A Pocketful of Borrowed Weather
Twelve neat stitches. One very inconvenient shower.
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Sunshine, with an Ulterior Motive
On the morning our shop began raining indoors, I sold a woman six pounds' worth of sunshine she intended to use against her sister.
“Eight minutes,” I told Mrs Pelling, setting the yellow packet on the counter. “Open it beside the plants. Not above them.”
“My sister's get eleven.”
“Her window faces south.”
“Yes, well. She married a man with an accountant.”
I wasn't sure how many people were included in that marriage, so I left it alone. Mrs Pelling inspected the packet as though it might be trying to conceal some superior sunshine underneath. Through the window, the bakery van attempted a turn it had been attempting every Tuesday for as long as I could remember. A gull stood on the pavement, supervising.
“Will it work through glass?” she asked.
“Not well. The glass scatters the release. Take the pot outside, use a stand and don't leave the packet unattended.”
“You sound exactly like your aunt.”
I tried not to look pleased. Aunt Agnes had left me in charge for three days, with a list of approved sales, two emergency numbers and instructions not to sell anything involving thunder, even to someone who said they had bought it before.
I was seventeen. I had been helping at Halden's Weather & Small Repairs since I was seven, when helping mostly meant returning fallen pins to a tin nobody subsequently dared put a hand in. Three days of ordinary transactions ought to have been within my abilities.
The first drop landed beside the card reader.
We both looked up.
There was a wet patch on the ceiling above the till. As we watched, another drop formed, enlarged and fell into the receipt printer.
“That will be your gutter,” Mrs Pelling said.
“It isn't raining.”
“Doesn't mean it isn't your gutter.”
She had the confidence of a woman whose gutter had once been repaired incorrectly by three separate men. I unplugged the printer, moved the card reader to the other end of the counter and put the biscuit tin beneath the drip.
Outside, the bakery driver lowered his window to argue with the gull.
“I'll pay cash,” Mrs Pelling said.
“Thank you.”
She counted out six pounds with the unhurried precision of someone who didn't have rain falling on the receipts for the last financial quarter. I put the packet into her hand just as the drip became a small but committed stream.
“Perhaps fetch a larger tin.”
“I was thinking a bowl.”
“That would show initiative.”
She lingered at the door. It had three bells because Grandad had been unable to decide which sounded most inviting. The middle one was cracked. Agnes said replacing it would make customers think we had been bought by a chain.
“That man who was looking at your windows last week,” Mrs Pelling added. “Was he here about the gutter?”
“What man?”
“Grey jacket. Folder. I thought he was measuring.”
“I don't know.”
“Ask Agnes.”
She left carrying eight minutes of competitive sunshine. I fetched the washing-up bowl.
The rain stopped before I reached the counter.
That was almost worse.
A leak ought to offer a source. An unreliable leak could spend all afternoon making you feel foolish. I stood beneath the wet patch, bowl in hand, and considered the ceiling above it. There was no bathroom there. Agnes's sitting room occupied the front of the flat, with a dry radiator, three unhealthy plants and an armchair she refused to replace because it understood her back.
Then I felt the breeze.
It came from behind me, cool and faintly sweet, lifting a receipt from the counter. Our back door was shut. The front window had been painted closed by a person who apparently considered fresh air a personal weakness.
On the worktable, the blue coat moved.
Not dramatically. Nobody was inside it. One sleeve shifted an inch, as if the person who had left it there was still warm enough to disturb the air.
Dad had brought it on Sunday in a trunk from Gran's loft. Gran was reducing what she called her accumulated obligations. The trunk had contained two old tablecloths, a brass instrument missing most of the parts that would have identified it and this coat, folded under a sheet.
I had taken the coat out yesterday. It was beautiful: blue until you held it to the light, when it became the colour of a mussel shell, with soft cuffs and tiny stitches along the collar. The lining had come loose at the hem. I had repaired twelve stitches before opening the shop this morning.
Twelve neat stitches. I had planned to show Agnes when she returned. I had pictured her turning the hem over, checking the tension and making the little approving noise she used instead of praise when something was genuinely good.
Now the coat was breathing cold air into the room.
I put the bowl down and approached it.
A pale petal slipped out of the left pocket.
There were no flowering plants in the shop. The nearest actual tree stood two streets away, behind the dentist's, and spent most of its life being described as a nuisance.
I touched the lining with the back of my finger. It was colder than the table. Beneath the section I had repaired, a small handwritten label had folded into a seam allowance. I worked it free with the blunt end of my sewing scissors.
Grandad's handwriting. I knew its blunt capitals, the way the R leaned forward impatiently.
DO NOT CLOSE THE RETURN.
I looked at the twelve neat stitches.
Then I looked at the ceiling, where another drop had begun to form.
What I had wanted, that morning, was for my aunt to think I could look after the shop. I had also wanted to redesign the window display, using a folding frame I'd been sketching and not telling anyone about.
I had not wanted to open a weather system.
The bowl began to fill.
A Boy Asking for Rain
The next customer arrived carrying a plank of wood.
For one hopeful second, I thought he might be able to put it over the problem. Then I remembered that problems located in ceilings rarely improved when covered from below.
“Bad time?” he asked.
“Wet time. Different category.”
He looked from me to the bowls on the counter. I had added two saucepan lids to catch the splash, which made the shop sound as though a very small person was learning the drums badly.
“I'm after rain,” he said.
I waited for him to smile.
He didn't.
“Really?”
“Just a little. Seven or eight minutes.”
“Right.” I put down the towel. “What for?”
“A roof.”
“Most people come in about the opposite.”
“My grandpa says a watering can doesn't find the same gaps. I've been trying to tell him a hose has settings. He's been trying to tell me the settings aren't weather.”
His hair was dark, cut short at the back and less successfully controlled at the front. There was a pale patch on one wrist where a watch had been. He was about my age, with the careful posture of someone carrying a plank indoors and aware of the objects available to knock over.
“I've got standard drizzle,” I said. “No wind, moderate release. You'd need to secure it above the roof, not stand up there holding it.”
“That's the plan.”
“Whose roof?”
“Stan Shaw's shed. Down past the sailing club.”
I knew the shed. Grandad used to take me there to borrow clamps and remain for three hours. Stan had a boatbuilding business, a collection of chairs too broken to sit on and strong opinions about people who called fibreglass a material rather than an apology.
“You're Eli,” I said.
He looked pleased. “Yes.”
“You used to put crabs in the paddling pool.”
“It was one crab.”
“It looked busy.”
“I took it back.”
I went to the approved shelf and selected a grey cloth pouch. Its sealed label gave the source conditions, measured duration and recommended distance from the surface being tested. Agnes had filled it on a dull Thursday while complaining that the weather could at least have the decency to charge us wholesale rates.
Eli set his plank against the counter, well away from the wet patch.
“June, isn't it?”
For a stupid, private moment I was delighted he remembered. Then I looked down at the name badge I had pinned to my shirt because being in charge had felt as though it required one.
“Available on the front,” I said.
He glanced at the badge and grinned.
“I remembered first.”
There were several answers to that. My brain chose to inspect them all and deliver none.
The rain increased.
Eli caught a bowl just before it overflowed onto a box of uncharged fabric.
“Where?”
“Sink. Back room, left.”
He carried it there without asking why the rain was inside. I put a second bowl under the stream and heard him tipping the water away. He returned with the larger washing-up basin, which I had forgotten because it was usually full of stock needing labels.
“I moved the empty packets onto the shelf,” he said. “Not the tins.”
“Good. Thank you.”
“Would the tins have exploded?”
“No. But some of them would have been very annoying.”
He handed me a dry cloth. I explained the pouch instructions while wiping the counter. He listened properly: not with the overdone attention adults sometimes gave me before asking Agnes the same thing, and not while planning what he would say next.
“No heat,” I finished. “Don't put it in a closed lunchbox after opening. Let it spend itself and dry naturally.”
“I wasn't going to put rain in my lunchbox.”
“You'd be surprised.”
“Now I want to know what people do.”
“Come back after you've paid.”
The drizzle slowed, became a set of individual drops and stopped.
We stood listening for the next one.
“Is it supposed to do that?” he asked.
“Not there.”
“Right.”
I could have said the gutter. I could have blamed a customer or explained that it wasn't really my responsibility. Instead I looked at the blue coat, still moving slightly on the table.
“I repaired something before I read the warning.”
“That sounds familiar.”
“Does it?”
“Last winter I planed a door so it would shut. Grandpa had left it sticking because the frame needed resetting. I made a beautifully fitted gap.”
I laughed before deciding whether I wanted to.
“Did you fix it?”
“With another door.”
“That is an expensive moral.”
He shrugged. “He lets me touch the plane again now.”
When he'd gone, with his rain and his plank, the shop felt bigger and less embarrassing. Nothing had been repaired. I still had water in three bowls. But somebody else now knew I was capable of making a mistake without immediately deciding that this was my entire character.
I moved the coat onto a tray in the vented return cupboard, using the dry gloves Agnes kept beside it. The cupboard was for unstable small returns, not unidentified garments that appeared to contain a season. I left its vents clear and placed the rough dispersal cloth beneath the lining.
Then I texted Agnes.
Old coat from Gran's trunk doing something odd. Some indoor rain. Contained at the moment. Please call.
I watched the message send.
Twelve minutes later, before I had found a better version of myself to write it, I sent another.
I sewed part of the lining closed. There was a warning I didn't see.
The second message looked worse on the screen. It was also the first one that gave her something useful to work with.
Twelve Neat Stitches
Agnes called while I was explaining to a man that our cooling cloths were not a substitute for a refrigerator.
“But it's only fish,” he said.
“That makes me more concerned.”
He bought replacement buttons instead, apparently deciding to solve a different part of his life. I turned the sign to BACK IN TEN MINUTES and answered the phone.
Behind Agnes's voice, I heard wind and a rope striking something hollow. She had gone sailing with two friends she knew from the harbour. She said sailing was essentially fixing things while the floor moved, which explained its attraction without making it sound enjoyable.
“Tell me where the coat is.”
I told her.
“Is the cupboard warm?”
“No.”
“Any other charged material touching it?”
“No. I moved the stock.”
“Vents clear?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Don't remove your stitches. Not until we've looked at what they've tightened.”
I had been waiting for permission to do precisely that.
“Wouldn't undoing them—”
“It might loosen the outer seam. It won't necessarily open the return you pulled shut inside. Which direction is the dispersal cloth facing?”
I checked. Rough side towards the lining. She exhaled, not quite a sigh.
“Right. Leave it. Recall anything charged that's got wet. Tell customers it's precautionary. No new captures today.”
“You don't have to come back.”
“Yes, I do.”
“I can keep checking it.”
“I believe you. I also know what may be in that coat. Those are different things.”
My throat tightened. I looked at my reflection in the dark portion of the front window and disliked how young I looked when there was nobody else beside me.
“I'm sorry.”
“I know.”
“I only wanted to fix the lining.”
“I know that too. June, listen. You made a mistake, and calling me was the right thing. Both can be true. I don't need you to turn into a disaster so the first part looks serious enough.”
I nodded, though she couldn't see me.
She would get the morning train. There was no sensible way off the boat faster than the harbour they were already approaching. I was to close early, keep the shop cool and tell Mum I wasn't staying in the flat that night.
Before hanging up, Agnes asked whether I had eaten.
“A biscuit.”
“That is something you've consumed. I asked whether you've eaten.”
I said I would find a sandwich.
Bex arrived with coffee and a paper bag just as I reopened. She had cut her hair to her jaw the previous week and now touched it every time she said something definite, as though the haircut had introduced a new department of management.
“I bring carbohydrates,” she announced. “Also a small request.”
“You always put the carbohydrates first.”
“I'm not an amateur.”
We ate behind the counter. Bex had been my best friend since we were eight and she had informed our teacher that I hadn't stolen the class scissors because I owned much better ones. It was not a defence the school had appreciated, but I had.
Her performance group needed help with a backdrop for the Summer's End Fair. One corner had torn during rehearsal, and the cloth sagged in a way that made a painted skyline look recently flooded.
“I can fix the corner,” I said. “And put a proper channel along the top. Maybe repaint that bit by the tower.”
“I was asking about the corner.”
“I know. It's no trouble.”
She looked around the damp shop.
“Everything here seems to be going smoothly.”
I told her about the coat. She listened, looked at the return cupboard and moved her coffee away from it.
“Does it do lightning?”
“Not so far.”
“That's not a comforting tense.”
I showed her the letter I had been carrying in my bag since Monday. It had arrived addressed to me, not Agnes, not the shop, not Miss Halden as somebody's useful niece. Bell Lane School of Design had invited me to an interview in Beckford, three weeks from Thursday. They wanted three completed pieces and one work in progress, with notes showing how I developed an idea.
Bex read it once, then again more slowly.
“June.”
“I know.”
“June.”
“You've said my name twice. Are you checking it?”
She put the letter down and hugged me hard enough to press the edge of my name badge into my chest.
“This is brilliant.”
“It's an interview.”
“Yes. That's the stage before the next stage. They don't usually skip straight to giving you the building.”
I had applied after midnight in April, when wanting something had seemed temporarily less embarrassing. The application included photographs of a folding mending kit and a storage sleeve I had made for people who struggled with tiny fastenings. Agnes knew I had sent it. I hadn't told her the reply had arrived.
“What will you take?” Bex asked.
“Probably those. Maybe the display frame, if I make it.”
“Then make it.”
She said this as though the space between an idea and an object were a pavement one could simply cross.
A thin layer of fog slid from beneath the counter.
We both watched it collect around our shoes.
“Is that part of the advertised service?” Bex asked.
“No.”
“Good. I was going to say your customer information is terrible.”
She picked up the coffee, I fetched the dry return cloths, and my promising future disappeared temporarily behind a till full of fog.
The Return Address
The fog stayed close to the front of the shop, curling around the shelves without becoming dense enough to hide anything useful. It was less alarming than the rain and much better at attracting people with phones.
“Do you do this every day?” a woman asked through the door.
“No.”
“What times?”
“No times. It's a fault.”
She looked disappointed. I had apparently failed to make my technical problem available as a scheduled attraction.
Bex helped me put up a notice saying that some weather stock was temporarily unavailable. We covered the lower shelves and moved the two empty display tins onto the window ledge. Then she had to leave for rehearsal, carrying her half-finished coffee and a promise that she wouldn't tell everyone at the fair committee that I could provide atmospheric effects.
“Not without a fee,” she added.
“Not at all.”
“Fine. We'll describe it as a limited private breakdown.”
Mum collected me at five. She worked in a school kitchen and was spending the summer doing things to our house that required her to announce, with dangerous optimism, that they would only take an afternoon.
“Agnes rang,” she said.
“I thought she might.”
“She says you've handled it properly.”
“After causing it.”
“She mentioned that too. Your brother has moved most of his project off the kitchen table. Be grateful.”
Ollie's project was a cardboard recycling centre with defensive capabilities. This distinction mattered to him. He said people kept throwing away perfectly good things and the centre therefore needed protection. Mum said it needed to stop blocking the toaster.
We ate at the cleared half of the table. I described the coat without making it sound exciting enough for Ollie to ask whether he could try it on. He asked anyway. I told him no, followed by the more effective explanation that Agnes would ask him to write out the inventory if he touched it.
Dad texted during dinner.
Still on for Saturday? Barbecue, weather permitting. Found another tin of your grandad's bits. Can bring it over or you can collect.
I put the phone face down.
“Reply,” Mum said.
“I will.”
She didn't ask what he had said. That was one of the arrangements our family had acquired without announcing a meeting about it. Since Dad moved out, Mum tried not to be the person passing information between us. Sometimes I wanted her to do it anyway, which felt unfair but did not make the wanting disappear.
After dinner, I spread the papers from the trunk on my bedroom floor. I had brought them home because Agnes wanted everything kept dry and because the thought of leaving the coat alone with its own instructions made me uneasy.
There were receipts, a photograph of the shop before its sign was repainted and recipes for small captures. Grandad had written comments in the margins: too eager, hangs badly, ask Stan about vent. On one page, he had crossed out a careful diagram and drawn a caricature of a man asleep in a chair. I hoped it wasn't the official conclusion of the experiment.
Under the receipts lay a photograph of a young woman wearing the blue coat.
She stood on steps outside a narrow white house, one hand raised against the light. Her hair blew across her face. Grandad stood beside her, much younger than I remembered him, holding something just outside the frame. He looked pleased in the broad, careless way he did when he thought an object was about to behave exactly as he'd intended.
On the back, in his handwriting, were six words and an initial.
M. Lark. Salt House. Before the station.
I found the corresponding work slip beneath a torn envelope.
A day from home, suitable for departure.
The collection box was empty. No price had been entered. A later note, squeezed between the ruled lines, read: Not for ordinary sale. Sequence unresolved.
I searched M. Lark on my phone and found a dentist, a furniture business and a man who wanted people to know that he had invented a better method of feeding pigeons. None looked likely to have commissioned a coat thirty years earlier.
Agnes replied to my photograph of the slip.
Keep it with the rest. Don't try the sequence from the notes. They're working pages, not instructions.
That was fair, though slightly irritating. I had not yet decided to try it. I merely wanted the option of being clever before someone pointed out why I shouldn't.
Dad rang. I watched his name fill the screen.
I didn't want to talk about the barbecue, or pretend I was delighted to spend Saturday in a house where I still opened the wrong cupboard for glasses. I also didn't want him to think I didn't want to see him.
I answered before the phone stopped.
“Hi.”
“Hi, love. Have I caught you in the middle of something?”
“Just Grandad's papers.”
“Anything good?”
I looked at the photograph of the girl on the steps.
“Maybe.”
We arranged Saturday. He said Tess would be pleased and Pip had learned to clap, which was apparently thrilling despite Pip being an unreliable judge of entertainment.
When we hung up, I returned to the work slip.
The coat was something made for leaving. I wondered where the girl had gone without it, and why the unfinished thing had stayed behind for me to find.
Rules for Small Weather
The first weather I ever caught was a breeze from behind the bonfire stalls at the autumn market. I was seven. Grandad let me hold the prepared square while he guided my fingers away from the gathering stitch.
It smelled of wet wool and chips. He said that was because we had caught what was there, not what we wished had been there. I kept the square for a week, then opened it behind my bedroom door and knocked four drawings off the wall.
Mum made us pick them up. Grandad thought this was educational for both of us.
Weathercraft had rules. Not all of them were written in one place, because people who made things for a living tended to put the most important information on scraps that later got used to level table legs. But Agnes had taught me the ones that prevented a small useful thing from becoming a larger expensive thing.
A capture needed prepared material, a beginning and a return. It held a limited sample of conditions from a real place. Once released, it spent itself. It wasn't a door to another day. It couldn't make yesterday happen again or persuade a storm to change its mind about a town. A good cooling cloth was a convenience. It was not a medical treatment. A small breeze could help dry paper. It could also scatter it, which was why customers needed to read the label rather than appreciate its design.
The coat did not appear to have read anything.
When I unlocked the shop on Wednesday morning, frost edged the inside of the back window.
July lay on the other side: warm pavement, a delivery driver in shorts, the smell of bread from the bakery. Inside, my breath showed faintly above the return cupboard.
I called Agnes before touching it. She was already on the train.
“Check the vent gaps with your eyes, not your hand,” she said. “Move the uncharged thread farther away. Keep the electrics clear. I'm two stops out.”
“Is it getting worse?”
“It's changing. I need to see the change before I name it.”
I liked that less than a reassuring answer and trusted it more.
The morning's first task was recalling the two pouches that might have been dampened by yesterday's rain. Both customers answered. One said she hadn't used hers yet. The other had put it on top of the airing cupboard because she thought all cloth benefited from being warm.
“It says away from heat,” I told her gently.
“Yes, but not much heat.”
We arranged collection. I entered the refund before I could start negotiating with myself about whether she had technically made things worse afterwards.
Mrs Pelling brought back her sunshine packet at ten.
It was empty, clean and properly open along the spent seam.
“I thought you might reuse it.”
“We can, once it's checked.”
“Worked beautifully.”
“Good.”
“My sister says the geraniums are getting leggy. That's how I know.”
She placed a cheese roll beside the returned packet and pretended not to notice the frost.
Eli arrived five minutes later carrying his empty drizzle pouch. He had found three roof leaks. Two belonged to old nail holes; the third came through a join Stan had declared sound, making it, Eli said, the most satisfying damp patch of the morning.
He noticed the window.
“New season?”
“Unscheduled.”
“Want help moving things?”
I did. We moved the lower stock, using dry gloves for the charged pouches and leaving space around the cupboard. He didn't touch anything until I told him which category it belonged to. I liked not having to stop him being helpful in a dangerous direction.
When the shelves were clear, I took out the separate lining scrap that had come from the trunk. It wasn't charged; Agnes had identified it from the photograph as an unprepared pattern piece. I laid it on the counter away from the frost.
Tiny circles crossed its underside. At first they looked printed. Then Eli bent close and turned the cloth towards the window.
“They're stitched.”
I looked again. Fine thread, almost exactly the colour of the lining. Each loop joined another. Under magnification, I could see that what appeared to be one running pattern was several smaller paths sharing their starting points.
“Where does it end?” he asked.
I followed a line with the blunt side of a pin, careful not to catch it.
The line curved back into the one beside it. That loop met a third. I returned, after a minute, to where I had started.
“It doesn't seem to.”
“Would that be bad?”
“For a weather pattern? Yes.”
Outside, the bakery driver sounded his horn at a bicycle that was legally parked and therefore unlikely to respond. The ordinary day kept moving past our window.
I stared at the little circles. Somebody had worked them patiently, beautifully, beginning again and again. I could recognise Grandad's hand in the spacing. That made the absence of an obvious way out harder, not easier, to understand.
Agnes's keys sounded in the door.
I had never been so relieved to hear someone arrive before I had finished fixing the thing they would ask about.
The Good Scissors
Agnes came in carrying a sailing bag, a loaf of bread and a postcard of a boat she had bought before remembering that she would get home before the post.
Her face was windburned. Her hair, which she cut herself because she said she knew where she wanted it to stop, had acquired an extra direction.
“Everybody still has eyebrows?” she asked.
“So far.”
“Excellent start.”
She put down the bag, greeted Eli and went straight to the return cupboard. She checked the vents, the tray, the cloth and the temperature. Then she stood very still for perhaps thirty seconds, watching a faint mist escape and disappear above the floor.
“It's the travelling climate,” she said.
I waited.
Agnes looked at me. “Your grandad was attempting house-weather in a garment. Not one sample. A sequence of conditions. A day you could carry.”
“Did it work?”
“If it had, we wouldn't be storing one unfinished coat in your gran's loft.”
That sounded obvious once she'd said it. Grandad had been dead for two years. Since then, his mistakes had gradually been polished into amusing stories with successful endings. I could remember him ruining an entire batch of cooling pads, but I also remembered how confidently he had described the next batch. In my head, the confidence had become the result.
Agnes asked Eli to fetch a flat crate from the back room. He returned with two and let her choose. She selected the wider one, lined it with rough return cloth and fitted spacers along the lid so it could never be closed completely by accident.
“This isn't a cure,” she said. “It gives the leakage room to dissipate. We keep the vents visible. No folding other stock onto it. No moving it into a hot place because the room looks nicer without it.”
I nodded.
Together we lifted the coat into the tray. Agnes used two broad wooden supports rather than gathering it up like laundry. The fabric tugged once, gently enough that I might have imagined it if she hadn't tightened her grip.
“My stitches?” I asked.
“Closed an outer return. The inner ring has drawn tight. Removing yours alone won't reset it, and pulling at the lining could start several loops together.”
“So what do we do?”
“Work out what he made. Then make a safe way to end it.”
She closed the vented lid. A thin cool breeze escaped through the long gap and lifted the edge of the warning card we had placed beside it.
Eli watched the lid.
“Grandpa might know the box design. There's something similar in his old drawings.”
“Ask him,” Agnes said. “Drawings only to begin with. No one needs to improve this by making a confident guess.”
He smiled at me as he picked up his jacket.
“I'll mention we already have one of those.”
I should have been offended. Instead I found myself smiling back.
After he left, Agnes made tea in the blue mug with the chipped lighthouse. It had been a present when she was sixteen. She said all later mugs were trying too hard. I ate Mrs Pelling's cheese roll and watched her write a checking schedule.
“We'll stay at your mum's until I'm certain about the overnight changes,” she said. “I don't want someone sleeping directly above an unknown loop.”
“I've ruined your trip.”
“You've interrupted it.”
“Is that better?”
“It's more accurate. I had two very good days. They didn't unhappen when you rang.”
I looked at the postcard of the boat. She had put it beside the till, where we usually kept notices for local classes.
“Was it nice?”
“The sailing?”
“Yes.”
“Very.”
She said it softly, with no joke attached. I realised I hadn't asked before.
We spent the rest of the afternoon checking the recalled stock, drying the counter and making the shop boring again. Agnes discarded a damaged strip rather than pretending a careful label could compensate for uncertainty. She entered the loss in the account book. I watched the figure and began calculating how many repairs I could do to cover it.
“Don't,” she said without looking up.
“I haven't said anything.”
“You've got your debt face on.”
“I could make it back.”
“You're going to help with the work. You aren't going to purchase forgiveness one trouser hem at a time.”
We carried the returned containers to the yard. Along the back step, a row of white chips marked the brickwork.
“Did I do that?” I asked, suddenly alarmed.
“No. Your grandfather. Hail experiment. Nineteen years ago.”
I stared at her.
“He told me those were from a ladder.”
“He dropped the ladder trying to stop the hail.”
She stood with her hands on her hips, considering the marks.
“He was good, June. He was also quite capable of producing a problem so interesting he forgot someone would have to clear it up.”
Inside, the coat gave a little shiver beneath its vented lid. Agnes picked up the good scissors and put them in the drawer, not beside it.
“First we understand,” she said. “Then we cut.”
Six Weeks to Make Something
The fair committee met in the room behind the library, where the chairs were designed for people who hadn't finished growing.
Mrs Vale sat at the front with a folder, a pencil and the expression of someone who believed uncertainty was largely a failure to use headings. Around her were seven people, three types of biscuit and a cardboard model of the harbour bandstand that appeared to have suffered a small but decisive war.
Bex and I shared the least unstable table.
“We need twenty minutes between the youth performance and the raffle,” Mrs Vale said. “Something suitable for families.”
“An argument about parking,” said the man responsible for parking. “They'd recognise it.”
She ignored him with practised ease.
I had attended because Bex said I needed to ask about the backdrop fittings. Agnes had also suggested that a paid display project could be useful for my portfolio, provided paid and project were both clearly understood before anybody started calling it a lovely opportunity.
“I could demonstrate small weather captures,” I said. “With the folding frame I'm making. Different fabrics, different releases. Nothing loose.”
Mrs Vale turned towards me.
“How much sunshine?”
“That's not really—”
“Only over the audience. Not the whole harbour.”
“No. I mean a table display. A little breeze through a sample, a contained drizzle onto a tray. Showing how the construction works.”
She wrote something down. I leaned forward until I could see it.
WEATHER DEMONSTRATION. TWENTY MINUTES.
That looked safe enough.
“It would need a proper canopy,” I added. “The samples need controlled spacing. I can't use a weather release as the roof.”
“Of course.”
“And a safety check with Agnes.”
“Of course.”
“And a fee.”
The pencil paused.
Bex stopped touching her hair and looked directly at Mrs Vale. The parking man ate a biscuit, apparently settling in for the part he considered interesting.
I gave the figure Agnes and I had agreed for preparation, materials and the session. It wasn't large. Saying it aloud nevertheless felt like announcing my own price on a label.
Mrs Vale asked whether the materials could come from existing shop stock.
“Some of them,” I said. “That doesn't make them free.”
My voice held. I was so relieved that I nearly reduced the fee in gratitude for having said it.
Mrs Vale agreed to put it in the budget, conditional on the design and safety plan. Bex pressed her knee against mine beneath the table.
The meeting moved to the musical programme. Someone suggested contacting Mae Hart, who was staying in Morrow for the summer. I knew the name from Mum's playlists: a singer with a voice that seemed to begin somewhere behind her ribs rather than in her mouth.
“Wasn't she a Lark?” the parking man asked.
“Yes,” Mrs Vale said. “From the old house above the steps. Before she went away.”
I looked at Bex.
“What?” she whispered.
“The coat.”
“Is a singer?”
“The woman in the photograph.”
Mrs Vale asked whether we had something to contribute. I said no too quickly and became, for the rest of the meeting, suspiciously attentive to everything she said.
Outside, Bex tucked her hands into her jacket pockets. The afternoon was warm enough that she didn't need the jacket, but it was new and she was conducting a relationship with it.
“You're going to ask her about the coat?”
“Probably through the library. I don't want to turn up wherever she's staying.”
“That's a good instinct. Keep it.”
We walked towards the harbour. The fair was six weeks away. For most people, that meant there was plenty of time to plan. For me, it had immediately become the number of evenings available to work on something while also doing everything I'd already promised.
