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Chapter One — IVY
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The sea smells like pennies and rain when the bus drops me at Brackenbay. Wind pushes the clouds around like it’s rearranging furniture, and the gulls argue about it above the harbor. I shoulder my rucksack, hold tight to the puppet in my coat pocket—a ridiculous little fox with a crooked ear—and tell myself I know how to do this. Routines. Safety. Small steps. It’s what I tell clients’ parents. It’s what I tell myself.

The house sits two streets up from the quay, a square-shouldered Victorian with slate like wet scales. There’s a wooden sign by the doorbell: HALE. The ‘E’ is nicked at the bottom. The front garden is tidy in the way of people who need order to breathe: broom-clean path, clipped rosemary, boots paired like soldiers by the mat.

I wipe my shoes and see my reflection ghost in the glass. Wind-rasped cheeks, hair trying to escape its clip, a patience I’ve practiced into my face like a second language. I press the buzzer. My heart trips in the exact way I’ve lectured clients to notice and name. Upsy heart. Cold fingers. Breathe in four, out six.

Bolts slide. The door opens.

He’s taller than I remembered from the video call, which feels unfair. There should be a law about pixels not understating someone. Mid-to-late thirties, dark hair pushed back like he’s just run his hands through it in a hurry, a day’s growth of beard. A navy jumper with a shoulder patch, salt-stained at one cuff. Eyes so steady it’s like he nails them to you.

“Ms Hart,” he says, formal and polite. Voice like old wood—warm, a little rough. “Ivy. We—thanks for coming.”

“Thank you for having me.” It comes out too polite; I sound like I’m at a job interview. I suppose I am.

He steps back. The house exhales cool air: lemon cleaner, soap, a thread of sawdust. The floorboards are old and honest, stripes of sanded grain running the length of the hall. A yellow slicker hangs from a peg like a shrugged-off sea. Beside it, a child’s backpack with a cartoon otter closing its eyes around a fish.

“I’m Jonah,” he adds, as if I might have forgotten. He isn’t smiling exactly. He’s doing something with his mouth like he’s keeping a smile in check until the paperwork is done.

“I know,” I say softly. I don’t look too long at his face because I already know the words my body wants to use about it, and we’re not using those. Not here.

He glances over my shoulder, past the rain. “Come in, before you drown.”

Inside, it’s all light even with the weather, reflective white paint and big windows. A photograph above the radiator catches my eye without my permission: a woman in a red scarf on this very street, hair lifted by the wind, laughing at whoever holds the camera. There’s a tenderness in the frame that has nothing to do with composition. I look away. I already knew about the wife. Everyone in this town probably knows, and even if they didn’t, the photograph would tell them. Her laughter reaches across the years and says: we were loved here.

“Boots there, if you want,” Jonah says, nodding toward the mat. “She’s in the sitting room.”

She. He means Maisie, six, selective mutism since the funeral, comfortable with some people, silent with most. Progress with puppets and predictable routines. Fear of loud sudden noises. Loves foxes. Colors when anxious. These are the notes in my head. The facts like stones I can step on to cross this river.

“Okay.” I kneel to unlace my boots, and the house offers me domestic sounds: a kettle somewhere, a small voice humming under breath, the scrape of rain on glass like a match striking. “We’ll try for an hour together,” I say, keeping my voice steady. “Just to see how she tolerates a new person. No agenda. No demands.”

He nods, the controlled nod of a man who has read every article and still doesn’t trust the world to be careful. “The social worker said—well. You know what they said.”

I do. Stability. Consistency. Attachment. The words that are heavy as anchors and somehow expected to float.

We step into the sitting room. The window is a wide, old thing with wavy glass, the kind that makes the street outside look like it belongs to a storybook. A patchwork rug anchors the floor. Crayons lie scattered like bright bones around an open sketchbook.

And there she is, tucked into the corner of the sofa under a knitted blanket the particular green of cliff grass in June. Small for six, hair a tangle that tries to be neat and then forgets, knees hugged to chest. She watches me the way a fox watches the edge of a hedge: ready to bolt, ready to stay, depending on the next breath.

“Hi, Maisie,” I say. I don’t move closer. I don’t wave. I take the chair opposite, low and unthreatening, and set my rucksack at my feet. “I’m Ivy. Your dad said it would be okay if I came to draw.”

No answer. Her eyes flick to Jonah and back like a swallow.

He stands like a question mark beside the mantle, not wanting to crowd the doorway, not wanting to leave. It’s an art, the way parents learn to hover without hovering. He is bad at it. He is very, very bad at it. The fact makes something in my chest lift in a way I refuse to name.

“That’s okay,” I tell the room, and it’s as much for him as for her. “We don’t have to talk. I brought a friend, though. He’s not very brave. Could he sit with the crayons?”

I slide the puppet out of my pocket and keep him low to the carpet until he peeks over the coffee table, ears askew, black button eyes scandalized by the brightness of the crayons. I pitch my voice small and a little indignant. “Oh dear. These pencils look very dangerous. Do you think they bite?”

A beat of silence. Then the faintest unfurling of her mouth, almost a smile, in self-defense against the dorkiness of adults.

Jonah’s shoulders drop a fraction.

Mr Fox squints at the sketchbook. “Is this for drawing or for wrapping fish? Because if it’s for fish, I must insist we reconsider.”

A whisper—barely air. “Drawing.”

It’s nothing and it’s everything. It’s a bridge thrown across a gap and I pretend it’s the most ordinary thing in the world.

“Drawing,” Mr Fox repeats, relieved. “Thank goodness. I can’t swim.”

He flops onto his back in a pantomime faint. One of his felt paws lands on a purple crayon and squeaks across the paper. I make a scandalized little gasp. “My paw! I think it has... purple!”

Maisie makes a small sound that might be a giggle and might be a cough and might be a thought. She eases one knee down and reaches, slow as a deer leaning toward a salt lick, for the purple crayon. Our hands don’t touch. Mr Fox lifts his paw, trembling for effect.

