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The room was dark.

Except for the lava lamp illuminated on the dresser with its slow orange-blue blobs rising and falling like something half alive, half dreaming. Outside the window, the hills were faint shapes under snow, the white catching what little light the night gave it. 

The world looked muffled. 

As if even sound had frozen.

My eyes were glued to the television. Green turf, bright red Georgia helmets, and the artificial roar of Bulldog Nation in Sanford Stadium shaking the screen. It was a college football video game, but to me it was as if it was a Saturday in the fall. My thumbs moved automatically on my controller, play after play, the same routes, the same patterns — ritual without thought, noise to keep my mind from turning in on itself. 

For a while, it worked.  

Then the playlist shifted.

Blind by Korn started to play. The opening riff faded in and out, the drum cymbal puckering its lips in the background as the music built up, until all chaos broke out. Initially, it made you want to run through a wall until the true meaning of the song cried in the wake of the explosion. 

My thumb slipped off the stick. The receiver on-screen kept running anyway; the digital stadium kept roaring. The screen froze mid-stride: a body caught forever in motion, suspended in a moment where nothing was real.

I paused the game and stared at the lava lamp before I moved to the window. Cold air rushed in when I cracked it open - sharp, clean, punishing. 

I lit a cigarette and inhaled. Smoke filled my lungs. The snow-covered hills stared back at me in silence as the closing bassline played with a melancholy riff hovering over it. 

Another cloud of smoke drifted into the night. My life suddenly felt very small. Like it could vanish and leave no mark at all. I leaned by the window, shoulders folding inward as the cigarette trembled faintly between my fingers.

“All that rage and it ends just the same.” I flicked some ash out the window. “There is no escaping the woe, as angry as you get.” I threw the cigarette out into the cold night and collapsed on the chair for a moment, holding my head with both hands.

A few notes came in soft, familiar, almost gentle — a lonely guitar line, low and aching. For a few fleeting seconds it was restrained, almost delicate, before the drums detonated beneath it. 

What It Is To Burn (New Version) by Finch. 

I turned up the volume as distorted guitars surged forward in great crashing waves, filling every corner of the room.

I didn’t move after that. I stared at the screen as my eyes stung and watered, and I couldn’t blink it away fast enough. 

Then the chorus hit. 

Something inside me split open.

I stared at nothing, at everything, and the shame came flooding in: the catalogue of wrong turns, wasted years, failures I could never rewind, the sense that I’d somehow been born with rot in my blood and had been trying to hide the smell of it ever since. 

Tears slid down my cheeks, uninvited. 

Humiliated, I covered my eyes and caught the tears as I wept. 

The song rolled on. It was heartbreak with the volume turned all the way up, beautiful enough to ache and violent enough to make the walls tremble.

I didn’t hear the bedroom door open, and I didn’t notice Temperance until the warmth of her body settled onto my lap, gentle and deliberate. She was supposed to be in the bath. I didn’t want her to see me like this — cracked open, pathetic, drowning in my own head. 

Her arms slid around me, and I stiffened for a heartbeat as I felt her hands guiding my head against her chest, drawing me into her like shelter. Her skin was warm. Her hair smelled clean, faintly floral from the bath.

I let out a sound — not quite a sob, not quite a laugh, just something broken slipping through. Temperance held me tighter.

Her fingers began to stroke the back of my head in slow, steady motions. Over and over again. A rhythm. A lullaby without music. 

“I am cursed.”

Temperance didn’t hesitate. She didn’t recoil. She simply held me as if I had always belonged there, as if I was not too much, not too dark, not too ruined to be loved.

“That makes two of us, darling,” she murmured, and pressed her lips to my head.

Temperance’s arms around me felt like the only proof that I had that I was still alive, and that maybe, despite everything, I was not alone in it.

The song dissolved into its weary outro, the guitars lingering in long, echoing waves before fading into hollow resignation.

It came back on again, as if it insisted on deepening the wound. My gaze drifted towards the speaker, and Temperance’s head followed mine.

“Off!” She shouted and snapped her fingers. 

The room went mute. 

“It’s a beautiful song...” I sniffled.

“Why do you do this?” She pecked my forehead again. “It’s as if you gain pleasure from inflicting torment on yourself.”

“I don’t...” I shook my head in protest.

She nodded, knowingly. “I am not accusing you of anything, cherub.” She smudged my cheek. “But I fear that you feel that you don’t deserve any better.”

“What if I don’t know how to live without it?”

“Without what, my plum?” 

“It...” I curled my lip under my teeth.

“Your melancholy?” She cupped my jaw with both hands before pulling my head back against her chest. “Butterscotch...” Temperance sighed. “You are going to have to learn how to, otherwise you’re doomed to perpetual sorrow.” She spoke softly. “Anything merry in your life will be tarnished by it.”

“But I don’t know what it’s like.” I looked up at her. “It’s always been there, in the background like a fan in the middle of the night as I sleep.”

“Darling.” She smiled at me. “Despair is not a trustworthy confidant to help you navigate the dark because it knows it well.” Temperance drew her forehead to mine. “It’s a ruthless despot that follows you around and robs you of your light.” 

She curled her lips into mine. “Trust me when I tell you this because I’d love nothing more than to see you running through the fields with joy.”
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I looked out the window at the glow of the Christmas lights, twinkling white in the night, as I remembered another night long ago. The time had passed so quickly as if no time had ever passed at all.

Temperance and I sat in a bandstand looking out onto a field, beyond it, Christmas lighting glowing like stars in the town of Marple below, not terribly far from her house.

It was our first Christmas together, right before I knew about her secret. Before everything changed.

“This is how you wanted to mark the holiday?” She hooked my arm and sat back as she looked out from the bandstand. “Sat out here, having a pint?”

“Nothing else is open, right?” I shrugged my shoulders. “Besides, it’s more intimate.” 

“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.” She jested. 

I twisted off the bottle cap. “Here you go.” I passed her a bottle of cider. “I think you’ll love that.”

The glass of the bottle twinkled as she pulled it close to her nose. “What is that?” Her lips were marooned, glistening from a fresh gloss that matched her woollen coat. 

“Rose Cider, my peach...”

“Where did you find it?”

“ASDA...” I broke a smile.