“Your letter,” Bex said. “Have you answered?”
“Not yet.”
“Why?”
“I need to know what I'll take.”
“They've asked you to attend. You can say yes before your objects become emotionally ready.”
I laughed, but she didn't.
“I mean it. I know what you do.”
“What?”
“You make yourself useful until there's no time left to find out whether you're any good at the thing you actually care about.”
“That is a horrible thing to say while I'm helping with your backdrop.”
“I'm allowed to notice the problem even when I'm benefiting from it.”
We stopped outside the ice-cream shop. Neither of us had enough money left for the size we wanted. We bought smaller ones and pretended this was a mature decision rather than arithmetic.
Bex had been accepted onto a performing arts programme beginning in September. We had celebrated, then immediately discussed where she would live, as though enough practical arrangements might make the leaving less real.
“I'm scared,” she said suddenly.
I looked at her.
“About the course?”
“About being average. At home, everyone knows I'm the girl who can sing. What happens when I get there and everybody can?”
I nearly said she would be the best anyway. The answer arrived in my mouth fully formed, cheerful and completely useless.
Instead I asked, “Do you still want to go?”
“Yes.”
“Then maybe you don't have to know what happens yet.”
She looked down at her melting ice cream.
“You're surprisingly annoying when you take your own advice.”
I hadn't taken it. I had only lent it to her. But when we parted, I opened the photograph of my folding-frame sketch and examined it without immediately listing the ways somebody better might have drawn it.
Six weeks to make something. Three weeks to carry a few things into a room and say they were mine.
I could at least begin with the cardboard.
An Ordinary Roof
Stan's shed stood beyond the sailing club, where the promenade stopped pretending everybody wore clean shoes.
A low platform ran along its landward side. Above it, Eli had marked three leaking joints with pieces of chalk. He stood on a secured work platform, not the roof itself, while Stan held a board and offered criticism so continuous it had become a kind of weather.
“If you put the fixing there, you'll split the edge.”
“I know.”
“Knowing isn't the same as not doing it.”
“I haven't done it.”
“Then we agree.”
Eli saw me and lifted a hand. Stan looked around.
“Edwin's girl.”
“June,” I said.
“Yes. I knew that.”
He gave the board a thoughtful tap. “You're the one with the coat.”
I was going to need a wider range of identifying features.
Agnes had sent me with the photograph, the uncharged pattern scrap and a list of questions about the old box. She had kept the coat at the shop. It had settled into a repeating sequence of small changes inside the controlled tray: cool breeze, mild warmth, a little mist. Stable did not mean harmless, but it meant we could stop waiting beside it with a saucepan.
Stan took me inside while Eli finished fastening the roof board. The shed smelled of wood shavings, varnish and the faint wet-metal smell of tools put away before they had dried properly. Boat ribs rose from supports down the middle of the floor. A small wooden sailing boat sat near the open doors, its green stripe interrupted by two patches waiting to be painted.
“Little Else,” Stan said when he caught me looking.
“That's a nice name.”
“Owner's wife wanted to know what he thought about all day. He answered her on the stern.”
“Is that true?”
“Most of it.”
Eli came in, wiping his hands. He had the expression of someone who had heard several versions and wasn't interested in choosing one.
We sat at a bench while Stan searched a drawer wide enough to contain a modest country. The papers inside had not been ordered so much as encouraged to occupy the same area. He found three invoices, a photograph of someone holding a fish and finally a drawing with Grandad's name in the corner.
The box in the drawing was long and shallow. Its lid had a continuous slot along one side, broken only by two supports. The note beneath it read: Keep return flat. Round vent gathers instead of dispersing under load.
Agnes's temporary box had separate spacer gaps.
“Did you build this one?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Where is it?”
“Last I saw, Edwin had it under the back table.”
“It isn't there now.”
“Then last I saw it is less helpful than I'd hoped.”
I photographed the drawing and the measurements. Stan tapped the vent.
“We changed this after the first test. He thought a circular opening would be neater. Neat isn't always what air wants.”
“Did he say why the coat wasn't finished?”
“He said the sequence had opinions.”
“That sounds like him.”
“He used humour for two things. Enjoyment and postponing a question. Sometimes both.”
Eli poured tea from a pot with no matching cups. Stan looked at the photograph of Mae on the steps and smiled in recognition.
“She was leaving. Your grandad thought he'd make leaving easier by packaging the place.”
“Can you do that?”
“You can package some air. People are harder.”
He got up to check the roof, leaving us with the drawing and a plate of plain biscuits.
Eli passed me the plate.
“He buys these because nobody gets excited enough to eat the whole packet.”
“Does it work?”
“No.”
I took two.
He showed me the repair on Little Else. The new timber was lighter than the surrounding planks. Stan wanted it painted; Eli wanted to leave a narrow edge visible so he could see whether the joint moved under use.
“I like seeing what was changed,” he said.
“People usually bring things to us hoping we can hide it.”
“Depends whether the change was good.”
I thought of my twelve stitches and said nothing.
Beside the boat lay a folded cardboard brace. I asked about it. Eli explained that he made small models before cutting timber, particularly when an object had to move around another object without taking a finger with it.
“I've got a frame I can't make fold properly,” I said.
“Show me.”
“I haven't built it.”
“Then show me the drawing.”
“It's awkward.”
“That's generally why people need models.”
I opened the sketch on my phone. He studied it, then asked which movement mattered most: opening quickly, packing small or holding weight safely. I had drawn a solution that pretended all three would happen without disagreeing.
“Start with the one you won't compromise,” he said.
“Keeping fingers attached.”
“A popular choice.”
He offered me bench space the next afternoon, not to make the frame for me but to help test a hinge mock-up. The distinction was clear enough that I could accept without feeling I'd accidentally ordered a favour I could never repay.
On the walk back, I bought a cheap sketchbook from the stationery shop. I put three bad hinge ideas on the first page. One definitely trapped fingers. Another required the cardboard to pass through itself.
I labelled the faults.
For once, an unfinished page felt like work rather than evidence against me.
The Name Before the Name
Nora Bell worked in the library's local-history room, where a sign asked people not to bring food and a drawer contained emergency biscuits.
“Separate categories,” she told me when I noticed. “The sign concerns visitors. The biscuits concern the survival of staff.”
I showed her the photograph.
She recognised Salt House immediately.
“It stood above the Old Steps. Demolished during the coastal works, after the winter storms made the foundations unsafe. Lovely place to look at. Terrible place to get a refrigerator into.”
“Did you know Mae Lark?”
“A little. I know Mae Hart better. She comes in when she's home.”
I hesitated over the word home. From Agnes's stories, I had imagined a person leaving one place and becoming permanently attached to a more impressive one. Nora said it as though people could have several addresses without betraying the first.
“Would you be able to give her my number?” I asked. “I'm not after hers without asking. It's about something Grandad made.”
“That's the right way round.”
She wrote down my details and the reason for the request. Then she asked whether she could keep a digital copy of the photograph for the local archive. I said I would ask Gran, since it had come from her trunk. Nora looked pleased that the same rule could apply in more than one direction.
While she scanned a map for me, I looked through the folder on Salt House. The narrow building had once belonged to a family who ran a boarding kitchen for seasonal workers. In later photographs it was simply a house, with laundry outside and a pear tree leaning over the wall. Its story was not improved by pretending everybody who lived there had known it would someday be missed.
On a newspaper page about a youth concert, I found Mae at eighteen beside Agnes at about the same age. Mae was smiling. Agnes had a fringe so straight it looked as though she had cut it during an argument.
I photographed it for future use.
“What are you making?” Nora asked.
“The coat isn't mine.”
“I meant your own work. Agnes said you'd applied to a design course.”
“Oh. A folding frame. And some repair things.”
“What sort of repair things?”
I described the mending kit, then heard myself shrinking the explanation as I went. It was only a box. Just a different opening. Nothing very clever.
Nora put down her pen.
“Is it easier to use than the box you started with?”
“Yes.”
“Then you can say that without apologising to every box that came before it.”
I laughed. She returned to the map, apparently satisfied that she had performed enough informal teaching for an afternoon.
My phone lit up while I was writing down the permitted footpath to the old house site. Eli had sent a photograph of a cardboard hinge holding itself at a ridiculous angle.
Might have made a model of your model. It's being difficult. Available for consultation after four.
Bex's next message was a photograph of the backdrop corner with a ruler beside it and the words JUST THIS BIT, DESIGN EMPEROR.
Then Dad: Looking forward to tomorrow. Pip clapped at the toaster. Standards still developing.
I answered all three. It took less time than worrying about the messages had.
Nora called me back before I reached the stairs.
“I've spoken to Mae. She's happy for you and Agnes to come on Monday. Above the old chemist's. Four o'clock.”
“That was quick.”
“She'd just texted about returning a book. Sometimes history is conveniently using its phone.”
“Should we bring the coat?”
“Would that be sensible?”
“No.”
“Then don't.”
Outside, Quay Street was full of people doing unremarkable things beside buildings I had begun to think of as history. The old chemist's now sold kitchenware. A woman came out carrying a colander. Somewhere above her, the girl in the photograph was an adult deciding where to put a library book.
At the shed, Eli cleared me a space and handed over a pencil.
“Your turn.”
I expected advice. Instead he waited while I changed the model. He didn't snatch the card when I cut the wrong edge. He asked whether I wanted another piece.
By the time I left, the hinge folded in one direction without trying to consume a finger. It still couldn't hold weight. I wrote that underneath rather than deciding the afternoon had failed.
Eli walked me to the lane.
“Let me know what you find out about the coat.”
“I will.”
“And the frame.”
“That might be less exciting.”
“Depends what it catches fire with.”
“It won't catch fire.”
“Then definitely keep me updated. I like a project with boundaries.”
I laughed all the way to the corner, then stopped because I could hear myself and was concerned about becoming the sort of person whose good mood was visible from several streets away.
Saturday Weather
Dad's new doorbell played a tune.
I disliked it immediately, which was unreasonable. The doorbell hadn't left our house or rented another one or bought a sofa without asking whether I would ever want to sit on it. It was simply a button with too much confidence.
Ollie pressed it three times.
“Stop,” I said.
“I'm comparing the endings.”
Tess opened the door holding Pip against her hip. My half-sister was nine months old and looked astonished by the continued existence of other people.
“Come in,” Tess said. “Your dad's arguing with charcoal.”
Ollie went directly to the garden. I took Pip while Tess rescued a bowl from the edge of the kitchen counter. Pip grabbed my hair with the purpose of someone who had been given a difficult climbing task.
“That's attached,” I told her.
She laughed.
“Good. We understand each other.”
Tess handed me a muslin cloth. She was kind in a way that made it inconvenient to resent her. It would have been simpler if she said things designed to hurt me. Mostly she asked whether I wanted tea and remembered which biscuits Ollie liked.
The kitchen cupboards were cream. At home they were blue. I opened the wrong one for a glass and found containers with matching lids, which made me feel that even the storage had improved since Dad left.
“Left of the sink,” Tess said.
“I know.”
I didn't. She didn't correct me.
In the garden, Dad waved tongs at the barbecue. A cloud of smoke passed over his head and continued towards the neighbours with an independence I admired.
“Hi, love.”
“Hi.”
He kissed the top of my head while taking Pip. She immediately tried to eat his shirt.
“Everything all right at the shop?”
“We've got it contained.”
“Your gran feels awful.”
“She didn't sew the lining.”
“No, but she thinks she should have read everything in the trunk before sending it.”
We had apparently distributed responsibility across three generations without making the coat any less damp.
I told him about the photograph and Mae. He remembered the singer before remembering the girl. He had met Mum when Agnes was already running most of the shop's daily work, and the family stories he knew were organised around that version of everybody.
“I've brought the other tin,” he said. “Some notebooks. A few bits I didn't recognise.”
“Thanks.”
“And I hear you've got an interview.”
I looked at him.
“Agnes?”
“Mum, actually. She was pleased.”
I was pleased too. The feeling had become buried beneath how much work I thought I needed to do before I could safely admit it.
“It's in Beckford.”
“That's great.”
“You could come and see what I'm making.”
The words surprised me by arriving without a joke attached.
Dad shifted Pip to his other arm. “Of course. Bring it on your next visit.”
“I meant you could come to the shop.”
“Oh.”
For a moment I regretted asking. The garden seemed full of objects that had more straightforward purposes than mine: chairs for sitting, plates for food, a baby who could demand attention simply by dropping her face into his shoulder.
“Yes,” he said. “I'd like that.”
“Not when you're already coming to bring something. Just to look.”
Tess, standing in the doorway, pretended to concentrate on the salad bowl.
“Absolutely,” Dad said. “Tell me a day.”
The barbecue failed in a modest way. The charcoal produced an impressive amount of smoke and almost no useful heat. Tess put the food in the oven. We ate it outdoors anyway, beneath a sky that seemed perfectly happy not to participate in the plan.
Ollie described his recycling centre. Dad asked about the weapons. Mum would have asked about the recycling. I liked that I could predict them both and disliked that predicting them no longer meant they would be in the same room.
After lunch, Dad brought out a baby blanket with one loose edge.
“Would this be a quick job?” he asked.
Before I answered, Tess took it from him.
“Nick. She's visiting.”
“I just thought—”
“She's still visiting.”
There was no sharpness in it. That made it harder for him to laugh off.
I reached for the blanket, then stopped halfway.
“Bring it to the shop,” I said. “I'll put it with the repairs.”
“Family rate?”
“Special surcharge for babies who eat staff.”
Pip, as though understanding the accusation, put her entire fist in her mouth.
Dad laughed. So did I. The afternoon became easier after that, not because I had decided to be happy about every part of our family, but because nobody required me to prove I was happy by fixing something.
When we left, he hugged me without holding Pip between us.
“Wednesday?” he asked. “After work. To see the frame.”
I nodded.
The doorbell played its tune as Ollie tested it one final time on the way out. I still hated it. For once, that was only a thought about a doorbell.
Where Salt House Had Been
Eli came to the old house site with a thermos, plain biscuits and shoes that suggested he expected the ground to disagree with us.
I had called it research when I asked him. Bex had called it a date with supporting documents. Both descriptions made me nervous, so I brought the map and concentrated on the documents.
The safe path climbed away from the harbour before turning towards the old foundations. Below it, the Old Steps dropped to the water, blocked by a locked barrier and a sign explaining why the barrier was not a suggestion.
“We're not going down there,” I said.
“Good. I promised Grandpa I'd help with the boat tomorrow, and he gets impatient when people schedule avoidable injuries.”
The site of Salt House was smaller than I'd imagined. A low wall remained, with a public bench placed where the front room might once have been. Grass covered the ground. A rabbit watched us from a patch of thistles, considered our documentation and left.
I held up the photograph.
“The steps should be here.”
“Different angle.” Eli moved beside me, careful not to look over my shoulder so closely that I would have to notice. “See the reflection in the window? She's facing more towards the headland.”
He was right. When we shifted to the other end of the wall, the horizon fitted behind the photographed house.
“The pear tree would have been behind us,” I said.
“There were pears in the weather?”
“A smell. One petal.”
“Could it have kept that?”
“A capture can keep particles from the air with the conditions, if the material holds them. Not memories. It doesn't know whose garden it is.”
“So it isn't haunted.”
“Probably not in a way that pays rent.”
We sat on the bench. The sea looked pale beneath a thin cloud cover, with boats moving slowly enough to make leaving seem like a very relaxed decision. I knew this was mostly a trick of distance.
Eli poured tea into the thermos lid and a second cup he had remembered to bring. I had brought a notebook, two pencils, a map, the photograph and no practical provision for being outside.
“You've done research before,” I said.
“I've met my grandpa. Everything becomes longer if you don't bring biscuits.”
He told me about moving away when he was nine, first for his mum's work and later to a flat closer to his school. They had returned to Morrow the previous year after Stan fell and needed help with the shed. Eli had been happy to come back and then surprised by how few people still knew him in the uncomplicated way children know a boy who once put a crab in a pool.
“It's strange,” he said. “You remember exactly where you belonged. The place remembers somebody shorter.”
I traced a crack in the bench with my thumbnail.
“I've never really lived anywhere else.”
“Do you want to?”
“I want the course. I don't know if wanting to stay here is the same as not having properly pictured leaving.”
“You don't have to hate a place to go somewhere.”
“I know that.”
He didn't answer immediately. The wind lifted the edge of my map. He held it down with the biscuit packet.
“Knowing seems to be doing a lot of work for us.”
I smiled.
We walked around the permitted edge of the foundations. There was no hidden room, no abandoned box of answers and no ghost waiting to explain Grandad's intentions. Just nettles, a patch of old tile exposed where the grass thinned, and a view Mae had once seen on mornings when she was late or bored or annoyed with her parents.
That helped more than I expected.
The photograph had made the place look complete, a whole life waiting to be carried away. Standing there, I could imagine the other days outside the frame: bad plumbing, arguments about shoes, the effort of bringing shopping up the steps in rain.
On the way down, I slipped on loose grit. Eli offered his hand without grabbing. I took it, steadied myself and held on for two steps longer than the path required.
Neither of us mentioned the extra steps.
At the harbour, he asked whether I wanted another cup of tea. The thermos was empty, which we discovered only after agreeing that I did. We stood looking at it, then laughed so hard that a passing dog became concerned.
“I'm glad you asked me,” he said.
“To come?”
“Yes.”
My sensible answer would have been that he had been useful with the photograph. It was ready. I could feel it waiting to make the afternoon safe and technical.
Instead I said, “Me too.”
He smiled, and the whole slope of his face changed.
When I got home, Bex asked how the research had gone.
I sent her a photograph of the empty thermos.
Excellent methodology. Limited supplies.
She replied with so many question marks that I put the phone down and went to help Mum set the table, not because she needed another pair of hands but because I needed a room where nobody could see my face while I smiled at nothing.
Mae Hart Declines the Weather
Mae Hart lived above a shop selling colanders in five sizes.
The stairs to her flat were steep, narrow and completely unsuited to the arrival of a person carrying cake with one hand and thirty years of unfinished family history with the other. Agnes made it to the top without dropping either, though she muttered about the building's attitude towards knees.
Mae opened the door before we knocked.
“Your step still gives you away,” she told Agnes.
“Your stairs still punish visitors.”
They looked at each other for a moment. Then Mae hugged her, cake and all.
I stood behind them holding the photographs, suddenly conscious that I had treated their past as something I could research without considering that they might still be inside it.
Mae had dark hair threaded with silver and a green stone at her throat. Her face was familiar from recordings but less polished in person, with a little flour on one sleeve and reading glasses hooked into the neck of her shirt. A keyboard stood beside the window. Laundry dried on a rack near a shelf of books. Being famous had apparently not solved where to put damp socks.
“June,” she said. “You have your mum's eyes and Agnes's suspicious way of looking at a chair before sitting in it.”
“Chairs have betrayed me,” Agnes said.
We put the papers on the table. Mae studied the photograph without touching it at first.
“I haven't seen this in years.”
“Gran had it.”
“Of course she did. Your grandad pretended he never cared about photographs, then asked everybody whether they'd got a good one.”
She smiled, but the smile changed when she read the work slip.
“I should tell you something before you start trying to return it to me.”
“We weren't going to bring it here,” Agnes said. “It would be a very wet visit.”
“I didn't want it.”
I looked up.
Mae met my eyes.
“Not because it wasn't beautiful. It was. He'd worked so hard on it. But I tried it on once, in that photograph, and it felt like being given a place I was no longer allowed to leave.”
I glanced at the line on the slip: A day from home, suitable for departure.
“What had you asked for?”
“Something small. A bit of the air at the house, perhaps. I was eighteen and terrified. I'd been offered a place to study music. Everybody kept saying how lucky I was, which left very little room to admit I wanted to hide in the pantry until September went away.”
Agnes cut the cake. She did it slowly, listening.
“Edwin said he could make a whole day,” Mae continued. “Kitchen warmth, garden air, the wind off the landing. Something I could put on in a strange city and feel less far away.”
“Could he?”
“Not reliably. The warmth kept restarting. It wouldn't reach the evening properly. He said he'd improve it. Then I realised the improvement I wanted wasn't really in the coat.”
She looked towards the window.
“I needed to leave badly and be miserable for a while. Not carry a permanent afternoon that made me feel I was doing leaving wrong.”
“Did Grandad mind?”
Mae's mouth tilted.
“Your grandfather was a lovely man. Lovely people can still be difficult when you decline something lovely they've made for you.”
Agnes put a plate in front of me.
“He took it personally.”
“For a bit,” Mae said. “We were all dramatic in less fashionable ways then.”
The two of them laughed. I didn't know the joke beneath it, but I liked being allowed to hear the surface.
Mae fetched a small ticket wallet from a drawer. Inside were programmes, folded letters and a list in her younger handwriting. She had written the conditions she wanted to remember: the kitchen window before anyone was awake; the garden just after rain; the changing air above the tide; the upstairs room as a storm moved away.
Grandad's notes beside some entries named brighter or calmer conditions.
“He kept choosing the nicest bits,” Mae said. “I wanted the changes. The house wasn't sunny all day. Nobody's was.”
I photographed the list with her permission. Agnes asked about the testing order, whether a cold interval had appeared before or after the last warmth, and how the lining had felt along the left sleeve. Mae answered what she remembered and said she didn't know the rest. None of us filled the gaps with confidence for her convenience.
Before we left, she asked about my course.
“I make things people can mend,” I said. “Or change without throwing the whole object away.”
“That sounds useful.”
“That's what I'm hoping.”
“No. It sounds useful now. Getting admitted won't travel backwards and make your earlier work count.”
I looked down at my plate. There was one forkful of cake left. I ate it rather than trying to answer elegantly.
Agnes asked about the fair. Mae said she might sing, provided nobody promised the audience perfect weather on her behalf.
“Noted,” Agnes said.
At the door, Mae caught her hand.
“Come again without bringing a problem.”
Agnes seemed, for a moment, to have forgotten how hands worked.
Then she squeezed Mae's fingers.
“I might bring worse cake.”
“I'd still let you in.”
On the stairs, neither of us spoke. I had come looking for a lost commission. I left with permission to stop treating an unfinished gift as a debt the recipient had failed to honour.
A Proper Small Breeze
On Tuesday morning, Agnes took me to the allotments to remember that most weather wasn't a personal accusation.
Mrs Pelling let us use the clear space behind her shed, provided we admired the courgettes and gave an opinion on whether her neighbour had moved a boundary marker. Agnes admired the courgettes. She said an opinion on the marker required information neither of us possessed.
“Your father would have looked,” Mrs Pelling said.
“My father would have stayed for tea and left you both thinking he'd agreed with you.”
“That was one of his gifts.”
The morning held a light breeze from the west. We were making six small captures for the fair display, using fresh prepared cloth and an ordinary single return. No coat material. No old patterns. Nothing whose success depended on guessing what Grandad had meant by a curl of ink thirty years earlier.
I laid out the squares on the portable frame. Each one had its gathering stitch and a clear release edge. Agnes checked the spacing, then asked me to describe the air.
“Light westerly, dry, mild.”
“Where's it coming through?”
“Between the sheds.”
“And what changes when it passes the water butt?”
I held still. The breeze dipped, turned slightly and carried the damp smell of the shaded wall into the open ground.
“Oh.”
“Exactly. Label what you collect, not what the morning looks like from the road.”
I knew this. I had been taught it before. That was the problem with knowing: it encouraged me to rush towards demonstrating competence rather than do the thing competence required.
The first capture held unevenly. I had pulled the gathering edge too fast and trapped a brief gust with more twist than the rest. The square fluttered at one corner after I sealed it.
“Again?” I asked.
“First tell me what you've made.”
“A shorter irregular breeze.”
“Useful?”
“Maybe for testing loose edges. Not for drying something flat.”
“Then label it.”
She didn't throw the square away or call it nearly right. We gave it its own measured description. The next capture was better because I wasn't trying to make it compensate for the first.
By eleven, six squares lay in a shallow tray, each with a slightly different duration and a label that admitted it. Mrs Pelling brought us tea, a plate of cake and a courgette whose size suggested it had recently been promoted.
“You can have that one,” she said.
Mum had three at home already. I thanked her because refusing vegetables from an allotment holder was apparently governed by rules more complex than weathercraft.
While Agnes checked the packing, Mrs Pelling showed me an old greenhouse bench she wanted to sell. One end had loosened. I said I could put a new brace beneath it and immediately felt Agnes looking at the side of my face.
“For a repair fee,” I added.
Mrs Pelling considered this, then nodded.
“Fair enough. It's worth keeping.”
I had expected her to be disappointed. Instead she seemed reassured that I thought the job had enough substance to charge for. I wrote the measurements in my notebook and a date I could actually manage.
At Stan's shed that afternoon, I tested the next version of my folding frame. Eli had cleared the bench but left the decisions to me. I made two changes to the brace and one to the order in which the sides opened. When the support locked into place without pinching the cardboard hand I'd made as a test, I wanted to applaud myself and was glad nobody else did it first.
“It needs a load test,” Eli said.
“I know.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“I mean yes. You're right. Not I know in the sense that please stop noticing things.”
“Useful distinction.”
We weighted the platform with sandbags, then removed them one at a time. The hinge held. The back edge sagged. I drew a support beneath it and nearly began cutting another model before asking what material it would eventually be made from.
Eli passed me a scrap of timber.
“Try it before you redesign everything.”
I did. The extra support helped. It also added bulk when folded. We spent twenty minutes arguing about whether a slightly larger object people could use safely was better than a slim object that demanded perfect hands.
Actually, the argument lasted three minutes. The rest was me admitting he was right about the structure while finding my own version of the solution.
In my notebook I wrote: Useful things should not require perfect people.
I looked at the sentence, waited for it to become embarrassing and left it there.
When we stopped for tea, Eli had sawdust in his hair. I reached up before thinking and brushed a piece away. He went still, not dramatically, just enough that I felt the space between us notice what I had done.
“There was wood,” I said.
“In a boat shed. Unusual.”
I laughed too loudly. He smiled into his cup.
For the rest of the afternoon, I was careful about where I put my hands. It made me less efficient and considerably more interested in the workbench.
What Bex Was Asking
The backdrop had been painted by six people with seven opinions about blue.
I could see the exact point where they had stopped agreeing. A tower rose from one section in a shade that belonged to a brighter, more optimistic town. Beside it, the cloth puckered around a seam repair made with thread too heavy for the weave.
Bex met me in the church hall with a sewing box.
“Just the corner,” she said.
“I remember.”
She went to warm up with the others. I unpicked the damaged seam, reinforced the weak area and added a short fabric tab to distribute the pull. It took twenty minutes. The repair was good. I should have put down the scissors.
Instead I looked at the blue tower.
The paint supplies stood open on a nearby table. I mixed a little of the darker blue with the brighter shade, tested it on a scrap and began blending the left edge. It was a small improvement. Once I'd started, the next wrong patch became harder to ignore.
Bex returned after rehearsal and stopped beside me.
“What are you doing?”
“Making it match.”
“I asked you to fix the seam.”
“I did. Look.”
She didn't look at the seam.
“The tower was mine.”
I put down the brush.
“Oh.”
It was a small word for the size of the mistake arriving behind it.
“I thought you wanted the whole thing to look better.”
“I wanted it to stay up. We painted it together. It's supposed to look like us.”
“The colours don't—”
“I know the colours don't match perfectly. You don't need to discover that for me.”
Around us, people were packing shoes and water bottles. Somebody began playing an exaggerated sad tune on the hall piano until another person told them, correctly, to stop being a nuisance. I wanted everyone to leave. I also wanted a witness to explain that I had meant well, as though intention could repaint the original tower.
“I'm sorry,” I said.
Bex nodded without immediately making me feel better.
I offered to mix the brighter colour again. She said she would do it herself tomorrow. That hurt, which was a selfish response to being told the person whose work I had altered wanted to alter it back.
We carried the sewing box into the little kitchen. The drawer held spoons from several decades, none belonging to the forks. Bex put on the kettle.
“I like that you're good at things,” she said. “I don't need every thing I make to become a reason you're good at them.”
“I wasn't trying to show off.”
“I know. Sometimes it's worse because you think helping means making yourself responsible for the whole room.”
I leaned against the counter.
“If I can see something wrong, it's hard not to fix it.”
“Maybe ask whose wrong it is.”
The kettle clicked off. She made tea, putting too much milk in mine because she was still annoyed and therefore not concentrating on my preferences.
“My room's confirmed,” she said.
“For September?”
She nodded. “Small. Expensive. Apparently the window sticks.”
“I could—”
She looked at me.
I shut my mouth.
Then we both laughed, reluctantly at first and properly when I saw how close I had come to offering a building repair as a response to my best friend leaving.
“I want you to visit,” she said. “Not because you could mend the curtains. Because you're my friend.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
I didn't answer quickly. Somewhere along the way, usefulness had become a reliable substitute for asking whether people wanted me there. If I could fix the curtain, there was a reason to keep inviting me. Reasons felt safer than affection, which people could change without submitting an explanation.
“I think I forget,” I said.
Bex put her cup down and bumped my shoulder with hers.