“Would you,” I ask the space between us, “be the doctor? Mr Fox is very worried.”

She nods once. Then, to my astonishment and Jonah’s quiet, shaking breath I pretend not to hear, she says a word I will carry around like a coal in my pocket for the rest of the day.

“Bandage.”

I nod with equal solemnity. “Of course. The purple kind. Only the bravest doctors use purple.”

We wrap the puppet’s paw in a loop of tissue and Maisie arranges the tape with fierce precision. The room shifts a millimeter toward ease. The kettle clicks off in the kitchen like it’s been holding its breath too.

Jonah vanishes and returns without me noticing, setting three mugs on coasters with reverent, too-quiet movements, as if not to spook the scene. Tea for me. Milk for Maisie. Something dark for himself, perhaps coffee, perhaps a promise to stay awake through the afternoon without clutching the edges of his worry.

He doesn’t sit. He leans in the doorway and learns, and I can feel the pressure of his attention like I could feel a hand warmed in the sun laid near, not touching, not presuming.

“Can we draw foxes?” I ask.

Maisie nods. Her mouth shapes around concentration. I turn my page sideways and draw a fox that looks like a dog who lost an argument with a triangle. Maisie’s version is better. They usually are.

Mr Fox, voice wounded but proud: “It’s like looking in a mirror.”

The clock on the mantle murmurs over us. Rain beads the window into tiny worlds. I stay in the chair and ask the questions I know how to ask, the ones you can answer with a nod or a tilt: Trees or sea? Crayons or pencils? Blanket on or off? Choices you can hold in your hand.

Jonah relaxes in microscopic installments.

We do this for forty minutes. In the middle of it, in the quiet that opens when a child decides you are not a threat, the doorbell rings.

It’s a bell with opinions, brassy and too loud, and the sound does what sounds like that do. Maisie goes rigid, and then small. The fox puppet goes still under her hand.

“Sorry,” Jonah says, instantly contrite. His voice is low and coaxing. “It’ll just be Gran. She said she’d—”

But he doesn’t finish because the door opens on a breath of wet weather and a woman strides in like she still owns every room she’s ever entered. She is the kind of put-together that means something: trench belted tight, hair done despite the storm, expression that has made shopkeepers apologize for things they didn’t do.

“Laura?” Jonah says, alarm flashing across his face that is not for me. “You don’t— You couldn’t wait for me to—”

“It’s my afternoon,” she says lightly, a politeness sharp enough to cut a tie. “And I prefer to meet the people attached to my granddaughter. You must be Ms Hart.” Her gaze sweeps me in a way that takes inventory. “We’ve heard... a great deal.”

I think of the photograph on the wall. Wife in red scarf, laughter snagged on film. I picture this woman taking that frame down to dust it and then hanging it back as if straightening a headstone. I think of my own past, the way certain names taste like metal in my mouth.

“Hello,” I say. “I’m Ivy.”

She steps forward with a hand extended, but the handshake isn’t about meeting, it’s about grip. I let her squeeze and give back a pressure that says I am not fragile and this child is not a battlefield.

“Laura Hale,” she says. “We are so grateful for your willingness to help.” The words are right. The temperature is wrong. “You understand the situation, I assume.”

“Selective mutism,” I say quietly. “After bereavement. It often co-occurs with general anxiety. It’s not a choice to be silent; it’s a protective mechanism. The aim isn’t to force speech. It’s to make the world safe enough that speech feels possible.”

Her eyes flick, briefly, to Jonah. It is not a kind glance. “Yes. Well. Safety is what we prioritize.”

Maisie has curled into the blanket, small again, pupils wide. I keep my body loose and my voice lighter than I feel. “Mr Fox thinks doctors who use purple are extremely safe,” I say, lifting the puppet just above the table. “He is very reassured by visiting grandmothers who wait until hello is finished before ringing the bell.”

Laura’s mouth tightens. Jonah makes a sound in his chest that could be a laugh if it weren’t an apology. The moment teeters. The old habit of justifying myself itches under my skin like wool, hot and useless. I do not scratch it.

Laura lowers herself onto the far end of the sofa as if testing it for purchase. She looks at the crayons with faint distaste. “I brought the agreement,” she says, setting a folder on the coffee table. “For the position. A standard document we’ve adapted.” She says we like the crown.

Jonah’s ears flush. “Mum—” Then he swallows the word. “Laura.”

“Jonah can sit with you while you read it,” she adds to me. “I’m due at the florist’s.”

She stands as if the conversation has ended because she has decided it has. The door clicks behind her. Rain is louder for a moment, then quieter. The kettle’s metal knock as it settles. That’s the soundtrack of this house: weather and water and the small negotiations of grief.

“I’m sorry,” Jonah says, back to contrite. “I didn’t know she’d— She’s... trying.”

I nod and smile like it’s fine, because in the practical sense it is. Grandmothers try like storms do: they sweep in and sweep out and leave the street smelling of lightning. Sometimes they flood the kitchen. Sometimes they fill the water butt you forgot to fill. The trick is to build higher shelves and make sandwiches while the power still holds.

“Shall we look at the contract?” I ask.

We move to the kitchen table. It’s bare wood with a shallow groove on one edge where someone’s tea mug has sat often enough to teach the grain to learn its shape. Jonah spreads the papers and sets a pen on top with excessive care, as if the pen might spook.

It’s standard, mostly. Hours, duties, boundaries. No sharing of personal information without consent. No posting photos. No giving the child alcohol, knives, car keys. I would laugh if it didn’t make me want to cry.

The clause is in the middle like a stone sewn into a hem, making the whole thing hang strange.

Employee will maintain a strictly professional relationship with Employer and members of Employer’s family. No fraternization or romantic engagement of any kind is permissible during the term of employment. Breach of this clause will result in immediate termination.

My throat tightens in a way I pretend is about fairness and not about the way Jonah’s shoulder looks under his jumper when he leans to pour tea. I let the feeling pass like I let weather pass: notice, name, wait.

