
Ben’s breath steamed ahead of him as he crossed the yard, climbing the gate into the field. He heard the crunching of frost under foot, as he started walking. The sun wasn’t up yet, but the sky had begun to pale. Nights were still cold though the days were starting to get warmer—not that it helped at this hour. The plaintive call of a curlew drifted in from far away but otherwise, it was silence.
To him, the early hours were the finest time of day. It was the calm before the world stirred. The sun was still an hour away from making its appearance. After crossing the final field, he scaled the boundary hedge and paused to take in the sight of the slumbering farm, Carveth.
The horizon was beginning to split—a thin white line where the sun made its presence felt. He breathed in. 
The place was ingrained in him. Each leaf, every noise, and every subtlety in the air formed a language—one he had been understanding throughout his life. Endless days of his youth, spent on the moors, sometimes with Peter, but mostly with Mae. Chasing dragonflies and dreams. Making camps of ferns, lying amongst the scent of summer heather. Sweet like the honey it made.
While others departed for college, he remained behind. In those initial years, it was his ailing father, whose health was deteriorating, that kept him tied to the farm.
 There was no one else; his mother had passed away many years ago. While taking care of his father, he developed skills in working with stone, iron, and timber, gradually becoming a skilled artisan. He needed something to dedicate himself to, and the land provided him with purpose, while his craftsmanship brought him tranquility. Initially, he believed that duty compelled him to stay, but eventually, he found inner peace. When his father passed away, there was nothing left to either hold him back or propel him forward. However, by that time, leaving no longer seemed sensible. This was home.
He paused before jumping down onto the moorland surrounding the farm, one hand resting on the weathered granite. The weight of the day ahead tugged at his chest, but another weight—older, quieter—pressed deeper.
His mind harked back to that night so long ago now. The dance. Her words when he dropped her off—“You do know I love you, don’t you?”. 
He’d driven home afterwards, full of hope, full of love. He couldn’t sleep. It eluded him, replaced by the restless need to pour his heart onto paper. He composed a letter—long and heartfelt, though awkward in parts, yet brimming with sincerity. The next day, with his heart pounding like a drum, he had walked to Mae’s house. She wasn’t there. Michael, Mae’s father was coming out of the porch, and smiled as he saw Ben approaching.
“If you’re looking for Mae, she’s gone to town.” he said, pulling his wellingtons on.
“Oh, ok um, could you give this to Mae?” he asked, attempting a nonchalant tone that belied the turmoil within. Mae’s father gave a nod and taking the letter, slipped it into the folds of his jacket. 
Ben envisioned Mae reading it that very evening, her eyes scanning each line with understanding. But that vision never materialised. Three days later, she departed for London without a word. No reply came, no farewell was given. She had simply vanished, leaving only the silence of her absence.
And that was it. They had seen each other a few, in a frosty awkward way. But for the last ten years, she hadn’t even come home. She had left nothing but a silence that never quite settled.
He let out a gentle sigh and turned towards the moor, darker now with the growing light behind it. He jumped down onto the barely visible path that would take him through the old quarry, past the marshes, and onto the open moor, past the standing stones—and then, onto the carn.
The rushes were white with frost as he slipped through the sodden marshland, though the water wasn’t deep or frozen. Two teal ducks flew up. He watched as their panic sped them away, climbing higher. In the past, he would have had his gun with him and might’ve tried a shot. But not these days. He’d stopped shooting a few years ago. It wasn’t a decision so much as a slow falling away. The thrill had left him; the need was gone.
The gorse on the path left its telltale sting on his legs, while last year’s heather and ling sparkled with frost. He stumbled a few times, nearly falling. The path was rough, hardly used in fact. He had walked it many times over the years: first as a child, with the joy of discovering the wilderness that the moors offered him; then later as an adult, lost in the thoughts of a troubled mind, and the solace it gave him. But time had passed, and the way had grown over. “Looks to be used only by foxes and badgers,” he thought.
As the sun finally broke the horizon, he guessed it must be around 7:00 a.m., or thereabouts. “Plenty of time,” he said to himself, but picked up his pace anyway. He was never one for being late at the best of times, and today was no different.
He had been walking for some time, and he was now high up on the moor, out of sight and sound of anyone. 
The Carn, once far away, was now drawing near, appearing almost see-through in the soft dawn light. It served as a reminder to him of the past, a confirmation of the future, a marker of the present moment.
He stopped briefly to take it in, tuning into the sounds around him, his ears understanding the language being spoken. The gently moving grasses made a familiar sound that touched him. It was the radio station of his life, the backdrop of his childhood, his youth, and his adult years. His loves. His losses.
There had been others, of course. Women who had come and gone. But none who stayed. None he let close. He told himself it was the farm, or the work, or the isolation. But really, it had been those words. Mae’s words. They had stayed with him, echoing in the back of his mind, uninvited and unforgotten.
Throughout the years, he convinced himself that she had read his letter and simply didn’t reciprocate his feelings, deliberately choosing not to respond. Sometimes, he felt confused, bitter, and even angry. A part of him still couldn’t grasp it, and he felt the need to. 
It was the reason he was out on the moor, this cold morning.
But there was something else, too.
They must have been fifteen, maybe sixteen. One of those late summer afternoons that felt like the end of something. They’d climbed the Carn like they always did. At the top, they lay down, heads nearly touching, watching the clouds, saying nothing. Then she’d said it—quiet, but serious.
“Promise me… if we ever get lost, or drift off, or forget all this, we’ll meet again. Here.”
He turned his head slightly. “When?”
She shrugged. “I dunno. Five years?”
He scoffed. “That’s nothing.”
She thought for a second. “Fine. Twenty.”
“Twenty-five,” he said, not to be outdone.
She grinned. “Same place.”
“Same time,” he said. “Before the sun comes up.”
And that was it.
He had never forgotten he thought, had she?
It wasn’t long before he reached the foot of the carn and began the climb. It didn’t look to be a great height from this approach, although from the opposite side it was far steeper where it dropped down to the coast road, and beyond that, to the sea.
He jumped from rock to rock like he’d always done, sometimes missing and stumbling, but always onwards and upwards. He didn’t stop. He kept pushing on, moving more smoothly as his fear of slipping gave way to memory. He used to run across these stones, once upon a time. Like a mountain goat, sure-footed and swift, and while not so young now, his feet still knew what to do.
He had walked these hills so many times, in the rain, in the dark, in the snow, and in the soft days of summer, filled with buzzing and birdsong. He’d come here in the moonlight of a full moon and watched as the clouds below him scudded past, as though in a dream. He’d been here in the depths of sorrow, and the joys of spring. 
It was was familiar to him. Dependable. Ruthless. Genuine. Nature never deceived. He had faith in it.
The climbing grew more intense as he moved through last year’s dead bracken and this year’s new growth. The last part was always the hardest, the boulders rose steeply and became more precarious. Most people stopped at this point. It was enough. But he knew the way. Climbing slower now, he made his way to the top, cresting the last giant granite boulder, the only thing between him and the summit.
On the very top was the stone he always sat on, the highest point of the carn. A slender slab of granite, marked by a deep crack running through its centre and weathered by countless years, served as an ideal seat.
 From there, it was a breathtaking full 360-degree view. Mine stacks in the distance, silhouetted in the daybreak. Ocean on three sides. Towns and villages with churches and spires spread out far in the distance, each one known to him. Completely encircled by moorland.
He took a seat and paused, feeling the warmth from his body rise up to his face.
From where he sat, he looked down the opposite side of the carn to the one he’d climbed. It dropped away sharply, tracing the roots of the carn as they swept down to the distant fields, laid out like jigsaw pieces scattered on the floor—the coast road snaking along their edge. Beyond it, more fields, giving way to the shimmering Atlantic.
Nothing moved. Even the breeze had dropped.
A wren, far away in the valley below, broke the silence with its piercing call. It was answered by another, even further off, then silence.
He sat watching the tiny farm below Rosevellan, scanning for signs of activity. The sun was above the horizon now, illuminating the landscape, as it had done for millennia, making everything look fresh a new.
Then, there it was. A flash of white against the winter colours.
Someone was moving through the puzzle of fields. They had emerged from the farm and were now heading at a steady pace across the small enclosures. Reaching the hedge of the last field, he watched as they climbed over and dropped into the moorland, disappearing momentarily, only to re-emerge, a ghost of white drifting through the landscape.
He knew it would be her. Still, part of him had doubted she’d come. But here she was, walking the old ways, the ones they’d known since childhood. Paths only visible if you’d walked them a thousand times.
She moved with quiet determination, the gorse brushing at her sides, pushing through the winter bracken. She never faltered. Occasionally vanishing behind the dips in the land, only to reappear closer each time, carried forward, not by urgency, but something steadier.
He recognised the way she walked. Purposeful. Not rushing. Steady. Not slow. And the hair, auburn, unbound, catching in the morning light.
The dress, white, loose, impractical for the moor. But somehow, not out of place on her. She had always been like that. Untamed. Fierce. As much a part of this place as he was.
He felt the shift inside him, something loosening. She was coming.
The last few times they had met, it had felt so awkward. And now he was feeling a mixture of excitement and nerves, in a way that he had not felt in a long time. He had instigated it, it was time.
“You do know I love you,” she had said.
“No he didn’t.” he thought, and sat quietly waiting.