“Of course, you did....” She chuckled at the reference, where we went after we first met, and I helped carry her groceries home. Temperance cupped my arm and took a sip. “Mmm...” She licked her lip and took another sip. “That’s rather good, actually...” 

I pulled out a pint bottle of Old Speckled Hen. Temperance eyed the bottle. “All things considered, I was expecting something else...”

I popped the cap. “Cheap and cheerful as you say, right?”

“That’s not what I meant.” 

I paused for a moment. She had a knack for speaking in double-entendre, but I knew what she actually meant. I was just afraid. Fearful to tell her....

“Salud.” I held the bottle. 

Temperance chinked her bottle against mine. Her hair fell on her shoulders beneath a dark blue woollen bonnet that tied around her neck. “Are we going to be out here all night?”

“No, just the one, and we can perambulate back to yours.”

“Perambulate?” She nodded her head. “Superb choice of words, Butterscotch.”

I laughed at her as she took another sip. “Thank you for spending the day with me. It was nice to host and make you some tea.”

“My pleasure, it was delicious food and even better company.” I winked at her. “I hope the pasta was to your liking.”

“I’ve never had Pasta Bake with Christmas Dinner before, but...” 

“It’s Baked Ziti, babe.” 

She turned her head for a moment. “Whatever you wish to call it.” She rolled her eyes. “The point is, I haven’t marked the festivities with any in many moons, so it was lovely...”

“Really?” My eyebrows raised. 

I found the statement troubling since Temperance was a very cordial and gentle human being. I couldn’t imagine her being isolated by no choice but her own.

“No...” She pressed the bottle to her lips. “...And I’ve never hosted previously.”

“I’ve spent the holidays doing this on my own in the past.” I put the bottle down and sat back with my arm around her back. “It’s nice to share it with you.” I smiled at her.

“This is the best one I’ve had.” She smiled back.

“Good.” I stroked back a strand of her hair. “It’s the best one I’ve had too.”

Temperance looked ahead. “This place hasn’t changed much at all.” Her breath smoked as she spoke. “It all looks the same...” She paused. “As it was...” Temperance glanced down. “She was right...” She muttered.

“Who was right?”

“Missus Colem...” She froze and swallowed to collect herself. “A woman, I once worked for...”

I swam my tongue through my mouth, eyeing Temperance as her shoulders tensed. “She always used to say that this place wouldn’t be any different in 100 years from now...” She chuckled. “Reflecting on that, I wonder if there will be any change even decades from now.” Her voice steadied. “I estimate much will be the same.”

“I wouldn’t know, I don’t think about that stuff...” I took another sip of ale. “But I would imagine you are right.”

“You never speculate on those sorts of things?” She spoke softly.

“On what?”

“What the world will be like, years hence....”

“That’s very eloquently put.” I took another sip. “As you do....”

“As you do...” She winked back; it had become a bit of an inside joke from that point. 

“Totally Victorian too...” I smirked as I put the bottle down beside me. 

Temperance tensed for a moment before she feigned a smile. “I am an old soul.”

“That makes two of us.” I wiped the brim of my mouth. “But all that stuff you mentioned about thinking about the future is frightening.”

“I’ve struggled mightily with it myself.” Temperance said. “But nevertheless, I still ponder it...” She gave me a side-eye. “...and live it...” 

I squinted for a moment, reflecting on what she was trying to tell me, until it hit. 

The menace that always swirled within me when one wanted to talk about the future: hopelessness. 

What lay ahead was nothing more to me than an enemy disguised as a friend.

“To be quite honest, I dread the thought of being around in twenty years....” I laughed. “I was hoping I wouldn’t be and not have to deal with it.”

“That’s morbid.” Temperance’s eyes softened, her eyebrows furrowed.

“Is it?” I took another sip. “All the misery, decay, and the innocent wonder destroyed by life?”

“I sympathise with what you are saying in many facets...” She cupped her hands on her lap. “But you can’t turn your back to the future.”

I leaned forward and took a swig. “What if the future turned its back on me?”

Temperance’s eyes narrowed, as if what I said had struck some deep chord within her. She took another sip and studied my eyes. It was as if I had uncovered something about her while it was revealing something to her about me. 

“I’ve always thought about whether or not it was even worth it to be around.” I chuckled skittishly. “I mean...” I put the bottle down. “What if in twenty years, I am older, more depressed, broke, diabetes is out of control, and I am stuck as some lonesome abysmal failure with nowhere to call home, and even if I tried to avoid it...” I clenched my fist. “...even if I fought so hard to stop it...” My voice rose. “It never mattered, anyway?”

Temperance stiffened.

“I am sorry, honey...” 

Terror filled me. What if I said too much? Was she put off?

Perhaps now I’d finally pushed her away. But why pretend? This is who I was. If she did ever love me, I didn’t want it to be a lie. So, I followed up further.

“What if in the final analysis...” I chuckled nervously. “I am screwed anyways?”

“Is it wise to take drink if you wrestle with such melancholic ideas?” Temperance took my hand and rubbed my chapped skin with her gloves. 

“This is probably the only time that I don’t feel melancholic, sweetheart.” I blew into my hand to warm the icy blasts scraping my palms. 

“From the moment I met you, you struck me as a man with a profound hollowness, plagued by sadness. I only want for you to not feel such pain anymore.” Smoke escaped her lips. “Have you ever thought about getting help?”

“Help for what?”

“What you’ve just shared with me.”

“What?” I rubbed my jaw. “Like medicine?” I rolled my eyes. “With all due respect, I don’t want to be handed a chemical substance and told to go fuck myself...”

Temperance glowered at me.

“No disrespect intended.”

She paused and blinked once. “And you reckon that smoking and drinking is a suitable alternative?” 

“It’s not like I do it every day, sweetheart...”

“It doesn’t matter.” She interjected. “It’s when you do that does.”

“You are a very wise and perceptive woman. Far more than me...” I paused. “But I am not taking the pills.”

“It doesn’t have to be about medicine. It can simply start with having a professional to speak with that can guide you...” Her voice softened. “And help you...”

I sat back and thought on what she said.

“And we can go for walks every day and have a gab.” She put her hand out. “And if it’s bad, you can always stay with me...” She deadpanned. “But this is no way to live, Butterscotch.” 

“For me, there is no other way.” I stared blankly. “But I am grateful for you and I appreciate your care...” I smiled at her. “Your presence brings me the greatest joy.”