“Then we'll practise. Beach. Now. No tasks.”
“I've got the frame—”
“Still there tomorrow.”
We bought chips and sat on the low wall above the beach. Bex told me which people from the programme she had found online and why their apparently effortless success made her want to throw her phone into the sea. I told her about Eli and the sawdust, leaving out enough pauses that the conversation sounded more competent than it had been.
“He listens,” I said.
“To hinge specifications?”
“To me.”
Bex went quiet for a second, then smiled.
“That seems promising.”
A gull landed near our chips. We both moved the bag at once and knocked our heads together. I laughed so hard I cried a little, which was useful camouflage for a feeling I hadn't been ready to name.
We stayed until the chips were cold. Nothing was repaired. The afternoon mattered anyway.
A Man with a Tape Measure
The man with the folder returned on Wednesday.
He wore the grey jacket Mrs Pelling had described, though he had left it open in the heat. From behind the counter, I watched him take a tape measure from his bag and crouch beside the front window.
“Can I help?”
“You must be June. I'm here to see Agnes.”
“About the gutter?”
He looked up, puzzled.
“No. I'm Mr Carrow, from the property office.”
The tape measure clicked back into its case.
Agnes came down the stairs before I could ask what property meant when the property was ours.
“Thanks for coming,” she told him. “We'll start upstairs.”
She looked at me, saw my face and paused.
“It's a valuation. We'll talk when he's finished.”
A valuation was a number. I understood numbers. What I couldn't understand was why somebody needed to put one on the place where my whole childhood had happened.
For the next forty minutes, I served customers badly but not inaccurately. I found the right buttons, entered the right amounts and managed not to give a woman her repaired sleeve inside out. Every footstep upstairs sounded like an opinion about what could be removed.
Mr Carrow came down, measured the rear wall and asked whether the shop and flat had separate meters. Agnes answered. I concentrated on a packet of snaps until the words separate and access and potential arrangement stopped sounding like ordinary vocabulary.
When he left, she turned the sign.
“June.”
“Are you selling it?”
“I'm finding out what options I have.”
“That isn't an answer.”
“It's the answer that's true.”
The return box sat behind her, quiet for the moment. I looked at the blue mug, the chipped bells, the mark on the counter where Grandad had dropped a hot tool and pretended it had been there before.
“What kind of options?”
“Selling. Renting part of it. Reducing the shop. Keeping a workshop somewhere smaller. I don't know yet.”
“Does Mum know?”
“Yes.”
“Does everyone know except me?”
“No. A few adults who are helping me work out figures know that I'm looking at figures.”
Adults. She regretted the word as soon as she said it. I could see that, which didn't stop it hurting.
“I work here.”
“Yes. And I should have told you before someone arrived with a tape measure. I'm sorry.”
I wanted her to be sorry about the other part.
“What would Grandad think?”
Agnes's expression changed. Not anger, exactly. More like someone hearing the latch drop on a gate she'd spent a long time trying to open.
“I don't know,” she said. “And he isn't the person who has to decide how I spend the rest of my life.”
“He left you the shop.”
“Yes. A business. Not every day until I die.”
The room went very quiet.
I had never thought of Agnes as trapped. She was the person who knew where things belonged and which customer would try to argue about a receipt. She seemed fitted to the shop in the way the counter fitted the wall. I had mistaken how well she did the work for proof that she would always want it.
“Do you hate it?”
“No. That's part of why it's difficult.”
She sat on the stool behind the till.
“I'd like some time that isn't borrowed from an order book. I'd like to sail without carrying a list of what will go wrong while I'm away. I'd like to find out what I want before I become too tired to want much.”
“The boat trip.”
“Was lovely. Yes.”
I looked at the postcard beside the till.
“I didn't know.”
“I've only just started saying it clearly to myself.”
We didn't finish the conversation. A customer knocked, saw the closed sign and left. Agnes said we'd talk properly that evening, with the figures and no one needing a coat button. I nodded because nodding required less trust than speaking.
Dad arrived at five as promised.
I had forgotten. That made me feel worse, because asking him to come had mattered so much four days earlier. He stood in the doorway holding nothing that needed repairing.
“Bad time?”
I nearly said yes. Then I remembered that I had wanted him to visit my life rather than only the version prepared for his convenience.
“A strange one.”
He listened while I explained the valuation. He didn't tell me Agnes had every right, though she did. He didn't say the shop would probably stay, which he couldn't know.
“Show me the frame,” he said after a while. “Unless you'd rather not.”
I showed him. He asked why the supports folded in a different order from the first photograph, and I explained. His attention stayed with the object until I began to enjoy describing it despite myself.
When he left, he kissed my forehead.
“It's yours, that design. Whatever happens to the room.”
Eli came by ten minutes later to collect a measurement Agnes had promised Stan. He found me sitting on the floor, sorting thread I didn't need to sort.
“Want company?”
“I might be bad at it.”
“I can survive some quiet.”
He sat beside me. For a while we put the thread into boxes, not because it needed doing but because my hands did.
Eventually I said, “I don't know who I am if this place goes.”
He set down a spool.
“Maybe that's worth finding out when nobody's brought you anything broken.”
I leaned my head against the cupboard and let the question remain unanswered.
Nine Beginnings
Mum put cherries on the table that evening.
“This isn't a peace offering,” she said. “They're going soft.”
Ollie reached for a handful and was redirected towards a bowl. His recycling centre now occupied the sideboard, its defensive tower disguised beneath a tea towel when visitors came. We were a family with several different approaches to containment.
Agnes brought the property figures but left them in her bag while we ate. She asked about Mum's day. Mum described a freezer repair at the school. Ollie explained that his tower was not technically a weapon because it used compressed cardboard. Nobody asked me to feel differently before dessert.
Afterwards, Agnes laid out the options.
Keeping the whole building meant maintenance, insurance, heating and a roof that would need work within a few years. Renting the flat separately required changes to access and utilities. Selling would leave her enough to choose a smaller place and do some repair work without running a six-day shop. There was no mysterious debt, no secret millionaire buyer and no villain making her leave.
That made it harder to argue with, so I tried a different approach.
“I could do more hours.”
“You could,” she said. “But I don't want your future used as a patch on mine.”
“I like working there.”
“I know.”
“I like being with you.”
Her face softened.
“I know that too. You'll still be able to be with me.”
“It won't be the same.”
“No. It won't.”
Mum didn't rush to contradict her. I hated and appreciated that in equal amounts.
We took the coat notes out after the figures. It felt safer to discuss a problem with stitches. Stitches could be wrong in a specific way. They did not announce that they loved you while considering a smaller flat near the harbour.
Agnes laid nine coloured threads across a sheet of card. Each represented one weather loop identified in Grandad's pattern. We had traced enough of the lining photographs to know that there were nine, nested unevenly and connected where their beginnings crossed.
“He wasn't simply storing nine samples,” she said. “He was trying to make them follow one another. A little sequence that would feel like the house changing through a day.”
“And they don't?”
“They begin. Some end partly. Then the next path feeds back into an earlier gathering edge. The coat keeps seeking conditions from the air around it to support the pattern.”
“Is that why there's still weather after all this time?”
“The stored samples stayed dormant while the original return lay open and the coat was dry in the trunk. Your seam pulled the active loop closed. It's not making endless water from nothing. It's cycling moisture and temperature through a very badly resolved design, drawing from the room while it does.”
“Badly resolved,” I repeated.
“I can love your grandad and use those words.”
She moved two threads apart. The model loosened. A third tightened.
“We need three things to agree. His construction notes, the actual lining, and the sequence Mae remembers asking for. Then we test the ending with uncharged material before we ask any weather to follow it.”
“Couldn't we take it outside and cut everything?”
“We could also open every window in a boat because one room feels stuffy. It would be an action, not necessarily an improvement.”
The nine loops held different conditions: mist, warmth, rain, garden air, sunlight, shade, sea wind, a storm interval and the day's final warmth. The samples were not all from the day Mae left. Grandad had chosen some from other seasons, believing he could compose a better day out of the most pleasing pieces. The colder interval could produce the little frost we'd seen when paired with the wrong moisture return.
I stared at the model.
“He made it too good.”
“He tried to make it too obedient.”
We worked for an hour. Mum cleared the plates, then made herself tea and watched rather than offering to solve it. At one point she asked why the red thread joined the green before passing the empty edge. Agnes answered, stopped and looked again.
“Because we've copied the diagram as drawn, not the fabric as sewn.”
We adjusted it. The red loop relaxed.
For a glorious second I thought we had solved everything.
Then a crossing near the cuff tightened so firmly that the whole cardboard pattern bent.
“Not yet,” Agnes said.
I wanted to keep going. The almost-success felt like a door I could hold open if I refused to move away. Mum looked at the clock.
“It's nearly eleven.”
“Just another—”
“Photograph it,” she said. “It will still be wrong in the morning.”
Agnes laughed and put down her pencil.
As we cleared the table, she touched the edge of my interview letter, which had slipped from my notebook.
“Don't make one unfinished thing a reason not to attend to another.”
“I won't.”
She didn't look convinced. Neither was I.
After everyone went upstairs, I returned for my phone. The loosened red thread had settled while we stopped touching it. A crossing I hadn't noticed now lay visible beside the edge.
I took a photograph. Then, with an effort that felt disproportionate to the task, I left it alone.
Rain in the Reading Room
The library demonstration room had washable tables because local craftspeople occasionally came in to teach children that making things involved more than buying equipment.
We booked it for Thursday morning, with Nora's permission, to compare Grandad's older lining cloth under the library's magnifier and test a tiny new pattern sample Agnes had prepared. The archive itself stayed in closed cabinets. The live sample sat over a tray, inside the revised vented case. Agnes had measured its small charge twice at the shop.
It should have produced less than a minute of light drizzle.
It produced that minute perfectly.
Then it began again.
“Don't touch the lining,” Agnes said before I moved. “Slide the tray forward.”
I did. The rain stayed above it for another ten seconds, then spread beyond the marked edge. A fine mist reached towards the photocopier standing against the opposite wall.
Nora unplugged it. Eli, who had come to deliver Stan's full-size box drawing, lifted the stack of public leaflets onto a dry shelf. We moved the two padded chairs away from the table and put cloths beneath the spreading edge.
Nobody screamed. Nobody ran. That almost made it more humiliating. We were all calmly managing a mistake I had helped bring into a public building.
Agnes opened the sample's separate safety return. The rain thinned, stopped, tried to gather again and finally dispersed through the long slot in the case. A cool patch remained above the tray. We waited until the temperature steadied before moving anything.
Five minutes, according to Nora's clock.
Two damp cushions, a wet floor and one photocopier that would have to be checked before being used. No old papers damaged. No one hurt. It was still too much damage for an experiment meant to do almost nothing.
“I thought the sample had its own ending,” Agnes said, examining the spent cloth. “It followed the copied crossing back into the gathering edge instead. Our bench test didn't run long enough after the first release.”
I looked at the drying table.
“We should have kept it at the shop.”
“Yes,” she said. “We should.”
No joke. No attempt to reduce it to a lesson before we'd cleaned up.
Nora brought out a form for the incident record. Agnes filled in the preparation details and signed as the person responsible for approving the test. I wrote the observations. We didn't describe the mist as atmospheric dampness or the photocopier check as routine maintenance. The insurance account would need to know what had happened, not what we wished it could be called.
A woman returning books stopped at the doorway.
“Is this the weather workshop?”
“Not today,” Nora said.
“It looked interesting.”
“It was more interesting than intended.”
The woman nodded as though that described many library events and went back downstairs.
We spent the next hour drying the room. Eli carried the cushions into the sunny courtyard. I wiped the table, then wiped it again because stopping would leave me with my own thoughts.
Agnes caught my hand on the third pass.
“It's clean.”
“I know.”
“Then stop cleaning it as a form of punishment.”
I put the cloth down.
She took the sealed case back to the shop. Nora made the maintenance call. I sat on the courtyard wall beside Eli, staring at the cushions as though they might tell me when the event would become a story I could laugh at.
He handed me a sandwich.
“Cheese. Unless that's another technical risk.”
I took it.
“You don't have to be nice.”
“I'm eating lunch beside you. It's not an awards ceremony.”
I laughed once, weakly.
“I wanted to be the person who didn't make this happen.”
“Reasonable.”
“That isn't helpful.”
“You didn't ask for helpful. You asked me not to be nice.”
I turned towards him. He was smiling, but not at the room or the mistake. At me, still recognisably myself after doing something I wished I hadn't.
“I hate that you saw it,” I said.
“I saw you move the tray and check where the water was going.”
“You also saw the water.”
“Yes. Difficult to miss.”
A breeze stirred the cushion covers. Ordinary air, doing the job without a label.
“I wish I were one of those people who always knew what to do before it happened,” I said.
“Sounds lonely.”
“Why?”
“Everybody would stand very close when things went wrong and forget to bring you a sandwich afterwards.”
I leaned against his shoulder for a moment. He didn't turn it into anything more. That made me want to stay there longer.
When Nora came outside, she told us the photocopier engineer would come the next day. Then she asked whether we wanted to see the old cinema.
“It needs people who understand repair,” she said. “Preferably dry ones.”
I looked at Eli. He raised his sandwich in a small, solemn toast.
“Strong qualifications elsewhere,” he said.
The Place with the Torn Screen
The old cinema smelled of dust, timber and the sweet papery smell of rooms that had been closed longer than anyone intended.
I had been there once with Grandad, when I was small, for a film about a family whose dog appeared to have better legal knowledge than any of the adults. Later the building became a carpet showroom. Later still it became something people said ought to be used, usually while walking past towards somewhere that was.
Now a local trust held the lease and enough funding to repair the worst parts without pretending that everything was suddenly safe.
“The balcony is closed,” Nora said as she let us in. “Not romantically abandoned. Closed. Don't go up because it would make a good photograph.”
Eli looked at me.
“I wasn't planning to.”
“I'm agreeing with the instruction,” he said.
Part of the main floor had been cleared of seats. The remaining rows stood to one side, numbered in a system that had survived several changes of ownership without anybody understanding it. The screen hung at the front with a long tear near the lower corner. A piano occupied the space beside it. Someone had put a potted plant on top, which seemed optimistic about both the light and the instrument.
Hazel, a bookbinder with a workshop two streets inland, emerged from behind a stack of display boards.
“You must be June.”
“Possibly the wet one, depending who you've spoken to.”
“Nora mentioned a library maintenance issue. She also mentioned you make useful fabric fittings.”
The order of those facts mattered to me more than Hazel could know.
She showed me six portable display boards the trust used for exhibitions. Their handles were too narrow, their weight unevenly distributed, and the current carrying straps had begun to pull through the backing.
“We need new handles and reinforcing sleeves,” she said. “Paid. I have a materials budget and a smaller budget for not making volunteers injure themselves.”
I inspected the boards. The obvious fix was wider straps. The better fix would move the grip closer to the actual balance point and let people of different heights carry without lifting their shoulders.
“Can I measure them?”
“That's usually a sensible first invoice item.”
I took out my notebook.
We discussed fabric, maximum load, washing and how the handles would attach without requiring tools to remove them. Hazel didn't nod politely through the details. She asked questions. When I suggested a closure that looked neat but might catch clothing, she made me show how it would work while carrying the board rather than admiring it flat on the table.
Eli helped hold the second board. He said almost nothing, which I appreciated. The work was mine. He didn't need to demonstrate being useful beside it.
At the front of the room, Nora ran a hand along the torn screen.
“We'll replace it eventually. For now we need it secure and out of the way during performances.”
“Is the piano usable?” I asked.
“Mae says it has character. The tuner used a different word.”
Mae had agreed to look at the acoustics and advise on a small concert, not fund the entire building or arrive with a team capable of solving it. The trust was applying for the remaining permissions to use the ground-floor hall. The exits worked; the seating arrangement and maximum occupancy still needed approval. A damp patch at the back had been traced to a blocked gutter and repaired. They were keeping the wall open long enough to be certain.
It was less romantic than saving an old cinema sounded from the pavement. That made it more interesting.
I remembered Grandad buying popcorn and dropping some while pretending a mouse had charged him a toll. I had spent the film watching the floor for further criminal activity. The memory was precious to me. It did not tell us where the new emergency signs should go.
“Could the fair use this if it rains?” I asked.
Hazel looked around.
“Some of it, once the hall's approved. Not every stall. Not without a plan.”
“I just thought the performance group—”
“It's worth asking. Not promising.”
I wrote those words at the top of a fresh page.
On the way out, Eli stayed beside the torn screen. Light from the side window crossed the damaged fabric, showing how the weave had held until the last few inches.
“You could mend that visibly,” he said. “Make the repair part of what people look at.”
“Only if they wanted it.”
He glanced at me.
“Bex?”
I nodded.
“Good lesson?”
“Expensive in dignity.”
We stood in the empty room, imagining things that could happen there without requiring it to become exactly what it had been. My frame could fold against that wall. Bex could sing beneath the lights once they were checked. People could come in out of rain and not consider the day ruined.
At the door, I turned back for one more look.
The screen was still torn. The balcony still closed. The piano probably still terrible.
For the first time since the man with the tape measure, I could picture a place changing without disappearing.
A Good Place to Nearly Kiss
Eli asked me out in a message so clear I spent twelve minutes looking for the misunderstanding.
Would you like chips and a walk tomorrow evening? Not about the frame. I'm asking you on a date, in case that saves us another conversation about hinges.
I read it in the stockroom. A box of replacement zips pressed against my leg. Somewhere in the shop, Agnes was explaining that we could mend a pocket but not return the money that had fallen out of it.
I typed Yes.
Then Yes, that would be nice.
Then deleted that because it sounded like accepting a dental appointment from a person I wanted to encourage professionally.
I sent: Yes. I promise not to bring a hinge unless the evening takes a very unexpected turn.
He replied before I could regret it.
Good. Six?
By Friday at five, I had changed clothes three times and returned to the first outfit. Bex attended the process by video call, offering advice with the satisfaction of someone whose own tower had recently been repainted to her requirements.
“The blue dress.”
“It's too much.”
“It's a dress, June. You're not arriving with a string quartet.”
“What if he wears work clothes?”
“Then there will be two differently dressed people eating chips. The town will manage.”
I wore the dress with trainers. I put my phone, keys and money in the pockets and admired the practical effect so enthusiastically that Bex told me to stop evaluating the outfit as a prototype.
Eli waited outside the closed ticket office by the harbour. His shirt was clean, though a small varnish mark remained near one cuff. I liked the mark. It made him look like himself rather than somebody who had been hired to play the part of a date.
“You came without the hinge,” he said.
“It's in the pocket. Emergency only.”
We bought chips from the stand near the lifeboat station. The woman serving asked whether we wanted separate portions or a large one to share. We looked at each other with the level of uncertainty normally reserved for choosing a joint mortgage.
“Large,” I said.
Eli nodded with visible relief.
We carried it to the low wall beyond the busiest stretch of pavement. A small onion ring had somehow entered the bag. Eli said it was a bonus. I said it was evidence of inadequate category control. He ate it while I was still explaining.
For the first ten minutes, we talked too much. About the boat, the cinema, a customer who had tried to use a breeze pouch to make a birthday candle harder to blow out. Then a silence arrived and didn't kill either of us.
Eli looked out across the water.
“I've been trying not to ask whether the frame survived today's test.”
“It did.”
“Good.”
“Are we allowed to talk about it now?”
“I think the treaty permits one paragraph.”
I told him about the load test. He told me Stan had finally accepted that a visible repair was not a personal insult to the boat. We used up more than a paragraph and nobody objected.
A small boy dropped a toy into a puddle near the steps. His father retrieved it with a folded leaflet, shook it once and handed it back. The boy immediately held it above the water again, considering the value of repeating the experiment.
“Pip would approve,” I said.
“Your sister?”
“Half-sister. Yes.”
“What's she like?”
“Very confident about putting things in her mouth. Less interested in the wider consequences.”
He smiled.
I told him about Dad's new doorbell. It sounded ridiculous aloud. He didn't treat the ridiculous part as evidence that the feeling beneath it wasn't real.
“I see him quite a lot,” I said. “That's the awkward thing. I miss him and then feel stupid because he's only fifteen minutes away.”
“Fifteen minutes can be a long way if you're not where you expected him to be.”
I looked at my shoes.
“Do you always know what to say?”
“No. I've been saving my three good sentences.”
“That was one?”
“I think so. We'll find out later.”
The sky had changed from pale blue to something warmer at the edges. Nobody had opened a packet. A fishing boat moved through the harbour entrance with a gull following so closely it seemed to be reading the registration.
Our knees touched.
Neither of us moved away.
Eli put the chip bag between us, then realised it occupied the exact space he was trying to cross and moved it to the other side. I laughed. He laughed too, a little breathlessly, and looked at my mouth.
For a moment everything was very simple.
Then the gull arrived.
It hit the bag with astonishing commitment, scattered chips across the wall and took off carrying a portion large enough to raise ethical questions about flight. I yelped. Eli tried to catch the bag and caught my wrist instead. We both stood up, knocking our knees together hard enough that romance became briefly a problem of balance.
The gull landed several yards away and began eating with no sign of remorse.
“Well,” Eli said.
“I hate wildlife.”
“Strong position for a coastal resident.”
I was laughing so hard I couldn't answer.
We walked back holding hands. The first arrangement put our fingers at an awkward angle. Eli shifted his grip and said, “That better?” I said yes, and it was, in several ways I wasn't ready to describe.
At the shop door, the notice about recalled weather stock hung between us at eye level.
“Romantic location,” I said.
“Nothing says first date like a precautionary return.”
He leaned closer, then stopped when the upstairs window opened and Agnes called down to ask whether I had my keys. We looked at each other and laughed again, this time more quietly.
“Next time,” he said.
“Definitely.”
Inside, Agnes waited by the stairs with her blue mug.
“Nice evening?”
“Yes.”
She smiled, then glanced at the letter in my bag.
“Have you confirmed the interview?”
I stopped smiling quite so effortlessly.
“Not yet.”
She didn't say anything else. Somehow that was worse than a lecture would have been.
Agnes's Blue Mug
Mae came to the shop on Monday carrying a notebook, a jar of jam and the announced intention not to be any trouble.
Agnes looked at the jar.
“You've started badly.”
“It was given to me. I live alone. There's only so much toast a person can justify.”
They made tea while I spread the latest photographs of the lining across the worktable. We hadn't used any live samples since the library incident. Agnes had entered the failed test in our notes and written a new requirement beneath it: observe beyond the apparent end. I underlined it twice.
Mae studied the pattern beside her younger self's list.
“You've got the garden before the rain.”
“Grandad's drawing puts it there.”
“Yes, but that's not what I asked for.”
She turned the photograph around.
“The smell came after. The leaves dripped for ages because the tree overhung the washing line. Mum used to say a pear tree could make a wet day last twice as long.”
Agnes laughed. “I remember her saying that.”
“And this warmth here wasn't noon. It was the west wall in the evening. You could sit beside it after the air had cooled and feel the stone giving the day back.”
We moved two labels. The order changed. More importantly, a line that had looked like an unnecessary crossing now made sense as a transition between damp garden air and the cooler shade beneath the stair.
“Why did he alter it?” I asked.
Mae took a sip from a mug with a handle large enough for three fingers.
“He thought he could improve the day. Take out the unpleasant waiting, make the warmth last longer, give the cold bits better manners.”
Agnes leaned back against the counter.
“That sounds familiar.”
“Does it?” Mae asked gently.
The silence that followed wasn't mine, though I was standing inside it. I began stacking the photographs, giving them room to decide whether they wanted me to hear.
“You should have had it,” Agnes said at last. “Leaving. I knew that. I just wasn't always graceful about knowing it.”
Mae looked at her.
“I thought you didn't want to.”
“Everybody thought I didn't want to. I was good at the accounts. I could answer a customer without crying when they were rude. That seemed to settle the future.”
“You never said.”
“I didn't know what else I'd do. You did. There were concerts and applications and people telling you to be brave. I was very practical. Practical people are apparently born finished.”
Mae set down her mug.
“I was frightened you thought I was showing off.”
“Sometimes I did. Mostly when I was jealous.”
I looked down at the blue lighthouse mug in Agnes's hand. It had come from Mae when they were sixteen, before either of their lives had acquired a story everybody knew how to tell.
“You stopped writing,” Mae said.
“So did you.”
“I sent two letters to the shop.”
“I sent one to the first lodging house. It came back.”
They stared at each other, then both laughed, not because a missed letter explained thirty years but because it explained one small ugly corner they had each been carrying differently.
“I should have rung,” Mae said.
“So should I.”
Neither asked the other to wish she had stayed or left instead. I liked that. Their reconciliation didn't need a different past to be real.
We returned to the worktable. Using only coloured thread, we separated the garden loop from the afternoon warmth and laid both along the actual stitch paths visible in the photographs. The first crossed edge opened. The second stopped pulling the beginning tight.
Two loops could now reach the outside of the pattern on the model.
Not the whole coat. Not a live test. But for the first time, the design did something other than return us to the part we already understood.
I wanted to keep working all afternoon. Agnes made us record exactly what had changed before touching anything else. Mae watched while eating the last slice of cake from the tin.
“You're good at this,” she told me.
“I had help.”
“So do singers. They still let us put our names on the programme.”
After she left, Agnes rinsed the mugs. I dried the blue one carefully and put it in its usual place.
“I'm not trying to leave you,” she said.
“I think I'm beginning to know.”
She nodded. There was no hug, because we were holding wet crockery and neither of us wanted to make the moment more fragile than it needed to be.
Upstairs, I opened the interview email.
For ten minutes I tried to write a reply that included enough qualifications to protect me from being expected to arrive confidently. I explained that one piece was still developing, that I had been busy with a technical repair, that I hoped the available work would be suitable.
Then I deleted all of it.
Thank you. I would be very pleased to attend.
I checked the time and location, added my name and sent it.
Pleased looked surprisingly exposed without an apology beside it. I left it alone.
A List of Things Not Yet Done
By Wednesday, my notebook contained so many boxes to tick that it resembled a small, badly planned town.
Three finished portfolio pieces. One development project. Photographs. Measurements. The Bell Lane travel route. Six carrying handles for Hazel. Mrs Pelling's bench. Shop shifts. Fair demonstration plan. Bex's second fitting. Coat observations. Phone the library engineer. Buy thread. Find the missing receipt for the thread I'd already bought.
I added a box beside Make better list.
Agnes saw it and laughed.
“That's a warning sign.”
“I'm organising.”
“You're giving panic stationery.”
I closed the notebook before she could improve the description.
The interview was eight days away. The confirmation email had arrived within an hour of my reply, which I considered inconsiderately efficient. They wanted me at ten fifteen. The earliest sensible bus and train combination would get me there forty minutes before that, provided I left Morrow at seven ten. I wrote the connections in the notebook and took a photograph so I couldn't lose them by being a person who loved paper too much.
My first completed piece was the accessible mending kit. The second was a repairable storage sleeve with broad fastenings and replaceable pockets. For the third, I planned to use the portable display frame, with photographs of the full structure and a small hinge sample I could actually carry. The development project would show the larger thinking behind visible repairs and weather-safe fabric fittings.
It sounded coherent when I wrote it that way.
On the table, the frame still needed its final cover. The storage sleeve needed a new photograph because the first one included Ollie's sock. My notes described several ideas as obvious, which Bex said was not a useful explanation unless the interview panel shared my brain.
At eleven, a customer brought in a school blazer and asked whether I could shorten the sleeves by Friday. I said yes before checking the list. At noon, another asked about a curtain. I nearly said yes again, then heard Agnes clear her throat from the back room.
“Next week,” I said. “Wednesday at the earliest.”
The customer agreed immediately.
I had spent longer fearing the refusal than she spent accepting the date.
Hazel came to collect the first handle sample. We loaded the test board, tried the grip at two heights and found the seam rolled uncomfortably against the heel of her hand.
“It needs a flatter edge,” I said.
“Can you change it without remaking the whole sleeve?”
“Yes.”
“Good. That's the point of your design, isn't it?”
I smiled despite the extra work. We agreed on delivery of the remaining five after the interview, not before. The world did not collapse when I moved the deadline. I wrote that nowhere, because I suspected I would need the lesson several times before it became a fact I believed.
That afternoon I went to Mrs Pelling's allotment with the brace for her bench. The repair took less than an hour, mostly because she had cleared the space and stopped her neighbour arriving to discuss the boundary. She tested the seat, nodded and paid the agreed amount without asking how long it had taken.
“Your sister will be jealous,” I said.
“She already owns a better bench. I intend to be more comfortable on this one.”
I put the money in the work envelope and stayed for tea because she asked me to, not because I had anything else to mend.
On the way back, I found Eli sitting outside the shed eating an apple. He had paint on both hands and was managing the fruit by the stalk.
“Elegant,” I said.
“Developing technique.”
He asked how the portfolio was going. I showed him the photograph of my list.
“That appears to contain three separate people.”
“They're all me.”
“That may be the problem.”