Mae hadn’t slept well. Her mind had been racing since she arrived home to the farm. She hadn’t been back in far too long, for reasons she couldn’t really say. Sometimes she had been embarrassed to come home. She had changed, living in London, unable to find herself. Her relationships kept failing, and each time things edged toward permanence — marriage, children, living together — she would suddenly get cold feet, panic, and do something to jeopardise everything.
After University, things hadn’t panned out the way she thought it would. She had lost with friends, and family. Her wilder side had taken over in London, and she spent many weekends up all night clubbing, smoking drinking. It wasn’t great, and something she preferred not to share.
She found it easier telling herself, that she didn’t really like Cornwall. That the local town had nothing to offer, no venues, no shops as such. No nightlife. Why would she want to go down there. It was all too small for her, she had out grown it. 
She only really kept in touch with Elisa, her Mother, and Peter from that neck of the woods. The rest she’d lost touch with over the years. He mother had always hoped she would return, but in heart thought she probably wouldn’t.
When Mae’s father had died suddenly of a heart attached, she had been devastated. They all had. Elisa, albeit strong minded and able, was never the same afterwards. The funeral was the last time Mae had been home, and that was tens years ago. The last time she’d seen Ben, though the didn’t speak, he was there.
It was her brother, Peter, that picked her up from the station. It was Mae’s brother Peter always affable, joking, who came to pick her up. He was pleased enough to see her — she could tell — but he still wore that look. That slight narrowing of the eyes. Scepticism. He always seem to look at her like that, especially more recently, and it made her feel worse.
“Hey, sis. How’s it going?” he’d said, scrutinising her face as he pulled her into a quick hug.
Even with her sunglasses on — and it being a dull day — it was obvious what he thought. That she was hungover. He wasn’t wrong. She’d been out late the night before, then caught the midnight train to Cornwall. She hadn’t quite managed to sleep it off before she arrived.
Peter the dutiful son, had been home for a few days already, helping their mother return home from the hospital having had a stroke.
As they walked up the platform, Mae couldn’t help but find the place so tiny. She remembered it felt like Paddington Station when she was a child. Walking outside there was a familiar tang of salt and seaweed in the air, a few gulls on the station looking for scraps. A new coffee bar just outside. They drove up the high street and out through the top of town. It all looked a bit drab, she thought, tired, in need of something, but she wasn’t sure what. Much like herself.
Leaving the edge of town, the buildings thinned, and the road started to climb — bending gently upwards, back into a landscape she hadn’t seen properly in years. The hedgerows grew taller. The roads narrower, coming down to single file. The light changed. 
Peter filled her in with the details. Their mother had had a stroke. Not fatal, but serious. She couldn’t walk now. Her speech was slurred, the words slow to form. The mind was there — still strong, still sharp — but it was locked behind a failing body. She was doing better than expected, all things considered. But everything would have to change. She wouldn’t be able to live alone anymore, not at her age.
Mae was only half listening. Her eyes drifted to the window as the landscape unfurled — wild, untamed, still. The moors stretched away on either side of them, familiar and vast. She recognised things without naming them: a twist in the road, a cluster of trees, the dip of a stream they used to swim in. It all looked exactly the same — and yet she felt miles from it, as if watching her own childhood through glass.
She was reflecting on the message. She hadn’t seen Ben in so long. And yet, he’d been the first to text about her mothers stroke. She thought it strange. They hadn’t spoken in years. Not since she’d left really. The first time she had come home, she went straight to his farm, but he seemed distant, cold even. She understood he was looking after his father, but still. 
She hadn’t replied to his text. She didn’t know what to say. She was felt bad about how much time had passed, of how little she’d made of things. And worst of all, she hadn’t been in touch when his father had died, she didn’t even go to the funeral. She couldn’t handle it. She also felt angry at him for being so cold when she had returned.Though she wasn’t really sure why it even mattered. Just another thread.
She had moved to the city, while Ben stayed behind. And now, she felt lost, unsure of her own identity, and she had come to realise she had no idea who Ben was now. They had once been inseparable, and she couldn't of imagined life without him in it somewhere. And yet, years had passed without a word between them. Was this just the reality of adulthood, where childhood dreams are consumed by the fires of growing up? 
“Are you even listening to me?” Peter said, glancing sideways, half irritated.
She blinked. “I am — sorry. There’s just… a lot to take in.”
Of course she wasn’t listening. Not properly. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about her mother, she just didn’t know how to process it. Would it would mean, what happens now.
They were high up now. The hedges had vanished. Only the open moorland ahead. The grasses were yellowy white, all bent in the same direction of the prevailing wind. Bracken lay flattened, rust-coloured, and brittle. Pools of water scattered across the low places, unable to drain. In the distance, the Carn — the carn of their childhood — rose from the land like a memory. It looked smaller than she remembered, but that was just the angle.
She let her eyes drift towards where she knew Ben’s farm would be, though it was hidden from here.They were passing the lane that rose up to meet his boundary walls.
As the car dipped onto the coast road, the Carn disappeared from view.
“I saw Ben yesterday,” Peter said suddenly, briefly looking at her.
Mae sat up slightly, but kept her expression still.
“Oh? And how is he? I haven’t seen him in years.” She hated how the words came out. Too light. Too casual. Like a lie.
Peter paused, maybe hearing it too. “He’s much the same. We had a pint at the Radgel last night, I told him you were coming down. Played a few rounds of darts. It was actually really good to see him. I hadn’t seen him for ages.”
"He's certainly grown into quite the man," Peter continued, his voice carrying a hint of admiration. "No idea what he’s been up to, but he’s not the same as he was."
She was tempted to ask him, what he meant, not the same as he was. But she couldn’t do it, the words wouldn’t come out.
They fell into silence for the last couple of miles. Mae leaned against the window, watching the land go by — scenes that were stitched into her memory, as real as ever, and yet somehow far away. Like they belonged to someone else now.




Entering the house, Mae felt a little nervous. She didn’t quite know what to expect.
“It’s okay, Mae,” Peter encouraged. “She’s in the front room.”
Mae and Peter had been born in the house. Had grown up here, a working farm. Much like the moors, she was familiar with every creak, scent, and nook. The house seemed smaller than ever though. She felt as though she needed to duck to avoid hitting her head. The air was filled with the scent of burnt wood, aged carpet, bygone times, and her father's presence.
Walking into the front room, her mother was there slightly slumped to one side, asleep. She stirred as Mae walked in, then, realising who it was, tried to smile the best she could. The stroke made it look more like a grimace, and Mae burst into tears, going to her mother and kneeling beside her.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” her mother said, though not clearly. Mae, trying to control herself, found it impossible. Years of grief, hidden behind the facade she had become, poured out.
“I’m sorry, Mum… I didn’t mean to blub. It’s all just too much. I’m so sorry,” she finished, her voice catching.
Peter came in with Mae’s bag and, offering to make some teas and coffee, headed back to the kitchen, giving Mae and her mother some time.
Elisa — Mae’s mother — may have suffered a stroke, but she was not dulled in any way. She forced the words out slowly.
“So… it must be sunny out,” she said, clearly referencing Mae’s sunglasses.
Mae taking the hint, took them off. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen with tears. She hadn’t slept for a couple of days, more than a few winks here and there on the train down. She suddenly felt naked in front of her mother, with nothing left to hide behind.
They talked for a while, as best they could. Elisa could speak — it was slow and slurred, but still her. She told Mae how it had happened, how Ben had found her and called the ambulance. She told her about the hospital stay, how glad she was to be home again.
Mae was still stuck on the Ben part.
“Ben was here?” she heard herself say, surprised.
“Didn’t you know, he’s been looking in on me, over the last few years. Helping out with the chores. He’s been as good as gold, I thought you knew.” Elisa replied, the words coming out slowly, while Mae tried to make sense of them.
No one had said a word to her. Ben has been coming here, she repeated to herself. How hadn’t she learned of this before. Her Mother had never mentioned it, nor had Peter.
Just then Peter reappeared with a tray, and Mae poured gratefully herself a coffee, cupping it like her life depended on it. For a moment, it all felt strange — that feeling when you are estranged from your own family. Not because of some great falling out, but just… time. Life.
Her next thought was of a cigarette. But she told herself she’d have one later. She’d been failing at that too — having shouted from the New Year’s Eve rooftop party in the docklands, that she was giving up at midnight, and this time is was for good.
For awhile the three of them talked about the practical side of things. Peter couldn’t stay longer than a week or so — his work just wouldn’t allow it. Mae was between jobs once again, but didn’t say anything. She wasn’t keen on becoming a carer, even though it was her mum. She didn’t quite know what was going to happen, or how long she was even staying. That familiar fear crept in again — the one that always made her want to run. To hide. To disappear.
An hour or more passed as they talked things through. And they had fallen silent for awhile. Peter was reading the paper. Elisa, looking worn and pale — her skin almost transparent — said, out of the blue:
“I thought I had got over your father’s death… but i’ve never missed him more than I do now. I always thought I would go first.”
That set Mae off again, her eyes brimming with tears. Not just what her mother had said, but because she was reminded of her father. She had loved her father — every hair, every smell, every way of him. When he died, she wasn’t sure she would ever find her way back to normal. Not even sure she wanted to. He was the gentle soul, always offering good advice, never pushing it on anyone. Always present, but never in the way.
Peter, not quite sure what to do, or how to be, offered to take Mae’s bag upstairs to her old room. He wasn’t the emotional one, he was more the joker, the get things done man. When he had moved to Bristol, he knew that was his life. And now, though he liked coming home, and did so far more than Mae, he knew he could never live there anymore.
“Now, daughter of mine,” Elisa said slowly, “Take yourself upstairs, and rest up. I shall see you later.”




The stairs were covered in carpet, installed years before. In fact the same one that had been there, since they were kids. Though still soft and functional, it showed signs of wear. Beneath it, the wood emitted a faint groan from decades of footsteps—a soft creak as it accommodated the pressure. On stormy winter nights, the entire house would creak and moan as if whispering to itself.
Mae walked into her room, the door already open. Peter had dumped her bag on the bed and headed out to do some bits and pieces. Elisa still had some chickens, a gaggle of geese, and an old Jersey cow she couldn’t bear to let go of. They all needed feeding and letting out. Peter, though not an ounce of farmer in him, had done it plenty of times in the past. 
 She looked around the room, it hardly changed since she was last there.Looking out of window, the Carn, stood, like a sentinel to the moors, the gatekeeper a silhouette at this time of year. It was almost black towering above the sky line. It sent a shudder through her, and she looked away.
The room remained cluttered with her belongings, a mix of childhood and teenage mementos. Items she had discovered and placed on shelves. Heart-shaped stones she couldn’t walk by without picking up and bringing home. Photographs. Family snapshots. Her and her father, beaming at the camera in a black and white photo.
They looked as though they were from a different place, and yet it was just outside in the yard, a load of hay bales stacked up on a trailer, towed behind an old Massey Ferguson, with headlamps like eyes. Mae and her Father standing in front. She remembered when Peter had taken the photo. It was like yesterday, a hundred years ago.
The quilt on the bed was old, stuffed with feathers, but so soft. The smell it carried — she’d carried that smell with her for years. She collapsed onto it, sinking down into the old mattress.
It was still. She could hear the mechanics of her body. Silence. There was nothing like it. London, with all its noise and glory, could never compete — could never understand this silence. She lay there, her ears ringing in it.
Her mind turned to Ben. Why hadn’t she replied? What’s wrong with me, she thought. The only person I really want to see, and I can’t even say hi. Or thank you.
She found herself with her phone in her hand, typing.
Hey Ben, thanks for your message. Mum’s doing ok. You know what she’s like!
She pressed send and immediately wished she hadn’t. Couldn’t she have said something better? Cooler? More honest? She hadn’t even put a “x” at the end. What did that say?
 Paralysed by thought again, she lay back and closed her eyes.
It was midday before she awoke.
 “Hey, sleepy head,” said Pete, as Mae walked into the kitchen.
 “Hey yourself,” she replied — a little grumpy — then continued, “Where’s Mum?”
 “I put her to bed. She was tired. She was so pleased to see you, sis.” He looked at her with eyes that said thanks. She knew what he meant. There was no guarantee she would have made it. She could have said she was working, away, or offered any number of excuses. But she hadn’t. She had come home. She’d felt broken. And the news that her mother had had a stroke was too much to bear from a distance.
 They chit-chatted for a while in the kitchen while she shackled together a sandwich. She was starving and hadn’t eaten in too long. She was thin — a little underweight, in truth. She caught her reflection in the glass of the kitchen cabinet. She looked tired. A little forlorn. But even with that, she wore her beauty like a pristine rose of alabaster. No grey hairs. Not too many wrinkles, considering her lifestyle choices. Though it did little to impress her.
 They talked about Peter’s job. His wife, Jennifer. Their new little terrace house. All the things Mae had not achieved. She was listening — mostly — but the inner voice kept speaking over it all, whispering failure.
 The conversation was interrupted by a ping on her phone. She ignored it as she devoured her badly made, but nourishing sandwich.
  Hey Mae. Peter said you might come down? It would be good to see you.
 Ben
 Panic immediately entered the room. Peter was saying something, but she couldn’t hear it. She stood staring at the text.
 “Are you okay?” Peter asked, hoping it wasn’t anything serious.
 “Yes, yes fine. Fine,” Mae replied, coming back into the room.
 “Okay, cool. I’m heading into town — need anything?”
 “No, I’m fine, thanks. See you later.”
 She went to check in on her mum and found her sleeping peacefully. Looking at her, Mae felt a sadness well up, knowing that one day, she too would be gone.