“It’s there because of the case,” he says, as if I don’t understand contracts or subtext, as if he hates the words on the paper but has chosen them anyway, and he has, and he will. “Because of... perception. The social worker said it would be— clear.”

“Prudent,” I say. “Yes.” I keep my voice calm. I imagine bodily taking the clause between two fingers and putting it gently on the table. We will talk about you later, when you are not pretending to be law.

Jonah studies my face like he’s checking for bruises. “It’s not that I— I’m not—” He closes his eyes, briefly, and opens them, cleaner. “It’s for her.”

“Yes.” There’s so much to argue with in a single syllable and I don’t touch any of it. I initial the margins. I sign my name: Ivy Hart. The letters look smaller than usual.

He signs too. Jonah Hale looks exactly the size I expected. A man you could read from across a room.

We sit there with the cooling tea and the thickened air. He doesn’t meet my eyes, which is its own form of courtesy. I am grateful for it.

From the sitting room, a soft voice: “Daddy?”

He’s on his feet like he was wound for it. “Mouse?” His whole body changes when he says it, a softening I’ll pretend I didn’t notice later, when I am alone. “We’re here.”

She pads in sock feet to the threshold, blanket dragged like a tide. She looks at the papers and at me and at Mr Fox, who is currently lying face-down on the table like someone who has fainted from too much bureaucracy.

“Tea?” she says, barely voice.

“Yes, please,” I say. “Fox prefers milk.”

She takes the mug in both hands, brings it to me with ceremonial care, and then goes back to her blanket spot on the sofa. The trust, provisional and light, lands on the table like a moth and rests its powdery wings.

We spend the next hour as planned. We draw places you can hear the sea but not see it. We name textures: slipper, towel, sand, soap. Maisie speaks half a dozen words and a few are not repeats, and none of them are no.

At some point the rain stops. The light in the room is the kind that makes everything feel wiped clean: the post-storm shine, houses lifting their faces to the sudden, gentle brightness. I pack my rucksack slowly, not because I am lingering but because I have learned to let good moments end at the speed they want.

Jonah walks me to the door because that is what he was taught and because he wants to, and both are true. He stands with his hand on the jamb as if to remind himself there are boundaries that are not made of paper. Up close, the lines around his mouth are tired in a way that has nothing to do with sleep.

“Thank you,” he says. The words are so simple they are honest. “She— that was more than we’ve had in a while.”

“She did it,” I say. “We only made it safe.”

The wind toys with a loose curl at my ear. I can feel the nearness of him the way you feel a fireplace behind your back. He looks at the signed pages in my folder as if he could will them into being kinder. “I meant— thank you for that. For— staying. After the clause.”

“It’s a good clause,” I say, and because compassion is a muscle you can strengthen, I keep my tone light. “You can put your head on the pillow tonight and say you did everything by the book.”

One side of his mouth twitches. “You talk like you’re the book.”

“I carry a lot of books,” I say, and we both smile, small and tired and absurdly real.

Down on the quay, a buoy knocks against a mooring with a patient, hollow sound. Someone laughs too loudly outside the pub and then hushes, contrite. The air is full of seaweed and diesel and a sweetness I can’t place until I realize someone’s baking with cinnamon.

“Tomorrow?” he asks, still the door between us, still the world.

“Tomorrow,” I say. “We’ll see what she chooses.”

He nods. He looks like a man who has realized he is starving and doesn’t trust the kitchen. He says something that surprises both of us. “If you need anything, call. Even if it’s nothing to do with— this.”

“I won’t,” I say, because we’ve signed things and agreed to things and nothing good starts with almost. Then I soften it. “But thank you.”

I step onto the path and the rosemary brushes my coat. Salt gathers on my tongue like a promise I didn’t make. I walk halfway to the gate, then turn back because I am not done being sensible in this life; I will never be done.

“Jonah?”

He looks up.

“I’m going to buy ear defenders for the doorbell, if that’s okay,” I say. “Purple, if we can find them.”

His gaze flicks to the window where a small shape is pressed to the glass between the curtains, watching. He nods, this time without effort. “Purple’s safest.”

I leave him with the door half-closed and his hand still on it, as if holding it there keeps the house together. The clouds have pulled apart in tired handfuls, strips of blue threaded between them. Gulls wheel. The harbor breathes.

On the bus back to the let where I’m sleeping for the first month, I open my notebook and write down what needs writing down before the day rubs the shine off: Spoke: “drawing,” “bandage,” “tea,” “daddy,” “fox,” “purple.” Eye contact sustained two beats. Tolerated new adult at five meters, then three, then two. No meltdown. Doorbell a trigger; mitigate. Then, below my tidy notes where no one but me will ever see, a single line I draw a box around.

I am not here to be praised for restraint.

When I close my eyes, the house is there again—the photograph’s red scarf, the violet slur of rain at the windows, a man with his palm against a door like he could hold back weather with it, the small quiet of a child’s first brave word.

Tomorrow we will aim for two brave words. Tomorrow we will practice picking them up without squeezing. Tomorrow I will sit in the low chair and make a fox complain about vegetables. Tomorrow will be ordinary and that will be its own kind of miracle.

The bus rounds the bend and the sea is briefly all there is. I press my forehead to the glass and let the cold of it flatten the heat in my skin. On the inside of my coat pocket, the puppet makes a bump against my ribs—crooked ear, lopsided optimism, stitched-on grin. I keep my hand there, palm out, like a promise I can make without papers.

Behind me, Brackenbay collects itself after the storm. In front of me, the road skims the cliff and then tucks into hedges like a secret. I’m very good at secrets. I’m done keeping the wrong ones.

Tomorrow, Jonah’s voice will be the next chapter in my head, low and careful and trying. Tonight, mine is enough.
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Chapter Two — JONAH
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I don’t sleep much the night after Ivy comes. It isn’t nerves exactly. It’s the way the house sounds different when something good has happened in it. The floorboards feel lighter under my feet when I make the first-thing circuit—kettle, boiler check, back door bolt, the usual touches I give to wood and steel to remind them we’re still here. Rain did a good scrub of Brackenbay and left everything rinsed. The gulls are quarrelling on the green like they’re on a committee.