“And I...” Temperance’s eyes brightened. “But you still need support, and you won’t be alone should you seek it. I promise you that I’ll be there for you through all of it.”

I turned and stared at her for a moment. I had to bite my lip to hold back any tears; she didn’t think I was some psychotic monster. 

She saw past it

She saw me. 

She could recognise that somewhere buried within me was a man who wanted to do good and love freely. 

“I don’t know what I did to deserve such a blessing.” A smile arched in the corner of my mouth. “I wonder when it runs out?”

Her eyes filled with concern. “Hypothetically, if I were just a figment of imagination or in some alternate universe, I am merely a thought, a notion, or a void that haunted you somehow...” She paused. “What comes next?”

“You’ll find me face down in the River Goyt.” My hands clenched. “I’ve had enough.”

“Don’t say that.” She spoke at length. “It would destroy me if you ever hurt yourself.” Sorrow filled her eyes. “I would rather you soon forget me and never come to Marple again, if you had feelings that drove you to such desperate lengths.” 

“Why would I ever want to forget you?” I clutched the bottle harder. “I am sorry, I didn’t mean to dump on you, but I was just being honest.” I took a sip angrily. “I can’t pretend like these people, who don’t even know what is truly going on, because they are safe and blissfully unaware.”

“It’s Christmas, dove.” She put her hand on my wrist. “Come back to me.” She smiled with warmth. “But what if it isn’t all as you envisaged?” She leaned in close. “What if you are in a warm home tonight, many years from now, and you are watching your children unwrap presents under the tree?” Her eyes sparkled as she looked up at the moon. “What if this sorrow is lying to you about everything?”

“Do you work for the NHS?” I chuckled. “Sounds like something you’d read in a pamphlet.”

She deadpanned.

“No offence....”

“I am not selling you a car.” Her voice steadied. “What if truly you were in good health, perhaps cured of diabetes, and blissfully happy. Young in both body and spirit.” 

“Hope is beautiful, but it’s also poisonous.” I sighed. “Especially, if nothing ever changes...”

“But what if it does?” She spoke softer. “What if it already has?”

A smile broke from my face. “If you were there, I’d be willing to give it a shot.”

Temperance didn’t say anything in response at first; she just smiled back. 

“I can be...” She grew more solemn. “But there is something we need to discuss. Something important...”

“I agree.” I muttered.

I wanted to tell her. Tell her that I loved her from the moment I saw her and that she was what I had always prayed for. I’ve been wanting to tell her the entire time before we diverted down this dark avenue. It was a place I had long been trying to escape but didn’t know how to because I had always lived there, locked away in a bedroom watching the world spin by. 

This moment, I wanted to frame and keep close to me. Something I never wanted to lose, something I wanted to gain and keep forever. And all we were doing was sitting on a hilltop on Christmas night, the two of us.

I was in love with her, and she needed to know.

She grew pensive, something bound to burst from within her. As if she already knew what dwelled within me, and her heart had fractured nonetheless.

My eyes watered up, lips briefly trembled. 

“Possibly, I am being a bit too full on...” She smiled. “I have a gift for you...” She shook her head. “That’s what I am on about.” 

“So do I.” I cleared my throat. “And since you mentioned walks, there is a place I’ve been wanting to take you...”

“Oh?” She looked at me, puzzled, as if she were expecting something else.

“The Etherow Country Park...”

She tilted her head.

“If we were to have the aforementioned conversation, it’d be very fitting...”

Temperance raised an eyebrow and studied me again, as if she were examining my inner thoughts and making her own assessments. 

“Maybe we can go tomorrow or right after New Year’s, at latest...” My words hurried. “If I can last that long...” I muttered under my breath.

“Why don’t we do it now, then?” She smiled demurely. “Say what it is that you need to.” 

A tension filled her, her shoulders hunched, chest tightened.

Suddenly, I was back in New York, watching the sun come up with a hot mug of coffee in hand. Don’t Wait by Dashboard Confessional billowing on my headphones as I watched a tree branch sway over the street. Remembering the song, the intro, wondering if there was ever someone out there for me, and if she did exist, how long off she was...

I reminisced of my eyes pressed to the glass, locked on the UPS truck with my passport and visa parked at the end of the street, a week before I came here, watching as the lights glowed in the dawn. The outro to the song played in my head as I looked back up at Temperance, there, in the moment with her. A clear message that could not be ignored – don’t wait. This was the moment you were waiting for.

“I don’t know how to say all this because I am afraid...” I hunched over. “Though I shouldn’t be...”

“Do try.” 

I looked at my hands for a moment before I placed them in hers. “I came here, and I am here.” I stuttered. “And I have been waiting for this, for...” I paused. “...forever.” I took a deep breath, shut my eyes, and exhaled. “I love...” 

“Papa!” 

I looked right, no longer in Marple, haze from the reverie lifted. 

Flames popped from the fire in the hearth. Georgiana stood in front of me with a poinsettia bow in her hair. Her strawberry blonde hair framed her face as it descended towards a blue and green plaid buttoned-up cardigan. She wore a long black dress, white stockings, and pink shoes with bows on the feet, manifesting out of the space between the two moments.

“When can we open the presents?”

I smiled at her and lifted her onto my lap.

“Let’s go get Mommy and your sisters. And then we’ll open them.” 

“I got something for you too!” She announced with youthful eagerness.

“Well, we better get the show on the road then...” I moved my face down to hers and raised my eyebrows, making a goofy smile at her.

She giggled.

“Honey Bee?!” I called out upstairs.

“Yes, Butterscotch?!” She spoke at length down the steps.

“Bring Hen and Bet down, it’s time to open the gifts.” I stood up with Georgiana on my hip as she wrapped her arms around my neck, waiting for Temperance, Henrietta, and Elizabeth at the base of the steps. 

“Give us a tick.”

“Thank you, my dear. I love you.” I turned my head and smiled at Georgiana. “Tell Mommy, you love her.”

“Mummy, I love you!” She squeaked.

“I love you both, plus a basket of fruit!” Temperance yelled back as a door opened upstairs. “Poppets! Come now, it’s time to open the presents.”

“Skittle! Carrot!” I yelled up the steps. “Come on down, darlings. Before your baby sister sends me to the North Pole!”