After supper with her mother and brother, Mae felt exhausted. She’d been partying far too hard, for far too long, and what she needed now was real sleep.
 Outside, leaning against the old porch, the night had turned cold. The clouds were gone — replaced by a canopy of stars, crystal clear and almost touchable. No light pollution here. No cars. No voices. Just the silence.
 She was smoking a roll-up. She’d waited for her mother to go to bed before lighting it — knowing how Elisa hated it. Peter wasn’t a fan either, but he knew better than to try and make Mae do anything. Let alone give up smoking.
 She heard the porch door creak behind her.
 “Doinov,” Peter said — talking in the language from their childhood.
 “Smirkin’ a tab,” she replied in a fake London accent.
 They both laughed.
 "How are you though?" he asked, his voice gentle and full of concern.
"Oh, I'm okay. You know — going along," she replied, attempting to infuse her words with a sense of assurance that she didn't quite feel.
 He put his arm around her shoulders.“Hmm. Well, if you say so.”
 For a while, they stood like that — quiet, lost in the starscape above.
 "I'm going to bed," he finally announced, adding, "that cigarette smells awful," before returning indoors.
 Awful or not Mae finished her cigarette, she didn’t feel like now was the time to be giving up. Of course it never was, she heard herself murmur. Just as she turned to go in, her phone pinged.
 Hey M, how about it? It’s been twenty-five years.
 Ben
 Her hands trembled. She nearly dropped the phone.
 That very promise had just been with her — and now, here he was. Ben.
She hadn't truly thought about that day in years, until tonight, when something brought it back to her mind. They must have been around fifteen, maybe even younger. It was one of those lazy, floating summer afternoons, with the air completely still and the clouds barely drifting by. Just the two of them had climbed the Carn and lay back in the tall grass, their heads almost touching. 
She was the first to speak, her tone partly teasing but not entirely. “If we ever lose touch, or if things get weird between us… promise we’ll meet again. Here.” He turned to her with a hint of suspicion. "When?" "Five years?" she suggested, testing the waters. He smirked. "That's too easy." "Okay, twenty." "Twenty-five," he countered, grinning as if he’d just scored a victory. "Deal," she agreed. "Same place. Same time. Before sunrise." It had seemed silly then. But not silly at all.
And now… here he was. Her chest tightened.
What do I do? What do I say?
Her old friend panic started moving in—quiet at first, but fast on its feet. I can’t. It’s been too long.
Her mind scrambled for reasons to ignore it, to leave it unread. But her thumb was already hovering.She read the message again.
Hi Mae, how about it? It’s been twenty-five years.
Her fingers moved, uncertain. Then—
On the Carn?
The reply came quickly.
Yes.
Her stomach flipped.
She typed something. Deleted it. Typed again.
Midday?
A pause. Then—
7:30. Before sunrise. Like we said.
She stared at the screen. 7:30. That was barely morning.
Another message blinked in.
I’ll be there.
She didn’t answer. Couldn’t.
She stood outside in the dark, the phone still in her hand, the stars blazing above her like they’d been waiting.
 She slipped back into the quiet, dark house. Turning off the kitchen light, she made her way up the stairs in pitch black heart pounding— like she had done the night she came home from being out with Ben, the night of the dance, before they headed off.
 In her room, she switched on the table lamp and sat quietly at the window. You couldn’t see the Carn in the darkness, but you could feel it — its presence deep against the pitch of night.
 She remembered.
 They were eighteen, maybe. That night, they were going to a leaving party. One of their friends parents with a bigger farm was putting it on. It was September, and soon they would all be gone, everything would change.
Ben was already driving — had rebuilt an old Land Rover Series 2A himself while waiting to pass his test, which he had done recently.
 He had pulled up outside and, checking himself in the mirror, got out and knocked on the door.
 Mae’s father answered. A kindly man. He’d always been warm toward Ben.
 “Hi Ben. What are you up to?” Of course, he knew full well, he was just joshing.
 “Hi Mike, just picking up Mae. We’re going to the party.” Ben replied, a little nervous.
 “Well, you make sure you bring her back in one piece — or I’ll kick your ass,” he said, trying not to smile.
 And there she was.
 Mae appeared, all smiles and energy. Ben nearly stumbled. She looked stunning. A white cotton dress, hair tousled and crazy-beautiful. She looked sublime.
 For a moment, he was lost for words. Then, quickly recovering, he said,
 “C’mon, you.”
 And grabbing her hand, he led her out to the Land Rover.




Undressing, Mae jumped into bed. She had forgotten how cold it could get in the winter — having lived in London for so many years. She shivered, moved about, and slowly began to warm. Gradually, she settled down.
Her mind wandered back to the party. The one on the cliffs.
They’d picked up a few people along the way, crammed into Ben’s old Land Rover. By the time they arrived, the place was already heaving. A massive marquee had been set up overlooking the sea — the end-of-summer send-off before everyone disappeared to university, or wherever they were heading.
Music. Floodlights. Food stalls. As soon as they arrived, Mae’s girlfriends had swarmed her, and just like that — she was gone, swept into the crowd. She looked back, almost as if kidnapped.
She remembered glancing back. Ben had vanished into the crowd, probably headed for the bar. He never liked parties much. He’d show up, sure — but he was awkward with big groups. Never danced. She used to tease him about it.
Occasionally she caught sight of him, plastic pint in hand, talking to someone on the edges. Watching. Waiting.
And then their eyes would meet — just for a second — and something passed between them. Then she’d be swept off again into the crowd.
As the night wore on, everything softened. Music rolled out into the dark fields. People drifted outside, slumped on hay bales, swapping numbers, promising to visit. Everyone was leaving. London. Bristol. University. Adventure.
Except Ben.
Later, they’d found each other again — her dress dirty from sitting on the floor, hair wild from dancing.
As the early hours had arrived, the party was winding down. Groups of people huddled together, sitting on bales, chatting, smoking. Saying goodbye. Promising to stay in touch. They sat quietly, side by side, listening to the hum of the night.
She didn’t remember what was said. Not all of it. But she remembered the feeling. That this — all of it — was about to end. That some door was closing behind her.
She remembered Ben saying he was staying. Something about helping his dad on the farm. She didn’t question it at the time. But now, looking back, she wondered if it was more about not wanting to leave. Or not knowing how.
Either way, he’d stayed. And she hadn’t.
The drive home was quiet. Peter had passed out in the back. She sat beside Ben in the front — neither of them saying much. Just the sound of the engine and the sea out the window.
He dropped them off without a word, careful not to wake the house.
Ben had helped Peter inside, while he mumbled something half-asleep. As Ben came out, and made ready to leave, she stayed by the driver’s side, not wanting to let go just yet.
“Thanks… for everything,” she’d said, looking at him.
He’d nodded, eyes on the gravel.
“I’ll see you when I see you.”
“I’ll be here,” he said quietly.
The she had hugged him tight. Too tight. She didn’t care.
And then before she knew it, the words came out of her mouth.
“You do know I love you, don’t you?”
And before he could say anything, she’d turned and went inside.




Mae awoke in the early hours. She had slept deeply, but not enough. For a while she tried getting back to sleep, but to no avail. Instead, she switched on the bedside lamp, wrapped herself in the old duvet, and sat in the chair facing the window. Although she thought better of it, she couldn’t help herself and rolled a cigarette. She cracked the window, leaning towards it to blow the smoke out. The smell was so intense and foreign in the house, she stubbed it out. She didn’t want to upset her mum. And the cold was bitter as it came in. She could smell the frost.
Was she going to meet Ben? Could she? Should she? If not, then why not—and if she did, then what? The picture of her father and herself caught her eye.
“Yes, I know you would approve,” she spoke softly aloud. “Why did you have to leave us so soon? I wasn’t grown up enough to know what to do. I became lost—so lost. Oh, Dad, I do miss you so.”
She started to well up, but fought it back down. She got up to move her body, dissipate the sadness. She picked things up, only to put them down again in the same dust print. She gently opened drawers, finding old memories, put away for nights just like this.
I wonder, she thought, and opened the big wardrobe at the rear of the room. Coats and hats, mostly from her teens. Things her mum had held on to, probably hoping she’d come back sooner. She rummaged around—and then spotted it. There it was: the dress she had worn that night. Wrapped in plastic, it looked dirty grey, smelling of camphor to keep the moths away. Dear Mum—she had kept it this whole time.
She took it out, shaking out the wrinkles of time; all those days in between. She offered it up to herself in the mirror on the wardrobe door. I wonder, she thought again, and suddenly the quilt dropped and she was slipping it on, over her nightclothes. 
 It mostly fit. It was snug around the chest, but not uncomfortably so. It fit well at the waist, highlighting just how much weight she had lost recently. She cringed slightly. The garment buttoned up at the front, giving it an almost Victorian appearance. She had always adored it since she purchased it secondhand at a thrift store that no longer existed.
She took it off again and, after putting on her underwear, tried it again. Hmm. Better, she thought. She spun around a couple of times, feeling the dress swirl around her. 
The memory of that night came rushing back to her. Even though it embarrassed her now, she had been the center of attention that evening—every gaze was fixed on her, and she was acutely aware of it. Yet, it hadn't bothered her one bit. She had been a free spirit back then, confident and secure in her identity. Unlike now, where she felt adrift, unsure of who she was, where her life was headed, or why she was even on this path. With a heavy sigh, she flung herself face down onto the bed, the comforter enveloping her in its warmth, and let the tears flow until exhaustion gently pulled her into the depths of sleep.
She awoke to a sound from her mother’s room next door. She listened—there was movement. Tentatively she got up, and, leaving her room, gently knocked on her mum’s door.
“Mum?”
“Hi Mae,” Elisa mumbled. “Sorry… didn’t mean to wake you.”
Letting herself in, her mother was struggling with the flask Peter had made up the night before. Mae hurried over to help open it, pouring some hot tea. Elisa’s eyes widened when she saw Mae in the dress.
“Oh my,” she said, her voice slurred but audible. “Look at you… and it fits. So beautiful you are—you really are.” Mae flushed. She always found compliments hard, even from her mum.
“And why would you have that on?” Elisa asked, watching her carefully.
“Oh, no reason. I couldn’t sleep, ended up grubbling about and… found it.”
“I remember the night you wore it to that party,” her mum said, words low but audible. “Before everything changed. And how proud your father was of you… of you both… when you left.” she trailed off. Then asked what time it was. Mae hurried back into her room and checked her phone. 6:45. “Ahh!” she gasped, and ran back to her mother’s room.
“Whatever’s the matter?” Elisa asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Mae realised—it was now or never. She hadn’t even replied. He probably wouldn’t be there. Fuck. And then suddenly, just like that, she decided.
“I said I’d meet someone,” she said, half-heartedly.
“What—at this hour?” Elisa said, making herself as clear as she could.
“Er—yes, um…” But before she could finish, her mum did it for her.
“It’s Ben, isn’t it?”
She knew. Of course she knew. “Oh, Mum… I don’t know what to do.” Mae collapsed beside her, resting her head in her mother’s lap.
“Yes you do,” Elisa said, stroking her hair gently. “Yes, you do.”
And Mae was up. Switching off the light, grabbing an old jumper, pulling on her mum’s wellingtons—and she was out the door. Crossing the yard, she climbed onto the hedge and looking back, saw her mother’s light go off.
It was cold. Overgrown. But she knew where she was going—even if not why. Her dress caught on last year’s brambles, this year’s gorse. She didn’t care. Each step was like going home—like really going home. She could smell the frost, aware of the creek she’d need to cross. A fox, heading home, gave one last screech into the receding night. Time? What time was it? Around seven, just past. Keep going.
Sometimes she had to slow down, or change route. The paths were so overgrown—no one had used them for years. But if you knew where to look, they were still there. Higher she climbed. A soft breeze kissed her face, laced with ice. He wouldn’t be there—she hadn’t replied. Why hadn’t she replied? Higher and higher. Steeper and steeper. Brambles clawing at her, determined to slow her down. She pushed on. How bloody silly she was—climbing a Carn in half-light, hoping a promise had been kept, in a fuckin dress!
Now she had to climb sideways. From there, she would lose sight of the peak. She slipped a couple of times, remembering how once she would have run up here. She climbed the final, cold granite boulder. And for a moment—held her breath.
There he was. As though he had never left. Sitting as sturdy as granite, looking down at her as though she had never left, his grey blue eyes shining like crystals.
“Hey you,” he said gently, offering her his hand.
And once again she burst into tears.