I pour porridge into a pan and listen to the quiet where we used to have more noise. There’s a space in the kitchen that understands laughter even when none is happening. I keep my hand on the edge of the counter and breathe like Ivy said to Maisie: in, out, steady. It’s not lost on me that I watched a stranger make this house gentler in an hour. It’s not lost on me that I wanted to tell the stranger to stay.

The clause sits on the table where we left it, folded back neatly, signatures cooling on paper. No fraternization or romantic engagement of any kind. The words look swollen from being near us. I set a coaster on top like I’m keeping them from blowing about. Ridiculous.

Footsteps on the stairs, two sets: one light and careful, one small and scuffing. “Morning, Mouse,” I say, and the day’s worth of tension unwinds one notch when I see her face open up toward the light in the doorway. She’s got last night’s blanket over her shoulders like a cape, hair in a slept-on snarl, bare feet. Ivy walks behind, not herding, not ahead, just there, letting Maisie pace herself.

“Good morning,” Ivy says, voice low. She looks rested in the way of someone who knows how to make do. Her hair’s up in something practical; her mouth has a quiet curve like the last of a smile left over from sleep. There’s a smudge of graphite on the side of her index finger. I notice stupid things. I put them away on high shelves in my head.

“Porridge?” I offer. “Or toast. Or—” My mouth runs ahead of me when I’m trying to be useful and ends up handing out options like leaflets. “Both.”

Maisie pads to her spot at the table, tucks in like a small animal considering a watering hole, and looks at the puppet sticking out of Ivy’s pocket as if the puppet’s opinion on oats will be decisive. Mr Fox pretends not to notice. He’s got professional detachment.

“Porridge is a good idea,” Ivy says, and there’s that calm again, that steadying tone that makes all the hinges in the room squeak less. “Can Maisie stir?”

I nod, slide the pan to the cool side of the hob, and hand over the wooden spoon. “Three turns,” I say, showing three fingers. “Your turn. Then mine. Then Ivy’s.” I can feel Ivy’s eyes on me as I make it a game. The praise lands hot and unwanted. I’m not fishing for it. I’m just... trying. Always trying.

Maisie does three solemn turns, wrists delicate, tongue between teeth; I count them out like we’re telling beads. When she’s finished, Ivy does her three, an exaggerated stir that makes Mr Fox fall over in her pocket with a muffled squeak. Maisie’s mouth twitches. I do mine and exaggerate worse, drawing a figure-eight that sloshes porridge almost to the rim. “Oops,” I say, and we all live.

We eat at the table with the morning coming up pale through the window. Ivy puts a folded sheet by my elbow—today’s plan, printed last night, probably. Start as you mean to go on. Monday: school run, then puzzle; play-dough; park if dry; ear defenders fitting; quiet story after lunch; colours check-in; sand tray; dinner. She’s added a little box at the edge: Doorbell mitigation. I feel the ridiculous rush of gratitude that comes when someone picks up a corner of the thing you carry and doesn’t make a speech about it.

“Ear defenders,” I say, trying out the words like screws against a thread. “Purple?”

“Purple,” Ivy says. “Only the bravest doctors use them.”

Maisie glances between us and takes a sip of milk. “Purple’s safest,” she says, a whisper that might be a quote from last night or might be an original thought. Either way, it loosens something behind my ribs.

After breakfast we do the usual choreography of coats and shoes and the backpack with the otter who can’t believe its luck about fish. The sky is the colour of dishwater but there’s a slit of gold at the edge where the sun argues its case. I walk them to the school gates because Mondays are harder; Ivy doesn’t say she doesn’t need me. She doesn’t say she does, either. She keeps the pace Maisie can handle and I match it; we are a three-part engine chugging up a hill and I can feel the wheels catching, catching, then catching properly.

Outside the classroom, Ivy crouches to Maisie’s level without making a ceremony of it. “One hour,” she says. “I’ll be at the bench.” They touch foreheads, a tap like a secret code. Maisie nods once, goes in, hangs up her blanket-cape on a peg that isn’t big enough for it, and that is that. No words because none are needed. The teacher—Mrs Parr, not the source of the gossip, the other one—gives me a spare smile meant for not frightening horses. I give it back in the same currency.

We sit on the bench by the green afterwards with takeaway coffees wrapped in too-thin sleeves. The air tastes of salt and diesel and somebody frying bacon somewhere we can’t see. Boats knock themselves sensible against the pontoon. Ivy keeps her hands around the cup and watches the tide list indifferently outward.

“You don’t have to wait with me,” she says, after a while. “If you’ve got a job on.”

I’ve always had jobs on. I keep my hands busy because it keeps my head from building scaffolding around nothing. “I’ve a commission that needs sanding,” I say, nodding vaguely toward the direction of the workshop. “But it’ll sand better after I know she’s okay in there.”

“Okay,” Ivy says. She doesn’t fill silence with anything but breath. It’s a very careful gift.

We last fifteen minutes in companionable quiet before Brackenbay remembers itself and starts being Brackenbay again. Di bobbles into view in her high-vis dog-walking jacket, three small mutts tacking like sails at the end of their leads. “Jonah!” she says, as if I might not be, and then, clocking Ivy, “Oh, hello love. New?”

“This is Ivy,” I say, bracing without meaning to. “She’s supporting Maisie.”

Di produces a smile that’s all bright approval and then turns one eye conspiratorial. “Good,” she says. “The poor mite.” There’s a beat where the wind flaps the edges of a flyer taped to the bakery window. “Saw your mum yesterday,” she adds to me. “She says you’re getting your ducks in a row.” She says it like she’s reporting on migrating patterns.

“Right,” I say. That’s one way of describing a clause with teeth.

She eyes Ivy with frank curiosity that doesn’t feel unkind, just local. “You from here?”