I sat beside him and accepted the clean napkin he offered. The wind turned a loose paper in the doorway. Somewhere inside, Stan accused a radio presenter of misunderstanding boats despite the programme having nothing to do with boats.
“Friday?” Eli asked. “Another walk. Fewer gulls.”
I looked at the list again. The correct answer, according to every box, was that I should remain indoors working until my eyes became decorative.
“Yes,” I said.
He smiled.
When I got home, I put Friday evening in the notebook without a box beside it. I didn't want to complete it. I wanted to have it.
The Night We Borrowed Warmth
For our second date, Eli brought a paper bag clearly labelled NOT FOR GULLS.
“Legal protection,” he said.
“Excellent. They respect signage.”
We took the upper path rather than the harbour wall and found a sheltered patch of grass above the beach. I brought a blanket. It wasn't magical. I said this as I unfolded it, and Eli said he was relieved not to need a safety briefing before sitting down.
The evening was cooler than the day had promised. A line of cloud moved in from the west, pale at the edges. I had one ordinary warming square in my bag, a shop sample with eight minutes of measured release, but I left it there. I didn't want every comfort I offered to become a demonstration.
We ate the food before any wildlife could organise. Eli had made sandwiches with so much filling that the bread seemed present mainly to keep our fingers clean. I had brought strawberries, including one that had been quietly losing its structural integrity all afternoon.
He ate the soft one without comment.
“You don't have to take the worst,” I said.
“I like them like that.”
“Really?”
“Yes. Not every kindness is a sacrifice.”
I gave him a look.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing. You're using another good sentence.”
“Ah. Better conserve the last one.”
We talked about ridiculous school memories. Eli had once been cast as a tree in a play and promoted to a speaking role because he knocked over the scenery and said something the audience found funnier than the script. I told him about the time Bex and I tried to make our own perfume from rose petals and produced a smell Mum described as an apology from a bin.
He laughed with his whole face. I liked the tiny crease beside his left eye, the way he bent his head when he listened. I had begun noticing things I couldn't use for anything, which made them feel wonderfully unnecessary.
After the food, we lay back on the blanket with our shoulders touching. The grass beyond the edge pressed cold against my wrist. Above us, one gull crossed the sky, too far away to claim ownership of dinner.
“Do you think people know when they're having one of the days they'll remember?” I asked.
“Sometimes.”
“I usually think of it afterwards.”
“That's still knowing.”
I turned my head. He was already looking at me.
There was no chip bag between us this time. No aunt at a window. No useful work waiting on the bench. Just his hand resting near mine and enough uncertainty to make breathing feel like something I ought to do more quietly.
“Can I kiss you?” he asked.
“Yes.”
I said it too quickly, then laughed, which made him laugh, which meant the first attempt was mostly two people trying to stop smiling at the same time.
The second worked better.
His mouth was warm. One hand touched my cheek, light enough that I could move if I wanted to. I didn't want to. I put my fingers against the sleeve of his shirt and felt the muscle of his arm shift as he leaned closer.
When we moved apart, the world had not changed in any way a weather label could describe. The air was still cooling. The sea still made the same patient sound below us. My heart, however, had become an unreliable measurement instrument.
“Good?” he asked, very quietly.
“Yes.”
“You can use another word.”
“I don't currently have one.”
He kissed me again, apparently accepting the limitation.
We stayed until the grass began to feel damp through the blanket. I took out the warming square then, not to make the evening perfect but because both of us had cold hands and I already owned a sensible object for that exact problem.
“Eight minutes,” I said. “Then we walk home.”
“Strict date scheduling.”
“I'm very professional.”
We unfolded it between us, keeping the release edge clear. The small warmth spread through the cloth and into our palms. It smelled faintly of sun on the shop's back wall, where Agnes had made the capture. Nothing spectacular. Enough to make the next few minutes more comfortable.
Eli watched the edge relax as the charge spent.
“I like this kind,” he said.
“Compared with the indoor monsoon?”
“It knows when to stop.”
The square cooled gradually. We didn't open another one. We folded the blanket, checked the grass for rubbish and went down the path holding hands.
At the corner near the shop, he kissed me once more, quick and slightly crooked because I was still carrying the blanket against my shoulder.
“Next time,” he said.
I liked that there was already a next time without either of us needing to promise what all the later times would look like.
Upstairs, I sent Bex a message containing one word.
Yes.
She replied in capitals, followed by a voice note I could not play in a house occupied by adults without acquiring an audience.
I lay on the bed and listened through one earbud, smiling so hard my face ached. For that evening, at least, there was nothing I wanted to repair.
Good News from Elsewhere
Eli got the apprenticeship offer on Saturday morning.
He told me outside the bakery, where I was waiting for a loaf Agnes had ordered and he was holding his phone as though it had become a different object while he read it.
“Westport,” he said. “The boatyard placement. They've offered me the place.”
I knew he'd applied to things. We had talked about work in the broad way people do when the conversation still has to fit around learning how the other person takes tea. I hadn't known that one of those things was about to acquire a start date.
“That's brilliant.”
It was brilliant. He looked so happy that I could feel the happiness trying to find room in my own chest. It ran into something smaller and less generous already standing there.
“When?”
“September. They want me for an induction week at the end of August.”
“Would you live there?”
“Probably. There's a shared place one of the older apprentices is leaving. I need to check the rent and travel costs.”
I looked at the bakery window instead of his face. A tray of buns had been placed beside a sign calling them summer spirals, apparently to distinguish them from the identical winter ones.
“What about Stan?” I asked.
Eli's smile changed.
“Mum and Dad are here. We talked about it when I applied. I'll come back some weekends.”
“Of course.”
“I haven't abandoned him by getting an email.”
“I didn't mean that.”
I had meant something close enough to it that denying the intention felt dishonest. What about me had looked too large and embarrassing after two dates, so I had dressed it in concern for a man who had already made his own arrangements.
Eli put the phone in his pocket.
“I came to tell you because I thought you'd be pleased.”
“I am.”
He waited.
“I am,” I repeated, more quietly. “I just wasn't expecting the date to be real yet.”
“It was real when I applied.”
The bakery woman called my name. I took the bread, paid and stepped outside with a paper bag warm against my arm. Eli had waited by the wall rather than interpreting the interruption as permission to escape.
“Tell me about the work,” I said.
He looked at me for a moment, checking whether I meant it.
I did.
The yard restored wooden boats and built small new ones, with a training programme that included design, fitting, material testing and the parts of a business no one photographed for advertisements. He had visited in spring and spent a trial day cutting joints under the supervision of a woman who told him to stop apologising before she had even inspected them.
“She sounds terrifying.”
“She was very good.”
He was smiling again. I made myself stay with what he was saying instead of calculating the distance between Westport and Beckford and Morrow as though affection could be solved by finding the shortest line.
“I'm proud of you,” I said.
The words felt slightly formal, but they were true.
“Thank you.”
He touched my hand, briefly. I held it before the moment could pass.
Later, Agnes asked why I was slicing the loaf with the concentration of a person disarming something.
“Eli's going to Westport.”
“For the apprenticeship?”
“You knew?”
“Stan mentioned the application. Not the result.”
I put down the knife.
“Everybody keeps having a whole life before they tell me about it.”
Agnes looked at me over her mug.
“Yes. Very inconsiderate habit of people.”
I laughed despite myself.
“You don't have to enjoy every change immediately,” she said. “But don't make the first thing you give him a reason to feel guilty about wanting it.”
“I already did.”
“Then give him the second thing.”
I sent him a message that afternoon.
I asked about Stan because I was startled. I really am pleased for you. The work sounds exactly like the thing you light up talking about. Sorry my face took the long route.
His reply came an hour later, with a photograph of the repaired boat joint.
Accepted. Grandpa says I'm leaving just when I can almost be trusted with the expensive clamps.
I smiled. Then I opened the transport page and looked up Westport, not to decide whether he was allowed to go but to understand the place he wanted me to be happy about.
The journey took longer than I wished. It was still a journey people could make.
What I Can Promise
The canopy supplier cancelled on Sunday.
A larger festival had damaged two units, and the replacements wouldn't arrive before our fair. Mrs Vale sent an email to the committee with the subject MINOR EQUIPMENT ADJUSTMENT, which was how I knew it wasn't minor.
The performance stage still had its own approved cover. The smaller demonstration area did not. The spare garden gazebo somebody offered had three sides, two good legs and no obvious relationship with its original instructions.
I went to the harbour meeting expecting to say we needed another roof.
Mrs Vale spread the site plan on a café table and held down the corners with cups.
“We've tried the usual hire places,” she said. “Nothing within the remaining budget. We could move the demonstration beside the stage, but the audience access has to stay clear.”
“Could we use the cinema?”
“For a rain plan? Hazel says the permission isn't final yet. We can't print it as a venue until it is.”
“Right.”
“The weather workshop is one of the things people are asking about. Especially after the library photographs.”
My stomach tightened.
“Those weren't advertising.”
“I know. But people are interested. It would be a shame to lose it.”
On the plan, the demonstration table occupied a neat rectangle. My name was written beside it. Not Agnes's. Mine.
I imagined crossing it out. I imagined the empty place where the project could have been, the explanation in my portfolio: a good idea that had needed conditions I hadn't been able to provide. Then I thought of Mr Carrow measuring the shop and the way people might talk if Halden's couldn't even manage a small public demonstration anymore.
“I can make some cover,” I said.
Mrs Vale looked up.
“For the table?”
“For a dry working space. Not the whole audience.”
“Something attached to your frame?”
“Maybe. Or a separate structure.”
“Will it be ready?”
The honest answer was that I didn't know. The useful answer, the one that would let the meeting move on and leave my name beside the rectangle, arrived first.
“Yes.”
I heard myself say it and felt the small, immediate relief of having become the person who would sort things out. The later cost had not yet come due.
“Within the original fee?” Mrs Vale asked.
I should have stopped there.
“I'll work out the materials.”
She wrote COVER INCLUDED beside the rectangle.
The pencil made a soft, ordinary sound. It seemed impossible that such a small noise could commit so many evenings.
On the way home, I tried to turn the promise into a plan. The folding frame could support a light canopy if the load stayed low and the wind stayed mild. Treated fabric could shed rain from a small area. We might use a stable dry-air sample to keep the demonstration cloth from becoming damp beneath it. None of that meant the structure would be safe in the sort of gust the harbour could produce without warning.
I knew all of this. I also knew that a problem was more bearable when I could describe it as work I hadn't done yet.
At the shop, Agnes was checking the coat's nine loops against the revised model. Two endings now behaved consistently in dry tests. The larger return frame still needed building, but the design was clearer than it had been a week earlier.
“How was the meeting?” she asked.
“They've lost our canopy.”
“Then they need another one or an indoor plan.”
“I'm looking at a small cover for the display.”
She put down her pencil.
“How small?”
“Just the working area.”
“Prototype or approved solution?”
“Prototype.”
That word remained true if I kept it separate from what I had promised Mrs Vale. I disliked myself for relying on the separation and kept relying on it anyway.
“Don't offer them weather as a roof,” Agnes said. “We discussed that.”
“I haven't.”
Also technically true. I had offered them certainty and left the mechanism vague.
She studied my face. “And don't build something for the fair at the expense of your interview.”
“I won't.”
Upstairs, I added the canopy to my list. Then I looked at the interview section, the three completed pieces and the work in progress, and moved the photograph session to Tuesday evening.
It was a small change. Easily justified. There would be plenty of time if nothing else went wrong.
Downstairs, the coat gave a soft crackle of cold air inside its box, as though it had heard the condition and found it interesting.
The For Sale Sign
Agnes told me before the sign went up.
I appreciated that later. At the time, all I could hear was the part where she had decided to let strangers consider living above our counter.
“I've asked Carrow to market the building,” she said on Monday morning. “The workshop fittings can be sold separately if the buyer doesn't want them. Existing orders will be completed. I'm not closing the door tomorrow.”
We stood in the kitchen upstairs. She had made toast. One piece had burned at the corner, and she scraped it over the sink with the unembarrassed concentration of a woman who did not consider imperfect breakfast proof that her entire morning had failed.
“What happens to the name?” I asked.
“It's ours. I can keep it for smaller work.”
“Where?”
“I haven't decided. Possibly a shared bench. Hazel knows of a room becoming available near her workshop.”
“And the flat?”
“I'll rent somewhere while I look.”
“Wouldn't that be wasting money?”
She turned towards me.
“Some costs buy time to choose. I've included it in the figures.”
I looked at the toast rather than the figures, which I knew she had considered more carefully than I wanted to believe.
“Are you sure?”
“No. I'm sure enough to take the next step.”
Downstairs, somebody knocked on the glass before opening time. Agnes looked at the clock, sighed and continued eating. This was new. Usually she would have put down the plate and gone straight to the door.
“What if they need something?” I asked.
“They can need it at nine.”
The sign arrived after lunch. Mr Carrow's assistant fixed it beside the upper window while Mrs Pelling watched from across the street with the concentration she normally reserved for weather threatening the allotments.
Within twenty minutes, three people had come in to ask what was happening. One said it was a shame. One asked whether there would be a closing sale. The third wanted to know if we were moving to larger premises and seemed disappointed when I said no.
Agnes answered all three politely. I could tell politeness was work because she kept her left thumb pressed against the side of the counter.
At two, Mum arrived with sandwiches and sat in the back room without offering an opinion about the sign. She and Agnes ate while discussing a sailing course whose dates I hadn't heard before. I pretended to count hooks.
“It's three days,” Agnes said to me eventually. “In September. Not a voyage around the world.”
“I didn't say anything.”
“You counted the same hook six times.”
I put it in the drawer.
“I thought the first trip might have put you off.”
“The coat interrupted the trip. It didn't reveal that I was morally unsuited to being away.”
Mum looked down at her sandwich to hide a smile.
I went outside because I didn't want to be the person who made everybody explain their happiness carefully around me. From the pavement, the sign looked smaller than it had through the window. It didn't cover the old lettering. Halden's Weather & Small Repairs remained visible beneath it, blue paint faded unevenly by years of actual sun.
I photographed the whole front. Not because I had a plan for the image. Because I was frightened I would forget which parts had looked ordinary before they became something to keep.
Eli found me there on his way back from buying fixings.
“Oh,” he said.
“Yes.”
He stood beside me. We watched a man read the sign, peer through the window and continue walking.
“I keep thinking I should make the fair display really good,” I said. “So people remember the shop properly.”
“They probably remember getting things they needed.”
“That isn't the same as a good ending.”
“Is the shop a performance?”
I gave him a look.
“Sorry,” he said. “That sounded more clever than useful.”
“No. It's a fair question. I just don't like it.”
He touched the back of my hand with two fingers. I turned my palm towards his and held on.
The next day, I worked on the canopy until the light failed. Its first version folded neatly and sagged under the weight of wet cloth. The second held the cloth and became too awkward for one person to set up safely. I photographed both, because they were real work, then stared at them until all I could see was the demonstration rectangle on Mrs Vale's plan.
My portfolio photographs waited on the laptop. Three pieces were nearly ready. Nearly had begun to feel like a permanent address.
At half past ten, Agnes came down and switched on the work light I'd forgotten to use.
“Bed,” she said.
“I need to finish this.”
“Which this?”
I looked at the canopy, the portfolio, the coat notes and the open order book.
For once, I couldn't make the answer sound simple.
She pulled out the chair beside me.
“Your interview is Thursday. Tomorrow's coat test is mine to manage. I need your observations for one hour, then you're going home to pack. That's the arrangement.”
I agreed.
I meant it when I agreed. That was becoming one of the least reliable parts of the system.
Frost on the Marigolds
The field test began with enough precautions to make the mistake afterwards more upsetting, not less.
We used the clear patch behind Mrs Pelling's allotment shed, farther from the plants than on our ordinary capture day. Stan had built the longer vented return case from his old drawing. Agnes checked the material, the weather and the release paths. Eli marked the boundary with cord so nobody could wander close without noticing.
There were no children, no customers, no live electrics and no reason to hurry.
The task was small. Agnes would open one prepared outer branch from the coat's garden sequence, guide it through the separate return cloth and observe beyond the apparent ending. We had rehearsed the movement with uncharged material. We had photographed every crossing we could see. Two local loops had behaved correctly in repeated dry tests.
The problem was that the coat still contained seven others.
I wrote down the time. Agnes lifted the lining on its wooden support. A faint scent of pear leaves crossed the space, followed by the cool dampness of shade after rain. For perhaps twenty seconds it was beautiful in exactly the unhelpful way Grandad's unfinished work kept managing to be.
The first return relaxed.
The second followed.
Then the temperature dropped so quickly that the metal clip beside my notebook clouded over.
“Step back,” Agnes said.
We did.
A white edge appeared along the return cloth. It spread through the damp weave towards a crossing we had believed belonged only to the next dormant branch. The line tightened. Cold air spilled low across the ground, beyond the distance marked by the cord.
Agnes opened the safety return on the new case. Stan lifted the outer frame to keep the cloth from collapsing into itself. Eli moved the empty equipment tray out of the airflow. I reached for the loose photograph sheets, then stopped when Agnes told me to leave them. Paper was replaceable. We had discussed that before beginning.
The cold patch passed beneath the edge of Mrs Pelling's bench and reached the nearest row of pots.
Marigold leaves stiffened.
For a moment I couldn't understand what I was seeing. The morning was warm. A bee moved normally above the far bed. Yet the closest flowers had acquired a fine white rim, as though someone had cut a small piece from the wrong month and laid it across the allotment.
Agnes did not pull the lining shut. She held the return open and let the paired paths spend through the rough cloth until the pressure stopped gathering. The process took less than two minutes. I remember every one of them as longer than the whole morning before.
When it ended, water beaded on the metal clip and ran down onto my notes.
Nobody spoke immediately.
Mrs Pelling came from the neighbouring path after Eli signalled it was safe. She looked at the pots, touched one leaf with the back of her finger and said, “Oh, June.”
Agnes stepped beside me.
“The test was mine. I underestimated the shared return.”
Mrs Pelling nodded, but her eyes stayed on the plants.
“I've had those coming on since March.”
“I know,” I said.
I didn't know in the way she did. I knew the date because she'd told me. She knew the weeks of carrying trays in at night, the watering, the pinching back, the particular stubbornness of a seedling that had finally decided to grow.
We photographed the damage. Agnes arranged replacement plants and money for the loss, asking Mrs Pelling what would actually help rather than announcing that everything could be put right. Some pots would recover. Some leaves would die back. The damaged buds would not become undamaged because we paid promptly.
Stan helped seal the coat into its stable holding configuration. We would make no more live branch tests until the whole return order had been reconstructed. The separate case had worked; it had prevented a continuing discharge. It hadn't made our assumption about the cold branch correct.
I carried the empty trays to the shed. My hands shook, though they had never been inside the frost patch.
Eli followed at a distance that let me choose whether I wanted him near.
“I'm all right,” I said before he asked.
“I know you're not hurt.”
“That's what I meant.”
He leaned the last board against the wall.
“Your interview tomorrow. You're still going.”
It sounded like a statement because I had apparently already begun looking for a way to make it a question.
“I need to help Agnes.”
“She has Stan. The coat's stable. We can do the clearing.”
“Mrs Pelling—”
“Needs the plants replaced, which doesn't require you to miss a train.”
I stared at him. He wasn't being unkind. That made it harder to argue without revealing that the train was not the only thing frightening me.
Agnes sent me home at one.
“Pack. Sleep. Ring me after the interview. Not before, unless it's to say you've boarded the bus.”
At home, I laid out the mending kit, the storage sleeve and the hinge sample. I printed the frame photographs. The final cover was unfinished, but the structural work was sound and the notes explained the next test. They had asked for a work in progress. This was one.
I should have felt ready enough.
Instead I kept seeing white edges on marigold leaves and my own name beside a rectangle promising a dry space at the fair.
At midnight, I added two more pages to the portfolio. Neither made it better. I put the case by the door and set three alarms.
I slept badly, which was not the thing that made me miss the interview.
A Hundred Little Favours
I woke before the first alarm.
The room was pale. My clothes hung over the chair. The portfolio case stood by the door, packed and repacked, with the train details in its front pocket. Nothing had been left mysteriously impossible during the night.
At six fifteen, Agnes texted.
Coat stable. Stan coming at nine. Go and show them your work.
I read it while sitting on the bed. Then I opened the photographs of the damaged plants.
One leaf had turned dark at the edge. Another still looked almost normal, which made the damage seem like something I could negotiate with if I watched long enough. Mrs Pelling had sent no new complaint. I checked anyway.
At six thirty, an email arrived from Mrs Vale asking for the canopy dimensions so the equipment plan could be finalised. She did not demand an immediate reply. I decided it would be easier to answer before leaving.
I opened the drawing.
The last version didn't have confirmed dimensions because the wet-load test had failed. I could have written that. I could have said I was away today and would reply tomorrow. Instead I adjusted the support spacing, trying to make the numbers become a promise I could keep.
At six forty-five, Mum called upstairs.
“Breakfast. You've got time if you come now.”
“I'll be down in a minute.”
At six fifty-two, I found a mistake in the photograph captions. One measurement belonged to the previous model. It would have taken ten seconds to cross it out by hand. I opened the file and reprinted the page.
The printer ran out of paper.
For years afterwards, I could have told the story as though the printer did it. The broken supply, the unlucky morning, the chain of tiny obstacles. It would have been easy. It would also have been a lie with very convenient scenery.
I had paper in the drawer.
I had a pen beside the case.
I had enough time to leave if I stopped.
At seven, Mum came upstairs and found me holding two nearly identical photographs.
“June.”
“I need the right one.”
“You need your shoes.”
“The second bus would still—”
“No. You checked. The second bus misses the connection.”
I knew that. I had written it down carefully in order not to know it this morning.
She took one photograph from my hand, not to choose it but to make me look at her.
“Do you want me to drive you to the station?”
The station was forty minutes away. We could still have reached the train. She would have been late to meet the school maintenance engineer, but she was offering, and I could have accepted.
I pictured arriving in Beckford with the case, explaining why the canopy didn't work and why the coat work wasn't mine and why my good objects were mostly ordinary things made easier to use. I pictured people my age carrying beautiful pieces they had made in bright studios, with vocabulary I would recognise too late.
Then I pictured the shop. The familiar room. A problem in which I knew where the towels were.
“I should stay,” I said.
Mum let go of the photograph.
“Why?”
“After yesterday. Agnes needs—”
“Agnes told you to go.”
“The plants. The fair. I can't just—”
“June. Those are things happening. They're not all instructions to you.”
I started crying, which annoyed me so much that the tears became harder to stop. Mum sat beside me. She did not make the tears an emergency that justified the decision for me.
At seven ten, the bus left without my having seen it.
At seven twenty, Mum said we still had the car option.
I shook my head.
By eight, I had written an email saying a family business problem meant I couldn't travel that morning. I didn't describe the problem as dangerous. I didn't say anyone had been injured. I merely let the sentence imply that leaving had not been a choice.
I sent it and felt relief so immediate that it made me ashamed.
Then there was nothing left to organise around the fear. I had done the thing I was frightened of regretting.
Agnes found me at the shop at nine.
She looked at the portfolio case in my hand and stopped in the doorway.
“No,” she said.
“I thought I could help.”
“I told you I didn't need you here.”
“I know.”
She put down her bag slowly.
“Did you miss the bus?”
I nodded.
“Or did you not take it?”
The difference stood between us, unpleasantly exact.
“I didn't take it.”
Agnes pulled out the stool. I sat because my legs had become tired in the way they did after running, though I had spent the morning avoiding travel.
She didn't hug me at first. She made tea, placed a cup beside me and sat down herself.
“I can't decide to stay in this shop to make you less afraid of leaving,” she said. “And I can't let you use me as the reason not to find out what else you want.”
“I've probably lost the place.”
“You may have lost the interview. We don't know the rest.”
“I don't want to ring them.”
“No. I imagine you don't.”
We sat in silence while a customer read the sign outside and continued down the street. The world did not stop to acknowledge my failure. It felt offensive and, after a while, slightly merciful.
At ten fifteen, the time printed in the invitation, I opened my notebook.
I crossed out the phrase family business problem in the draft I had saved.
Beneath it, I wrote the sentence I had not sent.
I was frightened, and I chose not to come.
I did not know yet what to do with the truth. At least it no longer looked like a broken printer.
Away Does Not Mean Against You
Bex came round on Friday carrying two cans of lemonade and no sewing.
“I heard,” she said.
“From Mum?”
“From you. You sent me an emoji that looked like a person dissolving. Then your mum said you were home when I asked whether you'd arrived back safely.”
I let her in.
We sat on my bedroom floor, where the portfolio case occupied exactly the place it had before the interview. The room had become difficult to look at because every object appeared to remember what I had intended to do with it.
Bex opened a can.
“Have you contacted them again?”
“No.”
“Are you going to?”
“I don't know.”
She nodded. I waited for advice. She didn't give it immediately, which should have made me grateful. Instead I began filling the silence defensively.
“It wasn't just nerves. There was a lot going on.”
“I know.”
“The coat, the shop, the fair—”
“I know those things exist, June.”
“You make it sound easy.”
“I haven't said it was easy.”
That was true. I resented her for staying so close to the actual conversation while I tried to argue with a version of it in which somebody had already been cruel enough to justify my feelings.
She set the can on the floor.
“I'm not angry that you got scared. I'm worried you're going to spend the rest of the summer proving you had to miss it.”
“Not everybody can just go.”
The words came out sharper than I intended. Bex's face changed.
“Do you think that's what I'm doing?”
“I didn't mean—”
“Just going? As if I haven't worked or worried or had to work out how to afford my room?”
“I know you have.”
“Then don't make leaving something people do because they care less.”
I looked at the floor. A thread from the backdrop had caught in the carpet near my foot. I pulled at it until it came free.
“I feel like everyone knows how to move on except me.”
Bex softened for a moment. I could see the opening, and in my panic I made it worse.
“You'll have all these new people. You'll barely think about this place.”
She went still.
“That was unfair.”
“I know.”
“No. You don't get to say I know so quickly that it becomes the end of what I get to feel about it.”
I shut my mouth.
She stood, collected her bag and left the unopened lemonade beside the case.
“I love you,” she said, sounding tired rather than dramatic. “I'm also not going to make my future smaller so you can believe I do.”
After she left, I sat on the floor for a long time.
Mum came up to ask whether I wanted lunch. I said no. She brought toast anyway, then asked whether no had meant not hungry or not ready to come downstairs. I appreciated the question enough to eat half a slice.
“I was horrible to Bex.”
“Do you want to tell me?”
I did, though each sentence made me sound less like the misunderstood person I had tried to be.
Mum listened. When I finished, she rested her elbows on her knees.
“After your dad moved out, I leaned on you too much some days.”
I looked up.
“You helped because you're kind and because things needed doing. I let that become a habit. I should have asked more often whether you were helping because you wanted to or because you thought the whole thing depended on you.”
“It wasn't all you.”
“I know. I'm talking about my part.”
She looked at the portfolio case.
“I'm proud of your work. I'm also your mother when you don't go to an interview and say something unkind to your friend. You don't need to fix a chair before I remember that.”
I leaned against her shoulder. She put an arm around me and said nothing about the damp patch my face was making on her shirt.
That evening, I wrote to Bex.
I made your leaving into a judgment about me. It isn't. I was hurt and frightened and I used you to argue with it. I'm sorry. You don't need to answer tonight.
I read the message twice to remove the sentence beginning But.
Then I sent it.
She didn't reply that evening. I resisted sending another message to make sure she had understood the first. Understanding wasn't the same as being ready to make me comfortable.
I put the unopened lemonade in the fridge and took the portfolio out of its case. The work looked exactly as it had before Thursday. That was almost harder to bear than if it had become obviously worthless.
I left it on the table where I could see it. Hiding it had not made me braver.
The Other House
Dad came to collect me on Saturday without asking whether I wanted to bring any repairs.
I noticed. He noticed me noticing and said, “Tess has confiscated the blanket until we learn to use an order book.”
I smiled a little.
Ollie had gone to a friend's house, so it was just me. The car felt different without his commentary. Dad turned the radio down and left it down, which meant we could hear every small silence we put into the space.
“I heard about Thursday,” he said.
“Everyone has.”
“Only the people who were going to ask how it went.”
I looked out at the passing shops.
“I didn't miss it by accident.”
He waited.
“I had ways to get there. I didn't use them.”
“That must be difficult to say.”
“It would be more helpful if it hadn't been necessary.”
He nodded. We stopped at a light. A man on a bicycle beside us balanced a bag of bread on one handlebar and seemed much calmer about it than I felt about anything.
“Do you remember the evening course I started when you were about ten?” Dad asked.
“The one with the spreadsheets?”
“Yes. I stopped going after two months. I said work was too busy. It was busy, but I also hated being the person in the room who asked the slowest question.”
“Did you go back?”
“No.”
I turned towards him.
“I wish this story had a better ending for your convenience,” he said. “It doesn't. I wish I'd gone back.”
At the house, Tess was taking Pip out for a walk. She asked whether I wanted to come. I said maybe later. She accepted the answer without turning it into a test of whether I liked my sister.