Mae pulled herself up to where Ben was sitting, the same worn meeting stone, a place they had met so many times in their history. Kind of halfway between their respective families. Her family were closer, but the climb up made up the difference. He didn’t say anything while she caught her breath. She was not as young as she had been, she thought, and those cigarettes were doing her no good. At this point in time though, she could have murdered one.
“Are you ok?” he said gently, turning to look at her. The sun was up now, though even being silhouetted, she could see plainly what Pete had meant. Ben had grown to be a handsome man. It wasn’t something she’d noticed or thought about, growing up with him— not really he was just Ben, her friend. Now, he was Ben, a man. His eyes scanning hers made her feel a little lost. A warm face, but not carefree. Strong features. Tousled hair, unkempt, natural.
“Uh, yeah,” she said, snapping out of his gaze. “I’m fine. It’s it’s all been a bit emotional,” she stuttered, “since I came home—what with Mum and everything.” By now her internal dialogue was going great guns, telling her she probably looked terrible, and he must be thinking what a mistake he’d made getting back in touch.
“If there’s anything I can do—or you need—just call me,” he said, as casual as though they were neighbours. Which of course they were, but… not really. Not anymore.
“Thanks. But I think it’s handled. Pete has been amazing, and done so much already.” Then she felt bad for saying that, so continued, “I’m sorry your dad died. I heard. I should have been in touch…” He cut through her. “Don’t worry. Time’s passed on now.” It was already a few years back. More like fifteen, in fact.
“I’m so sorry, Ben. I really am.”
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s walk awhile.”
They headed back down the way Ben had come, the easy descent back to the moorland below. Once again, both of them knew the way, treading lightly with ease soon reaching the heather and moorland. Occasionally they fell silent. At other times they made small talk about the goings-on in the area. Who married who, who had kids, what happened to so-and-so.
“So you didn’t get married then?” she asked, leaving the question open.
He gave out a longer-than-normal “No,” dropping his voice slightly. “I thought about it. It nearly happened once or twice. But I don’t know—maybe I’m not the marrying type.”
She knew what he meant. She could have said exactly the same thing, and for the same reasons. There was a kind of kinship in knowing that about each other, and it eased their awkwardness a little.
Ben had kept in touch with Peter and seen him a few times over the years. But they never talked about Mae, other than just the cursory “how is everyone.” It wasn’t that he didn’t care—he just didn’t want to know.
They meandered down old paths they had walked so many times before, kept clear by winter rains that rushed down them, creating a sandy-like bottom made of quartz. They followed the hedge of an old field system and turned into a long, old lane.
“Hey, look,there’s our house!” she exclaimed. 
Off to their right stood an old house, seemingly unreachable without traversing the fields.
“Come on let’s have a look,” he said, setting off down the lane to where another entrance led to the house and barns.
“Oh yes, let’s. It’s been so long. That was our house.”
They had used the house for years as theirs. Long abandoned by the farmers who once owned it, it had become virtually derelict. But the roof held out, and inside it was better than outside. 
It wasn’t long before they were walking up the lane towards it, past the first few barns. She was surprised how well-kept it all looked. Even the lane was not overgrown. Not kempt, but passable. She walked over to nose into one of the barns—the door hanging off, but the roof still holding.
The sound of another door opening made her turn. Ben was disappearing into the house. She hesitated. As kids they did this, but as adults—maybe it wasn’t a good idea. Wasn’t it trespassing? She looked up and noticed the roof had been replaced in the intervening years—a nice job, wet-laid scantle slate. And the windows—she was sure she remembered them broken.
“Ben, Ben, wait for me!” She ran over and entered the house. It was pretty much as she remembered. Old, derelict, musty-smelling. The old range was still there, she was surprised it hadn’t been stolen. They had spent so much time in this place, it had become their dream home. So they called it their house, and named it The Cottage.
Ben carefully made his way up the stairs and into the loft area. There was some random graffiti painted here and there, but obviously very old. One window was still completely gone, and owl pellets lay scattered on the floor.
Ben turned to watch Mae as she rediscovered the place, a place they had so loved and known. “Oh Ben, where did all those years go?” she said, her eyes meeting his.
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, then continued, “the river is always moving I suppose… but we can build bridges to span the gap, if we ever wanted to.” He looked away, unable to hold her gaze. Two blue sapphires searching for his soul. She had that effect on him. He had forgotten.
For a while they sat on the dusty floor, remembering different times. Marvelling how they remembered things so differently—and yet the same. The time they had lit the fire and almost burned the place down. How they ran away laughing into the misty evening. Packing sandwiches to come to the house and eat, pretending they lived there.
After a pause Mae may asked, “Ben, why did you stay here, why didn’t you come and find me, say hello or something, or even stay in touch.” she didn’t mean to say as much, it just came out.
He looked away, his eyes on looking through the window to the distance.
“I had to stay,” he started, “or I chose to stay really. The summer before you all left, my dad was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. And with Mum gone, that was that.”
“Oh Ben, I had no idea.”
“It took him ten years to die, and it took me with it.”
In the silence that followed, Ben was screaming internally to ask Mae, why hadn’t she replied, why wasn’t she saying something now! But in truth, what did it matter now.
He got up, “Right, let’s get some food. I’m starving, I don’t know about you. Why not come back to my place, have some breakfast. I’ll take you home later.” he finished heading back down the stairs.
“Yes, yes please,” Mae agreed getting up to follow him, “I’m famished I haven’t eaten since London.” 
Downstairs she looked around, let out a long sigh, like a lifted weight and left. She spun around, hearing the door click properly shut. “How did you open that?” she asked. “There wasn’t a door years ago.”
“Oh, you just rattle the knob a little and she opens easy enough,” he said, letting go a little smile.




It didn’t take long before they had crossed the moors, through the marshes, down into the quarry—and they were at the boundary of what was now Ben’s farm. He jumped down and turned to see Mae scanning the place. He was reminded of a time, years ago, when she had been away for the summer—staying with friends in Spain. She had returned one afternoon and appeared just where she was now, standing on the hedge looking down at him as he rebuilt it. She had gone away a girl and come back a woman, and he’d had trouble concentrating.
“Wow, it’s looking amazing Ben. You seem to have more land now?”
“I brought a few fields back to life that had fallen into disuse. Just about killed me,” he said, smiling, “but it was worth it. I gained another twenty acres.”
He continued on, “I wanted to get a heard of milkers. But what with Dad getting so ill, and such a long time passing, all the money was spent on his care, so that didn’t happen. In the end, after he died, I bought some beef cattle and set about working on the place—getting it in order.”
They strolled through several fields while he highlighted various things he had worked on. Upon reaching the final gate, they encountered the outbuildings. Mae paused to take in the view, appreciating how well they blended into the scenery. Everything had new roofs, much like The Cottage. The doors and metalwork were all newly installed, showcasing exquisite craftsmanship.
Turning the corner, there was the farmhouse. The one she had run to so many times. Where she had always been welcomed as one of the family. But now, her jaw could have dropped. She stood there, taking in the house, its carved granite porch and solid oak frame. It was everything she wasn’t—restored, rooted, settled. A life built with hands and vision. And here she was, in a forlorn dress, caught in the past, unsure of what she even wanted anymore.
“Ben… It’s beautiful.”
She turned to look at him.
“You did this all yourself? I mean—the windows, the ironwork, the stonework—all of it?”
“Well, I had time on my hands,” he said, “and I used it on the farm. It’s pretty much done now. I’ll show you later—let’s eat.”
He swung the big oak door open, and it glided like it was on rollers. They entered the kitchen.
Again she stood just looking, as Ben hung up his coat and opened the fridge. If the outside was good, the inside was like a dream. A reclaimed slate floor, worn shiny by use. Carved granite tops—not the bought kind. These were hand-made, to a standard she had rarely seen. A granite sink—polished, commanding. The woodwork, all of it. And yet the feel of the place was still there. Welcoming. Warm. It had always had a heart, if anything, it had grown. She was speechless.
“Go on, take a look around. I’ll get on with breakfast.”
Room to room, she moved slowly. Not just because she was impressed, but because it stirred something else. A kind of ache. Ben had shaped something from the years. She’d run through hers, chasing things that slipped away as fast as they came. And now she was here, back where it began, wondering what she’d built at all.
“Ben, it’s beautiful. It really is. Your dad would have been so proud.”
“Oh, I don’t know anything about that. Grub’s up.”
They sat at the large oak table—thick, wide, and long, in the centre of the kitchen, in sight of the Aga. He filled her in about the bits and pieces he had done, as he called them, and some of the problems he’d run into. He explained that the beef didn’t make a lot of money, even though it was organic certified. So he used the skills he’d learned to do work for others.
“If I want to,” he added. “It’s not about the money. It’s if I want to.”
She nodded along as he spoke—about cattle, crafts, certification. She listened, but part of her was drifting. Not away from him, but inward. To the quiet reckoning she hadn’t expected. Ben had stayed. Built. She had left, and spun. And now, she felt lost to the past and the future.
By the time they’d finished up and washed the dishes, it was mid-morning. Mae had started to see Ben with new eyes. The changes in him were profound—even though he was still Ben, he was a grown version. Something she didn’t feel about herself.
“Right, let’s get going,” he said, putting his jacket back on. “I’ll give you a lift home.”
They left the house, and he showed her the other outbuildings and his workshop. “Wait there a minute, I’ll get the motor,” he said, heading off around the corner.
The workshop had huge beams, logs, lintels, and machine tools. Suddenly she heard the sound of an engine starting up, and round the corner came Ben, driving the old Series II Land Rover.
“Jump up!” he called. “Don’t want her to stall.”
Mae jumped in, laughing. “This isn’t the same one, surely?”
“Yes it is,it’s a classic now.” He said serious but laughing.
“And it’s all you’ve been driving all these years?”
“Yes,” he joked, “except for the new one over there in the barn. But I could never get rid of this one.”
The journey didn’t take long, it was only four miles or so by road. As they bumped along, she wondered whether he had also realised. Here they were, all those years later, her in the same dress, albeit a little shredded, in the same Land Rover, almost the same journey. And yes, he was aware, only too aware.
Dropping her off in the yard, she jumped out and came around to his side.
“Thanks Ben, I’m so glad we’ve met again, it’s been so good to see you. Everything, even breakfast—what more could a girl ask for.” she ended a little half heartedly. 
She said thanks again and scurried into the house, bumping into Peter who was heading out to say hi to Ben. She closed the door, and leaned her back against it, hearing them joshing and laughing with one another. 
“Wozzon?” she heard Pete say. “This n that.” she heard Bens reply. 
She felt lighter, relieved. But beneath that lightness, something else lingered.
She’d seen the life Ben had made—crafted, solid, patient. It wasn’t just the farm or the house, it was the way he moved through it, as if it all made sense. She tried to imagine what he must have seen in her—this Mae in a crumpled dress, returned in a tangle of smoke and memory. The comparison was hard to ignore.
She sighed, pushed off from the door, and made her way through to the sitting room, the warmth of the stove still lingering from the morning’s burn. The house was quiet now, the walls holding a hush that settled around her like a blanket. Sinking on to the edge of the sofa, she let her breath finally slow.
How strange, she thought, not the walk, not seeing Ben again, not even The Cottage still standing proud on the hillside, but herself. How unfamiliar she had become to herself. There had been a time when she had been so sure. Certain of who she was, what she wanted. Unapologetically free, bold enough to wear white to a farm party, to lead the way across a moor. And yet, somehow, that self had slipped away like mist over the fields. Not all at once, but year by year, in small, forgettable pieces.
She ran a hand through her hair and caught her reflection in the darkened glass of the cabinet door. Not a girl. Not quite the woman she imagined she’d be. And yet, there was something. Some flicker in the eyes. Some steel that hadn’t rusted. She hoped Ben had seen it. He hadn’t said it, but she felt it in the way he looked at her. Like someone worth remembering again.
She reached down to pull off the old wellingtons, wincing as her sock caught a scratch from a bramble. Her dress was torn in places. It didn’t matter. Maybe it never did. What mattered was how it felt to climb the Carn. To sit on that stone again. To feel like time had curved back in on itself, just long enough to touch something real.
From the kitchen, she heard her mother’s teacup clink gently in its saucer. A small, domestic sound that brought her fully home. She rose to go join her. Maybe it was time to stop running from herself. Maybe it was time to remember.