“From London,” Ivy says, and it’s the nothing kind of answer you give if you’ve had practice keeping nothing as a shield. She punctures it with a smile that shows she knows what she’s doing and has decided to be pleasant about it. “But I grew up on the coast. Worthing.”

“Oh, well then,” Di declares. “You already know gull shit is personal.” She’s off before either of us can reply, dragged by dogs with strong opinions about the bin lorry.

“Sorry,” I say, which I have done a lot in my life and still keep like a habit. “People will—”

“People will people,” Ivy says. “If it gets sharp, I’ll mind my hands.”

It’s an odd phrase, almost Irish on the tongue, and I like it too much. I stand to unkink a knot in my back that wasn’t there before the lifeboat call-out last week and isn’t interested in leaving now. “I’ll pick up the defenders,” I say. “Half ten?”

“I’ll meet you at the shop,” she says. “She’ll feel better choosing.”

We do exactly that at half ten. Maisie emerges from class with her mouth in its neutral line and a looseness to her shoulders that tells me the morning didn’t bite. She hasn’t got the blanket anymore; she has a library book with a fox on the cover like the world is taking notes. We walk down to the ironmongers where they stock everything from screws to saucepans to Wellington boots in a brown-green-yellow palette that looks like a cupboard from nineteen seventy-eight and works as well now as it did then.

“Ears,” Ivy says softly to Maisie as we cross the threshold, and touches two fingers to her own. Maisie touches hers, acknowledging the plan. The bell above the door jangles—a smaller, less aggressive cousin of ours—and Maisie’s shoulders rise a hair then settle. Mr Fox peers from Ivy’s pocket like he’s doing reconnaissance. The man behind the counter—the owner’s son, beard like a hedge, gentle eyes—gives us a nod that’s almost a bow and pretends to become deeply interested in an inventory list.

We try on three pairs, all too big or too something, until we find the purple ones and all our shoulders drop in the same breath. “Doctor grade,” I say, and Ivy’s mouth curves. Maisie touches the cups like an archaeologist handling a precious shard. She doesn’t put them on yet; she holds them and walks around the aisles, testing trust with each step. Ivy keeps pace beside her and points out a row of paint swatches, a whole spectrum of names that are more poem than colour: sea lavender, rope tar, old brass. Maisie runs a finger along the row and stops at foxglove. “Purple,” she whispers. Ivy doesn’t say a thing; she just taps the name with one finger like a benediction.

We buy them and I overpay without thinking because relief makes my hands clumsy around coins. Back at the house, I oil the front-door hinge while Ivy and Maisie make a little ritual of the defenders—case here, label there, a sticker of a fox at the corner. We practice bell and muffle, bell and muffle, until the bell is just a noise and not a threat. Ivy doesn’t push for more than five rounds; she closes the box after the fourth and says, “One more tomorrow,” like it’s a treat we’re saving, not a dragon we didn’t slay today.

After lunch, they work in the sitting room with the sand tray and I take the contract into the workshop because wood makes the world reasonable. The place smells of cedar and glue and the memory of rain on corrugated tin. The half-built commission on the trestles is for a couple up near the ridge—a bench with a back that hooks your shoulder blades just so, a place to sit the length of a sunset. I run my hand along the rail and the grain says I’m here; I’ve been here longer than you; behave yourself. I plane an edge until the curl of wood peels off in a satisfying ribbon and drops to the floor with a sound like a sigh.

The clause is in my head, not my hand, but it’s as heavy as oak. It’s the right clause. There’s a version of me that needs the clause like a fence around something tender. I know my worst habit: I like to make everything safe by making it mine to carry. I’ve called it love before and it wasn’t, or not only. It was possession wearing its good suit. I was less dangerous when I was honest about that.

I’m halfway through sanding the bench back when my phone buzzes with a message from Mum.

Pop round when you can.

No question mark. My skin does that staticky thing it does when I’m about to get told off in the gentlest possible tone. I wash sawdust off my hands, rub the moisture into my knuckles the way I’ve done since I was a boy mending oars with Dad, and head over.

Mum’s place is the mirror of mine with softer corners: more cushions than any known human being needs, a plant that thrives out of spite on a north-facing sill, three recipe books with notes in the margins that read like letters to inanimate objects. She’s at the sink washing a mug that’s already clean. She puts it down, dries her hands, turns, doesn’t bother pretending she isn’t about to mother me.

“You could have told me she was starting yesterday,” she says, not sharp, just plain. “I would have baked. Children like cake.”

“She had porridge,” I say. “She likes purple.”

Mum’s mouth does a movement that means she’s deciding whether to laugh at me or save it for when she’s by herself so her son doesn’t get cocky. “I met her last night,” she says, and waits for me to pick up the thread.

“I know. I’m sorry about the bell.”

“It’s not the bell,” she says. “It’s you, Jonah. You go tight when you think you’re being watched. Then you make rules to hide the tightness. And then you snap them shut around you like a trap.” She softens it with a hand on my arm. “We’re on the same side. We want Maisie steady.” A beat. “I like Ivy. She didn’t flinch when I walked in trying to be a hurricane.”

“You weren’t—” I start.

“Oh, I was,” she says cheerfully. “I had my storm coat on and everything.” Then, small: “Is the paper really necessary? The— no fraternization?”

I look at the white marks the mug feet have worn into her table’s varnish. “It makes it easier with the social worker. And—”

“And you like fences,” she says, not unkind. “It keeps you from having to say what you want.”

“What I want is not the point,” I say too quickly, and catch myself. “What I want is for Maisie to start being six again. What I want is for—” The rest of it is a muddle of noise I don’t trust with air. “The paper makes it simple.”

Mum watches me the way people watch a sky that can’t decide between rain and clearing. “Simple,” she echoes. “Right.” She nods like she’s pinning a note to my shirt. “Well. Bring them for tea Thursday. I’ll make fish pie with the ridiculous pastry fish on top.”