“Papa!” Henrietta groaned, half-amused and half-defiant at the terribly delivered pun.

“I would never send you away, Daddy.” Georgiana quipped. 

“I know, baby girl. I am just trying to create a sense of urgency here.” I adjusted Georgiana on my hip, and we shared another smile.

“An emergency?” Her forehead creased. “Should we ring the police?”

“No...” I laughed. “Urgency...” 

Her eyes softened as she hung on every word, as if I were a wise man and sage knower of all things. As if I had all the answers. If only that were remotely close to being true.

“It means we want to get things going.”

Her lips formed an o as she absorbed the definition before she smiled again. “Right.” She gripped the back of my shirt harder. “...Urgency!” She tilted her head to the side. “Sorry for misconstruing...”

“Nice choice of words, sweetheart.” I kissed the side of her head. “Have I told you how smart you are?”

“All the time.” She shrilled.

Merry Xmas Everyone by Slade continued to play in the background as we both stared at the tree, dressed with white and red balls baubles along with golden-white lighting. Other ornaments adorned the branches, some hand-made by Henrietta or Elizabeth, a Georgia Bulldog ball, a purple Butterfly sash, and another of the Elizabeth Tower in London. 

A screech followed, then the chuckles of Henrietta and Elizabeth running down the steps with my beloved chasing after them, all in matching red pyjamas with snowmen patterned across them. 

And yet, I still went back to that day that Temperance and I met on the canal. Fifteen minutes before that, I never thought I would have ended up here.
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Temperance leaned against the green padding of the couch. The shadows of the triple mullion were cast long against the wall. Outside the window, the high street of Ironbridge. The occasional trot of a horse-drawn carriage clattered against the pavement. The waters of the River Severn teemed in a green-grey silky haze. The mahogany bed frame, wardrobe, and desk were all darkened by the interior lights powered off. 

Temperance hadn’t moved for several minutes. The glow of the television screen flickered across her cheekbones, but she didn’t blink much. She looked peaceful. Or guarded. It was sometimes difficult to tell the difference.

“Do you want to stay another night, my love?” I zipped up the suitcase, glancing over at Temperance’s suitcase, purple with pink ribbons and bows fixed across it.

“No, thank you...” Her eyes were locked on the glow of the screen. “...we can set off shortly.”

“Do you want to stop up in Coalbrookdale on the way back?” 

She shook her head once. “It’s best we put it behind us, ta.” Her hands gripped the remote as she pressed the button to change the channel.

“I thought you didn’t need the remote.” 

She shrugged her shoulders with a cheeky smile and changed the channel again.

“Can’t you use your finger?”

“I am not one for showing off.”

I sat beside her. “Family Feud...” I chuckled and ran my hand over the duvet where her thigh was. “I know you are modest, my queen, but you never really shied from using your abilities around me.”

“That’s because your reactions amuse me, my love.” She half-smiled.

“Name one thing that your man wants to see you in all the time.” The television shouted in the background. Two women participants stared at each other, aghast and nervy on how to answer. 

“Well, that’s an easy one.” She shot me a wry grin.

“There are multiple answers to that, Honey Bee.” 

“Charmed.” Temperance batted her eyelashes. “But I know what winds you up.” She smiled and turned the channel again.

“Will you look at that?!” I put my hand over hers. “One Tree Hill, my all-time favourite show.”

“I’d like to buy you a drink, Miss Lee.” The television’s voice entered the conversation. The image of a man in a plaid shirt and a trucker hat on the screen.

“I forgot about that!”

Temperance snapped her fingers, and the television went off. “Forgot about what?”

“That one of the supporting characters in the show. Her maiden name is Lee.” I drew closer to Temperance. “But I prefer the Victorian English Miss Lee with the dark auburn hair over the Southern Blonde woman who is in her 50’s now.”

“I should hope so, darling.” She whispered. “You’ve only just married me.”

“Speaking of Lee.” I got up. “We should get a move on. I have another stop on the way home.”

“And where is that?” She looked up and studied me. 

“I can’t tell you.”

“Am I going to be blindfolded again?” She raised her eyebrow. “With surreptitious hints to follow?”

“No.” I extended my hand to her, and she took it. “It’s not far enough to blindfold you anyways.”

“That’s lovely to know, considering that I have never exhibited such freelancing on a Honeymoon before.”

“Freelancing?” I leaned back. “Interesting way of putting it, but then again who’s to say as neither of us have been married before either.” 

She smiled at me and threw the blanket off. “Fair point.” She kissed me. “Let’s go.” 

“I’ll get the bags.”

“Cheers.” She folded the duvet neatly and placed it on top of the bed. Soon after, we were on the road. Our journey meandered through Shropshire along the A5, our hands together for most of the ride as we listened to the wind come in through the open windows. At a sign for Ellesmere, I turned off.

The lane was hugged by farmland on both sides of us until we got closer to town. As we passed through the village, a lake was on our left that extended out into the green countryside. Swans and geese glided along as families fed them on a small beach beside the pond. Hugging the road on the other side, a series of Georgian-style houses ascending upward like a staircase, built into the hill behind it. 

We turned right after we passed the lake, and the road narrowed. The car crept along as tall hedges towered over either side of us. 

“Alright, the jig is up” Temperance looked ahead. “Where are we going?” She leaned back against the window.

“Wait for it...”

She kept her gaze upon me.

“There.” I pointed and pulled off to a lay-by. In front of us, a sign in white with black lettering. “LEE”.

Her forehead wrinkled.

“The town is named after you.”

She tilted her head and beamed at me. “That’s awfully thoughtful of you but there are many people with that surname.” She crossed her arms. “Yourself included, may I remind you.” She chuckled. “I still can’t believe you did that.” Temperance glowed at me. “What did your mates have to say about that antic?”

“When I took your surname?”

She nodded once.

As my pen hovered over the last line of the paperwork before I signed the paperwork, I remembered thinking how a surname was just a handful of letters. Innocuous and insignificant - at least to me. 

But to Temperance, it was legacy. 

It was history. 

It was proof that she had survived everything that came before me. Ergo, it was a no-brainer.

“They thought I was crazy.” I gripped the steering wheel. “But it means a lot to you, so...” I held her hand and looked at the wedding ring. “It means a lot to me.” I leaned in closer. “Besides, my maiden name kind of was terrible.”