A few days after seeing Ben, the rain had set in overnight—soft but steady—dripping from the gutters and pooling on the flagstones outside. Mae had slept late something that kept happening, and which she quite enjoyed.
Getting up, she headed downstairs. The house was quiet. She’d forgotten just how quiet it could be. Peter’s car was gone, she guessed he’d gone into town. She looked in on her mother, who was resting. The sky outside was the colour of pewter, and the whole place felt heavy, waterlogged, as though holding its breath.
She made tea and wandered into the sitting room, plumping down on the sofa. After arriving and seeing Ben, she hadn’t really noticed just how worn out the place looked. It was tired. It needed more than a coat of paint. Having seen what Ben had done in the intervening years made it seem even more threadbare.
Getting up, she walked around the room. Old photos of her mum and dad, her and Peter as kids. Brass horseshoes above the fireplace. In the corner, the sideboard her mother kept cluttered with receipts, string, and half-used notebooks. She tried to open it, but the door stuck. She had to jiggle it until it came loose.
Inside was a mess of papers and envelopes. Old bills. A bus timetable from years ago. She shuffled through them absently—until she saw her name on an envelope. Hand-addressed. Faded at the edges, still sealed. It was Ben’s handwriting—she knew it for sure. Her breath caught in her throat. There was no mistaking it. She turned it over. No stamp. No crease. Not even posted. Just… kept.
She sat down slowly, the envelope resting like a stone in her lap. Her name. His handwriting. She didn’t open it right away. Her fingers hovered at the seam, unsure. It felt like holding a live wire from another life. Something flickered in her chest—faint, but real. Finally, she peeled it open.
It was dated September 16th, with no year. But she knew straight away when it was, it the day after the dance. The night they had all said goodbye. Before they’d all headed off.
She started to read:

Dear Mae,
Last night was an amazing night. I could have never left while you were there. I wanted to dance with you, but I was too shy, I’m sorry. You looked so beautiful. Every time I saw you, time stood still. I wanted to say something—to tell you how I’ve felt for the last few years. Since you came back from Spain, I’ve been in love with you. So totally in love.
I didn’t want to ruin anything, but last night you said, “You do know I love you, don’t you?” I hoped you did, but I couldn’t believe you felt the same—and yet you do. Please, dearest Mae, don’t go. And if you must, then take me with you.

Yours forever,
Ben

Mae read it twice. A simple note, and yet so not simple. Why hadn’t she got this letter? Why had it been left here, all these years? She could feel her stomach fall away. Ben. Poor Ben. She hadn’t meant it like that, she’d been a little drunk, maybe. She just meant she loved him as a friend. Her very best friend. He had taken it the wrong way. And poor Ben, he had been in love with her all that time.
It was too much. Tears welled again, as much for herself as for Ben. She had to speak to him. Let him know. But how? How do you broach a long-forgotten letter?
And now Ben—a real man, who had made a life for himself. Had he been waiting for her all along? Is that why he never married? Is that why she never married? It must be why he hadn’t stayed in touch. She never heard from him. And the few times she saw him, in those first years, he’d seemed… fine. Poor Ben. He must have thought she’d read the letter. Thought she didn’t care.
She heard Peter arriving back, whistling, carrying a box of groceries.
“Hey Mae, fancy some lunch? I’ve bought some pasties for us all.”
He looked at her.
“Mae? What’s wrong?”
He walked over to where she sat, looking lost and forgotten. She handed him the letter. He read it, then looked at her.
“You didn’t know? He’s always loved you Mae, I thought you knew. We never talk about it, because he never brings it up. But didn’t you see the way he looked at you yesterday,when you walked off? I’m sorry, Mae. I really am. That’s awful. Come on, let’s eat something.”
But Mae had lost her appetite.
“It’s OK, Pete. I think I’ll go and lie down for a moment. It’s all a bit much.”
She headed upstairs. Passing her mother’s room, she looked in. Elisa was propped up in bed, awake.
“Hey Mum, how are you doing?”
Her mother took her time to reply. The stroke had done its job.
“Well, daughter of mine, it would appear better than you, by the looks. What’s that in your hand?”
“It’s a letter, Mum. From Ben. One I never got. I just found it in the drawer.”
She handed it to her mother.
“How strange. I don’t remember this. I wonder whether your father put it there. I’m sure he didn’t do it on purpose. You know how much he liked Ben.”
The words came slurred and slow, but Mae understood.
“My life is such a mess, Mum. It really is. I’m so sorry.”
“Come here, child,” Elisa said, motioning Mae in for a hug.
“You and Peter are the best things to ever happen to me and your father. Don’t you ever forget that. We both loved—and love—you, no matter what.”
They stayed like that for a while. Silent. Gentle. Mae broke the embrace quietly and left the room, going to her own. She lay on the bed, her mind churning. Going through the years. All the interactions with Ben. And how she had never known. Or maybe, maybe she had. But hadn’t wanted to know.
Now what? Another mess. Another failure




Mae didn't truly sleep. She merely floated between wakefulness and slumber, her eyes shut, with the letter resting next to her like an unanswered question. Gradually, she was reaching a conclusion. She needed to talk to him. She felt it was her obligation.
 Yesterday, he hadn’t said a word—he’d just been the same old Ben. 
However, he had transformed in unexpected ways. He was stronger, more focused, and possessed a calmness that had a soothing effect on her.
She couldn’t carry it. Couldn’t carry the weight of his words, written so long ago, and the silence that had followed.
It was still early, barely past eight. She left a note for Peter saying she’d gone out, and slipped away before he could catch her with questions.
The rain had cleared but left the lanes shining, hedges heavy with water. She walked the road this time. No dress. No romance. Just jeans and an old coat. She didn’t want poetry. She wanted clarity.
Ben was in the yard when she reached the farm, crouched by the gate, fixing a chain that had come loose. He stood when he saw her, wiping his hands on his trousers—that same soft but unreadable look on his face. His eyes, giving nothing away.
“Morning,” he said.
“Hey,” she managed.
He seemed pleased to see her. A pause—just long enough to feel it.
“Can I talk to you?” she asked.
He nodded. “Of course you can. I’ll make some tea.”
They went inside. The kitchen, warm from the Aga, was comforting. Familiar. Ben made the tea, and they sat down at the table.
“I found something,” she said, unable to hold it in any longer. She placed the letter on the table between them. His face didn’t change. Not at first. He looked at it. Then looked away.
“I never got it, Ben. I never saw it. Not until yesterday. It was in a drawer, tucked away, God knows how or why. I had no idea. Why didn’t you say anything the other day, any day?” they way she said it felt accusatory, and she instantly chastised herself.
He didn’t say anything at first. No reaction, though he didn’t meet her eyes.
“I wondered,” he said. “At first. I thought maybe you didn’t want to answer. Or didn’t know how. Then time passed. You went. Life… moved on.”
“Ben, I’m sorry. Of course I would have answered. I would never have .. ” she trailed off.
“It’s not your fault. I should have mailed it. A long time has passed since then, I let it go.”
And there it was. Nothing sharp. Just the soft, dull weight of something long buried.
“I didn’t mean what I said that night, in the way you thought. I mean… I didn’t not love you. I meant I loved you like I always had,” she said quickly. “I didn’t know how to be. I didn’t even know who I was…” She stopped talking, she wasn’t making it any better.
He took a breath,“I spent a long time waiting, Mae. Hoping to hear from you. Wishing you felt the same as I did. But in the end, I had to let go of that dream.”
He finally looked at her. “It’s too late to explain now.”
He looked at her then, properly, like he was trying to see the shape of something that might have been. The air between them held a pause that felt deeper than silence.
“And if you had got the letter…” His voice dipped, uncertain. Then he pulled back. “No, don’t tell me. It’s too late now.”
But she did. She had to. The words just kept coming.
“I think maybe I didn’t want to know how you felt. I think I was scared of it. We were young. I was going away. And even now, I don’t know what I’m doing here. Everything feels like I’m a half-step behind.”
A brief look of sadness passed across his face. Hardly noticeable, but she knew that face. Not unkind. Never unkind. Just hidden. Now she saw a man who had once waited, but was no longer waiting.
“I’m glad you came back,” he said. “I mean that. I’ve thought of you more times than I can possibly tell. And at least we kept our promise, that means something, to me anyway. I just didn’t think it would end here. The past is a place no one can go. I look at you now, and I still love you. But it’s of no use to either of us.”
It landed harder than he probably meant. She nodded. Took it in. Let it settle.
“I understand, Ben. I do. And I’m sorry. If there’s one person in the world I wouldn’t want to hurt, it would be you.”
She felt herself brimming with tears again.
“Probably time to go now,” he said softly, getting up.
She actually didn’t want to go, she wanted to keep on talking, make it all go away. But Ben, clearly had nothing more to say.
Outside in the yard, he held the gate open for her.
“Take care,” he said. Briefly catching her eye, and she could see he meant it.
“I will,” she replied, weakly. She wanted to grab hold of him, and wipe all those years away but instead, she walked away, swallowing another pain.
She didn’t got back to the house, not yet. She just walked. Through the dripping hedgerows, past sodden fields. Rain was threatening again.
She wished she hadn’t found the letter. But she had.
She hadn’t known what to expect, and now she was just as confused, if anything it was worse. She had hoped somewhere deep down for a salvation. But instead it was the shape of a door she hadn’t even seen, one that was now shut to her. The most precious person in her life was gone. Had moved on. Taken the past with him.
If she had looked back, she would have seen Ben turn to watch her leave. Resisting, with everything he had, the urge to run after her. To be Ben and Mae again. But no.
The fast-flowing river of a short life had passed them by.