Dad made tea. He remembered where the mugs were. I still didn't.
The smaller bedroom had a bed I sometimes used, a desk with his old printer on it and a cupboard partly occupied by baby supplies. I stood in the doorway while he fetched the tin of Grandad's notebooks I had forgotten on my earlier visit.
“What?” he asked, seeing my face.
“Nothing.”
He put the tin down.
“I'm trying not to accept that one too quickly anymore.”
I sat on the bed. The cover was clean and unfamiliar, chosen to be neutral enough that it didn't look like anybody's room in particular.
“I don't want you to keep everything exactly how it was,” I said. “I know you live here now. I know Pip needs space. I just don't like feeling as if I should leave everything tidy enough that nobody can tell I came.”
He looked at the cupboard.
“I called it your room.”
“Yes.”
“But I filled half of it with things you have to move.”
I nodded.
He sat beside me, leaving enough space that I didn't feel required to lean on him.
“I'm sorry.”
“I don't want a huge room makeover. That would be weird.”
“What would help?”
The question was so simple I nearly answered with something that would be easy for him.
Instead I looked at the desk.
“A drawer that's mine. And you coming to see me sometimes without it being about delivering something or collecting us. You did come on Wednesday. I liked that.”
“I liked it too.”
“Then do it again.”
“I will.”
I wanted a promise large enough to cover every time he might forget. What he had offered was smaller and more useful, provided he kept doing it.
We moved the printer. Not dramatically. It went into his actual office corner, where he said it should have been months earlier. I chose a drawer and put the spare notebook from my bag inside. It looked insignificant on its own. I left it there anyway.
When Tess returned, Pip had fallen asleep with one sock missing. Dad carried her upstairs. Tess sat with me in the kitchen and ate a biscuit standing over the sink.
“He's learning,” she said.
“Is that your official assessment?”
“It's my assessment of most people, including me.”
I looked at the hallway where the pushchair stood.
“I don't hate being here.”
“You don't have to prove that by loving every minute.”
“I know.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“Sorry,” I said. “I've been told I use that as punctuation.”
We laughed. It was an ordinary laugh, not the beginning of a magically perfect new family. I liked Tess more when I didn't feel I had to decide what liking her said about Mum.
After lunch, Dad drove me to Gran's rather than home. We had arranged to collect the remaining papers on Sunday, but she was there and said she would put the kettle on. He asked whether I wanted him to stay.
“Just help with the tin,” I said. “Then I've got things to ask her.”
He carried it to the door, kissed my cheek and left without making me responsible for whether he felt included.
Gran watched his car pull away.
“Your father looks tired.”
“He's got a baby.”
“So did I once. It explains things. Doesn't solve them.”
She took the tin from me and led the way inside.
The Weather We Actually Had
Gran's loft had contained thirty years of objects labelled useful, sentimental or not mine to throw away.
She was reducing the third category first.
“Your grandfather's great contribution to storage,” she told me, opening a cupboard, “was believing that if he wrote prototype on something, it became illegal to dispose of it.”
I laughed, then felt disloyal and stopped.
Gran noticed.
“He's been dead two years, June. He hasn't become less funny to live with in retrospect.”
We worked at her dining table, where a faded mark showed the position of a vase she had moved only after deciding she no longer liked it. The new empty space still surprised her. She kept putting the salt there and then looking annoyed with the salt for not being flowers.
I told her about the coat, the nine loops and the damaged plants. She listened without interrupting to explain what Grandad would have done better. When I finished, she closed her eyes for a moment.
“He was supposed to dismantle that.”
“Did he know how?”
“Not safely enough to stop talking about it and do it.”
She opened a narrow notebook from the tin. Its pages contained expenses, sketches and occasional entries with no date, because Grandad apparently considered the order of his thoughts more durable than calendars.
Gran found the photograph of Mae and turned it over.
“He promised her something before he'd worked out whether he could make it. Then she changed her mind about wanting it. He said that was fine. It wasn't fine immediately.”
“Agnes said.”
“He was embarrassed. Not angry with Mae in the way he made it sound when he told the story. Embarrassed that being useful hadn't made him necessary to her leaving.”
I looked at the notebook.
The resemblance was uncomfortable enough that I tried to concentrate on his handwriting instead.
A page near the back showed the coat pattern with three different endings. Two were crossed out. The third led to an unmarked strip beyond the final loop. Beside it he had written: Leave enough unprepared cloth. Do not improve the evening.
“That looks important,” I said.
“It might be. He wrote important things beside shopping lists.”
I photographed the page. It wasn't a set of instructions. The stitching order was incomplete, and one return still doubled back beneath the sleeve. But the empty strip at the edge matched something in the actual lining we had treated as spare material.
“Did he test this version?”
“I don't think so. He said he'd look at it when he had time. Then he found another thing he wanted to make.”
Gran poured tea into cups that did not match because she had decided matching was an optional service crockery could provide.
“I remember the day Mae left,” she said. “Not because it was special weather. Because I had washing out and your grandad kept insisting the afternoon would clear.”
“Did it?”
“No. It rained on and off until evening. Mae came to say goodbye with wet shoes. Agnes pretended she was too busy to walk to the station, then went anyway and complained about the entire journey afterwards.”
I smiled.
“What did Grandad do with the coat?”
“Put it in the old return box. Later the box was used for something else, and he stored the coat with its opening loose. I made him write the warning when I found him telling someone it only needed a few neat stitches.”
I looked up sharply.
“He knew someone would think that?”
“He knew he himself might forget which few stitches were the dangerous ones. That's why we label things. Not because the next person is less clever.”
I felt a small part of my shame shift position. I had made a mistake. It remained mine. But the warning hidden in a folded seam was not proof that everybody else had handled the object perfectly until I arrived.
Gran touched the edge of the photograph.
“Don't make saving this coat the only way to love him.”
I swallowed.
“I don't want to cut it apart.”
“I know. It's beautiful.”
“It might not be after.”
“Then you can be sad about that too.”
We went through the rest of the papers. There were no final answers waiting under the last envelope. There was a rough drawing of a broader return frame, a list of ordinary fabric allowances and a note reminding him to buy potatoes. I kept all three in the photographs. It seemed wrong to preserve only the version of Grandad who made useful discoveries.
Before I left, Gran asked about the interview. I told her the full story, including the car I could have taken.
She listened, then pushed a biscuit towards me.
“What are you going to do now?”
“I don't know.”
“That's a beginning. Don't furnish it and move in.”
I put the notebook in my bag and kissed her cheek.
Outside, the afternoon had become grey while we talked. Not beautiful, not dramatic. Just enough light to see the way home.
An Unhelpful Apology
I went to see Eli on Monday with a packet of biscuits and an apology that had too many jobs attached to it.
I had written the speech on the bus. I would explain Thursday, say I was sorry for going quiet, offer to help make the tool rolls he needed for Westport and demonstrate, by being extremely practical about his departure, that I no longer had any unreasonable feelings about it.
The speech lasted until he asked, “How are you?”
Then I said, “Would you ever think about staying a bit longer?”
The biscuits were still in my hand.
He looked at me across the workbench.
“How much longer?”
“I don't know. A few months.”
“That's when the apprenticeship starts.”
“I know.”
“If I miss it, I don't just go later. I lose the place.”
“I wasn't asking you to lose it.”
“What were you asking?”
The shed seemed suddenly too full of things I couldn't look at. A boat rib. A clamp. A shaving curled like a small pale question on the floor. I put the biscuits down because holding them had begun to feel absurd.
“I don't want everything to change at once.”
Eli leaned back against the bench. He didn't cross his arms, which I noticed because I had already started preparing myself to feel shut out.
“I don't want to be far from you,” he said. “That's not the same as wanting to stay here instead.”
I looked at his hands. There was a shallow scratch across one knuckle and a strip of tape around the thumb he'd rubbed raw sanding. I liked those hands. I liked what he wanted to do with them. Somehow I had separated that from the actual future in which he got to do it.
“I'm being unfair.”
“Yes.”
The answer hurt. He wasn't trying to soften it for me, and I couldn't blame him.
“I missed the interview because I was scared,” I said. “Not because I had to help Agnes. I had a way to go. I didn't take it.”
He was quiet for a moment.
“I guessed some of that.”
“From my very detailed message saying it was complicated?”
“Mostly.”
I laughed without much humour.
“I didn't want you to think I was the kind of person who doesn't turn up.”
“I wanted you to tell me what happened.”
“That sounds so much easier when you say it afterwards.”
“It probably was difficult. I still wanted to know.”
I sat on the stool beside the bench. Stan was out collecting timber. Without his voice from the other end of the shed, the space felt too private for the conversation I had prepared and exactly private enough for the one we were having.
“I can help with the tool rolls,” I said.
Eli closed his eyes briefly.
“What?”
“You don't need to sew your way out of this conversation.”
“I wasn't—”
I stopped.
He looked tired. Not of me entirely, I hoped, but of being offered tasks where an honest feeling ought to have been.
“You can say you'll miss me,” he said. “You can say you're worried about what happens. You don't have to disguise it as a problem with my packing.”
I rubbed my thumb along the edge of the stool.
“I'll miss you.”
“I'll miss you too.”
“And I'm worried you'll get there and this will feel like a nice thing that happened before your proper life started.”
His face changed.
“Is that what you think this is?”
“No.”
“Then let me have an opinion too.”
I nodded. It was harder than promising a tool roll because I couldn't make trust with my hands and inspect the seam afterwards.
We opened the biscuits. They were the plain sort Stan bought, which suddenly seemed a poor choice for an apology but an excellent one for two people who needed something uncomplicated to do with their mouths.
“Do you still want to see me?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
“I don't want every nice evening to feel like a test of whether I'll change my answer about September.”
“It won't.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“I'll try not to do that,” I corrected.
“That sounds more believable.”
I left before Stan returned. Eli walked me to the lane but didn't kiss me goodbye. I wanted him to, which didn't mean he owed me one to prove the conversation had ended successfully.
At the corner, he touched my hand.
“Tell me about the next email,” he said. “Even if it doesn't go how you want.”
“I will.”
On the bus home, I opened the apology I'd written that morning. It looked polished and almost completely beside the point.
I deleted the paragraph about helping him pack. The blank space beneath it was uncomfortable. I let it stay blank.
Listen to the Wrong Note
Mae was arguing with the piano when I arrived at the cinema on Tuesday.
Not with the tuner, who sat on the floor beside an open tool case, calmly eating a sandwich. With the piano itself.
“You can't keep deciding that note is optional,” she told it.
The tuner swallowed.
“It isn't deciding. The action's sticking.”
“I'm aware it's not a moral disagreement, Peter.”
“Just checking.”
I liked him immediately.
Hazel had paid for the initial repair assessment. The instrument could be made usable for a limited programme, though it would need more work later. A hired keyboard would cover the pieces that demanded a range the old keys could no longer manage evenly. Mae didn't seem insulted by the compromise. She looked relieved to know what was true before rehearsing around what wasn't.
I brought Gran's notebook and the photographs of the empty strip at the coat's edge. Mae asked me to sit near the front while Peter finished the mechanical adjustment.
She tried a few bars after he stepped back. The tune was one of hers, slower than the recordings Mum played while cooking. Without the rest of the arrangement, I could hear the small spaces between phrases. They made the next notes feel as though they had arrived from somewhere rather than merely followed instructions.
When she stopped, I asked whether she always left that much silence.
“Not when I was younger.”
“Why not?”
“I was frightened people would think I'd forgotten what came next.”
Peter gave a small snort from behind the piano.
“Artists are strange,” he said.
“People who spend their lives repairing the insides of furniture don't get to make broad claims about normality.”
He accepted this by tightening something noisily.
I showed Mae the notebook page.
“He wrote not to improve the evening.”
She studied it.
“That sounds like something I may have said less politely.”
“Do you remember the end of the sequence you asked for?”
She closed her eyes, not in a mystical way, just the way people do when trying to find a room they've stored badly in their memory.
“The west wall. A little warmth left in it. Then opening the bedroom window before bed. That was the last thing.”
“What weather?”
“Whatever was there.”
I looked at the blank strip.
“No special sample?”
“No. The point was that the day ended. You stopped keeping it outside.”
I felt something shift, not yet an answer but a better question.
We had been treating every section of the coat as though it had to contribute another condition. Grandad had added warmth after warmth, trying to make the sequence satisfy a feeling it couldn't measure. The empty edge might not be an unfinished piece of the design. It might be the only part that had never needed a capture.
“That doesn't tell us how to undo the knot,” I said.
“No. Sorry. I'm more useful with notes that don't freeze marigolds.”
I laughed.
Mae looked at me over the notebook.
“Agnes said the interview was difficult.”
“I didn't go.”
“Ah.”
“I was hoping difficult might cover that indefinitely.”
“It covers quite a lot. Not always the part you need.”
I told her I was going to write again. Saying it to somebody who hadn't spent the last week urging me to do it made the decision feel less like compliance and more like my own.
She nodded and returned to the piano.
“Can you hold this page open?”
I sat beside her while she played. One note still caught. Peter stopped eating, adjusted the action and asked her to repeat the same passage. She did, patiently, several times. There was no single inspired moment in which the instrument recognised her feelings and repaired itself. A person knew what was wrong, moved a small part and tested the result.
I found that comforting.
When they finished, Mae asked Peter how much of the programme she could reasonably rehearse that week. He gave her a limited answer. She accepted it and changed the plan rather than treating the limit as an insult to the music.
On the way out, I passed the torn screen. Hazel had pinned a temporary support beneath the damaged edge so it couldn't catch when moved. The repair was visible, practical and not the final version. People were already using the room around it.
At home, I laid the coat photograph beside my hinge drawings.
The important question wasn't how to make every loop complete a perfect day. It was how to give each loop an exit that didn't become another beginning.
I wrote the question down. Then I made tea before trying to answer it, because apparently some lessons only became mine after I practised them while nobody watched.
The End of the Sleeve
We turned the coat inside out on Wednesday, using broad supports so the weight never pulled on the charged lining.
Agnes opened only the loose outer facing. The inner loops remained in their stable holding arrangement. I photographed each stage from the same height, with a ruler beside the seam and a numbered card showing which part we were examining. It was the least romantic kind of discovery I had ever imagined having, and much more useful than finding one miraculous sentence in a notebook.
The plain strip ran from the hem to the left sleeve.
It was narrower than it looked in Grandad's drawing because he had folded part of it into a reinforcement. The lining crossed it twice, joining two beginnings where an ending should have remained separate. One of my twelve stitches had caught that folded section and pulled the crossing into contact with the outer return.
“There,” Agnes said.
I leaned closer without touching.
“That was mine.”
“Yes. The connection wasn't. Your stitch tightened a risk already sitting there.”
She wasn't excusing me. I could hear the care she took not to. She was separating the things we needed to change instead of allowing guilt to bundle them into one impressive but useless knot.
We made a full-size uncharged model from scrap cloth. Not a pretty one. Every loop had a different colour, and each shared crossing was marked with a paper flag. Eli had brought thin wooden slats for the frame before heading to an apprenticeship meeting online. He left them by the door with the measurements clearly labelled and no suggestion that he expected us to wait for him to do the work.
I set the slats around the model.
“What if each return had its own temporary tail?” I asked.
Agnes looked at the fabric.
“To carry it clear while the next crossing opens?”
“Yes. Not one large exit we hope they all find. Nine separate paths, held apart. The plain strip goes last, so nothing can loop back through it while we're opening the others.”
She didn't say brilliant. She asked me to show her where the third path would go when the sleeve was supported.
I showed her.
It crossed the fifth.
We changed the order and tried again.
For two hours, we opened and closed the model, moving the temporary tails, checking what tightened when weight shifted. The first version twisted. The second let three loops fall across a fourth. The third worked flat on the table but failed when we raised the sleeve support by an inch.
I felt the old impatience begin: the desire to make the correct answer arrive because I had already imagined showing it to someone.
Agnes saw me reaching for the same knot again.
“Write down why it failed.”
“I can see why.”
“Then you'll be able to write it.”
I did. The act of putting the failure into words showed me that I had treated the sleeve as though it weighed nothing. My own frame design had the same weakness in its first model: movement considered without load.
I added a separate support beneath the sleeve and made the tails broad enough not to pull at a single stitch.
The model opened.
We closed it and tried again.
It opened a second time, less neatly because Agnes deliberately shifted the weight before I reached the third return.
“Again,” she said.
By the sixth test, I was tired enough to forget a flag. The sequence stopped safely instead of tightening another loop. That mattered more than the graceful first success.
We recorded the new design. There would still need to be a larger physical return frame, an outdoor site with enough clear space, a stable airflow and adults who could hold the supports without improvising under pressure. The model was not the coat. We wrote that at the top of the page.
Then Agnes allowed herself a smile.
“This is worth building.”
I sat back so quickly the chair creaked.
“Really?”
“Yes. Don't make me say it twice. It loses value.”
We laughed, and for a moment I felt like the person I'd hoped to be when I sewed the lining: someone who could look carefully at a thing, understand part of what it needed and make a useful change.
The difference was that I no longer needed the useful change to erase every earlier mistake.
That evening, I photographed the model for my development notes. I named Agnes's contributions, Stan's box design and Grandad's original construction. Under my own part I wrote: Separate temporary returns; supported sleeve release; failure-safe order tested with uncharged model.
It looked smaller than claiming to have solved the coat.
It also looked like work I could stand beside without waiting for somebody to discover whose hands had done the rest.
Letting Agnes Sail
Agnes went sailing on Thursday.
Only for the day, with the same two friends whose trip I had interrupted. The coat remained stable in its vented holding case. Stan was available locally. Mum would be at the shop for the afternoon, and we had a written check schedule that did not include trying anything clever while the qualified person was away.
Agnes explained this while putting on her jacket.
“I don't need permission,” she said. “I do want you to know the arrangement.”
“I know.”
She looked at me.
“I mean I understand,” I added. “Have a good day.”
The words were sincere and slightly stiff, like shoes I had bought in the right size but not worn enough yet.
She smiled and left.
For the first hour, I checked the return case twice as often as the schedule required. For the second, I stopped doing that because the observations were exactly the same and I could hear Agnes's voice telling me that worry was not a measuring instrument.
The shop had an ordinary morning. A zip needed replacing. A man wanted three identical buttons when we had two. A woman brought back a spent breeze square folded correctly and apologised for the tea stain, which did not affect the uncharged material once it had been properly washed and inspected.
I worked through the orders in the sequence written in the book rather than the sequence in which I imagined people would like me best.
At noon, Mrs Pelling arrived.
I looked at her hands for replacement-plant receipts before looking at her face. She noticed.
“I've come for thread, June. I'm allowed more than one subject.”
“Of course.”
She selected a dark green spool. I found it and put it on the counter.
“How are they?” I asked.
“Some recovering. Some not. The replacements are good plants. They're not mine yet, but they'll learn.”
“I'm sorry.”
“I know. You've said it. Your aunt paid the agreed amount. Don't make me come in to manage your face every time I need sewing supplies.”
I stared at her, then laughed because she looked faintly pleased with the force of the sentence.
“Fair.”
She put her money down.
“Have you written to your school?”
“Not yet.”
“Then write. Even if they say no, you'll stop needing to ask the question while selling me thread.”
Mum came after lunch. She brought a sandwich, took over the counter and pointed me upstairs without suggesting another household job I could use to delay.
I opened the Bell Lane correspondence.
Their reply to my cancellation was polite and brief. They were sorry I had been unable to attend. Interview places were limited. I should contact admissions if I wished to discuss whether another assessment route remained available. They had not promised one. They had not declared me a permanent failure either.
I drafted a new message.
I explained that I had made a poor decision under stress, that there had been a real problem at the family business but no emergency requiring me to stay, and that my earlier wording had not made that distinction clear. I apologised for wasting the panel's slot. I asked whether I could submit the existing work and development notes for any remaining assessment opportunity, understanding that the answer might be no.
I did not tell them about every person who had advised me. I did not make the weather coat sound more dangerous than it was. I attached nothing until I had checked what their process allowed.
Then I pressed send.
Downstairs, Mum was helping a customer compare two repair options. I waited until they left before telling her.
“Good,” she said.
“That doesn't mean they'll say yes.”
“No. It means you've asked them the real question.”
Agnes sent a photograph at four. The boat was mostly visible behind her thumb. Everyone in the picture had terrible hair and looked happy in a way no advertisement would have approved.
The message read: Wind rude. Lunch excellent. Home at six.
I sent back a picture of the stable temperature record and the repaired zip. Then I added: I wrote to Bell Lane.
Her reply came several minutes later.
I'm glad. Also please stop photographing the stockroom like it owes you money.
I laughed aloud.
That evening she came home smelling of salt and sun-warmed rope. She looked at the shop, the case and the completed order entries, then put down her bag.
“Tea?” I asked.
“Yes.”
We made it together. She told me about the sailing, including the part where she had misjudged a turn and been corrected by her friend without either of them needing to become a different person afterwards.
The shop had survived her absence. More importantly, the day had belonged to her while she was gone.
No More Dry-Weather Guarantees
Telling Mrs Vale took less than two minutes.
I had spent most of Friday morning preparing for it.
We met in the café again. She had the same folder, the same site plan and a new expression suggesting that several people had recently explained why their promises needed revising.
“The cover isn't ready,” I said. “The design hasn't passed the wet-load and wind tests. I shouldn't have told you I could provide a dry working space before I knew how.”
She put down her pencil.
“How not ready?”
“Not suitable to use at the fair.”
“But you could finish it in the next two weeks?”
“I can't responsibly promise that.”
The word responsibly felt stiff in my mouth. I used it anyway because the alternative was letting maybe become another yes while she wrote.
Mrs Vale looked at the plan.
“You agreed to cover.”
“I did.”
“And we've arranged the area around that.”
“I know. I'm sorry. I can return the materials advance for the part I can't supply. The indoor demonstration frame still works as a display, but it needs an actual approved roof over it.”
For a moment she said nothing. Cups clinked behind the counter. A child at the next table blew bubbles through a straw until the adult beside him quietly removed the drink.
“I wish you'd told me earlier,” she said.
“I should have.”
I did not add how busy I'd been. It was true, but it wasn't the part she needed to carry.
She rubbed the side of her nose with one finger, leaving a faint pencil mark.
“I let myself hear a solution to the budget when you were describing an idea. That wasn't sensible either.”
“I did say yes.”
“You did.”
We let both things remain true without competing to become the only person at fault.
The cinema's ground-floor assessment was scheduled for Monday. Hazel had offered a draft layout that could accommodate the performances and a smaller set of demonstrations, with separate entry periods and fewer stalls. Some traders could use the covered market passage instead. Others would have to accept a reduced programme if the weather was poor.
“Nobody wants to announce a smaller fair,” Mrs Vale said.
“People might prefer knowing where to go.”
She looked at me, then at the pencil mark on her finger.
“I used to organise birthday parties with six children and a cake. How did I acquire a site plan?”
I laughed. So did she, reluctantly.
We wrote down what I could actually provide: a folding display, measured single-sample demonstrations, trays, clear labels and an adult safety check. No roof. No general sunshine. No untested coat material anywhere near the public session.
I refunded the agreed part of the advance that afternoon. It reduced the money I had saved from repairs, which made the lesson less abstract. Agnes checked the account and did not quietly return the money to me afterwards.
At five, Bex texted.
Walk tomorrow? No advice unless one of us explicitly orders it.
I stared at the message for a moment before answering.
Yes. Chips optional but encouraged.
We met the next morning outside the library. The first few minutes were awkward. I wanted to behave as though nothing had happened and apologise again every twelve seconds, both of which would have made the walk about managing me.
Instead I said, “Thank you for asking.”
She nodded.
We went towards the cinema, where Hazel had asked for help moving the approved ground-floor furniture into the proposed arrangement. Bex had said she could stay for an hour before rehearsal. I told her I could stay until three, then needed to work on my submission photographs.
She looked at me.
“An actual leaving time.”
“Experimental.”
“How's the experiment?”
“We'll know at three.”
She smiled. The tight feeling in my chest loosened a little.
On the way, we passed the shop. Bex looked at the sale sign and squeezed my hand once, without offering a plan to keep the building unchanged.
“I'll miss it too,” she said.
That helped more than all the reasons I had invented for why it couldn't possibly go.
The Empty Cinema
Moving a row of cinema seats required four people, one clear instruction and somebody willing to admit that the clear instruction had pointed at the wrong end.
We had four people.
The rest took longer.
Hazel eventually drew arrows on masking tape and labelled the two ends TOWARDS DOOR and NOT TOWARDS DOOR. Nora said this was the most useful typography she had seen all week.
Bex and I carried the lighter chairs. Eli helped Stan shift a workbench that was being removed from the performance area. He greeted me warmly without pretending our last conversation had never happened. I was grateful and nervous in a way that made the chair feel heavier than it was.
The ground-floor hall would not fit the entire outdoor fair. Hazel had measured it twice and asked the venue assessor to confirm the safe capacity, the exit routes and the arrangements for lighting and equipment before any public event was announced. We were moving only the items already approved for volunteers to handle. The balcony remained locked. A handwritten sign beneath the official one said STILL NOT A SHORTCUT, which suggested someone had tested the original wording.
Mrs Vale arrived with revised programmes in which several hopeful items had become conditional. She looked tired. She also looked more interested in what the room could do than in what the old plan had promised.
“We can have two performance sessions,” Bex said. “The group doesn't mind repeating. We already do that in rehearsal until everyone hates the same four bars.”
Mae, standing by the piano, called, “Professional training.”
People laughed. The room began to sound less like a building awaiting rescue and more like one being used.
My frame fitted along the side wall, clear of the exit and away from the instruments. I unfolded it with Bex watching my hands.
“That's much better than the first version.”
“It had a strong interest in fingers.”
“I remember.”
She placed the demonstration tray on the support and gently pressed the edge. It stayed level.
“Can someone shorter reach the top?”
I showed her the lower release point. She tried it herself and grinned when the whole surface settled into place.
“You made it so people don't need you standing beside them.”
I looked at the frame.
“That was the idea.”
It had taken me a long time to understand how much I wanted that from objects and how frightened I was of it in relationships.
At the front, Eli and Stan were working on the temporary screen support. I watched Eli listen to his grandpa, disagree about the fixing position and explain why. Stan inspected the proposed change, grunted and moved his pencil line. They didn't need to be gentle every second to trust each other.
Bex followed my glance.
“You two all right?”
“We're trying.”
“Good.”
“I was unfair about Westport too.”
“Ah. Efficient week.”
I groaned. She bumped my shoulder.
“I'm not saying that to punish you.”
“I know. It was quite accurate.”
Bex came back after rehearsal, and we took a break outside with sandwiches. She told me about her accommodation forms and the student she’d been messaging who also worried about being the least experienced person in the room. I listened without using the conversation to calculate how much of her attention remained available to me.
At two fifty-five, Nora asked whether someone could help sort a last box of display labels.
I opened my mouth.
Bex looked at me over her sandwich.
“I need to leave at three,” I said. “I can do five minutes, or someone else can take the whole job.”
Nora gave the box to another volunteer who had just arrived. Nothing in the room suggested a structural collapse in my absence.
At the door, Eli caught up with me.
“The frame looks good.”
“Thank you.”
“Are you sending it to Bell Lane?”
“I've asked what they'll accept. I'm getting the photographs ready.”
He smiled, and I recognised the relief beneath it.
“Good.”
I touched his hand briefly.
“I'd like another evening that's just an evening.”
“So would I.”
“After we finish the return frame?”
He looked at me.
I laughed at myself before he had to.
“Before. The work can wait a few hours.”
“Better.”
Outside, the sky was clear. The fair might still have a sunny day. For the first time, the plan didn't require it to.
The Work That Is Mine
Bell Lane replied on Tuesday morning while I was carrying a board through the cinema door.
My phone vibrated against my hip. I knew it was probably an email because the vibration was shorter than a call, which did not stop my hands tightening around the new handle as though the board might be able to keep me busy until the message changed its mind.
“Put it down,” Hazel said.
“I've got it.”
“I know. Put it down before you read whatever has made you walk like that.”
We set the board against the wall. I opened the message.
There was one final remote assessment session the following Monday week, after the fair. It did not guarantee a place; remaining offers would depend on the standard of the submitted work and available spaces. I could attend if I provided the requested portfolio by noon on the preceding Thursday. The panel would discuss three completed pieces and one development project. I needed to acknowledge the appointment within two days.
I read it three times.
Hazel waited without asking what it said.
“They'll let me be assessed online.”
“Do you want to?”
“Yes.”
“Then answer them before you build a new personality around deserving the email.”
I laughed, partly because it was accurate and partly because relief had made every ordinary sentence feel dangerous.
I replied while still standing beside the board.
Thank you. I would like to attend. I confirm the submission deadline and the appointment time.
No qualifications. No promise to become a different person before Monday.
At the shop, Agnes read the message and nodded.
“Good. What's needed?”
