him for going over her head. 

“She seems like a forthright sort of person.”

“Oh, she is. There’s just a lot going on. Between this woman on the school board and the cost of replacing shitty old windows—Seamus’s hand, it was a window. And Dahlia’s the landlord so she’s fixing them—all of them.”

“Good of her.”

“On a teacher salary.”

“And you’re all paying her rent. She’ll manage. Landlords are forever crying poor.”

“I don’t think that’s what’s going on here.” Thomas felt doubt creep in and her words came back to him: Everyone is replaceable, Thomas.

Mom was watching him over the brim of her coffee cup. “I like her, Thomas. I wouldn’t blame you for trailing after her, wherever she wants to go. But I’d want to know that she was equally as willing to change her plans for you as you are for her.”

It was as though his mother had untangled all the thoughts doing battle in his head, and tied them in a neat bow.
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DAHLIA WAS WOKEN THE next morning by a phone call. Unknown number. “Fuck off,” she murmured into her pillow and thumbed at Ignore.

But then she was awake. She wondered if Tom was upstairs with his mom. She didn’t want to impose on their catch-up, but she hoped he wasn’t carting chairs back to the school or anything silly like that. He deserved a proper weekend off after last night. 

Upstairs, she found the place deserted. The students must have all been picked up already and Thomas... he was probably out with his mom. 

Dahlia ate her breakfast and read through some information Bridget had sent through about the charitable trust. No chance of funds for the house, but it was interesting reading—the residency was specifically for writers with children and the scholarship was for a solo mother “in the arts”. Perhaps the exact kind of support Gran had needed, once upon a time. Maybe this profile article thing, assuming the journalist wasn’t digging for dirt, could encourage donations to the trust. 

Wouldn’t help pay the glazier, but... publicity might pay. Dahlia remembered her abandoned idea of merchandising, of giving Gran’s fans a bit more... something. Publishing the journals, or parts of them. Auctioning off first editions. There were multiple copies of every title, right here in the house, and there were people in the world who would value them. Was it wrong to make money from all that, or was it honoring Gran’s memory?

Her phone rang—the unknown number again. “Hi,” she answered, probably a tad sharp.

It was the journalist. “Just wanted to verify a couple of things quickly—the house is being used by the school, have I got that right?”

“Six students board here during the week.”

“Fantastic—and that was something Ginny Ellis set up, before she passed.”

“Yeah.”

“And you mentioned her diaries—I don’t suppose I’d be able to take a look?”

She felt like she was being cornered. “Maybe just email me your questions and I’ll think about it—maybe scan a few pertinent pages.”

If Gran had wanted her diaries seen by complete strangers, she probably could have published them herself. There was no way Dahlia could hand them over. She ended the call, perhaps rudely, and went through to the lounge—there they all were, diaries and albums and notes she and Thomas had made these past couple of months. The mere fact Gran had left the journals behind, not burned them, was a kind of permission. She must have been aware they might be read. The man was going to email her. Send a photographer. Write an article.

It seemed wrong for him to tell Gran’s story when Gran’s words were right here. It came to Dahlia then, all at once. She didn’t want some stranger telling this story. She wanted to do it herself. Or rather, she wanted Gran to speak for herself. The diaries, the albums, the stories she’d heard from Sooz and Dominic and even her father. It’d make a great book. Dahlia could interview people who’d known Gran. And make sure to protect Dominic while she was at it. Dahlia could do this properly.

She was hardly a writer, but she understood language better than most, and Thomas was a historian—he’d be right into this. And Gran would be the writer of the book, really. If it turned out that wordsmithery wasn’t something Dahlia had picked up from the gene pool, that didn’t matter. Gran’s words would be the lion’s share of everything. Dahlia would only be their curator.

Dahlia opened the email about the charitable trust. She needed a name, someone to call, to pitch the idea to. But none of the names looked familiar. Then she remembered the journalist had used the acknowledgments as his source. She flicked to the back of the closest title—When the Tulip Turns.