Mae arrived home just before dark, soaked through. The rain had set in heavy. She switched on the old boiler and waited an hour or so for the water to heat, then ran a bath. It was a long way from the luxurious of London, but it was something she knew. Nothing had changed since her father died. The place had become worn out.
She lay soaking in the hot water, watching steam rise into the cold air. Her mind wandered old paths from childhood—things she and Ben had done together. The camps, the sleepovers. How could she have missed it? All those years, blinded by something she couldn’t even see.
A few days passed, and Mae busied herself with cleaning and scrubbing. The weather wasn’t great, so being indoors was fine. She spent time with her mum, doing what she could to make things easier. Elisa seemed to be getting a little stronger and was determined to keep up with the physio routine she’d been given at the hospital.
Each morning at first light, Mae went walking. Not on the moors, but along the cliffs, watching the Atlantic hammer the rocks, spraying white spume in fountains against the black granite. It thundered. It gave her perspective, something she badly needed.
She knew decisions were coming. And if she’d felt she couldn’t stay before, now she just wanted to run and hide. Something she’d always done. Running was easier. But what would she do in London? The same: bar work, temp jobs, nothing of any substance. She’d been offered real opportunities once, but turned them down for travel, for chaos.
Having seen what Ben had achieved, and watching her brother get married and move on with his life, she felt left behind. She had never fitted in, and it never felt as bad as it did now. She had graduated with a first in Literature. Once dreamed of being a writer, or maybe a magazine editor. None of it had happened, she always made excuses about it, laughing it off, but in truth she was to blame. There was always someone standing in front of her, and it was her.
No, she had to go. But she hated the thought of telling her mother and Peter. It wasn’t that she didn’t love being here. She just didn’t fit anymore. She had outgrown the life she thought she'd left behind.
A week or more later, after breakfast, she brought it up.
"Um, I’m thinking of heading back to London soon," she said, looking at them both.
For a moment, no one said anything. Then Peter, ever the practical one, spoke first.
"I have to get back to Bristol this weekend, Mae. I've been here far longer than I planned." He touched their mother’s hand. "You know I would stay if I could. Work’s been great about it, but they’re really hassling me now."
"Listen, you two," Elisa said slowly. "I can manage. I’ll be okay." She looked at them both. They could see she was being braver than she felt.
"Don’t worry, Mum. We’ll sort things before we go. We can get social care, and friends will rally around you," said Mae, a little too quickly. It sounded flippant. Between the three of them, they talked through ideas and made a plan.
That weekend, Peter readied himself to go. He packed the car, taking a few things he wanted from the house, some of their father’s belongings, photographs, little bits and pieces. Something he has started doing over the years.
Elisa now had a wheelchair. Useless outside, but at least she could move around downstairs, which had been turned into a kind of bedsit. Carers were coming twice a day now, and both Peter and Mae felt some relief.
Mae helped her mum just outside the porch, not without some considerable cursing. But she wanted to be there to see Peter off. He said goodbye to Elisa first, promising to call daily and return soon, with his wife Helen.
"I look forward to it, dear. Do drive carefully, won’t you?"
Mae wheeled her back inside—it was still cold and damp. She walked out to say goodbye herself. It had been good spending time with her brother. It had been a many years since they had spent so much time together at home.
"Okay, well. See you soon, I guess," she said, grabbing him in close for a long hug.
"Of course.” his said with a slight pause, and then, as he turned to leave he looked back, “And you know something Mae? It’s not the end, you know that don’t you? You guys have been friends since the beginning. Don’t let being grown-ups get in the way."
She was surprised at this, from Peter of all people, it caught her off guard. She wanted to reply. But he was already in the car.
"Love you," she shouted.
"Love you too, Sis."
He backed out onto the coast road, leaving the yard empty in more ways than one.
Back inside, it was just the two of them now. Along with the echoes from the past. Her father. Ben. The moors. The words. It all seemed a little unreal.
A few days later, and knowing she was leaving soon, the rain broke, and Mae decided to climb the carn one more time before she left. Boots and jeans made it easier. The climb wasn’t as hard this time. She’d stopped smoking after the conversation with Ben. No idea why. It just happened.
Soon she was sitting once again on the meeting stone, surveying the land as it fell away on all sides. She sat quietly, alone with herself. Looking down on the farm, she remembered the summers past, fields of hay, all hands on deck, stacking the barn. Precious days. When they were still a family. When life felt like a game.
She turned to look toward Ben’s farm. Not visible from here, but she knew exactly where it lay. A sudden urge rose: to see him. To say goodbye properly.
"Don’t let being grown-up get in the way," her brother’s words echoed.
She was on the moor now, heading toward the marsh. To her left, the old standing stones, a place of picnics and youth. Down through the quarry. Onto the first boundary hedge. She paused. Cold feet. She’d convinced herself it would be fine, but now, she froze her courage had left.
She could see the nearest barn. And then suddenly, Ben appeared, walking around the corner. She crouched down instinctively, not wanting to be seen.
He was carrying a young calf, not long born by the looks. He walked to a makeshift pen where a heifer was mooing anxiously. He lifted the calf gently over the fence, placing it with its mother. Then turned and walked back the way he’d come.
And Mae turned too, heading home.




Mae was leaving in the morning. She lay there and listened to the soft clicks and creaks of the house settling around her. Rain tapped against the window again. It had been a week of grey skies, wet hedgerows, heavy downpours, and it suited her fine. There was no drama in her leaving. Just the simple act of going.
In the morning, she packed. Not much, she hadn’t brought much. Clothes, a couple of books a bag. She moved slowly, folding things that didn’t need folding, pausing often for no real reason. The house was quiet. Elisa was still sleeping.
She made breakfast for her mum, waking her gently. She wanted to say a proper goodbye, not like the many times before, when she would just get up and leave.
“Hey, Mum,” she said softly.
Elisa stirred, then opened her eyes.
“Ah, my lovely girl. You’re off, aren’t you?”
“Yes, Mum. I’m catching the train in an hour, so I have to be gone soon.”
They ate together—some toast and jam, with tea—chatting about the weather, the news, far and near, gossip. Elisa’s speech was improving, though it was still very slow.
Mae got her things together. She’d ordered a local taxi, which was now due any minute.
“Okay, Mum, I’m off. I hope you don’t think I’m abandoning you. You know if I could, I would stay. But I just can’t now. I just can’t.”
“Listen, maid,” Elisa said, a trace of the old accent returning. “You have to live your life. No one else can live it for you.” It was a struggle to say that much, and it took time. “But,” she continued, “you’ve always known how to go. I just hope one day you’ll learn how to stay.”
“Oh, Mum. I’ll be back, don’t worry.” In truth she wasn’t sure.
They hugged, and Mae went outside to wait for the taxi. Looking up at the Carn, it scowled down at her, jagged in the morning light.
The taxi arrived, and she was soon on her way to the station. Passing Ben’s land, she looked the other way, not what her heart wanted, but what her head had decided.
Within the hour, the train jerked forward, and she was heading… where? Home? Not really. Just a rented place in Clapham North. Nice enough, but shared with others to help pay the rent, which was not always easy. She wasn’t even looking forward to it, though they were all nice enough.
An hour later, the moors, after expanding across Bodmin, and Dartmoor in the distance, gradually began to give way to more houses and roads. By Exeter, it was airports, motorways, suburbs. 
The strange comfort of being unknown. Being just another face in a crowd where no one recognises you always seemed like a perfect hiding spot. Yet, it left her feeling disheartened.
The train pulled into Bristol and people started filling the carriage. Backpackers. Worker bees. Who knows where they all came from, or where they were going. She caught her reflection, merged with the people opposite. She was no different to any of them. Someone going somewhere. Going nowhere.
Then something stirred deep down. I’m leaving again. A place I love. And yet this time, for the first time, I feel I’ve left something behind, she thought.
She felt sad about her mum, being there alone. Even knowing she was well looked after, she was aware of how the house was just falling down around her. Elisa was never going to move, not from the farm she had made with Michael, Mae’s dad. No way.They had built it up over the years, and the family had lived off it. If Michael, hadn’t died who knows how it would be now. 
But, it wasn’t that. In her mind, she was still sitting on the meeting stone, waiting. Just waiting. Becoming like stone herself. A part of the landscape, watching it change as the seasons passed. Not able to move. Not able to stay. The story of her life.
She sighed, and for a moment, she let herself see Ben’s face, his eyes, searching hers for the answer she couldn’t give. And the defeat in them, when it came. The way he smiled as though it was nothing. And yet his whole life had been upended because of her.
She slept for an hour or so, and woke as the train pulled into Paddington. All noise. People. Bustle and smells. It couldn’t have been further away from where her head was. Steeling herself, she got off, and, heading up the platform, merged into the background of city life, once more, to be eaten alive by the machine




She’d gone. Ben had half hoped she might come to say goodbye. But she didn’t. He almost walked across to see her, to say it was ok, even if it wasn’t. But he thought better of it, and turned back halfway, stopping only to look at The Cottage and make a mental note of work to be done.
He hadn’t told Mae, but he had managed to purchase the place around ten years before. He had put new roofs on the house and barns to keep the place dry, leaving one window free for the Barn Owls. He hadn’t told her, that’s why he could get in so easily. He had a key.
Meanwhile life continued on. He saw Peter on occasion, and they went back to not really talking about Mae. It felt awkward for both of them, and so they kept things simple. Ben had taken to looking in on Elisa most days, just to make sure she had what she needed. Her speech had improved, though the paralysis was a real hindrance.
She was always pleased to see him. He helped with the last of the few animals Elisa had left. In fact, he had taken the geese and chickens, and the old Jersey cow back to his farm.
Ben’s own farm was working now, not as he and his father had planned it, but it worked. With the extra money he made from restoration work for others, and the small beef herd he had built up, he was doing ok. He went out once in a while, but found it all a little too noisy, too unreal for his quiet tastes.
During the winter evenings, he would read or sketch out ideas for The Cottage. He had decided that next spring he would start getting it in order. The well had to be sorted, and it would need a generator setting up, as there was no power supply there. Maybe some solar. There was plenty to do. He bowed his head, took the strain, and kept ploughing on.

London Mae

Mae, on the other hand, was all at sea again—adrift in her own city. She had found a new job helping with copy for a small independent boat magazine. It wasn’t Vogue, but it was writing, and she found herself starting to enjoy it. Not great money, but for the first time in a long time, she was doing something she felt she could do.
When she had first got back to London, she deleted Ben’s number, and then almost immediately restored it. She couldn’t make the cut. She faked her smile. Laughed when she had to. Slipped back into London life, keeping mostly to herself. Sometimes she went out, but it all felt too loud.
On weekends, she would go to Richmond Park or Greenwich and find a quiet place to read. She had stopped smoking properly now and was looking after herself—eating, staying well. Cornwall had reminded her a little of who she was. What her dreams had once held for her. The innocence of youth, brought forward to the present, helping her to focus, to remember what it was she wanted.
All the things she’d dreamed of back then, she hadn’t done. And all the things she had imagined, she had done. She’d travelled the world, watched the sunrise over the Blue Mountains in Australia, sailed from Singapore to the Seychelles, but now that all felt like a dream. Beautiful, but distant. Not enough.
She called her mum, though not as often as she should have. She wasn’t great with phones, but she made the effort. Elisa was always happy to hear from her.
She hadn’t had a family of her own, and now, in her early forties, it felt hard. She tried not to dwell on it. But it returned sometimes, quiet and sharp.
In the evenings, she had started writing again, at first poems, trying to describe her beloved moorland. But then, ideas for something more ambitious took root. Maybe a book, a novel, a guide—she didn’t know what. But time would pass unnoticed as the words placed themselves on the page and carried her away from where she was.
Occasionally, she would take the train to Bristol and stay with her brother. Enjoying the rivers and canals. Eating out. Catching some music. Nothing special. But Peter was always the life and soul, and she could forget herself for a while.
She was busy at work one day when the phone rang. It was Pete. She couldn’t take it and let it go, but it rang again. And again. Excusing herself from the small office, she went outside and rang him back.
“Hi Pete, what’s up?”
There was a pause.
“It’s Mum. She’s had another stroke… and it’s not good. I’m driving down now. Ben called. Said he found her collapsed in the kitchen this morning.”
Mae felt two shocks at once, her mum, and Ben? She didn’t have time to process it.
“Ok. OK. Uh… ok. I’ll catch the train this evening,” she said, panic in her voice, almost choking.
And so it was she found herself on the overnight train to Cornwall, the first time in a couple of years. It seemed to be travelling at a snail’s pace. She needed to be there now, not later. The night was hot, the train airless. Bodies pressed together. She longed for open space.
She had only spoken to Elisa a week before. They had laughed and talked for a good hour. All had seemed well. Now suddenly, it wasn’t. And Ben, why was Ben the one to find her? What was he doing there? Peter hadn’t told her. Nor had her mum. They didn’t want to upset her or make either of them feel awkward, so said nothing. That Ben had often looked in on Elisa. But to Mae it was puzzling—and she spent much of the journey going over how it might have happened.
The night train stopped at every station and took forever. If she could have smoked, she would have.
Around 4 a.m., her phone rang. It was Pete.
“Hey Sis,” he said quietly. “I’m at the hospital with Mum. She’s not awake. She’s been like this since she came in. They’ve got a no resuscitation policy here.”
Mae felt her heart constricting, her throat closing up, tears in her eyes.
“You better come straight here. I can pick you up. What time do you get in?”
It was 7 am when the train pulled in, and Mae was already trying to open the door. The train came to a halt and she was out, running down the quiet morning platform. Pete was already there, and soon they were in the car. Mae asked so many questions, Pete was overwhelmed.
“Let’s just get to the hospital. We can talk later.”
Mae walked into her mother’s room. Pete let her go in alone and sat outside. She choked up immediately, seeing Elisa lying there, head to one side, body straight. Sitting beside her, she held her hand. It was not warm. Monitors flickered quietly in the dim light.
Pete came in.
“Hey Mae, can I leave you here? Helen’s back at the farm. She’s on her own. I didn’t tell you before, she’s pregnant.”
“Oh Peter,” gasped Mae, fresh tears coming.
“We’ll talk about it later,” he said, kissing Elisa’s forehead.
Mae was still holding her mum’s hand when the nurse entered. The monitors had set off a call. The nurse checked her pulse, listened to her heart.
“Are you a relative?” she asked softly.
Mae nodded. “It’s my mother.”
“Her heart is very weak now. I think she’s going to pass soon. I’ll leave you alone. Please ask if you need anything. We’ll monitor from the office.”
Fifteen minutes later, Mae was in tears again, and as she felt the weight of her mother’s hand shift, just enough to know, the nurse returned, checked her again, and, with just her eyes, let Mae know. Elisa was gone.