I made a new list. Shorter this time. The finished mending kit, the storage sleeve, the board-carrying system with Hazel's permission to photograph it in use. The frame could be the development project, showing the failed hinges, the load tests, the safe indoor version and the abandoned canopy proposal. The coat work would appear only where it had informed the support design, clearly described as a collaboration, not a finished invention I had made alone.
“Why not make the coat the main piece?” Mum asked that evening.
“Because it isn't mine. The changes are partly mine. The original object and most of the technical knowledge aren't.”
She nodded.
“And because it still leaks,” Ollie added.
“Also relevant.”
We ate dinner at the kitchen table. Agnes had gone back to sleeping above the shop after the holding case remained stable through several full cycles, with the checks and alarms arranged so no one relied on hearing a drip in their sleep. I still stayed at home most nights. It was easier to leave the work when there was an actual walk between it and my bed.
After dinner, I photographed the mending kit. The light was wrong. Instead of taking twenty bad pictures, I wrote down what I needed and booked the next afternoon by the north-facing window at the library demonstration room, where Nora had offered dry table space. No live weather would be present. She emphasised dry with sufficient force that I could hear the photocopier repair invoice behind it.
Eli texted that evening.
Any news?
I told him the whole answer: an assessment, no guaranteed place, a deadline I had confirmed. He sent back a photograph of himself giving a thumbs-up, with Stan in the background looking suspicious of the camera.
Pleased for you. Both of us, though one has concerns about whether your hinge pins are long enough.
I smiled and saved the photograph.
The next two days were work rather than drama. I measured, wrote captions, tested closures with Mum wearing thick gloves and asked Dad to carry the display board without telling him which grip was easiest. He chose the one I hadn't expected. I moved the label and changed the instructions.
Bex looked at the draft description and crossed out a sentence that called the design intuitive.
“Tell them what someone does. Not what you hope they'll magically know.”
I rewrote it: The two broad tabs open the case without requiring a fingertip grip. The inner pockets can be replaced separately.
Better.
I included photographs of failed versions. Not all of them. A pile of mistakes did not explain anything by itself. I chose the ones that showed why I had changed a specific part, with the result beside the problem.
For the first time, the portfolio began to look like a person thinking rather than a person presenting evidence that she had never been wrong.
On Thursday, Hazel paid the balance for the carrying handles. We tested the final set together. One board needed its grip a little farther towards the centre, so I adjusted it before calling the job complete.
She signed the work slip.
“Put the actual customer feedback in your notes,” she said. “Including the adjustment.”
I did.
That night I laid out the photographs across my bedroom floor. The objects were ordinary, the kind of things people might use without ever asking who had worked out the awkward parts. I realised that didn't make them small in the way I'd feared.
I wanted to learn how to make more of them.
The wanting felt different when it wasn't being used as a reason to apologise.
The Return Box
Stan called the new structure a box only because he had started calling it that before it grew legs.
By Thursday afternoon, it occupied most of the clear area at the landward end of the boat shed. A broad base supported the coat without folding it. Separate padded arms held the sleeves. Nine removable channels kept the temporary return tails apart, and a long open slot directed the spent conditions towards a screened outdoor space where nothing valuable, living or electrical would be placed.
It looked less like a piece of elegant weathercraft than furniture designed by a committee with excellent reasons to distrust fabric.
“I like it,” Agnes said.
Stan looked offended by the surprise in her voice.
“Did you expect curtains?”
“I expected something I could carry without borrowing six people.”
“You can have small or stable. Not always both.”
Eli and I fitted the last sleeve support. The work was comfortable before the conversation became comfortable, which I was careful not to mistake for the same thing. We checked the alignment, marked the loaded position and tested the release handle with the uncharged model.
My hand went towards a knot he'd already reached.
“Yours,” I said, moving back.
“Thanks.”
It was a tiny exchange. It made the next one easier.
We ran the full sequence without live weather. Agnes called the stages. Stan controlled the main support. I guided the temporary returns, and Eli recorded the load changes from the side where I couldn't see them. We stopped whenever an instruction depended on somebody understanding what another person meant by there.
By the third rehearsal, every there had acquired a name or number.
The fourth rehearsal failed because Agnes deliberately asked us to pause after the fifth loop. In the earlier model, the suspended sleeve would have shifted and pulled the sixth return across the fourth. The new support held it apart. The pause remained a pause, not a new problem.
“Again tomorrow,” she said.
I was tired enough to want a declaration of victory. She was sensible enough not to provide one.
The coat would stay in its holding case until we had completed further dry rehearsals under different loads and compared a full week of observations. We also needed the right outdoor conditions: a steady airflow away from the open return, not gusts that might push the spent weather back across the active lining. The clear yard would be available on fair Saturday morning, when the neighbouring storage area was empty. If the conditions were wrong, we would not begin.
“Even if we've arranged everything,” Agnes said.
“Especially then,” Stan replied. “People get foolish when they've carried heavy things for no visible result.”
I wrote that into the work notes as a practical instruction rather than a proverb.
During the break, Stan showed us where he'd strengthened Little Else's floor supports. The boat was almost ready for Eli to use on his own within the sheltered harbour limits. Stan discussed the remaining checks with the solemnity other people reserved for weddings.
“You don't owe me an extra year because I taught you,” he told Eli, apparently continuing an earlier conversation.
“I know.”
“You keep saying that while looking guilty near the expensive tools.”
“I look guilty because you accuse everyone near the expensive tools.”
“Fair distinction.”
I went outside to photograph the airflow flags so they could finish the conversation without becoming material I accidentally carried around.
Agnes joined me a few minutes later.
“Carrow's had enquiries,” she said.
I lowered the phone.
“About the shop?”
“Yes. No offer yet. I wanted you to hear it from me.”
“Thank you.”
One prospective buyer wanted the whole building. Another was interested in running a different repair business downstairs and living above it. Neither had promised to preserve the exact arrangement of the shelves for the comfort of our family.
“Would you want them to?” I asked.
Agnes looked back towards the shed.
“Some days. Other days I think I'd rather see someone use it properly than maintain a museum to my uncertainty.”
I considered the room at the cinema, the torn screen and the way it had begun to fill with noise again.
“What will you keep?”
“The blue mug. Some tools. The name, probably. Your grandad's good scissors, though they're mostly mine by now.”
“The bells?”
She smiled.
“I was waiting for you to ask.”
That evening, Eli and I put the model away together. He handed me the last coloured tail, carefully wound so it wouldn't tangle with the others.
“Saturday evening?” he asked. “Not this Saturday's work. The evening. I've found something we're both likely to be bad at.”
“Enticing.”
“Very safe. Deeply undignified.”
I said yes without checking whether I had earned a free evening first.
The Long Way Round
We took the bus to Bracken and played miniature golf badly enough to attract advice from a child.
“You have to aim,” she told Eli.
“I've been trying that.”
“Try harder.”
He thanked her solemnly. She walked away with the air of a consultant whose work was undervalued.
I won the first hole by accident and immediately became unpleasant about it. Eli won the second by an equally accidental route and accepted my explanation that the windmill had shown favouritism. By the ninth, neither of us knew the score because I had written a shopping item on the card instead of a number.
“This is why designers shouldn't be allowed to run competitions,” he said.
“This is why boatbuilders shouldn't trust a windmill.”
We bought ice creams and sat on a bench facing a car park rather than the sea. It was unexpectedly restful to look at a place neither of us had spent our lives turning into a symbol.
“How's Westport?” I asked.
“Still there.”
“Useful start.”
“The room's affordable if I share. Two other apprentices. One collects old radios.”
“Promising. You can both repair the wrong thing while avoiding the washing-up.”
He grinned.
We discussed the practical parts without pretending they were the entire relationship. He would be busy. So would I, whether Bell Lane offered me a place or I found another route into the work. Travel would cost money. Some weekends would belong to family or friends or the basic task of doing laundry before every item of clothing became a warning.
“I don't want a schedule where missing one call means something terrible,” I said.
“Neither do I.”
“But I do want us to make actual plans. Not just say we'll see.”
“Yes.”
He looked at me properly then.
“I'm not asking you to pretend you won't mind.”
“I know. I think I was asking you to mind so much you wouldn't go.”
“That's a fairly expensive way to prove something.”
I nodded.
A car alarm began several rows away. Nobody moved towards it. The sound continued with the confidence of a machine that did not understand the limits of public concern.
“I like you,” I said. “Not just the version who's nearby with tools.”
He smiled slowly.
“I like you too. Including the version who loses at golf and accuses architecture.”
“I didn't lose.”
“We have no reliable records.”
“Exactly.”
He reached for my hand. This time I didn't interpret it as proof that every difficult conversation had been permanently resolved. It was his hand in mine, on a bench, on a Saturday we had both chosen to spend together. That was enough work for the moment to do.
We wandered through the arcade afterwards. Eli spent a pound trying to win an ugly duck from a machine and failed because the claw appeared to have ethical objections to holding anything firmly. I won a paper fan from a different game without understanding the rules. We traded our remaining coins for a packet of sweets and called it financial maturity.
At the bus stop, rain began in a fine ordinary mist. I opened my umbrella. One rib had been repaired with a visible sleeve of blue fabric. Eli noticed and asked whether I was going to include it in the portfolio.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because it's just my umbrella.”
He smiled as though he understood something important about that answer.
The bus was late. We stood close beneath the repaired canopy, watching drops gather along its edge. I could have made the delay into a calculation of everything I ought to be doing. Instead I leaned against him and let the evening remain the evening.
When the bus came, we took the seats at the back. Eli's shoulder was warm through his jacket. I told him about the remote assessment, including the part where the panel might still say no. He told me about being afraid he would arrive at the boatyard and discover that being good in Stan's shed had not made him good anywhere else.
“I don't think you have to arrive finished,” I said.
He looked at me.
“What?”
“Nothing. I like hearing you say it.”
I kissed him before he could improve the moment with a joke. The bus went over a bump, our teeth touched awkwardly, and we both laughed into the space between us.
At Morrow, he walked me to the shop. The sale sign shifted slightly in the breeze. Inside, the old bells waited above a door that still belonged to us for now.
“Next Sunday?” he asked.
“After the fair. Before the assessment. Something very undemanding.”
“Excellent. I'll bring my worst skills.”
I watched him go, then went upstairs to put the day's photographs on my laptop. There were three of us making ridiculous faces, one of the car park and none of a useful object.
I kept them all.
A Forecast Nobody Ordered
The forecast for fair Saturday changed on Monday.
Then it changed again on Tuesday, which people interpreted according to whether they preferred optimism or having been right to worry. By Wednesday, the local service expected a wet day with a brisk front passing through before conditions eased later in the afternoon.
At the shop, a customer asked whether six sunshine packets could cover a whole tea table.
“Not while it's actively raining on it,” I said.
“What about twelve?”
“Still rain.”
She sighed, as though I had failed to appreciate a reasonable bulk purchase.
The cinema had passed its ground-floor assessment with a reduced capacity and several practical conditions the trust had already begun to meet. The balcony stayed closed. The exit passage stayed clear. The performances would run in two sessions, with entry numbers managed rather than guessed. The side rooms could not become storage simply because somebody arrived with more boxes than expected.
Mrs Vale announced the wet-weather plan before the final forecast was certain. That annoyed the people who believed planning for rain encouraged it. It reassured the people who had been wondering where to take their children without pretending a damp afternoon counted as a character-building exercise.
The fair would be smaller. Some stalls would move into the covered market passage. The outdoor games would be reduced or cancelled according to conditions. The concert and demonstrations would happen indoors. Traders who could not use the revised space were offered the agreed refund rather than a cheerful explanation of why disappointment was an opportunity.
I helped update the display notice.
Small weather demonstration. Indoors. Limited, measured samples. No control of general weather.
Bex read it.
“Less magical.”
“More likely to be true.”
She nodded. “Good genre.”
The coat's observations had changed too.
Its holding configuration remained stable, but the intervals between minor releases had shortened as the surrounding air grew more humid. The case caught a little more water each cycle. Agnes measured it, checked the cloth and compared the change with the notes. There was no need to panic. There was also no reason to pretend the pattern would remain comfortable forever if we left it alone.
The planned release on Saturday morning would depend on the actual wind in the yard, not the general forecast. If the airflow reversed, we would wait. If conditions stayed unsuitable, the coat would remain isolated and the return team would choose another day. The fact that the fair happened on Saturday did not make Saturday technically special to a piece of fabric.
I wrote that in the schedule because I knew how easily a date became a dare.
Stan checked the yard screens. Eli moved the last stored timber from the marked clear area. Agnes and I ran another full rehearsal with the empty model, including two deliberate pauses and a shifted sleeve load. The frame held. The independent tails stayed separate.
At the end, Stan asked what we would do if the original lining refused to move at the final crossing.
“Stop pulling,” I said.
“And?”
“Support the loop. Find what it's caught on. Cut only the non-active outer fabric if that gives access without tightening the return.”
Agnes nodded.
The words sounded sensible. Imagining the good scissors cutting Grandad's blue shell still made my stomach twist.
“It's a coat,” Stan said, seeing my face.
“I know.”
“A particular coat. I understand that. Still a coat.”
We covered the model and left it for the night.
On the walk home, the wind pushed a loose poster against a wall until its corner tore. I watched the paper flap and thought of the dozens of ways people had tried to make this fair represent something larger than a day: the future of a building, the reputation of a shop, the courage of a girl with a portfolio.
It was going to rain.
People would either have somewhere sensible to stand or they wouldn't. That was the part we could do something about.
At home, I checked the portfolio deadline one final time, set an alarm for the morning before it and closed the weather forecast. Looking again would not make either one kinder.
What You Can Keep
Dad helped me record the short portfolio introduction on Wednesday evening.
He brought a tripod borrowed from work and asked where I wanted it. He did not choose the background, rearrange the objects or tell me what would make me sound impressive. This was so clearly an effort on his part that I loved him a little harder for it.
Ollie operated the timer. He had made a card saying QUIET, FUTURE OCCURRING and held it up whenever anyone opened the kitchen door.
Mum ignored the card long enough to take her tea into the sitting room. Tess sent a photograph of Pip holding a spoon backwards, apparently in solidarity with practical learning.
The first recording was terrible.
I smiled too much, forgot my own name for half a second and described the mending kit as a revolutionary approach to accessibility, a phrase I had never used in conversation and did not believe the kit could support without blushing.
Ollie stopped the camera.
“You sounded like a kettle advert.”
“Thank you for your professional feedback.”
“Want another go?”
I did.
Before the second attempt, Dad asked me how I would explain the object to a customer who had sore hands and wanted to know whether it would help.
I picked it up.
“The tabs are broad enough to pull without pinching. The pockets come out separately, so you can replace one worn section without throwing away the case. I tested the closure with gloves and changed the overlap because it caught at the corner.”
Dad looked at the camera.
“That.”
We recorded it again. I stumbled once and continued. The introduction sounded like me describing work I understood. It did not sound flawless. I decided those were different aims.
Afterwards, I checked the image files, captions and permissions. Hazel had agreed to the photographs of the carrying boards. Mum and Dad had agreed to their hands appearing in the use tests. The coat notes named everyone involved. I included the failed canopy as a development limit, with the reason it had been withdrawn rather than a photograph arranged to hide the sagging edge.
I uploaded the portfolio that night, a day before the deadline. The confirmation receipt arrived. I saved a copy and sent the link to no one who might suggest a last-minute complete redesign.
Then I closed the laptop.
For several minutes I didn't know what to do with my hands.
Ollie solved this by giving me the timer card and asking whether I wanted to keep it.
“Yes,” I said.
“It isn't a contract that says you'll get in.”
“I understand.”
“Good. Legal reasons.”
I laughed and hugged him until he complained that affection was affecting the structural integrity of his ribs.
The next morning, Agnes and I photographed the coat before moving it to the boat shed in its secured holding tray. We recorded every seam, every faded patch and every place where Grandad's fine stitches met a rougher repair. The pictures were not instructions for recreating the whole object. They were a record of what it had been before we changed it to make it safe.
Gran came by while we worked.
She stood beside the table, looking at the blue fabric.
“He chose that cloth after three visits to the supplier,” she said. “Drove the man mad. Said the first blue was too cheerful and the second looked like a respectable bruise.”
I smiled.
“Would he hate us cutting it?”
“He might complain. Then he'd probably want to see how you intended to mend the cut.”
“That's not the same as permission.”
“No. It's an opinion about a man I knew. The coat's here. He's not the person taking care of what it does now.”
Agnes checked the last photograph and set the camera down.
We moved the garment into the tray without folding the active paths. The plain edge lay visible along the sleeve, still caught beneath the reinforcement we might have to open. I touched the uncharged outer cuff with one finger.
I wanted to keep its colour, its shape, the tiny uneven place near the pocket where Grandad had changed thread. I also wanted to stop the room going cold whenever an old promise found another way to begin.
Those desires could not both decide everything.
I took the good scissors from the drawer and put them in the work bag beside the blunt guides and fresh return cloths.
For once, preparing to cut did not feel like failing to mend.
The Night before the Fair
By Friday evening, the cinema smelled of clean floors, cake and a faint amount of panic somebody had tried to disguise with flowers.
The new carrying handles worked. People moved the display boards without scraping their knuckles or requiring me to appear at every doorway. I watched one volunteer adjust a grip for her height using the label I'd rewritten after Dad's test. She didn't look around for help. I felt a satisfaction so quiet I almost missed it.
Bex arrived with her costume in a bag and asked whether I could check one fastening before she put it on the rail.
“Check or improve?” I asked.
“Check. Improvement requires a separate application.”
I found a loose stitch, reinforced it and handed the costume back without considering the hemline's potential.
She inspected it.
“Perfect.”
“Functional.”
“Fine. Very emotionally moving functionality.”
We hugged in the narrow space between the rail and the wall. This time neither of us mentioned September. It was still coming. We didn't have to invite it into every room to prove we hadn't forgotten.
Mae rehearsed quietly at the piano while Peter listened to the repaired action. A keyboard stood ready beside it for the pieces that needed one. Mrs Vale checked entry lists, then checked that someone else understood the lists so she would be able to use the toilet during the event. Nora put copies of the schedule in three places because people reliably lost information when it occupied only one.
Mum and Tess worked together at the refreshment table. Dad carried boxes under their direction and seemed relieved to be given tasks whose success could be seen. Pip sat in a high chair in the staff room, testing whether pieces of banana would return if dropped often enough. Ollie had been appointed official sign holder for the children's activities and was taking the authority poorly.
The whole arrangement was ordinary and slightly strange: the people from different parts of my life sharing a room without anybody requiring the room to make us one uncomplicated family.
I set up the demonstration frame and checked the samples with Agnes. Single captures only. Each labelled, measured and previously tested. Trays in place. Clear space around the release. No demonstration if the room's conditions changed beyond the limits we'd written down. I could explain the construction without opening anything at all.
“If the roof falls off?” Ollie asked.
“Then the demonstration is cancelled,” Agnes said.
He wrote this on his clipboard.
“Useful contingency.”
At the shed, the coat waited in its holding tray. The return frame had been checked, the yard cleared and the dry rehearsal repeated. Stan would be there from early morning. Agnes and I would inspect the actual airflow before deciding whether to begin. Eli had arranged to help with the first setup at the cinema, then join us if the release went ahead.
The forecast still showed a shifting wind before the front passed. We could not schedule that into behaving.
When the hall was ready, Hazel turned off most of the lights. The torn screen had been secured back against its support. We had not hidden the old damage. Beneath it, the cleared floor waited for chairs, voices and wet shoes.
I stood in the doorway longer than necessary.
“What?” Agnes asked.
“I used to think saving a place meant making it look like the best time you had there.”
“And now?”
I looked at the refreshment table, where somebody had left a packet of paper cups open at the wrong end.
“I think it might mean letting people have a different time.”
She nudged the cups into their box.
“That seems less exhausting.”
We walked home under a sky too cloudy for stars. My assessment was on Monday. The fair was tomorrow. The coat might finally become a coat again, or we might spend another day making careful notes about why it wasn't ready.
For the first time in weeks, I had completed the thing due next and left the thing after it in a state someone else could understand.
At home, I set out dry clothes, checked my phone alarm and put the portfolio confirmation in a folder where I could find it. Then I went to bed.
I lay awake for a while. Not organising, not solving. Just listening to the first rain begin against the window and hoping the people I loved would have a place to stand inside it.
Doors Open
At seven on Saturday morning, the wind in the boatyard was coming from two directions at once.
Not literally. It crossed the yard steadily until it struck the neighbouring store, then curled back through the place where our return cloth would need to empty. The flags on the frame disagreed with the flag by the gate. That was enough.
“We wait,” Agnes said.
Stan looked at the sky, then at the flags.
“Likely to settle after the front.”
“Likely isn't the same as now.”
“No argument.”
I had expected disappointment to arrive dramatically. Instead I felt it as a tired ache behind my eyes. We had carried everything, checked everything, made space in the day. The day had not made a corresponding commitment.
The coat remained in its holding tray. Its vent was clear, the temperature within the range we'd recorded and the small water collection no worse than yesterday's. We did not begin a live release merely because the frame stood ready.
Agnes sent me to the cinema.
“Do your demonstration. I'll ring when we have actual conditions to discuss.”
At half past ten, the first families began arriving with wet jackets and the expression people wear when they've decided to enjoy something despite having already stepped in a puddle. Nora managed the entry list. Mrs Vale stood inside the door directing people towards the right session, using a voice that suggested she could guide shipping through fog if given a clipboard.
My frame opened smoothly. I checked the supports, the tray and the clearance around the table. Dad took a photograph only after asking whether the flash would interfere with anything. I told him it wouldn't, then asked him not to photograph me every time I looked serious in case the resulting album suggested a medical condition.
Ollie held his official sign.
THIS WAY FOR SMALL WEATHER.
Underneath, in smaller letters, he had added: LARGE WEATHER IS OUTSIDE.
Agnes would have approved.
Bex's group performed first. One microphone crackled, and the sound volunteer changed it during an introduction rather than pretending the noise added atmosphere. Bex missed an entrance by half a beat, found the next phrase and continued. I saw the flash of annoyance cross her face and leave it. The song did not collapse because she had noticed herself being imperfect.
When they finished, she caught my eye from the side of the stage and made the smallest possible bow. I clapped until my hands stung.
Then it was my turn.
The audience was smaller than the outdoor plan had promised. It was also close enough that I could see people listening rather than imagine their collective judgment from the far side of a windy square.
I began with the uncharged materials.
“This is the part people usually skip,” I said. “Which is unfortunate, because it's the part that stops your pocket becoming a complaint.”
A few people laughed. I breathed.
I showed the broad release tab, the labelled edge and the difference between a storage seam and a return. I did not bring up the coat until a child asked whether I was the girl who had made it rain in the library.
“Yes,” I said.
“Was that on purpose?”
“The first minute. The next four were not.”
The adults laughed more loudly than the children. I explained the missed continuation and the rule we'd added to our tests. Saying it into a microphone felt less terrible than trying to make the event vanish from local knowledge.
For the live sample, I used a four-minute breeze captured on a mild morning at the allotments. The room's humidity was high, so I left the drizzle pouches sealed. I explained that choice rather than apologising for offering less spectacle.
The breeze lifted a row of paper flags and turned a small wheel mounted above the tray. The flags moved unevenly because the original air had moved unevenly. I showed the measurement on the label. A little boy leaned forward so far his father put a hand against his chest to keep him behind the marked line.
“Can you make it sunny for my birthday?” a girl asked.
“Over your whole birthday? No.”
“What can you do?”
“Make one small thing more comfortable for a little while. And tell you when it will stop.”
She considered this.
“Could it dry my drawing?”
“If we tested the paper and kept it from blowing away. Yes.”
That answer satisfied her more than the promise of a better sky would have, because she had an actual wet drawing in her bag.
The breeze spent itself. The flags settled. I let the quiet remain for a moment rather than rushing to open another sample.
Then I folded the frame with the audience watching how the support moved without trapping my fingers. The objects went back into their labelled places. People clapped. Not wildly. Properly, for a thing they had seen and understood.
Afterwards, Mum hugged me while I was still holding the sample tray.
“Mind the weather,” I said.
“It's finished.”
“Yes.”
“So are you, for the next ten minutes. Eat something.”
I did. Across the hall, Bex laughed with two people from her group. The rain hit the windows hard enough to make conversation rise around it. Nobody looked betrayed by the roof for being necessary.
For one whole slice of cake, I was exactly where I had meant to be.
Three Cups of Rain
Agnes called just after one.
I stepped into the quiet passage near the staff room, where the fair sounded like a distant household with too many guests.
“Everything safe?” I asked.
“Yes. The wind's turning. The flags have agreed for twenty minutes. We're going to keep watching before deciding.”
“What about the coat?”
“Three cups since the last check.”
I looked through the window at the rain running down the glass.
Our collection cups were marked containers, not tea cups, though imagining the coat patiently filling Agnes's blue mug made the number feel less alarming. Three was more than the previous interval. It did not mean a flood. It meant the holding cycle was taking more moisture from the damp air and passing it through the same unresolved paths.
“Can we wait until tomorrow?”
“We can keep it isolated. But if this airflow holds, we have a better release window this afternoon than the forecast suggests for the next few days. Stan and I would prefer to use it. I want you here for the support order you designed.”
Not because nobody else could fetch towels. Not because I would feel less guilty standing near the problem. Because there was a particular part of the work I knew and had agreed to do.
I looked at the programme pinned to the wall. Mae's main set began at three. The second children's demonstration period was being handled by another local craft group; my contracted session was complete. There was no promise I had to break to leave, only something I had wanted to see.
“I'll come,” I said.
“Eat first. Bring the current diagram, not the earlier one in the green folder. We won't begin until the whole team is here and the flags still agree.”
The call ended.
I stood for a moment with the phone in my hand. The fair continued beyond the door. Someone had won something in the raffle and was reacting with more enthusiasm than the prize appeared to justify. I wanted to stay inside that noise. I also wanted to finish the coat, for reasons that were no longer entirely about earning the right to leave it.
Eli found me by the window.
“Agnes?”
I nodded and explained.
He checked the time.
“I'll tell Stan I'm on my way after I move the last equipment box.”
“You don't have to come because I'm going.”
“I helped build the frame. I'd like to see it work.”
The answer was so straightforward I felt slightly foolish for preparing to argue against a sacrifice he hadn't offered.
Dad drove us to the shed. Before leaving, I told Hazel where we would be and checked that the empty demonstration equipment could stay in its marked storage place. Bex came over while I was packing the diagram.
“The coat?”
“Yes.”
“Are you missing Mae?”
“Probably.”
She winced in sympathy, then squeezed my shoulder.
“I'll save cake. Not the dry one. I have influence.”
“I appreciate your connections.”
We hugged. She didn't tell me it was all worth it before we knew how the afternoon would go. I liked that we had stopped trying to make every choice immediately comfortable for each other.
In the car, Dad asked whether he should stay.
“The clear yard needs only the four of us,” I said. “Agnes and Stan have the work arranged. Could you take the empty transport straps back to the shop afterwards?”
“Yes.”
A specific request. A specific answer. It felt easier than trying to prove I needed nothing from him.
At the shed, the rain had become steadier but less wind-driven. The covered return frame stood open towards the screened yard. Beyond the screens, water fell onto bare gravel and ran into the existing drainage channel. Nothing had been placed there that couldn't get wet. The neighbouring timber store remained shut, its contents clear of the airflow.
Agnes showed us the flags. All four streamed in the same direction now, away from the frame. She showed us the temperature and humidity readings, the limits we'd agreed and the point at which we would pause rather than proceed to the next loop.
Then she held up the three marked cups.
“That,” she said, “is why we measure. It looks dramatic in the tray. It's a manageable amount with an increasingly short interval. We have a problem to end, not a catastrophe to perform.”
I breathed out.
We moved the coat into the supported frame. Its blue shell darkened where a small patch of damp had reached the outside. I recognised every inch of the photographed lining and still felt as though we were meeting it for the first time.
Stan checked the sleeve support. Eli laid out the numbered tails. I placed the current diagram on its dry stand and clipped the earlier versions shut inside the folder.
Outside, the fair's distant music reached us briefly between gusts. Then the rain covered it.
Agnes looked at each of us in turn.
“Ready to begin the first stage?”
We answered separately.
This time, yes meant a thing we had actually checked.
The Smallest Safe Place
The coat looked smaller when we stopped expecting it to contain a home.
It lay open on the frame, sleeves supported, lining exposed. A beautifully made garment with too much cleverness sewn into it and not enough room left at the end. The nine temporary returns rested in their channels, each marked by colour and number so nobody had to remember a poetic description while holding weight.
Agnes read the first stage aloud. I repeated the support position. Eli checked the far side. Stan tested the frame with a firm pressure that made the legs settle against their stops.
The four flags outside continued to agree.
We had clear paths away from the frame. Dry cloths. Water for drinking that nobody would mistake for a sample. The good scissors waited beside the blunt guides. All the things that made the work possible were disappointingly ordinary when considered individually.
I liked them very much.
Agnes opened the first prepared return.