We have the tea, and I get back to the house feeling like a grown man who has been sent home from school with a letter in his bag. Ivy is on the floor with Maisie and the sand tray, drawing a path with a tiny rake, a path that curves around obstacles and ends at a model fox sitting on a painted rock. “Where should the fox sleep?” Ivy asks, not looking up at me because she doesn’t need my approval to do her job well. Maisie takes the rake, drags a line to a little wooden house, hesitates, shifts it so the house is closer to the paper tree that looks like Mum’s plant. “There,” she says. The word is very nearly ordinary.

We make dinner together like we’ve done it thirty times instead of twice. Ivy peels carrots into ribbons that curl like confetti; Maisie sits on a stool with Mr Fox in her lap and narrates a story under her breath that I pretend not to hear but store away like all the other good things. The radio murmurs classic rock like it doesn’t mean it, like it’s embarrassed to be sentimental. The phone rings once and I flinch; we let it go to the machine and Maisie’s shoulders don’t jump as much as yesterday. We make a celebration out of that.

After dinner, bedtime is a tidy song—we’re four minutes over schedule and no one dies. I do the books. Ivy listens in the doorway, her back against the jamb, her head tipped so she can pretend to be watching the window if it’s too intimate to watch us. Maisie chooses the fox book and then, unexpectedly, pushes it aside and taps the one with boats. “Daddy’s work,” she says, almost normal.

After, when Maisie is a small moon under her duvet, Ivy and I do the kitchen in silence that doesn’t itch. Plates stack. Water runs over our knuckles. We move around each other fluidly without the choreography you only get after time; there’s something else moving us along, a tidy intention that feels like working a problem together. Out the window, a set of lights glides into the harbour and makes a braid of brightness on the evening tide.

I catch myself looking at Ivy’s neck where her hair has slipped and I put my eyes back in my head like you do with a naughty tool you love but can’t use for this job. The clause is a fence I built and signed; it is not a dare.

“Tomorrow,” she says, drying her hands and folding the towel exactly in half, exactly again. “Sand tray, then park if the wind doesn’t cut us in half. If it does, we’ll build a den and let Mr Fox complain about vegetables.”

“Tomorrow,” I say, because I can say that without making a promise we’ll both regret. “My mum invited us to tea Thursday. Fish pie with pastry fish that look like they’ve had a hard life. Only if you’re... comfortable with that.”

Ivy’s eyebrows do a small, surprised rise that doesn’t say no. “We’ll see how the week begins,” she says. “If she’s settled by Thursday, we can try. If not, we’ll reschedule. You can take pie to go in Tupperware and talk about me behind my back.”

“I already talk about you,” I say, and we both freeze because that’s too honest. I clear my throat. “I mean— I told Mum you were— good. With her. That’s all.”

“That’s a lot,” Ivy says softly. She holds my gaze for a beat that becomes one beat too long and then looks down at the towel like it’s forgotten how edges work. “Goodnight, Jonah.”

“Goodnight, Ivy.”

I stand in the hall until I hear her door, the soft click. I do not go out to the workshop because I don’t trust myself not to make something just to put this feeling into a shape I can sand. I go upstairs and sit on the edge of my bed like a man who could be trusted with an enormous ache and not do anything except breathe around it.

Sleep comes in snatches. When it breaks, it does not break with sirens or nightmares or the memory of hospital corridors. It breaks with a knock on the front door at half nine the next morning that misses the bell altogether and reverberates down the bones of the house. The kind of knock that means this is social, not urgent and I didn’t earn the doorbell and I’m here.

I am halfway down the stairs when the knocker knocks again, heart-thud slow, three times. Ivy steps into the hall from the sitting room with Maisie tucked behind her legs and Mr Fox in defensive posture. I’m aware suddenly of the way I look: jumper, work jeans, sawdust that never fully leaves me, a face I didn’t remember to shave. I open the door.

Hugh Lafferty is there, a man built like a ferry, too wide for the frame even when he hunches his shoulders as if to fit. He runs one of the pubs and has a way of talking like his voice has to bounce off the bottom of a pint glass to come out. He’s not unkind; he’s also not gentle. “All right, Jonah?” he says, voice big for a hallway. “Just thought I’d drop by before noon to talk about Saturday’s charity thing. Also—” He clocks Ivy and makes that local calculation that happens so fast it feels slower: Who is this. What does it mean. How does it change anything.

“This is Ivy,” I say, the way people throw a rope to each other across a gap. “She’s here to work with Maisie.”

“Right,” he says. His eyes flick to the puppet and soften against their will. “You’re the fox lady.” He means it kindly. “Well. Welcome.” He puts a hand out like he’s about to grip Ivy’s entire arm. She takes it politely and somehow keeps control of the situation without looking like she’s doing anything at all.

“What about Saturday?” I ask, stepping a hair into the porch so the house doesn’t have to hold this much friendliness at once.

Hugh launches into something about raffle tickets and who’s doing the sound system, the words pouring out of him like barrels rolled off a lorry. Over his shoulder, across the road, a curtain moves and a face in its elastic of Lace peeks out and peeks back. There’s a prickle that starts at the base of my skull and trickles down as a thought: the sighting that isn’t yet a sighting, the first whisper flexing its wings.

Hugh leaves with two fliers and a promise to keep the microphone from sounding like a dying bee; the door shuts; the house inhales. Ivy looks at me in a level way, like someone checking a compass before setting off. “We should plan for the fête,” she says. “Public days can be good practice. And risky.”

“Right,” I say. “Right.”

We go back to the day. It goes. We put the defenders on twice and take them off twice and the bell turns from a monster into a muzzled dog. We make soup. We build a den that turns the sitting room into a tent with the sofa for one wall and a broom for a centre pole. Maisie prints FOX DEN in purple felt-tip on a sheet of paper and tapes it to the entrance like a bouncer.