Mae woke early. It was the day of the funeral. She’d been staying with Pete and his wife Helen at the farm. She’d heard Helen getting up and being sick a few times during the night, poor lady, Mae thought. It had kept her awake.
She got up, washed, and dressed. She’d brought little with her, so it was jeans and a jumper. Informal, but their family wasn’t formal. Elisa wouldn’t have minded.
Downstairs she put the kettle on and was shortly joined by Peter. He looked a little smarter in the office suit he’d worn the night of the call.
"Not looking forward to it," he said. "Not quite sure what I’m going to say."
"You’ll be fine, Pete. Have you written anything down?"
He took a piece of paper out of his pocket. She squinted at the scribbled notes.
"I have no idea what you’ve written," she said, smiling. "Your handwriting is terrible."
They sat for a while going through the details. When Helen came down, Mae excused herself and set off for a short walk around the fields. It was summer, and although overcast, everything was in full bloom. Blackberries were forming, skylarks sang, and the moor whispered along beside them.
The Carn, steady in its stillness, looked down at her. She felt its presence.
She sighed. Something was ending, she thought. With no Elisa, what would happen to the farm? She couldn’t run it. Pete had lived in Bristol for twenty years now, and had no interest in nit. Walking through their small fields, her mind drifted to her father teaching her to drive the old Fergy tractor, still in the barn, though unused for years. It was the heart of the farm really. Be had bought nearly new and it was decades old.
She remembered her mother walking across these same fields, bringing croust at lunchtime, in a wicker basket with plenty for all. The silence that followed when the tractor’s engine stopped. The smells, the peace. It had been a happy time. She walked the boundary hedges, crossing the road to the fields by the cliffs. It was a magical place, and shouldn’t quite imagine not having it in her life anymore.
She sat for awhile watching the gulls wheeling and turning, listening to the coughs screeching to each other. The immense Atlantic stretching off into the horizon. Simmering, sparkling alive with constant movement. And for a moment she felt a little peace, a pause in the timeline.
The car slowed to a halt outside the small church in the village, having followed the hearse from the farm. Mae got out with Helen while Pete went to park the car. There was quite a crowd—old family friends, neighbouring farmers. Some she knew, some she didn’t. Eyes met hers, gentle nods, and a few came over to her to offer condolences.
They walked toward the entrance, up the old granite steps. And there, off to one side, stood Ben. She hardly recognised him, wearing a suit, hair tamed, as broad as he was tall. They made eye contact, and with a nod of grief, acknowledged each other. Mae feeling awkward in her jeans and jumper.For some reason, Ben seemed to have this effect on her.
The service went well. Pete pulled it out of the bag with a rich, improvised tribute, equal parts sadness and laughter. A few family friends spoke too. Friends from before Mae and Pete were even born.
Filing out into the graveyard, Mae braced for what she’d been dreading: the burial. There was something about lowering the coffin that felt more final than the death itself.
Only close friends and family gathered around the grave. Mae saw Ben standing nearby with Peter, and she sensed him behind her but didn’t look. The vicar spoke, and the coffin was lowered. Mae sobbed. Pete stepped forward to put his arm around her.
People knelt to scatter earth onto the coffin and quietly left. Ben did the same, pausing a moment as if to say something, then turned and walked away. Only Pete and Mae remained. Helen had gone back to the farm to prepare for the wake.
They walked back through the graveyard.
"It’s all change now, I guess," Pete said. "No idea what happens next."
Practical Pete was already thinking about the farm. "I suppose it’s going to have to go?"
The words stung Mae. It felt too soon, but he wasn’t wrong. Was this the end of Cornwall for them? Pete in Bristol, her in London. Surely not. Even from the graveyard, the moorland stretched out around them, as did her soul. She realised the next time she leaves, could be the last time. There would be no coming back, her family no longer there.
She thought she should have spoken to Ben, to say thanks at least, but he had turned his back and gone as soon as he could. She got it, she had hurt him, and there was no turning back that clock. She sighed, and turning away caught up with Pete and headed home.
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Back at the farm, people had come and gone. Pasties had been eaten alongside ham sandwiches, rock buns, and heavy cake. All provided by the community. A proper Cornish send-off, as was the way in the community. Nothing grand, just an acknowledgement of the passing of a soul.
Ben hadn’t come, and she understood. He didn’t come for her sake, not for his. No one mentioned it, but Mae found herself secretly wishing he had, for reasons she couldn’t quite explain. She felt a little disappointed, but busied herself with washing up, and keeping tea and cakes flowing.
By early evening, the house was quiet again. Mae and Helen cleaned up while Pete moved the tables and chairs back to where they came from. The sun broke through the evening clouds, and Mae was grateful. Once more, she took herself off walking back down to the cliffs, to where her heart lived, to the pounding ocean glistening in midsummer heat. She stayed a long time, swept out of herself and back into the land.
After sunset, she returned to find Pete knee-deep in papers and documents. Elisa’s will had been simple: everything split equally. There was no money as such to speak of, just enough to get by. The farm was the main asset: forty acres, some barns, the house, all in need of work, but worth something now. Cornwall had become a destination, it was well on the map.
Over the coming days, they talked it through. The weight of it was crushing for Mae. It was all she had ever known. Her place of belonging. But still, the farm sale was arranged, and left in the hands of the auctioneers. Meanwhile Pete and Helen went back to Bristol, and Mae went back to London. They would all come down together for the sale.
Mae took to writing, remembering the farm, the family, the moors. She wrote continually, a way of being occupied, but also for her a way of having some control. A way of seeing the past, as a stepping to the future, albeit it unknown. She had been offered work writing from home, which she loved, and soon had some more articles published.
She felt a sense of change in herself, more focussed, more able. Happy? No as such, but there was some contentment, some feeling of reconciliation. Ben came up more often than not in her thoughts. A left over, something unfinished, something unsaid. It bugged her, but she resisted any attempts to contact him.
Autumn came and with the farm sale. Mae had caught the train to Bristol, and the alone with Pete and Helen driven down. She hadn’t done that in years, and enjoyed it. Crossing Bodim Moor, so familiar, so unfamiliar at the same time. Vastly bigger the ‘her’ moors, and yet it felt the same, known, true, harsh and honest. 
The farm sale drew in a modest crowd. A lot of the people were neighbours, as was often the way. Even that was a show of support, as way of making it less painful. Many of the farms were generations and old, and all of them new what a loss it must feel, to have to sell the farm.
Most implements were old, more collectible than practical. Often adapted from horse drawn times. But things sold. Old granite troughs, harrows, reapers, old diesel pump engines. Eventually it came down to the last thing, the old Massey Ferguson T20. The Fergy, the heart and soul of the farm. It hand’t been run in years, but loved buying them. The Bidding started low initially, then soon climbed. Every time it reached a good price, someone topped it.
"Sold to the gentleman at the back!"
Mae craned her neck but couldn’t see the buyer amongst the people she knew. People dispersed, and the yard cleared, just the paper work to do and that was that.
The house grew quieter. The farm no longer felt like a farm anymore. Offers were coming from the estate agents, generous ones. The end was near. Mae and Pete sifted through mementoes, dumped what they could, burned what they couldn’t.And kept the things that meant the most to them. Small things, their Dad old tools, their Mother baking trays, simple, solid, real.
Pete and Helen returned to Bristol with their baby about to arrive imminently. Mae stayed on though. The house creaked, and moved liked it always did but it no longer comforted her.
It was September. She would have to leave soon. One evening, she walked up to the Carn, taking a different route than usual. Past the base, over the middle land between the Carn that overlooked the farm and the smaller Carn above that over looked The Cottage.
By the time she reached the top, she was hot. It was an Indian summer—one last blast of heat. She picked blackberries as she walked. From here, you couldn’t see the farm, but coast to coast stretched before her. The coconut scent of gorse was overwhelming. It lifted her spirits, as it had done in her youth. The air was thick, flies buzzing, skylarks high up, and singing to the world.
Her eyes settled on The Cottage, standing proud against the moor. She drifted into dreams, how it might be living there, she had done this so many time. Writing every day, surrounded by the land she loved, how would that be. She was lost deep inside, in her unfolding dream world.
Then, clatter. An engine. Starting. Failing. Starting again, then stopping. She stepped forward, curious. It was coming from The Cottage. New owners? Someone squatting? She walked down the hedgerow toward the lane. It was only a matter of time before someone would buy the place she thought to herself.
As she approached the lane, she could see it had been cleared. Hedges recently mended, and done well. She couldn’t help herself she was walking up it, slowly, unsure if she was trespassing. Again, clatter. Then a puff of smoke from the nearest barn, then silence.
She crept closer. There was something about that sound that was familiar. Around the corner, a man stood with his back to her, sleeves rolled up, hands deep under a grey bonnet. The Fergy her Fergy!
Once again a clattering and again the engine sputtered to a halt. The man straightened, wiped his hands, and turned.
"Mae!"
"Ben?"




Ben stepped out from behind the tractor, wiping his hands on a rag, sleeves rolled high, forearms streaked with oil. He looked older somehow, stronger, but the expression on his face was the same as always. Quiet, steady.
“Mae,” he said, smiling with a soft note of surprise. “Didn’t think I’d see you up here.”
“I didn’t think I’d be here either,” she said, still a little shocked.
They stood facing each other for a beat too long. Then he nodded toward the barn. “Fergy needed coaxing. Thought I’d give it a go before the weather turns.”
Mae smiled faintly. “I heard it before I saw it, but I knew it sounded familiar.” she replied, still catching up with what she was seeing. “I thought someone was breaking in.”
He grinned. “You could say that.”
“So it was you that bought it?” she asked, still a little shock.
“Well, yes, I always wanted one, and you know me, I like to fix things” And anyway,” he said, I couldn’t let anyone else be having it.”
Mae felt grateful, sad, happy and so many other things all at once, but voiced none of them.
She looked past him toward the house. The windows were clean. The guttering was new. The roof looked solid, the slates recently replaced. It wasn’t abandoned. It was lived-in—or nearly.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
Ben wiped his hands again, nodded toward the barn. “Trying to get the old Fergy running, what does it look like. Thought it deserved a second life.” he said avoiding her eyes.
“I meant the cottage,” she said.
He hesitated, then gave a slow shrug. “I bought it. Years ago now.”
Mae blinked. “You… bought it?”
“Ten, maybe twelve years back. No one wanted it. Leaking roof, riddled with rot. I couldn’t bear to see it fall down.”
She stared at him. “Why didn’t you tell me when we came here before?”
He looked away, embarrassed. “Didn’t think it mattered. And then you were gone again.”
She turned back to the house, taking in the porch, the new glass in the window frames. “You’ve done it up.”
“Bit by bit. Took a while. Most of the work’s been recent, past couple of years. Coming on now though.”
“You’ve certainly kept it quiet,”
He smiled faintly. “Didn’t have anyone to tell.”
Inside, The Cottage was nothing like her last visit. The walls were lime-washed, the flagstones scrubbed clean, the old hearth restored with care. A small wood-burner sat where the range used to be. New beams framed the ceiling. It smelled of timber, stone dust, and tea.
“Come on,” Ben said. “Kettle’s just boiled.”
They sat at the kitchen table, another of Ben’s marvel's, hands wrapped around mugs of tea. Mae looked around again, quietly amazed.
“You’ve made it a home.”
“I’ve tried.”
She studied him for a moment. “You did all this yourself?”
He nodded. “Most of it. Some trades for the harder bits—roofing, electrics. But I’ve been here most weekends. Whenever I could.”
Mae sipped her tea, then looked up. “Why this place, Ben? Of all places?”
He didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know. Maybe I always thought it was meant for something. Or someone.”
The words hung there. The silence between them comfortable.
Eventually she said. “The farm’ll be sold soon. Feels strange to think I won’t have anywhere here anymore.”
Ben’s eyes were on the window, once again watching the distance. “Yeah.”
“Mum’s gone. Dad long before that. Pete’s got his life in Bristol. I used to think Cornwall would always be here for me, but now it feels like it’s slipping away.”
He didn’t reply.
Mae stood and walked to the window, gazing out across the moor. “You’ve done something good here,” she said. “Really good.”
Ben stood too. “Well, it’s not much. But it’s something solid.”
Outside, the sky had turned that soft shade of pink-grey that comes just before dusk. They stepped into the lane.
“You’ll stay long?” he asked.
“Another day or two,” she said. “Then back to London.”
He nodded. “If you ever need somewhere,” he said, carefully, “this place will still be here.”
She looked at him, really looked, and then gave the smallest of smiles.
“Thanks Ben for everything. And I should said before, thanks for keeping an eye on Mum, I had no idea.”
“The pleasure was mine,” he said, his eyes looking at the ground, “nothing to thank me for.”
“See you Ben, take care.”
He watched her go, as had so many times before, her figure fading into the path that curved away behind the gorse. As much a part of his moors, than the standing stones in the distance.The wind picked up slightly, rattling the ivy along the wall.
Ben turned and walked back inside, to lock up and head home.