“Maiden name?” She bantered. “I am still the bride, dear. Don’t you mean your former surname?”

“Whatever that pygmy thing was...”

“It wasn’t that bad.” She scoffed. “It meant fox in Deutsch; everyone loves a cute furry woodland creature.” Her finger caressed my chin. “Butterscotch variety, included.”

I laughed. “Lee has a beauty to it.” I took her hand. “It fits you; it has elegance and class.” I rubbed her fingers. “Imagine if we have a daughter and her surname is Lee.” My other hand tapped against the steering wheel. “A lovely young lady with the same agency as her mom.” I beamed. “I love it.”

“You’ve put a lot of thought into this.” Her eyes darkened. “Particularly, if we have a little lass.” She turned toward the window again, and for a moment I wondered if I’d stepped into something tender without realising it.

“Speaking of your mates.” Temperance turned to me. “How is Scott?”

“You know what he said about you?”

“Go on...” She half-smiled. 

“That you look like a spitting image of Kate Bush.” 

Temperance raised an eyebrow.

“With the eyes, the hair, and the voice...” I rubbed my chin. “I agree, but you have a much hotter body.

“I am delighted you noticed.” She pulled a face. “And as far as I can tell, you look like a young Richard Gere with a buzzcut and facial hair.” She leaned in and grabbed my leg. “More resplendent physique, I might add....” She whispered and patted my thigh with a smile. “And what of Peter?” Temperance stroked back a strand of her hair. “I haven’t heard anything said of that lad in...” She paused. “...since that day when we saw him in the park with his Nan...”

“How could I forget? That was the first close call.”

Temperance froze for a moment. “Whatever happened to them?”

“I haven’t spoken to him since the day that we had that blowout and I ended up sleeping up in the car down before ending up at the Roman Lakes drinking beers at sun-up.”

She squinted and then furrowed her eyebrows. “That feels like a million years ago.” She low-browed.” You never told me about the incident with your mate.”

“Well, let’s just say that he was making some hypotheses that were unsettling. I was fearful of what would come of us that day, but regardless I told him to back off.”

I flashed back to that moment, sat buzzed on the bench, when that old man joined me and told me to go back, try again, and tell Temperance she was loved...not just by me...but by The Lord. 

I glanced up at the ceiling of the car. 

The man’s face flashed in front of me.

“You don’t want to fall out with your mate, though.” Temperance’s voice interrupted the flashback. 

“I had to make sure you’re safe, my love.”

“You were cross, weren’t you?” She said. “Tell the truth...”

“Sometimes you got to be a bad guy to be a good man.” 

Temperance’s eyes softened before she smiled warmly.

“Anyways.” I looked out through the windscreen. “Do you see that building over there?” I pointed at the outline of a house hiding off the road with a high-peaked ceiling, grand in size, peeking out from the silhouette of solid brick fencing.  

Temperance squinted and nodded once.

“That’s Lee Hall.” I paused. “I am willing to go out on a limb here and say that you probably have relatives from there.”

“We may have relatives from there.” She corrected me and took my hand.

“Me?” I scoffed. “I am not from Shropshire.”

“And I don’t hail from New York, yet here we are....” She volleyed with a smirk. “Either way, it’d be our family.”

“You’re right.” I laughed softly. “Why don’t we go check it out?”

Temperance didn’t answer immediately. Her thumb moved absently across her ring. I could almost see the arithmetic behind her eyes, until she blinked once to give her consent. 

I drove on and turned toward the stone gravel path towards the house. Flanking us on both sides were small hedges that narrowed the road. The tyres crunched sharply at first, then settled into a steady, echoing rhythm. 

The drive wound forward in a slow, deliberate curve. Old oaks and beeches leaned inward, their branches interlacing above to form a green tunnel. Light filtered through in broken patterns, flickering across the windscreen; intermittent sun from overcast skies, shadow, and light again.

Like the passing of time itself.

Freshly cut green fields sprawled on either side of us, and ahead, Lee Hall rose on a gentle incline, as if it had grown out of the land rather than been built upon it. The house emerged stone and imposing with turreted marks for its corners and slate caps dark against the sky. Gabled roofs broke the symmetry just enough to give it character. Tall sashed windows, some of which bowed outward, caught the light in long, pale reflections. Ivy clung where it pleased, tracing the lines of the stone like memory etched into its surface.

The drive widened into a circular sweep before the entrance. At the centre stood a low stone feature, once a fountain perhaps, now still, ringed by hedges that have been kept, but not perfectly.

The front door to the house was chocked open, welcoming visitors, as if it was awaiting us. I shut off the car.

“Lee Hall....” Temperance’s eyes scanned across the car to a sign near the front entrance. “...Museum?” Her words hung on the last. “Is this a lark?” Her eyes pivoted to mine. “You do realise that potentially....” She pointed toward the house.

“Mama, you could be a museum exhibit unto yourself.” I patted her thigh. “No disrespect.”

“Cheers for that.” She snickered. “Anything beyond modernity would seem like a point of interest to you twenty-first-century types.”

“Darling, I was born in 1987.” 

“Pardon me for getting my dates wrong, the twentieth century...” Temperance jeered with a dash of smug intonation. “...I forgot how enormous of a difference it was...” 

I was hoping to make her laugh and put her at ease, but it was to no avail - the tension off her was palpable. Her proclivity for flippant mannerisms was one of the first tell-tale signs.

I opened the door and stepped out.  The crisp Shropshire air met me in a subtle gust, whistling cold against me as it murmured behind me. I stepped around to the other side of the car and opened the door, extending my hand to Temperance to help her out. As she gave me her hand, her eyes dilated at the large windows on the first floor, as if she were looking for someone to be up there looking down and expecting her.

There was an eeriness to it; it was strangely quiet. An anxiousness in the very air itself. There was only one other car parked in the sweep, and no sign of any staff or guests wandering around the gardens that lined the structure. 

The skies grew darker, black clouds wafted into the grey above us, hiding behind the stone turrets like ghosts in a closet waiting to leap out. 

Temperance’s mouth parted as she looked at me. “I feel as if this place knows me.”

“We can leave, if you want...” I put my arm around her back.

“No.” She closed her eyes for a moment and moved her head once. “We’re here now.” She stammered. “Let’s get on with it.”