In the afternoon, when Ivy takes Maisie to the park and I’m sanding again because I am always sanding, my phone buzzes with a message that distils Brackenbay into one line of text:

You got a nanny then? x

No name attached because of course not; the number’s familiar in the way of half a dozen numbers that have drifted in and out of my past fifteen years like boats coming alongside and pushing off again. I swallow down the first dozen replies I could send and settle on:

Yes. She’s good with Maisie.

A bubble appears. Disappears. Appears. I set the phone face down and breathe sawdust and recall that what I want is not the point is a sentence I can hold and examine and not live inside forever. I want things. I want things I am not going to take. I am going to do the work.

By the time Ivy and Maisie come back, cheeks chapped, noses cold, Mr Fox stuffed into the hood of Ivy’s coat like a stowaway, I’ve got something like calm in my bones again. Maisie holds up a leaf that looks like a hand and announces, to the world at large and not necessarily to me, “Fox den needs a tree.” She takes the leaf to the sitting room and fixes it to the den with two pieces of tape and then, very quietly, because she can, “Daddy, look.”

“I see it,” I say. “It’s perfect.”

Ivy stands in the doorway and watches us with that careful stillness she has when things are going right. She doesn’t say good job because she doesn’t have to. I rinse mugs and stack them and the day stacks with them.

At bedtime, after books, after the ordinary march of teeth and water and last pees, Ivy gives me a small paper—tomorrow’s plan with three words underlined at the bottom in pencil: No secrets. Below it, in smaller writing: If asked, we answer. She looks at me like she’s handing me a tool I already own and forget where I kept. “We don’t volunteer,” she says. “We don’t pretend. If the question comes, we answer in daylight.”

Daylight. Right. I know a lot about weather. I know less than I thought about light.

When the house is finally quiet and the street outside has settled into the soft middle of evening where footsteps sound like thoughts, I take a turn in the workshop just to say goodnight to the bench. The lamplight throws warm pools on the wood; the shavings on the floor look like curled fox fur. I put my palm to the rail and feel the day’s heat leach out of me into something that can hold it. A knock sounds—not at the door this time, but a light tap on the workshop frame. Ivy, in sock feet, oversized jumper, hair down like the end of a day.

“I just wanted to say,” she says, not stepping in, her hand on the jamb, “today was good.”

“It was,” I say. It sounds like insufficient language for what it was.

She nods once. She does not look at the bench; she looks at me and then not at me, the careful way you look at the sun if you value your eyes. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

She goes. I stand in the doorway after she’s gone because I have to stand somewhere. The bench looks at me like it knows a secret and I’m not allowed to ask. The clause is a fence. I am inside it with my hands by my sides. The house breathes.

Tomorrow will be Ivy’s voice. Tonight, mine holds the line.
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Chapter Three — IVY
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On Tuesdays the harbor smells like fresh bread and diesel. I learn that on my third morning in Brackenbay, walking the school run with Maisie’s hand in mine and Jonah a half step off my left shoulder, leaving me room to set the pace. The tide is halfway gone, the boats tilting like sleepy heads on pillows, and the bakery queue snakes out under the awning in a zigzag of waterproofs and gossip.

“Bench after drop-off?” Jonah asks, quiet for my ear. He’s careful with questions; I notice it the way I notice a loose hinge. “Fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen,” I agree. “Then I’ll take her for sand tray when she’s home.”

Maisie’s fingers are small and cool, but not clammy today. This matters. We take the long way around the green to avoid the man who feeds gulls from his pockets—predictable triggers first—and go through gates open wide enough you don’t have to think about your shoulders. I kneel to her level under the school’s wavy glass and touch two fingers to my temple. “Code today?”

She matches me, two fingers against her forehead. Our now-shared shorthand: one hour, I’m near, we’re steady. She slips inside without a word because none are needed. The teacher gives that horseless smile again; I hand it back and send a prayer to the quiet corner of the room where the sand table lives. May the world be soft on the edges today.

Jonah and I sit on the bench with coffees that are too hot to drink and we don’t talk for a while because silence is a tool if you use it right. The wind combs the water in long strokes. Somewhere, a dog barks at a bin lorry and thinks it’s winning.

“Ear defenders helped,” he says eventually. “She rang the bell herself twice. Then told me when to stop.” The pride in his voice is a small flame. He tries to cup it out of sight.

“She likes being in charge of the monster,” I say. “We’ll make a chart.”

He nods like charts are lumber he can move.

We last five more quiet minutes before Brackenbay arrives with its clipboard. The bakery queue has shuffled along and now presses into our orbit: Di with the dogs, Mr. Kemp from the chandlery, and the woman from yesterday’s lace-curtain who materializes now with a paper bag of buns and the kind of smile you keep ironed.

“Morning,” she says to Jonah in that local tone that’s a greeting and a question on the same breath. “Saw you the other day. Big fella from the Anchor had you pinned about the fête, eh?” She glances at me, inventory-fast. “You must be the helper for the little one.”

“Ivy,” I supply, because I wasn’t raised by wolves even if London sometimes feels like an approximation. “Nice to meet you.”

“Marjorie,” she says, and it lands with the weight of a committee chair. “We do a tea rota for new parents, only I don’t suppose—” She abandons the sentence mid-build, turns it into a different structure. “You’re not from here.”

“Worthing,” I say lightly. “But I’m learning.”

Marjorie softens by a degree you could measure with a ruler. “Best to learn fast. We don’t stand on ceremony in Brackenbay, we are the ceremony.” She laughs at her own line, then, lower: “Shame about last time.”

I can feel Jonah turn a fraction toward me without moving, like a compass needle dragged by a magnet. I keep my face calm because that’s what we practised last night in the kitchen: no volunteering, no pretending. If asked, answer in daylight.

“Last time?” I echo, polite as a vicar, but I leave the door ajar.

Marjorie makes a face, a shared-wisdom wince. “The girl from the college. Not her fault, didn’t say so. But you know how tongues wag. Came and went like the tide and left a wet patch.” She says it as if what she’s said is not a metaphor for me to slip on. Then she changes tack like a boat smart to a gust. “We’re all hoping for the fête. The prize hamper’s coming together. You’ll come to the green, get the feel of things.”