Waiting for the Tube on a dirty London Underground platform was so far from the open moorland Mae knew. The electric dust that blew down the tunnel was stifling. Same time, same place, she thought. And while she liked her job, she really didn’t like this part.
Winter had mostly passed. It was February, though seasons weren’t really felt in London. The farm had sold at a good price, and she’d squirrelled the money away into savings and ISAs, trying to be sensible, to honour her parents' hard work.
She continued writing in the evenings, and through contacts at work, had some more pieces published in other magazines—stories of Cornwall, of travel, of places she knew. She had experiences to draw from, and it gave her a sense of purpose, a way to reconcile the things she was stuck on: mistakes, missed opportunities. Some could never be rectified. Others could be laid to rest.
Pete was now a full-time parent and loving it. She’d visited a few times. It was full-on: nappies, feeding, general chaos. He’d bought a proper grown-up house with his share, a tidy end-of-terrace in Bristol.
One Sunday, she was having a lunchtime beer by the Thames with friends. Not something she did often, but since Elisa’s death, she’d tried to be more open. Maybe she didn’t want to end up alone. Or maybe she just wanted to make the effort.
Her phone pinged. Ben.
If you’re still looking for somewhere to call home, The Cottage is ready. I’ll sell it for whatever you can afford. No pressure. Just a thought.
A lump caught in her throat. She read it again. And again. And again. She didn’t know how to respond. Did she want it? Didn’t she? Wasn’t it always her dream? Were there strings?
Her mind whirled with questions and no answers. A shout with no echo.
After the drinks and he friends had headed off, she walked down by the river, one of the only places in London where she felt connected. She stared at the murky water, swirling and curling below her. Treacherous and yet vital.
Could she live in Cornwall? Would she? Why had he offered it? Did he want something? This went on for a few hours before eventually, she decided just to call him. She pulled up his number, for the first time ever. They’d only ever texted. Straight to voicemail. Fuck.
She headed home, and in the middle of making spaghetti, her phone rang. Ben.
“Hey Mae, I got a missed call from you. Not much signal out here. Did you get my text?”
“Yes, I did,” she said, stuttering a little. “I didn’t know how to answer, or what to say.”
She felt foolish. Ben’s calm steadiness unsettled her.
“Well, I mean it,” he said. “It’s no use to me, and I’m happy where I am. Who better to sell to than you?”
Mae was silent. He was saying it was hers. Not theirs. No strings.
“No strings, Ben?”
“Only some old baler twine, nothing more.” he joked.
“Will you let me think on it, just for a day or two Ben?”
“Take all the time you like, it’s not going anywhere.” He paused for a moment, “I was looking out the window of The Cottage a couple of days ago, now it’s almost done. And I know it sounds daft, but I could just picture you standing there, looking out at the moors. Home at last.” he added quietly at the end .“Let me know,” he said. And that was it he was gone. 
No pressure. Just an offer.
She sat with it for a couple of weeks. She called Pete. Who didn’t hesitate.
“It’s a no-brainer Mae. What a great place to bring the family to stay. Just say yes, Mae. What’s to say no to?”
Mae didn’t know. She couldn’t reconcile it. Almost like it wasn’t deserved. Maybe for the pain she had unintentionally caused Ben. Maybe because she didn’t feel worthy. The past? Was this how it caught up with her in then, not as a black hole, but a rainbow?
The questions stayed with her for more than a few weeks, until one night waking up from a dream, she realised. There was nothing for it. She’d go down and see him. Get an Airbnb in town. Stay a couple of days. And then decide. Yes. That’s what she would do




Mae arrived once again at the little station, down for a quick weekend trip. She’d booked a place to stay in town until Monday, when she’d head back to the city. After grabbing a bite, she let herself into the accommodation.
She hadn’t told Ben. Her plan was to take a taxi out to The Cottage on her own and just see for herself, see how it felt.
The next morning, she was up early and in a cab by around 8. It was getting lighter now, the clocks had changed. The weather was spitting rain, but nothing serious. She had her coat on, wrapped up against the wind.
It was only a twenty-minute ride from town, and it wasn’t long before the taxi dropped her at the lane that led to the track up to The Cottage. She had walked this path so many times as a child. Heading off on adventures or coming home from them. The two of them Ben and herself, laughing, playing, making May whistles, catching trout, good memories. A time before everything got so complicated.
They would exploring mine workings.Or walk to the woods. Slipping down to the safe beaches. They had lived out there, wild and free, their parents happy in the knowledge that they knew the dangers of adders, shafts, cliffs, and that they would take care.
She arrived at the lane to The Cottage. On one of the granite gate posts, beautifully done, and hardly noticeable, almost like it was etched was the words. The Cottage, wrought in metal, that blended in as though it wasn’t there. Understated. Ben’s work, for sure.
As she approached the house, she let herself imagine living here again, but for real this time. The cottage was picture perfect in every detail. Around the back, she noticed the old well had been restored, and a generator now sat in a little outbuilding. A wind turbine stood high above the property, catching the breeze. Enough for the basics.
She walked the perimeter of the house. The walls stood proud against the ragged moorland behind, holding back the onslaught of bramble and time.
Then she sat against the front wall, facing south. She closed her eyes and let her imagination take over. She lived here now. She wrote here. Maybe bought an old wagon for the track. She could almost smell cakes baking in the oven. For awhile, she was gone, for all intense and purposes she had moved, the dream had taken over.
And then, from somewhere deep inside her, or maybe from the wind, she heard her father’s voice:
“You’re home, Mae. You’re home.”
Startled, she opened her eyes. Her hands were trembling slightly. She pulled out her phone. One bar. Enough.
Ben, I do want it. I do so want it. I’m here now. She hit send.
She waited, unsettled. Her father’s voice had sounded so real. Had she dozed off? Was it a dream?
Ping. A message from Ben:
Be there dreckly.
She smiled. “Dreckly” could mean anything in Cornwall—from five minutes to five years. But she knew Ben.
Twenty minutes later, she heard the Fergy. Now purring across the moor, from Bens farm, bumping along faster than it looked capable of. She climbed onto the hedge to watch him. He turned into the lane and onto the track, and moments later the tractor clanked to a stop outside the cottage.
Ben jumped down. His jacket collar up, in winter garb. He grinned.
“All right, maid?”
Mae didn’t reply. She just threw her arms around him, burying her face in his worn old jacket, sobbing quietly.
“Now now,” he said in that calm, steady voice of his. “Let’s put the kettle on. I’ll show you how it all works.”
They walked to the door. He handed her the key.
“Go on then. It’s yours now.”
She turned the key, a dream come true. The door swung open.
Inside, the cottage was still, almost hushed. The dust was gone. Everything was done. New cupboards fitted. Solid oak stairs led to the bedroom and bathroom.
“Have a look around,” he said, filling the kettle. “See what you think.”
Upstairs was as beautiful as down. Understated. Solid. Just enough and no more. Through the front window, she could see Ben’s farm in the distance. From the back, the Carn, no longer fierce from this angle, but sunlit, welcoming.
“Tea’s up,” Ben called.
They sat outside with their mugs, talking through how the place worked: the windmill, the woodstore, the generator. Mae couldn’t take it all in, but she trusted Ben. That was enough.
“Oh, and by the way,” he added, pointing to a window in the barn, “don’t cover that one up. It’s for the owls.”
Mae looked at him and smiled. “Of course it is.”




The wind came up from the south that morning, bringing with it the faint smell of seaweed and something faintly metallic—like salt on iron. Mae stood in the doorway of The Cottage, tea in hand, watching it all roll in. The moor was beginning to stir into spring. Bracken still slept flat against the earth, but there were hints now, shoots, buds, birds returning.
She looked for ward to the swallows coming, bringing summer with them. Life here was not loud. The days came gently, asking little, giving much. She’d been at The Cottage for three months now. It already felt like longer. The tension she had onto, was leaving her body.
Leaving London was not easy, but it was easier than she had imagined. All those years ended up being packed into just a small hire van. Her friends were going to put on a leaving party, but she dissuaded them. Preferring just to go for a quiet drink.
She would miss London, though as her friends always said, it wasn’t going anyway. But in truth she knew, that when you left London, when you returned, it was never the same. Everything moved with speed, and like getting of a moving river, when you got back in the water had moved on.
And so on the end of a late winters day, she had set off in a small hire van, he life in the back, and headed home for the first time in her life. She hadn’t rushed down, she wanted to leave it behind slowly. To remember it, to watch it change from tower blocks and cities, to houses and town, and eventual back to her beloved moor. Where silence spoke to her in ways that words could never do.
Some days she wrote for hours. Other days she didn’t write at all. She walked. Read. Fixed things. Cooked. Watched the sky. There was peace in her bones now, not always, but often enough. And that was more than she’d known in years. She was finding herself, letting go of the old Mae, and embracing a nameless inner life, authentic and real.
She saw Ben often, though not always up close. Sometimes it was just the faint sound of the Fergy across the moor. Or a figure in the distance, leaning on a gate. Once a week, maybe more, he’d come by for tea or she’d head to his farm with something baked. He never stayed long, nor did she neither of them needed him to.
No declarations had been made. None were needed. It was a different kind of love now, if that’s even what it was. Something quieter. Something forged in time and shared silence. Something like loyalty. Or trust. Or home.
They’d speak often, but not always deeply. Sometimes it was just about the weather. Or fences. Or how the owls were back in the barn window he’d left open for them. On occasions they had walked up to the meeting stone, sitting silence. Looking down to where it had all started.
One evening, sitting outside with a blanket around her shoulders, she saw a light flicker on across the moor, Ben’s kitchen window. Just visible from the rise above The Cottage. She smiled.
She didn’t wave. He wouldn’t see it. But she raised her mug slightly, just in case.
Inside, the fire was lit. The chimney whistling a little. Mae stood up slowly and went inside, closing the door behind her. She left the porch light on.
Just in case he ever looked up.

The End