Mist gathered beneath the lining. It was fine and cold, with the clean mineral smell of air before sunrise near water. It moved towards the broad tail, found the open slot and slipped into the yard. For a moment the rain beyond the screen looked softer through it.
I held the sleeve support steady. The wood pressed through the padding into my palms. I could feel the coat's weight shift as the first loop relaxed.
“Not yet,” Agnes said when I started to move the next guide.
I stopped.
The mist thinned, but a narrow thread of cold still clung to the seam. We had seen apparent endings before. Nobody treated this one as a reason to hurry.
Eli watched the marked strip at the outlet. Stan checked the frame's angle. I waited until the little tension at the first crossing eased fully rather than deciding that waiting had become an insult to our progress.
The cold thread released.
Agnes lifted the spent edge with the blunt guide. No new gathering followed. The first loop lay empty, its tiny stitches visible in a way they hadn't been while the cloth seemed to hold itself apart.
“One,” she said.
I wrote the time. My handwriting was less neat than I'd hoped. It remained readable, which was the job.
Outside, rain struck the screen and ran down in uneven lines. The mist dispersed into it. There was no figure in the air, no old house appearing behind the cloth, no message from the people who had once stood in weather like this. I remembered my own early walk to school one winter, cold socks and a bag strap digging into my shoulder. The coat had supplied a temperature. My mind had found somewhere to put it.
Agnes gave the first empty tail to Eli. He secured it away from the active paths. We would not let a spent loop drift back into contact merely because it no longer seemed interesting.
“Second support,” I said.
Stan adjusted the frame. I moved the sleeve half an inch according to the marks we'd tested. The coat resisted, then settled. A small warmth reached my face before Agnes had fully opened the next return.
We stopped again.
“Shared edge,” she said. “Expected. Hold it there.”
The warmth did not increase. The flags stayed steady. The marked limit was not crossed. We continued.
This part was less dramatic than fear had promised. Much of it was waiting, reading, checking whether the thing happening matched the thing we had prepared for. My shoulders began to ache. I changed my stance when Stan told me to, grateful he could see the strain before I converted it into a proof of dedication.
Eli glanced at me from the far side of the frame.
“All right?”
“Yes. You?”
“Thumb's bored.”
“Tell it there are seven more.”
“Terrible news.”
I laughed, briefly. The sound surprised me. Apparently even this work could contain a joke without becoming careless.
The second loop warmed the return cloth, then began to fade. It smelled faintly of heated stone and dust, not unpleasantly. I thought of the west wall at the shop and the little square Eli and I had used on our date. A measured comfort, allowed to end.
Agnes watched the edge until the last warmth went.
“Two,” she said.
The spent lining sagged more heavily. Without the conditions holding it, it was becoming simply fabric again.
I had imagined successful release as something rising, brightening, announcing itself. Instead the coat was losing its specialness a little at a time.
My throat tightened unexpectedly.
I kept my hands where they were and let the feeling happen without asking it to guide the tools.
The Seam That Wouldn't Give
The third loop gave us rain.
Not the rain already falling in the yard. This was a brief, close shower caught from the back steps of a house that no longer stood, held in a pattern that had spent years refusing to become past weather.
It pattered onto the return cloth and ran towards the tray. The sound was lighter than the storm outside. Agnes watched the crossing while I held the sleeve support. Eli emptied the collection tray only when she confirmed the release had settled enough for the outer container to move.
The shower stopped.
We waited through the observation interval. No second gathering. No cold edge reaching towards another path. Agnes secured the spent return and nodded for the fourth support position.
I moved the sleeve.
It didn't move far enough.
“Hold,” I said.
Everybody stopped.
The green tail, which belonged to the garden air, had caught beneath the sleeve reinforcement. We had seen the crossing in the photographs. We had accounted for its position in the model. What the photographs hadn't shown was a second fold trapped beneath the original blue shell, drawn tighter when the loaded fabric had shifted during the first releases.
One of my twelve stitches sat at its edge.
I knew it instantly. The thread was newer, slightly smoother, pulled with the tidy tension I'd been proud of on the first morning.
“My repair,” I said.
Agnes bent closer without putting her face over the active lining.
“Partly. The older fold is caught beneath it.”
“Can I unpick mine?”
“Not under that load. We'd pull the crossing before we freed the shell.”
The coat gave a small shiver. A scent of pear leaves reached the air, then vanished. The fourth loop was ready to follow a path that wasn't fully open.
Stan adjusted the support beneath my hand.
“Weight's held. No need to wrestle it.”
I realised I had been pulling harder without deciding to. I loosened my grip.
We had rehearsed a pause here. The independent tails kept the spent loops clear. Nothing depended on pretending the next movement had already worked.
Agnes examined the blue outer cloth.
“We can cut the shell beside the reinforcement. Not the active lining. That will let us lift the fold away and open the proper return.”
“How much?”
“A hand's width, perhaps more once we see it.”
I looked at the curve of the sleeve. Grandad had shaped it beautifully. The cloth held its blue differently along the bias, darkening where the seam turned. Cutting there would change the way it hung. Even if we mended it, the original line would not return exactly.
The good scissors lay within reach.
For a moment I wanted someone else to take them. Agnes could cut. Stan could hold the frame while she did. I could remain the person who wanted the coat preserved and later say the necessary damage had not been mine.
Then I looked at my twelve neat stitches.
I had been willing to change the garment when I thought the change would make me look capable. Refusing to change it now would not preserve a more innocent version of that morning. It would only ask the loaded lining to keep waiting while I arranged my feelings.
“I'll do it,” I said.
Agnes looked at me.
“Because you understand the cut, or because you think you deserve to be the one who damages it?”
I took a breath.
“Because I understand it. And I want to be responsible for this part without pretending it has to look untouched afterwards.”
She nodded once.
We marked the safe line on the outer shell, well clear of the active stitching. Eli angled the light so the two layers could not be confused. Stan held the sleeve support. Agnes guided the separated shell onto the broad backing board, where the scissors could cut cloth without reaching the charged paths beneath.
I made the first cut.
The sound was small and final: a crisp separation through fabric that had remained whole for longer than I had been alive.
I stopped, checked the depth and continued.
The blue shell opened. Beneath it, the hidden fold lifted free of my newer stitches. Agnes supported the active lining with the blunt guide while I moved the cut edge away.
There was no flash. No surge of approval from the coat. It had not been waiting for me to mean it enough. It had been caught on fabric.
The green tail relaxed.
Pear-scented air moved through the open return, gentle at first, then carrying the damp leaf smell Mae had described. I felt my shoulders drop and nearly cried from the change in effort alone.
“Good cut,” Agnes said.
Not brave. Not perfect. Good.
I put down the scissors with their points facing away from the work and returned my hand to the support.
The sleeve had a visible wound. The return finally had a way out.
All the Wrong Weather
The garden air was not entirely pleasant.
It smelled of pears, yes, and wet leaves, but also of soil, a little rot and the sharp dampness beneath an old wooden fence. A tiny pale fragment drifted onto the return cloth. It might once have been part of a petal. It was not a sign or a message. It was something the air had carried when Grandad caught it.
I liked it more for that.
Agnes let the fourth loop finish. The cut sleeve made the next support easier to place. What had looked like damage was also access, though I didn't need to decide that made the loss of the original seam painless.
The fifth return opened into sunlight.
A small pool of brightness spread across the inner lining and warmed the cloth beneath it. Against the grey afternoon outside, it looked almost absurdly cheerful. Stan squinted and shifted his head out of the reflected glare.
“That's the trouble with people saving the best bits,” he muttered. “No respect for somebody trying to see a fixing.”
Eli laughed. I did too, which made my grip wobble.
“Hands first,” Agnes said, smiling without looking away from the seam.
The sunshine lasted less time than I expected. I had thought a stored day would feel grand when dismantled. Instead each piece was brief, particular and a little inconvenient outside its proper place. The warmth met damp cloth. The brightness made it harder to see. Its beauty did not make it automatically useful to the next task.
When the fifth loop emptied, the lining darkened back to its ordinary colour.
The sixth gave cool shade.
It was the air from beneath the old stair, a place Mae had described as smelling faintly of wet shoes. The temperature dropped without the dangerous cold we'd seen at the allotment. That earlier frost had come from two paths feeding one another in the wrong order, not from this small interval alone. Held apart, the shade was only shade.
I watched the numbered tails. Four empty, one newly spent, the sixth easing. Three still held their shape in a way cloth shouldn't when no hand supported it.
My arms ached. Eli took over the near support during the planned pause while I shook out my fingers and drank water. The fact that he could do it did not reduce the work I'd done. It made the next stage possible.
From somewhere beyond the rain came the faint sound of amplified music. Mae had begun. I recognised the opening of a song Mum played when she cleaned the kitchen, though the wind took most of it before the chorus reached us.
For a moment I wanted to be in two places so badly it hurt.
Then Agnes called the next stage, and I came back to the one I had chosen.
The seventh loop held sea wind.
It pushed harder than the earlier releases, lifting the outer tail against its guide. The yard flags still streamed away from us, but the inner strip flicked once towards the sleeve before settling.
“Pause,” Eli said.
Agnes held the return at its safe partial opening. Stan adjusted the outer screen, not to trap the wind but to prevent a curl from the shed post feeding back towards the frame. We watched two full intervals before continuing.
I was grateful Eli had spoken first. I might have waited another second, hoping the flick was too small to count. That was how mistakes began becoming stories in which nobody had done anything unreasonable yet.
The sea wind passed through. A rope end tapped the screen in a rhythm that reminded me of Agnes's first phone call from the boat. I imagined her out on the water again, not because the coat had shown me anything but because she had told me what she wanted and I had finally begun to picture it without placing an emergency call in the middle.
Seven.
The eighth was the storm interval.
We had prepared the widest return for it, with the collection tray empty and the spent tails secured well clear. It wasn't a whole storm, though the name encouraged the imagination to get carried away. It was a concentrated piece of changing air: damp pressure, a rush of coolness, then rain moving through as the original weather had moved past an upstairs window.
The sound filled the covered frame.
For several seconds I couldn't hear the music beyond the yard. Water struck the rough cloth and ran into the tray. The coat's outer shell darkened. The cut sleeve clung to its support, the blue edge plain and unmistakable beside the fine old stitching.
Agnes watched the active return. Stan watched the frame. Eli watched the outlet. I watched the crossings between them.
That was how we did it. Not by each trying to see everything, but by knowing what the others were actually looking at and speaking when our part changed.
“Pressure easing,” Eli said.
“Support holding,” Stan answered.
“Next crossing clear,” I said.
The rain thinned to scattered drops. The air warmed a little. Agnes waited beyond the apparent end, counting with her eyes on the lining rather than the clock alone.
No return to the beginning.
Eight.
The final loop lay near the hem, warm enough to lift the edge of the cloth. The west wall in the evening. Grandad's favourite kind of light, if his paintings of the shop counted as evidence. He had made the interval longer than Mae asked for, feeding its end towards another beginning because he thought a good thing ought to remain available.
Agnes looked at me.
“The plain edge after this.”
“I know where it goes.”
This time the words meant something I could show.
We opened the ninth return.
Warmth spread slowly through the emptying fabric, mild as the last patch of sun on a stone step. It reached my hands and made me realise how cold they'd become from holding damp wood. I wanted to stay in it for a moment.
We did stay. Only as long as it lasted.
Then the warmth began to leave.
The Last Ordinary Minute
The final warmth faded so gradually that I couldn't identify the exact moment it stopped being part of the coat and became part of the afternoon.
Agnes could see the change in the return edge. She watched until the last tension loosened, then nodded for the plain strip.
I lifted the unprepared cloth clear of the gathered lining.
It had no stored weather. No special beginning. Its job was to give the remaining paths somewhere to stop without offering another stitch to follow. We had kept it separate until every charged loop had spent because opening it earlier would not have freed the crossings hidden beneath the load.
Now there was no load left to confuse with a promise.
I guided the strip through the space we'd made beside the cut sleeve. Eli loosened the final support by the marked amount. Stan held the frame steady. Agnes separated the last shared crossing with the blunt guide.
The coat sagged.
That was all.
No light rose from it. No voice thanked us. Nothing in the yard announced that a long unfinished thing had reached the end of what it could do.
It was a wet coat on a wooden frame.
We waited.
A drop fell from the outer cuff. My whole body tightened.
Agnes pointed to the seam above it. Water already in the fabric had gathered and run down. No new cold, no pressure change, no active edge. We let the observation continue.
Outside, the rain eased. The flags moved steadily towards the open yard. A gull called from the roof of the neighbouring store, sounding offended by a world in which other creatures had found shelter without consulting it.
I looked at the spent tails. All nine lay loose. The intricate stitching remained, but it no longer held the lining apart. Under its own weight, the fabric looked older and more delicate than it had in the beginning.
I wanted to cry. I also urgently needed the toilet.
The combination was less dignified than the ending I'd imagined, but considerably easier to believe.
“Can I let go?” I asked.
Agnes checked the support and nodded.
I took my hands away.
For a moment they stayed curved in the shape of the wood. I stretched my fingers slowly. Eli did the same on the other side of the frame, then gave me a tired smile.
“Thumb's thrilled,” he said.
“Tell it I appreciate its service.”
Stan sat down heavily on the nearest sound chair.
“Tea,” he said. “Someone should invent a process that ends with tea arriving automatically.”
“They'd never finish it,” Agnes replied.
We all laughed. It came out louder than the joke deserved, released from somewhere we'd been holding too tightly.
The coat would remain under observation, uncharged and open, through the next full holding intervals. We would check again after it dried. Nobody was going to wear it that evening because the ending felt emotionally convincing. But the immediate work was done. The active paths had been separated. The captured conditions had spent into ordinary air and water, not stored in another object waiting for a more convenient day to become somebody else's problem.
I went to wash my hands. There was a little blue dye on one finger from the damp cut edge. I watched it thin under the tap until it was no longer visible.
When I returned, Agnes stood alone beside the frame.
“I thought I'd feel more pleased,” I said.
“Give your shoulders time to catch up.”
“Will it ever look right again?”
She examined the open sleeve.
“It can look good. It won't look untouched.”
I nodded.
She put an arm around me, briefly, the way she did when one of us was carrying something too awkward for a full hug.
“Your grandad made a difficult thing,” she said. “We don't have to make the ending flattering to him to care about what he was trying to do.”
“I know.”
This time I did, at least for the length of that minute.
Eli brought tea from the shed kitchen. Stan had found biscuits in a tin labelled SMALL BRASS FITTINGS, which explained why visitors rarely discovered them by accident. We drank outside the marked work area, looking at a coat that had stopped requiring our attention quite so loudly.
My phone held three messages.
Bex: Mae was wonderful. Saved cake. Not sending a video until you're done because you'll try to watch and do whatever you're doing at once.
Mum: Everyone fine here. Tell us when you know.
Dad: Straps back at shop. Your sign holder has promoted himself to refreshments supervisor.
I replied to all three.
Done with the release. Still checking, but the coat is empty. Coming back after we secure everything.
The word empty looked sad until I looked at the garment itself. It wasn't nothing. It had cloth, pockets, a collar, a torn sleeve we could repair and enough history to stop pretending it needed more stored inside it.
Beyond the shed, the late afternoon turned brighter as the front moved away.
Nobody had arranged it for us.
After the Applause
By the time we reached the cinema, the main music was over and somebody was arguing about which boxes belonged to the raffle.
It was not the triumphant return I might once have imagined. Nobody turned to applaud our coats or ask whether the weather had surrendered. A volunteer pointed at Eli and asked if he could hold a door. He said yes. I stepped around a puddle left by a leaking umbrella and nearly collided with Mrs Vale carrying a bag of unsold knitted vegetables.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Good. These are not as popular as the woman who made them predicted.”
She held up a woollen turnip.
“Difficult market,” I said.
“Apparently.”
Bex found me beside the refreshment table and put a plate into my hand. Two slices of cake. Neither dry.
“The good one,” she said. “As promised.”
“How was Mae?”
“Wonderful. One of the small children asked why her song was sad if it was nice. She gave a better answer than I would have.”
“What did she say?”
“That nice things happen to people who are sad too.”
I looked down at the cake. The afternoon had left me too tired to decide whether I was one of those people or merely a person who needed sugar.
Bex hugged me, carefully this time because my shoulders were stiff.
“The coat?”
“Empty. We still have checks to finish. But the nine loops are done.”
“And Grandad's lovely sleeve?”
“Not exactly the same sleeve.”
She nodded. No attempt to tell me that was definitely better. I loved her for understanding that relief could have something missing from it.
Mae stood by the piano, packing scores into a bag that looked too small for them. Agnes went over and said something I couldn't hear. Mae put down the papers and took both her hands. They stayed like that for a moment, neither looking as though she needed the other to perform an appropriate response.
I ate the first slice of cake standing up. Mum made me sit before I started the second.
The family table had expanded through the day into a collection of chairs from three different parts of the hall. Dad held Pip while Tess searched for the sock she'd lost on arrival. Ollie explained to Gran that managing refreshments required more than carrying cups. Gran asked whether it required eating four biscuits before lunch. He said that was a separate quality-control role.
Mum passed Agnes a plate without asking her to describe the work first. Dad asked Stan whether the frame would be useful for anything else. Stan said probably, once he stopped wanting to set it on fire from exhaustion. Eli laughed and reached for a sandwich.
I sat between Bex and him, with the people from my old life and my changing life all complaining about the same lack of clean teaspoons.
Nothing had become perfectly simple. Dad and Mum still took care with certain sentences. Bex would still leave. Eli's apprenticeship still began soon. Agnes would still sell the building if the offer worked out. The coat had not solved any of those things by becoming safe.
It had merely stopped adding another impossible request to the room.
Hazel joined us with the day's first rough tally. After expenses and refunds, there would be some money for the community swimming fund and the library project. Less than the committee had hoped. The bandstand repair would need another appeal. The trust had also proved the cinema could host a useful event without pretending the closed balcony didn't exist.
Mrs Vale looked at the figures, sighed and reached for cake.
“We'll write the actual total when it's checked,” she said. “I'm not announcing a record year because I can't bear the word smaller.”
I raised my fork to her. She gave me a tired smile.
Later, Mae came to sit beside Agnes. She asked about the last weather in the coat. I described the west-wall warmth and the plain edge after it.
“Good,” she said softly. “It finally got to stop being afternoon.”
“Do you want to see it when it's repaired?” I asked.
“Yes. I still don't want to own it.”
Agnes laughed.
“We've become very clear on that.”
Mae touched my arm.
“I'm glad you didn't make keeping it beautiful the condition of making it safe.”
I looked towards the torn screen, secured along the edge where the old damage showed.
“So am I. Mostly.”
“Mostly is plenty for one day.”
We helped with the final clearing. Not all of it. I carried three light boxes, returned the marked sample trays to storage and then stopped when my hands began to feel clumsy. Other people were still there. The hall did not need me to earn the cake retroactively.
Outside, the rain had ended. Puddles reflected the last pale light from the west. Eli walked me home carrying the empty food container Mum had somehow made my responsibility.
“My assessment's Monday,” I said.
“I remember.”
“I'm still scared.”
“I'd be surprised if dismantling a coat fixed that.”
I laughed and leaned against him while we waited to cross the road.
At the shop, the three bells sounded as Agnes unlocked the door ahead of us. One clear, one cracked, one a little late. I had spent most of the summer hearing them as a promise that this place would always be waiting unchanged.
That evening they sounded like bells over a door we had reached safely.
It was enough to go inside.
Things People Brought Back
Sunday was supposed to contain no new promises.
I wrote that at the top of a page and then realised that turning rest into a task list was probably missing part of the point.
Eli met me after breakfast. We walked along the upper promenade with takeaway tea and the agreement that neither of us would discuss the coat for the first fifteen minutes. We lasted eleven, mostly because a woman stopped Agnes near the harbour and asked whether indoor rain meant the fair had needed two wet-weather plans.
“She'll be hearing that for years,” I said.
“Good thing she likes sailing. Useful escape route.”
We sat on a bench and watched people return borrowed chairs to the cinema. Some had tied them together with lengths of string. One man arrived carrying a single seat as though he had brought an unusually rigid pet for a walk.
Bex had sent the recording of Mae's set. I didn't watch it on the bench. I wanted to hear it later through decent speakers, not turn the live morning in front of me into a place to catch up with yesterday.
“How much are you reviewing today?” Eli asked.
“The portfolio? An hour. Then stopping.”
“Actual hour?”
“Measured using a device with numbers.”
He smiled.
We talked about his induction week, the radio collector in his shared house and whether he would need a lockable box for tools. I offered to show him the modular storage sleeve design if he wanted to make his own version. The offer stayed an offer. I didn't begin taking measurements while he described his room.
When we parted, he kissed me at the bus stop. A passing child said “Ugh” with such complete conviction that we both laughed.
Back at the shop, Agnes was receiving returned fair equipment through the side door. The shop itself remained closed. People brought what they had borrowed, put it where she asked and went away without discovering an urgent need for free advice.
Mrs Pelling arrived with the bench cushion she'd lent the refreshment team. It had a tea stain shaped vaguely like a country no one wished to name.
“I've decided not to mind,” she said. “The cover comes off.”
“That was the idea.”
“I know. I was paying attention when I paid you.”
She inspected the empty demonstration frame leaning against the wall.
“My sister saw the photographs. Said your show looked very controlled.”
“Is that a compliment?”
“From her? Almost a declaration of love.”
I laughed. She handed me a spent sunshine packet for the normal return process and told me the surviving marigolds had begun producing new buds. Not all of them. Enough to keep her interested.
“I'll have different flowers this year,” she said. “There are worse things. Don't look relieved enough to make me regret being reasonable.”
I arranged my face. She nodded in approval and left.
At the shed, the coat had passed the next observation intervals without gathering any new conditions. Its dampness was simply drying. Agnes and Stan checked the previously active edges once more, then removed the now-inert preparation threads that might otherwise invite a future person to mistake an old pattern for a ready-made experiment.
I photographed that work too.
The ordinary lining beneath it was faded in places, reinforced in others and entirely capable of being a lining without storing a day. We left the garment hanging open in a dry space for the final checks. It looked sadder on a hanger than on the frame and more like something somebody might actually wear.
Agnes had received an offer for the building. She told me while we packed the spent cloths.
“Subject to the paperwork and the inspections,” she said. “Nothing completed yet. But I'm going to consider it seriously.”
“Which buyer?”
“The bicycle repair business. They want the flat as well.”
I pictured wheels in our window, the counter holding a different sort of small object. The image hurt a little. It also worked. People would still come in with things they wanted to keep using.
“Would they keep the bells?”
“I've told Carrow those aren't included.”
I looked at her.
She pretended to concentrate on folding the cloth.
“Family fixtures,” she said.
At home, I reviewed the portfolio for the promised hour. I checked the meeting link, the camera and the charger. Dad had arranged a backup connection if ours failed. Mum knew the time. The files were already submitted. There was nothing left that could reasonably require me to remain in bed repairing a caption until the appointment passed.
That didn't make the fear disappear.
At the end of the hour, I closed the laptop anyway.
I listened to Mae's recording with Mum while she cooked. Halfway through, Bex's laugh sounded near the microphone. Someone coughed. A chair scraped. The recording kept the interruptions along with the song, which made it better than the perfect version I'd imagined missing.
Before bed, I put Ollie's card on my desk.
QUIET, FUTURE OCCURRING.
Then I turned it over so I wouldn't have to look at it while trying to sleep.
A Letter with My Name
At ten past ten on Monday, I sat in the online waiting room with my hands flat on my knees.
The camera showed a girl in a clean shirt, a plain wall and the corner of a plant Mum had moved there before remembering that she wasn't supposed to decorate my competence. I had left the plant. It wasn't going to answer any questions for me.
My name appeared beneath the image.
June Halden.
Not Agnes's niece. Not Edwin's granddaughter. Not the girl from the library weather incident, though that girl was included whether I liked it or not.
At ten fifteen, the panel admitted me.
There were two assessors. Ms Kaur wore large glasses and had a shelf of material samples behind her. Frances sat in a bright room with a model visible over one shoulder. They greeted me, checked that I could hear and began with the carrying-handle project.
“Why did the grip move between these two versions?” Ms Kaur asked.
I knew the answer. That was a surprise in the middle of being frightened.
“The board's balance point wasn't where the original handle had been fixed. Moving it reduced the amount the carrier had to twist a wrist. I tested with different heights and changed the edge because the first seam rolled against the hand.”
“Show us the closure.”
I did.
The first fastening caught slightly because I was holding the sample at a bad angle. For half a second I wanted to apologise until the whole interview became a discussion of whether I should be allowed to continue.
Instead I changed the angle and showed why it had caught.
Frances leaned closer to the camera.
“That's useful. Is the instruction visible while the object is being used?”
“On the final version. It wasn't in the first test.”
We discussed the mending kit, the removable pockets and the failed canopy. They did not praise every choice. They asked why I had selected one fabric rather than another, whether the extra reinforcement could be replaced and what I would test next with more time.
I answered some questions confidently. I asked them to repeat one. On another, I said I didn't yet know and described how I would find out.
The world did not end at the words don't know.
When we reached the coat photographs, Ms Kaur asked which parts of the work were mine.
I named them carefully. The separate temporary returns, the supported sleeve arrangement, some of the model tests and the documentation. Agnes had the weather expertise. Stan had designed and built the structural frame. Eli had tested loads, fitted supports and contributed observations. Grandad had made the original garment and its unresolved system.
“And it is no longer an active weather garment?”
“No. We ended the captures and removed the preparation paths after they were spent. The current repair is ordinary tailoring.”
“Did that feel like a successful outcome?” Frances asked.
I looked at the photograph of the cut sleeve.
“Yes. Not the outcome I wanted at first. But the one the object and the people around it actually needed.”
Ms Kaur made a note.
They asked about the missed appointment only once. I confirmed that the explanation in my later email was accurate. I had been frightened and made a poor decision. They thanked me for clarifying and returned to the work. I was grateful they didn't require a more entertaining confession.
When the meeting ended, I sat still until the waiting-room screen disappeared.
Then I put my forehead on the desk.
Mum knocked.
“Finished?”
“Yes.”
“How was it?”
“I don't know.”
“Tea?”
“Yes.”
That was the whole first report.
Later I told Agnes, Dad, Bex and Eli the questions I remembered. I resisted asking them to calculate my chances from the angle of Ms Kaur's head. No one outside the panel knew. The uncertainty was unpleasant and not an emergency.
I worked on the ordinary coat repairs while waiting. The cut sleeve needed a new gusset and a lining patch. I chose a slightly darker blue rather than trying to find an exact match that would still look wrong in daylight. Agnes helped me test the movement before we committed to the seam. We left the new construction visible and strong.
The reply arrived on Thursday afternoon.
I was carrying thread upstairs when my phone sounded. I nearly put the bag down and checked the shop first, as though an order book might make the moment less exposed.
Then I opened the message.
They were offering me a place on the foundation programme.
The financial and housing paperwork we'd begun with the original application could now be completed against the offer. There were forms, dates, costs we had already discussed with Mum and a list of things I would need to bring. It wasn't a castle opening its doors. It was a real next step with laundry attached.
I read the first paragraph again.
Offering you a place.
Agnes came up behind me.
“Well?”
I turned the screen towards her because speaking seemed temporarily unavailable.
She read it, looked at me and smiled in the way I had wanted her to smile at twelve neat stitches weeks before.
This time there was much more work between the beginning and the smile, including mistakes neither of us had hidden.
I called Mum. Then Dad. Then Bex, who shouted so loudly I had to move the phone away from my ear. Eli answered from the shed, listened and said, very quietly, “I'm so pleased for you.”
I looked at the letter with my name at the top.
Pleased. Not finished. Not suddenly certain about everything that would happen after September.
Pleased was enough to begin with.
Not the Same Shop
By the last week of August, the shop had begun changing before anybody new held the keys.
Agnes stopped taking repairs that couldn't be completed within the closing schedule. Customers with longer jobs received the names of other makers she had checked with first, not vague assurances that somebody somewhere would probably help. The weather stock was reduced to ordinary measured captures, with the remaining materials transferred carefully rather than put into a mysterious bargain box.
People came in to tell stories about Grandad. Some were good stories. Some made Agnes tired. She listened to both kinds, then went back to writing the actual order dates in the book.
The sale was moving through its paperwork. The buyer had asked about the workbench, the wiring and the depth of the front window, all sensible questions from someone planning to mend bicycles rather than preserve our memories. Completion was expected in autumn, not by the next morning simply because we'd had a meaningful conversation about it.
Agnes found a small flat near the harbour and arranged two afternoons a week at a shared workshop beside Hazel's. She would keep the family name for selected repair work. She would not run a full shop from a smaller room out of guilt about disappointing people who preferred her always available.
At least, that was the plan. We all agreed to remind her when she began turning two afternoons into six invisible days.
She enrolled on the sailing course.
The confirmation went beside the blue mug.