The very first person Gran had thanked was her literary agent. Bingo.
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THE WALKING TRACK WAS a favorite of Bianca’s, so they always did it, even if they had to wear the really good raincoats. But today was bright and blue, a harsh contrast to the mood Tom was in, trailing after his mom. Perhaps the fatigue was settling into his bones. Or maybe he was mourning this thing already? If Dahlia said no when he offered her the money, if Dahlia chose independence even though it meant moving a world away, then it had to be over. There was just no coming back from that.

He could put it off. He could go home this afternoon and make up, spend the night, and next weekend as well, grab hold of every last opportunity to be together. And then let it end.

But every moment together, between now and then the impending goodbye would be there, present in the room... it’d be cruel to them both. The brave thing to do was to put it all on the table, and accept the result. Rip the Bandaid. If he’d learned nothing else from the Kim debacle, it was that: don’t wait and see when you’re really just waiting for her to leave.

Thomas wanted a partner, a family, and none of that would happen if he carried on waiting-and-seeing with someone who didn’t. It was a very real possibility that Dahlia didn’t want children. He hadn’t asked because what if he didn’t like the answer?

Well, that ended today.

Mom and Bianca dropped him home on their way out of town, making him promise to visit London during Spring Break. “And thank Dahlia for inviting us.” Those were Mom’s parting words. He waved, and they drove off before he recovered.

Dahlia was the one who’d invited his mom. He sank down onto the stairs. Why did this have to be so hard. Why did Dahlia have to be so great?

He’d start the conversation with that then—he’d thank her, tell her what it meant, having Mom there last night. And today. And then they’d talk. Properly.

The garden, by light of day, looked so different from last night. The marquee and stage and everything gone. The grass flattened and scuffed up in places—the only evidence of the showcase. But the blossoms, the daffodils, the early-spring teasers shone bright. Like they were the main event, all along. All his work, his plans, seemed transitory by comparison.

He stood up and went inside.

Dahlia was in the drawing room, the diaries spread out across the pool table. She looked up and smiled at him. “I’ll tidy up. Promise.”

He had to say it before he lost his nerve: “If you want to go to Singapore, you should go.”

“What?”

“Or wherever you want to go. But if you want to stay, let me pay for the glass.”

“You don’t need to pay for the glass.”

“If it’s a choice between paying for the glass and saying goodbye...” He let the question hang there between them. Shit, he was shaking. He sat down on the piano stool and clasped his hands together to hold them still. “If this thing between us was the thing, you wouldn’t hesitate, it’d be irreplaceable. And clearly that’s not the case.”

Dahlia’s face fell.

“It the only honest thing to do. We could long-distance this, we could wait and see and pretend there’s a different way it ends. Bit it’d probably hurt more along the way, and in the end...”

“When I said you’re replaceable—” she began then shook her head, rerouting. “I didn’t mean I’d choose to replace you. Isn’t that more important—that we choose?”

“Maybe it’s both. When you’re choosing to live on the other side of the world... that’s a pretty loud choice.”

She shook her head then stopped. “Right. So you would stay here,  if I were going, and you think that means it’s doomed?” She was looking down at a black and white photo he’d seen before—Mrs Ellis, when she was young, and a poor doomed soldier headed off to World War Two.

“Even if I would,” he said, “I really shouldn’t. Not if you can’t even let me pay a bill that, frankly, we both need paid.” He held up a hand to stop her protest. “I know you feel something for me, but if I’d leave for you and you wouldn’t stay for me, then...” He put his hands over his face, as if he could rub away the feelings that had to be written there, clear as day.

She pushed aside the diaries and photos, cleared a path to him. Her hand on his knee reminded every cell in his body how long it had been since she’d touched him. The past few weeks had been busy. Brutal. “Okay,” she said. “I’m choosing to stay. No more back and forth, and maybe this and maybe that.”

“What?”

“All this, it’s...” She looked around at the chaos of books and papers and post-its. “I’m going to publish Gran’s journals. I found her literary agent online, sent an email. They called me just an hour ago. They love the idea. And it’ll pay—something. Maybe, it could pay you back.”

The money had been the issue, but was that it? Problem solved?. “What about when it’s done? Won’t you get bored? Sleepy little Welsh village—we can’t compete with all the exciting adventures you could be having.”