It was cooler inside, not cold, but held, as though the walls kept the centuries tucked inside them. As if the souls were watching every visitor until we came through.

The floor beneath their feet was varnished wood, worn in places where countless footsteps had passed. Above, dark oak beams crossed the ceiling, heavy and uneven, their edges softened by age. The walls were panelled in wood so deep in colour it was almost black, broken only by oil portraits that watched from their frames, faces half-lost to varnish and time.

There was a smell to it.

Polish. Dust. Something older beneath it all, like damp paper and burnt wood.

Glass cases stood along the walls, quietly lit. Inside them were letters, rings, and small objects that had outlived the hands that once held them. Nothing moved. Nothing disturbed.

Temperance slowed beside one of the displays, her hand hovering just above the glass, as though she recognised something that she couldn’t quite name.

Inside lay a large, leather-bound ledger. The cover was cracked with age, its spine bowed slightly, as though it had been opened and closed a thousand times before being sealed away. The pages within were yellowed, the ink browned, but the names still legible, written in careful, deliberate script.

I leaned closer, looking over her shoulder as she scanned the page, until she zeroed in on one particular line.

“Constance Lee... Liverpool...” Temperance’s eyes moved across the page as she read. “Unnamed daughter... 1838... Aylesbury...” Her breath caught. 

There was a mark beside it. A single, small x.

I looked at her.

“That’s where and when Mother was born.” She paused. “You don’t suppose that there may actually be some verity in all of this?”

“It might just be a coincidence.” I shrugged my shoulders. “You did say it is a common last name...”

Footsteps approached behind us.

“Can I help you two?”

We turned.

A man stood a few paces back, mid-forties perhaps, salt and pepper hair, neat in his dress with a khaki blazer, black turtleneck sweater, and dark grey trousers. His hands were loosely clasped in front of him. His eyes moved between us, curious but measured.

Temperance straightened.

“I was just commenting to my husband...” she said, her voice smoothing itself out, “...how fascinating the recording of child births were in the nineteenth century.”

The man raised an eyebrow slightly. “I must say... your accent.”

Temperance didn’t react.

“It’s difficult to place,” his gaze lingered on her. “Reminds me of Victorian London.”

“She was educated down south. It’s how they taught her to speak.”

The man’s grey eyes flicked to me.

“And your dialect doesn’t sound West Midlands either.”

A small pause settled between us.

Temperance turned back to the glass. “Sir, if you don’t mind...” Her finger pointed toward the ledger page, faded yellow under a shiny protective covering. “Can you confirm for me what the x denotes?”

The man stepped closer, glancing down at the ledger.

“That,” he said, “depends on who you ask.” His grey crop of hair glistened as it caught light coming through the window. “Some say it marked death.”

Temperance glimpsed at me.

“Others say it meant something...less official.”

He put his hands behind his back, his blazer puffing out from his extended chest.

“Such as?”

The man half-smiled. “A child born out of wedlock, quietly removed.”

“Quietly removed?” Temperance spoke softly with raised eyebrows.

“The ‘x’ could also signify adoption.” He paused. “A change of guardianship.”

“That aligns...” Temperance muttered, but the guide didn’t flinch. He assumed the context but didn’t know the true meaning.

“The ledger meticulously altered to erase any trace of such an occurrence.” He tilted his head toward Temperance. “In those times, such events were the making of scandal and secret. Children born out of wedlock, especially in gentry like these, were denounced, seldom celebrated.”

Temperance’s fingers curled slightly at her side. “I know what that’s like...” She gulped to cut herself off, saying too much in the moment.

The guide’s shoulders tensed, forehead creasing.

Temperance peered up at him. “What I am trying to say is....”

“She has a fascination for the time period.” I interjected. “And a profound sense of empathy.”

The man half-smiled at me. 

“He has a way with words...” Temperance threw her hand out. “He is a writer.”

“Are you?” The guide turned slightly towards me. “What sort of things do you write?”

“Romance...” 

“Of the paranormal discipline.” Temperance smiled, beaming at me with pride, before setting her smile on our newfound acquaintance. “So, what became of this alleged child?”

“It’s hard to say, as old houses like this tend to collect stories as much as they do facts.” The man hesitated, then gave a small shrug. “But there are some accounts that suggest, she was sent to a nunnery in Leicestershire...”

Temperance’s lips parted.

“...grew up, and had two daughters of her own.”

Temperance’s head snapped up. “Two?”

Her voice came out sharper than she intended.

The man’s eyes narrowed, just slightly.

“That’s right.”

Temperance looked at me and leaned into me. “That cannot be.”

There was something in her face now, something slipping. 

The man studied her more closely.

“You have a striking resemblance to one of the ladies of the manor.”

Silence.

“I can’t help but wonder if somehow there was some form of distant relation...”

Temperance opened her mouth, but nothing came.

“Solely on the basis of conjecture, of course...”

For a moment, she looked... exposed.

I let out a small laugh, stepping in. “Imagine that.” I took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. Temperance didn’t look at me.

“From when I observed you entering, it struck me immediately.” The man held our gaze a moment longer, then nodded slightly.

“Come with me,” he said. “There’s something else you may find interesting.”

He led us across the hall.

Another room with walls filled with all sorts of paintings. Larger frames, landscapes, and portraits, among them stuffed animal heads of all varieties: fox, stag, and roe.  

The man stopped before one likeness in particular, set directly above a hearth that reeked of coal and chimney soot. 

We looked up. The woman in the painting stood tall and poised. Her dress was dark and structured; her posture composed with quiet authority.

The hair— Temperance’s mother’s shade.

The eyes—Temperance’s blue.

The same curve of the mouth.

The same stillness.

Not just resemblance.

Recognition.

It wasn’t similar.

It was the same. And I didn’t recognise the image because it looked like Temperance, I had seen something like it somewhere before too. But I couldn’t place it then and there.

My eyes bounced back from Temperance to the image, back and forth, my mouth parting as a chill ran down my spine.

“Aurelia Elizabeth Lee.” Temperance’s words stammered as she read the gold nameplate below it.

“She was a Baroness of Aylesbury” the man looked up, “married to a Viscount from Shrewsbury. They settled here in the late seventeenth century, just before the last outbreak of plague.”

Temperance didn’t move.