My own preparations occupied the kitchen table in bursts. Housing forms, packing lists, a budget that included food rather than assuming enthusiasm would cover it. Mum helped with the figures. Dad found a sturdy second-hand suitcase and asked before repairing the handle. I approved the repair. We had become a family that could occasionally make a joke about our habits while still trying to change them.
Bex left before I did.
We met at the beach the evening before her train. No backdrop, no sewing box. She brought two cans of lemonade, the same brand she'd brought after I missed the interview.
“I've kept the other one,” I told her.
“That's concerning. It's a drink, not a relic.”
“I'll consume it respectfully.”
We laughed, then went quiet.
She was frightened again. So was I. We talked about the first planned visit, a weekend in October when her timetable allowed and mine probably would. We did not promise to feel exactly the same every day or answer every message before the other person could become insecure. We promised to say when something mattered rather than stage tests neither of us had agreed to sit.
At the bus stop afterwards, she hugged me so hard I could feel her heartbeat through her jacket.
“Bring yourself,” she said. “No curtains.”
“I might bring snacks.”
“Acceptable contribution.”
Eli left for induction the following week. Stan gave him a set of tools in a case that looked stern enough to discourage borrowing. Eli had made his own internal dividers from the pattern we'd discussed. One edge was crooked. He decided to use it for a while before changing it, which I considered alarmingly mature.
Our goodbye was not at the dramatic edge of the sea. It was outside his parents' car while his mum tried to fit one last bag into a space already occupied by several other bags she insisted would fit.
He kissed me, held my hand for a moment and said, “Ring you when I'm there.”
“Tell me about the radios.”
“Priority report.”
I watched the car leave and went back to the shop to finish the coat.
The new sleeve patch showed clearly in the light. I had added broad inner pocket openings, ordinary ones, and taken up the cuffs so my hands didn't disappear. Every weather preparation had been removed or rendered inert during the final checked work. The lining no longer hid a route waiting for a careless stitch to close it.
I tried the coat on in front of the long mirror.
It fitted imperfectly in a way we could still adjust. The blue changed when I moved. The darker patch curved beneath the sleeve, visible if you looked and not ashamed of being there.
Agnes stood behind me.
“Well?”
“It feels like a coat.”
“Excellent. Ambitious outcome.”
I laughed.
Gran came in while I was still wearing it. She touched the new seam, nodded and said Grandad would have had six suggestions, four of them unnecessary. Mae saw it the next day and admired it without offering to take it home. I liked that everyone had become able to look at the garment without appointing it to fix a departure.
On my last afternoon before leaving, Agnes took down the three bells.
Not permanently from every possible doorway. Just from this one before the buyer's fixtures were listed. She wrapped them separately and put them in a box marked FAMILY, DO NOT SELL WITH THE COUNTER.
“Which one?” she asked me.
I chose the cracked middle bell.
“Of course,” she said.
I held it in my palm. It made a small imperfect sound when I moved.
The shop would not be the same. I would still know how it had sounded.
The Bus That Arrived Anyway
On the morning I left for Beckford, the kitchen drawer stuck.
It caught halfway open while I was looking for a spoon. I knew exactly where the wooden runner had swollen. I could have fixed it with a few minutes and the right tool, which made it a perfect invitation to become busy with something easier than leaving.
Mum watched me look at it.
“Breakfast,” she said.
“I know.”
“And then shoes.”
I ate breakfast. I put on my shoes.
The portfolio had been reduced to the pieces I actually needed to carry. The rest existed as photographs, notes and objects that would stay useful in other people's rooms. My suitcase held clothes, tools allowed by the course, the small bell and a quantity of socks Mum described as aspirational because I would need to learn to wash them all in the same week.
Agnes brought the blue coat from its last airing. No mist escaped when she lifted it. No frost gathered on the cuffs. It was simply dry, soft at the collar and heavier than a jacket ought to feel when the morning was warm.
“For the journey,” she said.
“I'll be too hot.”
“Then carry it. You don't need to wear a symbol on schedule.”
I hugged her before I could think of an answer.
At the bus stop, the family assembled in a way that would have embarrassed me if I hadn't been grateful enough to tolerate it. Dad came with Pip, who clapped at the bus shelter. Tess sent a message saying the standard of applause remained low but sincere. Ollie carried my small bag and complained about its weight, then refused to give it back until the bus arrived.
Gran pressed an envelope into my hand.
“Not advice,” she said. “Some money for the first difficult grocery shop.”
“Thank you.”
“And one piece of advice.”
I laughed.
“Don't buy six kinds of mustard because you're frightened to choose dinner.”
“Very specific.”
“Experience usually is.”
The bus appeared at the far end of the road.
My stomach tightened so suddenly I nearly mistook it for a reason to stay. The feeling was familiar. The morning was different because I didn't ask the feeling to choose the transport.
I hugged Mum, then Dad, then Ollie, who tolerated it for three seconds before claiming the bus might leave in protest. Agnes kissed my cheek. Gran told me to ring when I arrived and not apologise if the first thing I said was that I was tired.
Then I got on.
No dramatic music. No last-minute emergency. A driver who wanted to know whether the suitcase would fit safely and a woman in the front seat eating a banana with the focused concentration of someone who had been awake too long.
I took a window seat. The family waved. Pip clapped again. The bus moved before I had organised a suitable expression, which was probably a kindness.
Morrow passed in pieces: the bakery, the turn towards the harbour, the street where Bex used to wait for me before school. Then roads I knew less well, then the station where I made my connection with enough time to buy tea and sit down.
Eli texted a photograph of three radios on a windowsill.
There are more in the cupboard. Arrived safely. Your turn.
I sent him a picture of my ticket and the tea.
In motion. Adequately caffeinated. No repairs attempted.
Bex sent a voice note about her first class. She sounded excited and intimidated and entirely herself. I listened twice, not because I thought the second time would keep her closer but because I liked hearing her talk about something she wanted.
At Beckford, the accommodation office gave me a key, a printed information sheet and directions that made more sense after I had walked past the right building once. Nobody recognised my surname. Nobody knew which shop I belonged to. I felt briefly unanchored, then a little curious.
My room was small. The window opened. The desk had a mark where somebody had put down a hot mug, which made it less intimidating than a perfect surface would have been.
A girl knocked on the open door while I was unpacking.
“I'm Asha. Next room. Do you know where we're supposed to get plates?”
“No.”
“Good. I was worried everyone else had been issued secret knowledge.”
I laughed and introduced myself.
We found the shared kitchen together. One cupboard held abandoned crockery, another three mismatched saucepans and a note about cleaning that had clearly survived several generations of people hoping the next ones would read it properly.
A drawer stuck when Asha pulled it.
I looked at the runner.
“Could probably be adjusted,” I said.
“Do you know how?”
“Yes. Not tonight.”
“Excellent. Tonight I need food more than infrastructure.”
We went to buy groceries. I bought one kind of mustard and sent Gran a photograph of it beside actual dinner ingredients. She replied with a thumbs-up and a warning that the jar was still quite large.
Back in my room, I hung the blue coat on the back of the door. The small cracked bell went on the desk, where it would not ring every time I tried to sleep. I called Mum, Dad, Agnes and Eli. Not all at once. Not perfectly timed. Enough to say I had arrived and hear the places I'd left continuing without me.
Later, I looked around the room.
There were things I didn't know how to do yet. People I hadn't met. Work that would show me limitations I couldn't prepare away from a distance.
There was also tomorrow.
I set my alarm and went to bed in the place I had chosen to reach.
***
The first thing I made at Bell Lane collapsed on a Thursday.
This was not, as I tried to explain afterwards, the entire thing. Most of it remained standing. One leg had simply decided that its relationship with the rest of the structure was more informal than the drawing suggested.
Unfortunately, the leg had been holding up the end with the weight on it.
Fortunately, the weight was a bag of folded towels, not a person, and Ms Kaur had put a mat beneath every test table before letting any of us begin.
The towels went down with a soft, accusing thump.
I stood holding the small card on which I had written FOLDING WORK SURFACE FOR SHARED SPACES.
The surface lay on the mat. It was now sharing considerably less space with its legs.
There was a short silence.
Then the student beside me said, very quietly, “Mine did that yesterday.”
It helped. I wished it hadn't taken someone else's failure to help, but I had not become an improved person quickly enough to choose my feelings before having them.
Ms Kaur crouched beside the frame.
“Don't pick it up yet,” she said.
I had already bent to do exactly that. Get it upright. Get the towels back in their bag. Make the failure look more like a pause in a demonstration I still controlled.
“We need to see which part moved first.”
“The folding stay.”
“Did you see it?”
“No. I felt the top shift.”
“All right. Someone else was looking from this side.”
Three people described what they'd seen. One thought the hinge had opened. Another had watched the foot slide before the hinge moved. A third had been reading my label and admitted that she had missed the entire event until the towels arrived on the floor.
Ms Kaur thanked all three, including the last one.
We looked at the video I'd set up for my own records. The foot had moved first. The hinge had done what it was supposed to do once the angle changed; what it was supposed to do was unhelpful under a sideways load.
I knew how to fix it.
The thought arrived bright and welcome. An extra brace. A stop at the hinge. A different foot. I could already see the revised drawing and the satisfying possibility of returning the following morning with the problem transformed into evidence of my resourcefulness.
“I'll add a locking crosspiece,” I said.
“You might,” Ms Kaur said. “Before that, tell us who is using it.”
“A student in a small room.”
“Which student?”
“One who doesn't have enough desk space.”
Several people smiled. That described all of us and therefore, I realised a moment too late, nobody in particular.
“What do they need to do on it?”
“Make things.”
“What things?”
“Textiles. Small repairs. Drawing.”
“Would they lean on it?”
“Yes.”
“Can it fold without both hands?”
“Not at the moment.”
“Where do they keep it when it's folded?”
“Against the wall.”
“Does their wall have a radiator, a bed, a door, a skirting board, or another student already keeping something against it?”
I looked down at the card. The title was very confident about a person I had not actually invited into the design.
“Probably several of those.”
Ms Kaur stood.
“Find out. You have enough information to make the next version better. You don't yet have enough to know which next version that should be.”
She moved to the next table. The group moved with her. My disaster did not remain the most important event in the room for as long as I had expected.
I spent the remaining critiques listening and trying not to design a more complicated leg in my head. It was difficult. Someone had made a storage box with a beautiful lid that required an empty table to open fully, which seemed unfair for an object intended to solve a lack of space. Someone else had made a fabric organiser that sagged exactly where a hand needed to reach. The student who had whispered to me showed a mug holder and explained, without dying of the explanation, that his first version had thrown the mug when attached to a moving trolley.
There was laughter. He laughed too, although I could see the colour in his face.
By the end of the session, I had eight pages of notes about other people's work and half a page about my own. The difference was not evidence of generosity. Other people's problems were much easier to inspect without feeling that a failed hinge had said something permanent about their right to be there.
I packed the frame after everyone else had gone.
Ms Kaur was putting the test weights away.
“Is it all right if I use the studio tomorrow evening?” I asked.
“The posted hours apply to everyone. What are you planning to do?”
“Try another support.”
“Have you spoken to anyone about the room?”
“Not yet.”
“Do that first.”
I nodded in the way that meant I intended to do the other thing first and then acquire enough evidence to make it look as though I hadn't.
She had apparently met students before.
“June.”
“Yes?”
“Being quick at making something doesn't tell you whether it was the thing to make.”
I hated how familiar the lesson was. I had paid for an education and discovered that some of it was going to involve being told things I had already learned in more dramatic circumstances and still did not practise reliably.
On the way back to the residence, I took a photograph of the folded frame for Eli. Then I deleted the photograph. Then I took another from an angle that didn't conceal the slipped foot.
It fell over, I wrote.
His reply came while I was waiting at the crossing.
Mine too.
Below it was a picture of a cupboard door hanging at an angle that suggested the cupboard was attempting to wink.
I stood under the pedestrian signal and laughed until the woman beside me looked briefly concerned.
We had arranged to speak that evening. I carried the frame upstairs imagining the conversation: the funny part first, the humiliating part afterwards, perhaps advice about the foot because advice was allowed when I actually asked for it.
Asha was in the kitchen cutting a sandwich diagonally with far greater seriousness than the task required.
“There are biscuits,” she said.
“Where?”
“Under the note saying they're not communal.”
“Whose are they?”
“Mine. I'm allowed to offer some.”
I put the frame against the wall. It immediately blocked the cupboard containing the plates.
Asha looked at it. I looked at it.
“First research finding,” I said.
“What?”
“Nothing. Could I ask you something about your room?”
She put down the knife. “Depends whether you're about to tell me how to rearrange it.”
“No. I'm trying to find out what I got wrong before I rearrange anything else.”
That earned me a biscuit.
Her room was almost the same size as mine and completely different in practice. She kept a keyboard beneath the desk. Her laundry basket stood where my box of fabric scraps lived. The wardrobe door opened far enough to get clothing out only if her chair was tucked under the desk at a precise angle. There were two plants on the windowsill, one flourishing and one being encouraged through increasingly optimistic conversation.
“Where would you put a folding table?” I asked.
“Why would I put a folding table anywhere?”
“To have somewhere to work.”
She pointed at the desk.
“A second place.”
“What would I be doing that needs two?”
I opened my notebook, then closed it again.
“I'm not asking very good questions.”
“You're trying to sell me a table I haven't requested.”
“Yes.”
She sat on the bed. “You can ask what annoys me.”
It turned out there was plenty. The desk surface was fine. The problem was moving all her course materials whenever she wanted to practise, then moving them back again without losing one particular cable beneath everything else. She didn't need another surface so much as a way to move the work already on the first one. A tray, perhaps, except ordinary trays were either too small or required carrying the loose pile she was trying not to drop.
I began drawing something with sides.
Asha leaned over.
“No lid.”
“I haven't drawn a lid.”
“You were thinking one.”
I had been thinking a very clever lid.
We went through the actual movement: books, notebook, cable, pens, small box of other things. We tried it with the bottom half of a packing carton. Asha lifted it to the bed, discovered that the cable was still connected to the wall and swore. I wrote DISCONNECT CABLE on the corner of my page.
“Are you going to put that on the object?” she asked.
“No. That one's a reminder for the designer who didn't notice it either.”
She laughed and gave me the empty carton to take away.
I left her room carrying something much less impressive than my folding frame and feeling, to my annoyance, considerably more interested.
At eight, Eli didn't call.
At eight ten, I checked whether I had written eight or half past eight. It was eight. At eight fifteen, I sent a message that said Are we still doing tonight? At eight twenty, I imagined an accident. At eight twenty-one, I imagined him deciding that people who did not send him pictures of broken furniture might be better company.
At eight twenty-three, Asha knocked.
“We're going downstairs to see the terrible quiz.”
“How do you know it's terrible?”
“The poster promises unforgettable questions.”
“That might be good.”
“They've spelt unforgettable wrong.”
I looked at my phone.
“I'm waiting for a call.”
“Bring it.”
“It might be private.”
“Then leave when it rings. We aren't locking the stairs.”
She went before I could provide another reason.
I sat on the bed. On my desk, the cracked little shop bell looked like something from a life in which I had at least known how to be useful. Here I had made an unnecessary table fall over and was considering refusing an evening with people who had invited me because a boy might be about to telephone.
He mattered. The invitation mattered. I did not know why my mind kept trying to make them compete for the right to be taken seriously.
I wrote Going to a quiz downstairs. Call when you can. Then I put on my shoes.
The questions were indeed unforgettable, chiefly because nobody could agree whether one of the answers had ever been correct. Our team lost by a margin that could not honestly be blamed on the disputed question. I contributed a correct answer about a type of seam and an incorrect one about a bird, which demonstrated the uneven distribution of my knowledge.
For forty minutes I forgot to look at the phone.
When I did, Eli had sent three messages.
Still at work. Sorry.
Not the dramatic sort. Delivery came late and we need it inside.
Don't wait up if I'm too late.
The last one had arrived twelve minutes earlier. It made me unhappy in a different, less entertaining way than the imagined accident. Don't wait up sounded sensible. It also sounded like a sentence people might begin using when their lives had become difficult to fit together and they hoped good manners could do the fitting.
I went upstairs after the final question. Asha asked whether I wanted the leftover biscuits. I said one, not the packet, and she looked pleased to have her property rights acknowledged.
Eli called at ten seventeen.
His hair was damp. Behind him I could see the corner of an unfamiliar room and, on a shelf, far more radios than any single person was likely to need in an ordinary emergency.
“Sorry,” he said.
“You said.”
“I should've sent a message before eight.”
“Yes.”
He waited. I had not expected him to agree so directly, and for a moment I had nowhere to put the rest of the argument I had prepared while climbing the stairs.
“We got the delivery late,” he said. “I thought I'd be finished before we were meant to call. Then I wasn't.”
“I know work can run late.”
“I know you know. I'm not offering it as a reason you aren't allowed to be annoyed.”
I sat on the bed.
“What I don't know,” I said, “is whether waiting for these calls is going to make me a person who says no to everything in case you appear.”
“I don't want that.”
“Neither do I. I still nearly did it.”
He rubbed his face. He looked tired enough that I felt the familiar urge to stop having a need in his presence. It was astonishing how often consideration and disappearing wore the same coat until I looked closely.
“I missed you,” I said instead.
“I missed you too.”
“That doesn't tell us how to do this.”
“No.”
The honesty was unromantic and, after a moment, comforting.
We decided that planned calls were plans, not proof that nothing else would ever happen. We decided that a message before the planned time was worth sending even when the delay might be small. We decided that neither of us should wait in an empty room all evening without having been asked and then present the waiting as evidence of devotion or neglect.
Eli wrote the next call in the little notebook he used for measurements. He showed me the page. It had my name beside a drawing of a hinge.
“Should I feel special?” I asked.
“The hinge has caused considerably more trouble this week.”
“It's early.”
He grinned. I could see him again beneath the tiredness.
I told him about the frame. He asked what the user research had shown. I told him that the user had not wanted the object and had given me a biscuit for admitting it.
“A demanding technical standard,” he said.
“I'm doing a tray now. Maybe. Cardboard first.”
“Good.”
“Don't sound like Agnes.”
“Agnes is frequently right. It's inconvenient for everyone.”
We spoke for twenty minutes, not the whole evening I'd imagined. At the end I was still a little sad. The call had not recreated having him on the same street. It had been a real thing we could do from different streets, and that was not nothing.
Afterwards I messaged Bex about the quiz. She replied with a photograph of a costume fitting in which someone had pinned one sleeve shut by accident.
Everyone talented, she wrote. Everyone also apparently capable of this.
I sent the photograph of my fallen frame.
She responded with a row of hearts and one message: Terrible table. Excellent evidence you're actually there.
On Friday I did not begin with a new support.
I borrowed a flat board from the studio's scrap shelf after checking it was available. I cut cardboard sides for a tray. I made the handles larger than the first drawing suggested and covered the rough edges so nobody would have to be careful in a way the object ought to manage itself.
The first version slid too easily on Asha's bedspread. The second was too heavy with all her books. The third held the right things but required her to remember to put them into separate little compartments, which she looked at once and described as a managerial ambition on my part.
“You have given my pens bedrooms,” she said.
“I thought it would keep them organised.”
“They have shown no desire for that lifestyle.”
We removed the divisions. We kept one soft loop for the cable, positioned where she could see it was still connected before lifting. We added a lip low enough not to catch her wrist and high enough to stop the pencil that had already escaped twice.
It was not beautiful. The board had a stain in one corner. The temporary grips looked temporary. The cardboard edges made no attempt to resemble a shop product.
Asha used it to clear her desk, played for half an hour and brought the materials back without needing me to stand beside her explaining which feature demonstrated my intelligence.
I took a photograph of the empty desk while she played, then asked permission before keeping it for my project record. She said yes to the desk and no to having her face on a slide.
Both answers went into the notebook.
On Monday I brought the tray and the original frame to the studio.
The old confidence had not returned. I was carrying a scruffy prototype next to an object I now knew I had designed without enough questions. People were going to see both of them. It would have been easier to arrive with the tray alone and describe it as the plan from the beginning.
Ms Kaur stopped beside the table.
“What changed?”
“The job.”
“Tell us.”
So I did. I showed the blocked cupboard, the room measurements Asha had agreed I could share, the unnecessary compartments and the cable we had both forgotten. I showed the failed frame test without announcing three times that nobody had been hurt. The safety setup had done what it was intended to do. That was part of the work, not an excuse I had to keep making for myself.
Someone asked whether the tray could be made for every student room.
“I don't know,” I said. “I've made it for one person's set of things. Another person might need something else.”
My voice remained level. That small fact pleased me more than the photographs.
Another student pointed out that the grips might hurt someone carrying heavier books. He was right. We tried the weight and talked about changing them. I wrote down the suggestion without first explaining all the reasons the present grips had seemed reasonable on Friday.
After the group moved on, Ms Kaur tapped the corner of my page.
“You've recorded the decisions clearly. Keep doing that.”
“Is it less ambitious?” I asked.
“The tray?”
“Yes.”
She looked at the two objects.
“One of them was trying to solve a problem you hadn't checked. The other has found a person who can tell you whether it works. What you do next can be ambitious. It doesn't have to begin by being large.”
I let the sentence stay with the work rather than turning it immediately into a judgement about my entire life. I was there to learn design. Not every assessment needed to certify that I had finally become a good enough daughter, niece, friend and person to take up a place.
That afternoon, I rang Agnes.
She answered with wind in the background.
“Are you on a boat?” I asked.
“Beside one. I'm trying to untie a knot someone described as temporary.”
“Did you tie it?”
“There is no need to make every conversation prosecutorial.”
I told her about the tray. She asked about the handle position. I answered. She offered no comparison with Grandad, no story in which he'd made the same object years before and therefore somehow owned a portion of my new life. She just listened to what I had made.
“The frame fell over,” I added.
“Did you record it?”
“Yes.”
“Then you've got more than a fallen frame.”
For a moment I could picture her behind the shop counter so clearly that I expected the cracked middle bell to ring. Then a gull shrieked through the phone and she swore at the knot. She was somewhere else. That was good. It was allowed to make me miss the counter without wishing her back behind it.
Mum called later from the kitchen at home. Ollie wanted to know whether the college had acquired any defensible recycling facilities. Dad sent a photograph of Pip wearing food in a pattern nobody in my class could have reproduced deliberately. Bex had learned a sequence she had thought impossible and then forgotten it briefly when someone watched. Eli's cupboard door was straight.
None of them needed me to be in the room for the day to have happened.
For a while, that still felt like bad news.
Then Asha knocked and asked whether I wanted to come out for chips. I looked at the tray on my desk. There were two adjustments I could make before morning, three pages I could tidy and a caption that would certainly become better if I spent an unreasonable portion of the evening moving the same six words.
“Five minutes,” I said.
Asha raised an eyebrow.
“For shoes,” I added. “Not a design revision.”
The blue coat hung behind my door. Its patched sleeve had caught on the hook, exactly as ordinary sleeves sometimes did. I freed it without wondering whether the weather was trying to tell me anything.
Outside, the pavement shone with recent rain. We argued about which shop sold the better chips and chose the one neither of us had tried, an arrangement that gave us both the right to complain afterwards.
I was not suddenly at home everywhere. I still checked the route back to the residence. I still wished, when something funny happened, that I could turn and find the people who already knew why it was funny to me.
But Asha laughed before I'd finished explaining. I laughed too. The evening did not ask whether I had completed all the work first.
For Whatever Comes Next
By November, I had made one project I was proud of, one I understood better after it failed and one cardboard structure the tutor described as an ambitious argument with gravity.
I kept photographs of all three.
Bell Lane was not a place where everybody arrived finished. Some students were much better than me at drawing. Others could make beautiful surfaces and became furious when asked how a person would use the object underneath. I was good at certain kinds of testing and less good at explaining a first idea before I had improved it privately into something safer.
Ms Kaur, who taught one of our sessions, noticed that habit within a fortnight.
“Bring the awkward version,” she told me. “We can't discuss the one you're still protecting from us.”
I did. Sometimes.
Living away was less romantic than leaving had looked from the harbour. Laundry occupied real time. Food cost money even on days when I felt too busy to care about it. Asha and I disagreed about how much window-opening a kitchen required after cooking onions, then found a compromise neither of us considered ideal. I learned that making a room easier to live in was not the same as becoming responsible for everyone's life inside it.
I still fixed things. The shared drawer, eventually. Asha's bag strap, when she asked. My own first project, repeatedly. I charged for one small repair outside the course and refused another because the material was beyond what I knew how to handle safely. The refusal felt less like failure than it once would have.
Bex visited in October.
We went to a café, got lost on a walk we both pretended to understand and spent the evening on my floor talking about people neither of us had met. She had good days and humiliating ones. So did I. Knowing that didn't make the distance disappear, but it gave us something more interesting to discuss than whether we still mattered.
Eli and I managed two visits before the November break and one video call in which we both fell asleep so early that the relationship briefly resembled a badly attended meeting. He missed another call because a repair at the yard ran late. I worried, sent one message and went out with Asha instead of spending the evening interrogating the silence. He rang when he could. We talked about it without either of us winning.
He liked the apprenticeship. It was harder than Stan's shed in some ways and less forgiving of guesswork. He had cut one piece incorrectly, admitted it and made the replacement. The woman supervising him had shown him where the error began rather than assuring him that talented people never made such mistakes.
I liked her without having met her.
We travelled back to Morrow together for the November weekend, meeting at the connecting station with bags, tired faces and a shared intention to eat something before discussing anything complicated.
The old shop had changed hands at the end of October.
I knew this before we arrived. Agnes had sent photographs and told me which things had moved where. Knowing did not prevent the strange little shock of seeing bicycle wheels in the window where the sunshine packets used to hang.
The new owner had cleaned the glass, repainted part of the signboard and kept the worn counter because it was useful. He had not kept it because our family needed an altar. A customer stood inside explaining a problem with a chain. The owner listened, asked a question and turned the bicycle so he could see the actual fault.
The room was working.
I stood on the pavement until Eli touched my hand.
“Want to go in?”
“Not yet.”
He nodded. We walked towards the harbour.
Agnes's new flat was smaller, brighter and inconvenient in completely different ways. She had a chair by the window that understood her back less well than the old one but occupied half the space. The blue mug stood beside a notebook full of sailing dates. At the shared workshop, she took selected repair jobs two afternoons a week and sometimes managed to stop at the advertised closing time.
She had bought a small used boat with money she'd set aside after the sale, not a yacht, not an escape large enough to pretend her old life had been a mistake. Stan inspected it. Eli helped with one repair as paid work. Agnes refused to let him turn the entire visit into repayment for being taught in the family shed.
“She needs a name,” she said over lunch.
“The Thursday,” I suggested.
“Why Thursday?”
“Because you can have one now.”
She laughed, then wrote it in the notebook. I didn't know whether she would use it. I liked that the suggestion could belong to her after leaving my mouth.
Mum came over with food. Dad brought Pip and Ollie later, after checking the time rather than assuming everybody else's day would fold around his arrival. Tess joined us from work. Gran arrived wearing a scarf she had bought simply because she liked it and wanted someone to notice before asking whether it was warm.
We ate at a table too small for the number of plates. The conversation moved between my course, Eli's yard, Bex's latest performance and the fact that Mrs Pelling's sister had finally admitted one of her geraniums looked poor. The family was still not a single easy story. It was a group of people making more room for one another without expecting one person to be the room.
After lunch, I walked to the shared workshop with Agnes. Halden's name appeared on a small card beside Hazel's, followed by the actual hours and a note asking customers to book. Two bells hung over the inner doorway. The missing middle note existed on my desk in Beckford, not as a gap someone needed to repair immediately.
Agnes showed me the new weather stock. Small, measured captures. Clear source labels. Returns that ended where a person could see them. She handed me a warming square in an ordinary paper sleeve.
“Cold journey tomorrow,” she said.
“Eight minutes?”
“Seven. That's what it held.”
I smiled and put it in the inner pocket of the blue coat.
The coat had become part of my life in a thoroughly unmagical way. I had worn it to buy groceries, missed a sleeve while putting it on in a hurry and spilled a little tea near the hem. The dark repair beneath the arm had settled with use. Someone on the course had asked where I'd bought it. I told them it was a family thing I'd helped change.
That seemed accurate enough.
Outside, Eli waited beside the harbour rail with two paper cups. Bex was meeting us later, back for the same weekend by a piece of good planning rather than fate. We had no project to finish before seeing her. No weather demonstration. No need to make the afternoon memorable on purpose.
A light rain began while I walked towards him.
I considered the little warming square in my pocket. I could use it later, for seven measured minutes, if my hands were cold. It would not change the sky. It did not need to.
Eli held out a cup.
“Where shall we go?”
I looked at the water, the ordinary wet pavement and the street climbing away from the harbour towards places we knew and places that had changed while we were gone.
“I don't mind,” I said.
Then I laughed, because for once I meant it without quietly hoping he'd choose the thing I hadn't dared ask for.
We started walking. The rain, having agreed to none of our plans, got both of us. I pulled my repaired coat closer, took his hand and let the afternoon happen.