“I’ve had those adventures. This is the adventure I haven’t had. Staying. Putting down roots. Maybe even having a family. When I think about leaving—and I did, you know I did—but the usual excitement, the anticipation, it just wasn’t there.”

He put his hand over hers, on his leg, and was about to peel her away, remove her touch, her influence. He couldn’t think straight.

“But when I think about staying here,” Dahlia said, “with you, living here together. I want to harvest the tomatoes and bottle the nectarines. I want to prove Isabella Bertram wrong. And I want to do this...”

“Do what?”

“Well, I am down on one knee if it wasn’t obvious.”

“Don’t make jokes about...”

“I’m not making a joke, Thomas.” She pulled off the ring on her thumb. “I’m not asking you to leave behind this weird little community you love. I’m asking to be part of it.”

“You mean it,” he said.

She rose on her knees, running her hands up his thighs. “I mean it.” She kissed him.

He was so stunned, it took a few seconds for him to catch up and kiss her back. And a few more for him to realize she’d just proposed and he hadn’t answered. He pulled away. “You want to get married?”

She gave a wide open smile and shook her head. “I proposed first.”

“Okay,” he said.

“Is that a yes?”

He nodded and she took his hand, put an actual ring on his actual finger. He caught her hand and tugged her up to sit in his lap. She pressed her forehead and nose to his. “It fits.”

“It’s a sign.” He grazed a kiss over her mouth, savoring the moment, trying to make it sink in—feel real.

“It is,” she murmured. “We fit. God, I would have hated long-distance.” Her hands were in his hair, and she was kissing just beneath his ear, sending shivers down his spine.

“Why?” he asked, his brain barely functional.

Her breast was pressed against his chin. “I need to touch you,” she said. “Daily. This whole once-a-week thing is not good for my health.”

“I kept staring at your ass last night,” he confessed.

She chuckled against his neck, and then rolled her hips a little, pressing that fantastic ass right into him. “Want to make up for lost time?” she said.

He didn’t have to be asked twice, lifting her from his lap and springing up. They tore up the stairs and crashed into his bedroom, kicking off shoes and making a start on buttons.

“Wait,” he said. “Slow down.”

She stopped, her shirt open, a pink bra bright against her pale skin. “If you like, but we have our whole lives to take it slow,” she said, and closed the door.

“Well, when you put it like that.” He stepped into her, pushing her back against the door. His hand was inside her shirt, her warm skin smooth against his palm.

She gave a shimmy, pushing forward into him then leaning away, dropping her jeans to the floor. “Your turn.” She tugged at his fly and laid her palm against his shaft, through his boxers. He put his hand over hers—fuck that felt good. And then he saw the ring she’d put on his finger—at the same moment, she moaned, a breath escaping with it through her open lips.

He kissed her. Hard, claiming. She was his. He got to keep her. He remembered John saying If you were married. “We play this right,” he said, “you might not have to move out.”

She was already pushing down her underwear, like he needed more of a reason to want her in the house. “You think?” she said.

He cupped her mound and felt her push forward into his touch. His fingertips were wet with her wanting—already. He traced the line of her, slick from her entrance to her clit.

“Fuck,” she said. Her head fell back against the door. So he kept doing what he was doing, stroke and circle. Stroke and circle. She reached for his boxers. 

The air felt cold against his hot, bare cock, but her hands were warm and sure. 

She hooked one foot around his hip, slid his tip against her silky folds. “I love you,” she said.

He looked her in the eye. “I fucking love you.”

She laughed, and he lifted her up, sliding so easily into the sultry heat of her body. Her laugh turned into a delicious moan. She clamped her legs around his hips, and he pressed her into the door.

“I love fucking you,” she said.

“Is it a competition now?” he asked, relishing the feel of her ass in his hands, her muscles working, riding him, needing him.

She arched and groaned again. “Yes.”

“I win if you win,” he said, and felt her tighten around him. It was him groaning now. She was close, he could tell. It would be so easy to just let himself go. We have our whole lives to take it slow—that was what she’d said. No holding back, then. He pounded deep, and she cried out. The way her body moved then, the jolt of ecstasy shuddering through her, it pulled him right over the edge. He slammed her into the door, rattling the frame, thrilling at the grip of her body around his, the way she took him, the way he fit, the way her grip on his shoulders would absolutely leave a mark and he’d be grateful for every bruise, because fuck.