“For over two hundred years, generations of the family passed through these halls. Until the last confirmed descendant died in 1923.” He paused, glancing at Temperance, “That is... if Cora’s daughter didn’t live as some sources suspect otherwise, and had no offspring of her own, of course.”

Temperance’s hand tightened in mine.

I turned to her.

Her face had drained of colour, eyes fixed on the painting, unblinking. Her breathing had gone shallow.

“Honey Bee?” I said quietly.

She swayed, just slightly.

I put my arm tight around her waist. “Could you give us a moment?”

“Certainly.” He stepped back without another word. 

“Thank you.” 

I watched him leave until he was out of earshot, then I fully turned towards her. Temperance blinked, like she was trying to come back.

“What’s up?”

“That’s not—” she started, her voice fading. “That can’t—” Temperance lingered a moment longer than she should have, her eyes drifting once more toward the portrait before she turned away. I could feel it in her hand, still in mine, slightly colder now, her grip tighter.

Her eyes stayed fixed on the painting, as if something inside it was still moving, something that only she could see.

“We need to go.” She whispered.

“Okay,” I said, steadying her as she turned. “I got you.”

Her hand clutched at my sleeve now, not holding, but anchoring. I kept my arm around her, fingers gripping the seam of her blouse as she held her head with a hand, struggling to keep it up.

We moved toward the door.

Slow at first.

Then faster.

The room seemed longer on the way out.

The portraits watched more closely.

The air heavier.

The corridor narrowed as we approached the front hall, the sound of our footsteps swallowed by the old wood and stone. Somewhere deeper in the house, a floorboard creaked, followed by the faint murmur of voices.

“Excuse me...”

The voice was younger.

We both turned.

A boy stood a few paces back, about eight or nine years old. Blue t-shirt, jean shorts, dark hair in a mushroom cut, hands tucked awkwardly into his pockets. He looked like he was not entirely sure he should be speaking at all.

His eyes were fixed on Temperance.

“Sorry.” He stammered. “This is going to sound strange...”

Temperance didn’t move. “Don’t tremble, darling.” She smiled. “How can I be of assistance?” she said, polite, composed, but I felt her hand tense.

He hesitated.

“It’s just...” He squinted slightly. “You look like someone.”

Temperance gave a small, dismissive smile.

“I should hope so.”

The boy shook his head.

“No, I mean...” He swallowed. “My mom and my dad own a restaurant near St. Paul’s down in London and...”

I looked at Temperance from the corner of my eye; her already pale skin was getting paler.

“And when I went there, I saw a picture before...”

“Have you now?” Her voice tightened. “I hope it was a good one, dear.” She feigned a smile.

“Down on Fleet Street, off to the side, in a shop window.” He stepped closer. “There was like this old article, or something. About this woman...”

He trailed off, studying her face more carefully now.

“She used to...” He stopped himself. 

Temperance tilted her head slightly. “She used to what, plum?” Her tone was gentle, too gentle, but then again, she was always kind to children. 

His eyes flicked between us.

“She’s like a superhero and an angel combined in one.” He half-laughed as he shifted his weight. “From ages ago, and you look exactly like her.” He looked up. 

“That’s awfully flattering.” She half-chuckled nervously. “And a wonderful compliment, thank you, dear.”

“She had a name, too.” He squinted again. “What’s she called again?”

Silence.

“Starts with a T...” His words hung on his tongue. 

“Liu Wan!” A woman paced into the hall and took his hand. “So sorry!” She bowed quickly and took him away, yelling indiscernibly at him as their footsteps carried down the hall. All the while, the boy kept looking back, unsure if he had seen a ghost, spoken to a myth, or was lost in his imagination. 

Temperance sighed as her shoulders relaxed. “Shall we step out before this house reveals any more tricks up its sleeve?”

“Maybe we should just go.” I leaned into her with my arm around her back.

“Let’s have an amble in the garden first.” She fanned herself briefly. “Could do with trotting all this off.” 
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The air had changed by the time we stepped out. It was colder, heavier, and humid. Any sounds of wildlife were brought to a mute, until a gust of wind blew through the hedges and furiously tossed around the branches of oak and sycamore trees that lined the garden. 

The gardens stretched wide behind Lee Hall, gravel paths threading through beds of late summer bloom. Beyond that, a stone fence with open green fields rolling gently towards small hills set against pitch-black skies.

Clouds gathered in great, slow-moving masses, folding over one another like something alive. 

“You sure you want to stay out here?” My eyes darted around. “...it doesn’t look too friendly.”

“Are you ribbing me?” Temperance carried on, unfazed. “That old house had more twists in the plot than an Agatha Christie novel.” 

“Which is why I suggested that we bounce.” 

She took my hand and led me further from the house to where the hedges veered off into a labyrinth of Rhododendron and Laurel. The botany provided some cover as our steps clattered against the stone beneath us until we reached a clearing that led to a turnstile in the wooden fence. Ahead of us, an open field of short grass with a right-of-way mowed through it.

Temperance sauntered toward the turnstile. I followed her and sped ahead to meet her at it. 

“Shouldn’t we go back?”

She extended her hand. “I just want to take in the view.” 

I took it and put my other arm around her waist to where she stood on the turnstile, and then put my hands on both sides of her waist to guide her down.

“Ta, my love.”

I crossed over and joined her on the other side. The sky looked like night. She tilted her head upward.

“I can feel it,” she murmured.

A low rumble rolled across the sky.

Distant.

But coming.

“Feel what?” 

Her lips curved faintly.

“The storm.”

The wind picked up, abrupt and steady, lifting the edge of her skirt, teasing loose strands of auburn hair.

Another rumble.

Closer this time.

I glanced upward, uneasy. “We should get back to the car”

A drop of rain landed on my head.

Then another.

And another.

Within seconds, it began properly—soft at first, a fine mist, before thickening into a steady fall.

Temperance laughed.

Not loudly.

But freely.

It caught me off guard.

She looked up again as rain gathered on her shoulders, darkening her dress. Her head tipped back with eyes half-closed. I drew close to throw my coat over her to shield her, but she pushed it away. 

“You are going to get soaked.”

“Folly!” She laughed. “I am enjoying this.”

A flash and then a bolt hitting the ground not far ahead, a burst that was blinding for a moment.

“Fuck!”

CRACK

I flinched.