“We’ll see what she can manage,” I say, because that’s always the answer and is often the truth.

Marjorie nods, eyes on me the way people watch a foal learning where its knees go. “Right.” She leans just enough to register as confidante rather than conspirator. “If anyone starts... you know, you don’t mind me saying, you come find me, love. I handle mothers-in-law for sport.”

“Noted,” I say. “Thank you.”

She shuffles off in the wake of her buns and the queue exhales around us. Jonah lets out a breath he must have been keeping in his pockets. “She meant well,” he says. It’s apology-adjacent.

“I know.” I test my coffee, burn my tongue, accept the data. “It’s all right. Let them watch. We’ll be boring.”

Jonah gives me a look that says we won’t be boring to us and immediately looks away, like he’s put a hand on a stove. Somewhere in the metalwork of this bench there’s a screw that will be loose by the end of the week if I let the thought rattle.

We do the hour. It’s fine. Maisie emerges with a face like clear water and squeezes my fingers twice, our other code. The wind has teeth now; we tuck into the bakery for bread and are swallowed by warmth and cinnamon. Flour dust lifts from the counter when the woman in the apron slaps a new batch down to rest.

“Two small loaves, please,” Jonah says, and the woman—Mags, according to the pin-on badge in jaunty script—looks over his shoulder at me with a kindness like fresh butter.

“You must be Ivy,” she says. “We’ve heard good things.” She stresses it on purpose, like putting a wedge under the right end of a teetering table. “You’ll need a loyalty card. People end up here even when they were going somewhere else.”

“Occupational hazard,” I say. “We’ll earn our stripes.”

“Start with shortbread,” she instructs, and pushes a paper bag across the counter that I haven’t paid for. “Housewarming. Tell the little fox it’s doctor-approved.”

Maisie stands on tiptoe, reads the word SHORTBREAD in purple letters on the bag, then pretends not to be proud she read it. Pride cracks your ribs if you’re not ready. I hold the bag low so Mr Fox can sniff. “Medicinal,” I agree, solemn.

We make it home through the fragile part of the day when school is behind and nap is ahead and a child’s nervous system remembers to forget things. In the hall, we do the bell drill once—chime, muffle, un-muffle—because repetition makes brains brave. In the sitting room, I spread the sand tray on the rug and we build the shape of our morning: gate, bench, door, bell, fox, flour snow. “Where does the noise live?” I ask. Maisie buries a metal bell halfway and covers it in sand. “Here,” she says, soft but sure.

At lunch, Jonah eats with us and pretends not to watch Maisie drink from the blue cup without checking the line on the side that says safe. We make it to nap with no floods, which in my world counts as a medal. I sit at the kitchen table while the house breathes around us and draw up a visual schedule for the afternoon: park if the wind doesn’t cut, den if it does, colours check-in, story, tea. My handwriting has to pretend to be a font because structure starts with a line you can put your finger on.

“You can use the printer whenever,” Jonah says, taking the sheet like it’s a plan for a boat. “Plug’s dodgy, ignore the spark.”

“I will not be ignoring sparks,” I tell him, and he smiles for real, like a crack in the sky.

He goes to the workshop; I clean crayons; the house shifts its weight and naps. My phone sits face down on the table because I’ve chosen that as a rule. I break it once to text my old supervisor—Placement going well. Child responding. Grandmother—strong weather. Will need letter confirming hours for accreditation.—and the reply pings back with a thumbs-up and a reminder about my final case write-up. London is still there; it simply isn’t here.

The knock comes at two, polite, the kind that asks for the doorbell’s blessing before risking a tap. I slip the purple defenders into my pocket just in case, pop the latch, and find myself looking at a woman whose hair and coat and handbag all made separate appointments to match. She has a small boy at her side who is dressed like a successful thesis: tidy, sequential, laminated. The woman’s smile is civil-service sharp.

“I brought a book back,” she says without preamble, and holds up a picture book about diggers. “Maisie left it in Noah’s cubby yesterday.”

“Thank you,” I say. “That’s kind.”

She takes me in, top to toe, like she’s measuring for curtains. “You’re the new... nanny?”

“Support,” I say, because job titles are power tools and I don’t hand them over lightly.

“Right,” she says, meaning fine, if you say so. “I’m Hannah. We’re number 12. I run the WhatsApp for the Year One parents.”

I can feel the careful bit of my smile click into place. “That sounds... useful.”

“It can be.” She waits a beat to see if I’ll fill the silence with information; I don’t; she does. “We try to keep people in the loop. Things... tend to get around if they’re not.”

The diggers book has a bent corner like a kid’s ear. I run my thumb over it and make my mouth easy. “Loop is good,” I say. “I’m a fan.”

She tilts her head. “You know,” she says, and here it is, the daylight question, “there were some stories from London. I don’t pay attention to gossip, of course. But... people talk. It’s a small town.”

Behind me, a board creaks—the house moving or Jonah, I can’t tell which. I think about the bench planed smooth under his hand, about the photograph over the radiator with joy pinned into it. I think about how shame grows in shadows and how I promised myself I’d stop feeding it.

“There were stories,” I say evenly. “One of them made the papers because papers like mess. The truth is that I reported a colleague for crossing a line with a client. It wasn’t well handled. I left the clinic. I’m here to finish my placement hours with a supervisor who still takes ethics personally. That’s the line.” I keep my voice flat with maybe a teaspoon of warmth. “I don’t discuss the family I’m working with. Not on WhatsApp. Not on doorsteps. Not with anyone.”

Hannah looks almost disappointed, like I’ve offered her a plate without a cake on it. Then she does something I respect even if I don’t enjoy it: she adjusts. “All right,” she says. “Well. You’ve said it.” Her smile firms up like set jelly. “Welcome to the group. We do a rota for fête cakes and I’ve put you down for brownies. No nuts, no dried fruit, no coconut. Parents these days.” She rolls her eyes in the international language of can you believe it.
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