She pulled back a little and slipped down onto him again, her feet reaching for the floor. “Lie down,” she said.

He did as he was told, backed over to the bed, half carrying her, until she landed her weight on him and he sunk into the mattress.

She sat up, straddling his hips. The open shirt fell from her shoulders, her hair splayed across her face, her mouth open, panting and moaning.

And he didn’t need to memorize it, didn’t need to store away the picture in his brain for later, because she wasn’t going anywhere. She was his, and she was staying right here.
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Epilogue
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Bridget picked up a copy of the book from the top of a boxful. “What would Gran think?”

“I have no idea,” Dahlia sat down on the stairs. “But I’m mostly okay with that now.”

Bridget sat down beside her and opened the front cover to Dahlia’s inscription. “For Thomas. Maybe it was all part of Gran’s brilliant plan.” Bridget flicked forward to the glossy photo pages, but said, “You think it was an elaborate match-making venture, then?”

Dahlia shrugged. “I’m pretty sure she’d hate the paint job.”

Bridget peered through to the drawing room. “You kept the curtains.”

“Have you seen the price of curtains?”

“When does the movie money come in?”

Dahlia laughed. “We have to finish filming it, first.”

“I’m the last interview, right?”

The front door was open, so they could see the cars coming up the driveway the moment they heard the crunch of tires on gravel.

“I can’t believe I get to meet Anne Reynolds.” Bridget stood up, suddenly a picture of nerves, adjusting her belt and biting her lips. “I was so gutted when she came out as straight.”

Dahlia thumbed a dirt smudge off her sneakers. She’d done a quick tidy-up in the garden first thing, in case they wanted to film outside. The roses were all overblown now but late summer meant everything else looked lush, and the only real struggle was keeping the weeds at bay. The house was pristine—which was a much easier feat with the students all away for the summer.

“Morning,” Kate strode in first. “You must be Bridget. I’ll be interviewing you.”

Bridget shook Kate’s hand. “I haven’t done anything like this before.”

“It’s my first documentary, too,” Kate said. “So far, total chaos, but at least we don’t have to memorize monologues.”

In walked Summer, carrying a tower of boxes that blocked her face from view. “I’m putting it in the kitchen. If we want to film in there, I’ll just have to relocate catering.”

“That’s Summer,” Dahlia told Bridget. “She’s a genius.”

Kate added, “She feeds us, so, favorite person obviously.”

Anne walked in wheeling a suitcase. “The boys are bringing up the rest,” she said. “You must be Bridget.”

“Hi, yeah, hello,” Bridget said, not quite stuttering. She did however wipe her hand on her pants before she shook Anne’s hand. “It’s so good to meet you Anne Reynolds.”

“Thanks for getting here—you’ve officially traveled further than anyone else in the film.”

“It’s an honor,” Bridget said, blushing.

“We’ll set up, then have a cuppa and get into it.”

“I can’t believe it’s the last day,” Dahlia said.

Anne pressed her thumb to her lip.

Kate winced. “Don’t say it’s the last day—you’ll jinx it!”

“Touch wood,” Anne said, shaking it off.

With a bumpity-bump, two guys walked in, rolling some fairly heavy equipment on a trolley. “Where to, boss?” asked Finn, who’d been Dahlia’s neighbor in Rome. Seemed a lifetime ago now—but it was only two years really. 

The other man was Anne’s husband Ciaran, in a tie-died T-shirt and denim shorts, perhaps making up for all those years as a priest, all in black. Even his shoelaces were colorful.

Anne may or may not have patted his ass as he went by.

“We’ve still got your chair,” Dahlia said. “The one that says ‘Director’ across the back in English and Welsh. It’s in the shed.” The rest of the filming had been done weeks ago. Bridget had been busy at her new job in Geneva. One week home at the end of summer was all the leave she could take in her first six months.

“I’ll go get the director chair,” Thomas said, coming down the stairs. “Morning all.”

Summer reappeared. “Breakfast is served.”