“It’s only thunder, my love.” She stepped toward me through the rain, her movements light despite the weight of the fabric.

“Only?”

The rain thickened, drumming softly against the ground, against us. Another flash, even closer, followed by a sharp crack. I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Temperance held a hand to her brow, rain dripping over her palms. “I will do you one better.”

This time, she did not look at the sky. She lifted her hand.

Not high. Not dramatically.

Just... enough.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the next lightning strike came,

And as it did,

Her fingers curled slightly.

The bolt split the sky.

And struck the ground at the far end of the field with a pink blast. Another crack followed as the dirt ignited and smoked.

My grip tightened around her arm instinctively.

She didn’t move.

Didn’t even blink.

Only lowered her hand slowly, as the faintest trace of purple shimmer faded from her fingertips.

I stared at the scorched patch of earth in the distance. Then at her.

She opened her eyes, rain trailing down her cheek, utterly unbothered. A small, almost mischievous smile.

“I told you there was nothing to fear.” Her wet hand pressed against my cheek. 

She brushed rain from my cheek with her thumb.

Another rumble rolled overhead. I looked back at the sky, then at her again. 

“We best get out of the rain.” She dropped her hand. “Heaven forbid you should wet yourself more than you already are soaked through.”

I looked to the left and out to a path that diverged from the right-of-way, a small bandstand converted into a gazebo, alone and unoccupied.  She giggled and sprinted off toward it. 

Temperance leapt in between strides, her skirt flailing up on occasion from the wind and force of her hops. I chased after her, but every time I thought I was getting close, she would increase the distance with a hop.

She stopped once she was in the bandstand. I joined her inside as another flash of lightning filled the air outside. A louder crack, thrash, and rumble. I dove on the ground, catching my breath, as I pressed my palms against the floorboards.

“This reminds me of nightmares I have when I get panic attacks. There would be black shit everywhere and lightning and then some big F5 tornado to follow.”

“That won’t happen in Shropshire.” Temperance stood over me. “And this shelter is actually grounded, so we are safe as houses.” 

“How do you know that?”

“There’s cast iron beneath the wood.” She smirked and threw another pink bolt of electricity from her fingertips. Her wet dress clung to her frame, her hair soaked and tight to her face. She gazed down at me, and I looked up at her, cold and wet, like her, until I stood and met her. 

Something shifted.

The storm outside roared, but inside, it stilled.

Our eyes locked.

No laughter now.

No teasing.

Just closeness.

Her hand found mine.

Then my chest.

Then my face.

And when our lips met, the thunder faded into something distant and unimportant.

The rain fell harder around us, drumming against the wood, wrapping the world beyond in a blur of sound and motion. But inside that small shelter, there was only her.

Our kisses smacked wet as she straddled me. My hand slid up her thigh towards her stocking as she reached under my shirt. We made love, and the storm passed unbeknownst to either of us.
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The sun broke through the clouds, and the fields glistened in the shine of water laced across them from the passing tempest. The sky had turned blue with no sign of a storm, and the sounds of birds chirping and singing returned. I sat up, clothes still soaked through, wet and cold to my body. The sky ahead was black, fading further as the storm continued onward. The glow of the sunshine soon bathed everywhere around us.

A few notes from a piano, and then it started to play in full. I recognised the tune immediately.

“It’s Scott!”

Pine Apple Rag hummed through the air, sounding like a recording, but the source could not be detected. It was dream-like, it was out of place, it was haunting.

I shot up and took Temperance by the hand. A joy washed over me as I stepped out of the gazebo onto the soggy grass. I gazed up at Lee Hall. A wing affixed to the original house arched out onto the stone wall that surrounded the grounds. There, a solitary window was half-open, sliding upward as opposed to outward. Something you’d find in America, an aperture where one could climb out the window with little hassle if they pushed it all the way to the top. 

The music seemed to come from there, but no one was seen in the window. Only a curious trellis of vines climbed upwards to meet the open window, peering for a breach into the interior.

I swooned as the middle measures of Joplin’s rag played as I shifted into those thoughts. But I enjoyed every moment of the music. I took Temperance’s hand and pressed my lips against hers as I hugged her. A smile etched across my face, while Temperance remained close to me with a puzzled look. She was visually desperate to figure out how this dream-like moment came to be, while a starry ache filled my heart.

“That electrokinetic ability you have is absurd. You should throw another bolt.” I joked.

A smile broke from her. “I could get away with it in the storm, but doing so now, I’d give away the game.”

“You’re right.” I took her hand and threw my other to my hip. “It is pretty cool though.”

“Cheers.” She squeezed my hand. “Let’s head back.” 

We walked around to a path that led into the car park and left unnoticed. Just as Temperance had hoped, despite the numerous encumbrances that threatened otherwise.

An hour later, we were driving through Cheshire, circumnavigating the A roads to avoid the scourge of traffic on the M6. We were on our way back to Marple, clothes now nearly dry from running the heat on max with the windows down. 

Along the A50, two farms blurred past on either side of us, then a sign for Cranage, followed by a Country Pub on our right that dated back to the 1700’s. The Gosling it was called, a cosy White stone house with thin multi-pane windows scattered on all two levels of the building, set behind the car park, which was filled with Mercedes, Audis, Volkswagens. Beyond it, a field of wheat with the steeple of a church poking its peak above the horizon.

A signpost emerged, pointing to Twemlow and Goostrey, and a small lane dove out into the road. A smaller sign on the A50 with a right arrow pointing towards the lane. Alt Route - Goostrey for A535 and Jodrell Bank. A vague instruction likely ignored by many as another sign pointed ahead towards Knutsford, Chelford, and Peover. 

This lane was meant to be forgotten, but in that moment, it beckoned.

I turned right, and the narrow lane veered into the countryside. We were met by hedges on either side of us, then wooden fences with fields stretching miles beyond them. The lane parted into two; one went right, the other left. I turned left and caught the sign as I passed: Slade Lane.

Soon, a canopy of oak trees met us as we ascended the hill, and the lane bent in. It was desolate, remote, and there were not many houses other than a passing cottage or Victorian villa set back behind wrought-iron fencing, tucked between trees. 

None of the homes were close to each other. 

“It’s like going back in time here.” I spoke over the rustle of the wind.

Temperance said nothing.

She looked at every passing sight, examining them
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