***
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THOMAS BLEW INTO HIS umpteenth balloon. He was starting to feel a little woozy.

Greg tied a knot in his, and volleyball spiked it over the bar. Kylie ducked out of the way. “Oy,” she said, and gestured to her pregnant belly.

“It’s just a balloon.”

“I can’t just switch my reflexes off.” She picked up the balloon and smacked it back at Greg—a direct hit to the face. “Tie some ribbons before you pass out, Tom.”

He nodded and did as he was told. Streamers twisted across the room, and one of the school bands was warming up in the corner. He’d put himself in charge of the wrap-party the day that Bridget booked her flights. Hearing Dahlia’s side of the phone call with her actor-director friend, seeing the worry on her face—and then the way they’d all pulled together a makeshift crew of friends and family for this last day of filming—Thomas wanted to do his bit. Ideally, out of the way of the cameras.

The band was running sound check all on their own. Thomas resisted the temptation to go over and help them through it, but it really wasn’t necessary. He’d taught them well. In fact, he’d taught the kid who’d taught them.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. A text from Dahlia: ‘It’s in the can,’ followed by a series of celebratory emojis, several of which were beverages. Another text followed: ‘On our way soon.’

That very moment, a group of people walked into the pub—a man and a woman, a teenage girl and an almost-teenage boy.

“Sorry,” Kylie said. “There’s a private event.”

“We’re here for the wrap party,” the woman said.

Thomas knew that accent; he could guess who this was. “You must be Jean.”

***
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DAHLIA LIFTED HER GLASS for the sixth or seventh toast now. There wasn’t much bubbly left. Jean’s partner Matt passed a bottle over—he was observant, that one. She topped it up. Why not? Plenty to celebrate. And after tonight... well, the decision was made, so call this a last hurrah of sorts.

“Dahlia,” Anne said. “Did you want to say anything?”

She did. She probably should have planned this, before now, but the moment was here. “Well, ah, we did it,” she stood up. “Made a film. Not your first directing credits Anne, I know, and Kate you’re a pro, but I’ve been way out of my depth this whole time, in case you didn’t notice. And yet the boat is still afloat. It has safely docked.” She tilted her glass a little. “Yeah, I’ve had too many of these to handle extended metaphors. My point is, I had a hare-brained idea in the shower one morning and it would have stayed nothing but a passing thought, except for you lot. You’re fucking legends—sorry, language.” She spotted Matt’s pre-teen son, grinning into his fizzy drink. “But you are. Giving up your summer to make a documentary about a lady who... could take all the dark yuck of humanity and make it a great story.”

People laughed, of course they did—not because she was especially funny, but because they wanted to love every moment of this. And that attitude was what brought the magic. “Who knows what Gran would have made of all this, but I’ll tell you what I make of it—you’re great storytellers, but more importantly, you showed up and you stuck around. That’s what counts, isn’t it: the showing up again. The keeping-on showing up. Gets the job done. The story told. The movie made.” She nodded and felt like she might cry if she wasn’t careful. “So, here’s to showing up, all the way to the end.”

Behind the bar, Kylie was wiping her eyes. She had hormones for an excuse. Dahlia had no such excuse. Maybe one day soon, though. Thomas squeezed her knee under the table and she gave him a kiss—just a quick one.

The others were clapping, but before it stopped everyone was talking again. Eating and drinking and laughing and telling stories—stories from last month, last year, from fifteen years ago, on the other side of the world, where Dahlia and Kate and Summer and Jean first met thanks to nothing but the kismet of a high school’s timetable.

Thomas topped up his glass and reached over to fill Dahlia’s again. She put her hand over it. “No more for me.”

“You alright?” he said.

She nodded. In all the noise, it was almost like being alone. She leaned close, just to be sure. “I’m thinking of going sober, for a year, or however long it takes.”

The quizzical expression on his face transformed in an instant to one of understanding. Surprise, then pure joy. He was holding it back, keeping it in, but she could see it.

She nodded again.

He pushed his newly filled glass toward the middle of the table. “Me too, then.”

“That’s really not how it works,” she said.

He gave a shrug. “We’re in this together.” He took her hand and lifted it to his lips. “Showing up all the way till the end.”
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