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PROLOGUE
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There is no clarity, logic, or coherence – only ambiguity. I will likely forget that I wrote this; when I black out that’s what happens - and I am on the verge of havoc. A point of no return, a terminus to a series of events that could have been misdirected and re-connected in my vast introspection. However, I must off-load this burden which is crushing, crunching, and bludgeoning me, everywhere that I go. 

The time and date are irrelevant because it all feels the same to me. It’s the same rain shadow casting its gloom upon the sunniest of afternoons. It drowns out the blue with a cold grey that chills my bones where I can never get warm. Why not face what has consumed you? 

I wish I had the temperament to be virtuous; not proud and full of sin. Because I am like a butterfly trapped in a spiderweb, I can flutter my wings as vigorously as I wish but will I ever break free? Or will this darkness inject its venom finally and kill me? Acquiescing to this conclusion which seems inevitable, could grant me the serenity to let it pass. To fall to the bottom of that river which ambles beneath the aqueduct I have crossed. However, I choose to personify its character and follow its lead under the belief that the rocks, the crevices, bends, and turns all lead to some place that I could not conceive in the most intricate and exaggerated fantasies. 

Is this my poetry? Where is my optimism? And where is my faith?! I don’t know what lies ahead of me, five, ten, or even fifteen minutes from now. But I am lost! And it’s gone late.... 

I started at one point and ended up here beside the still water with a vista of green rolling hills, roads leading to a quiet destination, and signs to a railway station. I could not recall its name, for it is replaced by the imminent threat, the thoughts of death, and my desperate escape, leading to these words scribbled on the back of a page I tore from a novel. Writing my own story that I can only touch and taste, the happy ending that eludes me. The romance floating through the air like the wisps of a dandelion blown by a child with haste; gliding along the stream like the geese beside me. They don’t know where they are going, but they travel with intent; hopeful and elegant in their strides with such fluidity in their movements while I feel spasms in my knees. 

Lord, please, take this from me...

There is a trembling in my fingers as my breaths become shallow. All I see is the blackness, the rage, the sorrow, and woe; it is coursing through my veins, it is a persistent clanging noise that makes me want to smash my face against the stonewall behind me. Perhaps I should have another smoke and take a deep breath. Let this diffidence and listlessness fade away into the nothingness I feel inside my soul before I rip this shit up and throw MYSELF in a hole!

I crinkled up this note and put it back in my pocket...
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Ms. Temperance Lee of Marple
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My hands shook as I read the text etched on the screen of my phone.

Where are you?

How could I respond? My every thought fixated on the what if’s and how I replied. I couldn’t say where I really was. I couldn’t tell him what I was about to do; then they’d know...

Audenshaw? Marple? Perhaps, I should write back: Out for the day and you?  The last seemed to be the most viable option; or maybe I could say I went down to Leicestershire, so it ended there. 

I hadn’t seen Pete in a while, we had not spoken or seen each other since the day by the Roman Lakes when we were talking about Temperance; the day he suggested she wasn’t what she appeared to be...

I looked up at the white brocade ceiling barely perceptible from the overcast skies pouring through the window. The walls knocked as if someone was all around poking their knuckles against the frame; as if they were inside and outside, at the same time. The wind howled and squealed, giving a voice to the phantom dissonance. My eyes glued back to the screen as my fingers trembled; I could hear my heart beating in my ears. 

A knock again; this time it sounded like it was clunking against the front panel of the door; a tapping like that of a brass door knocker. I opened the door and no one was there. A brief gust of wind trickled across my face, shaking the oak trees that stood beyond the canal. I looked to my right and saw a man in a red coat, Royal Mail embroidered on the back, leaving a card at the door to the residence next door. The iron gate squealed as it opened and it hushed when the postman shut it behind him. He carried on walking up the lane toward the bridge over the canal, unaware of my existence or who resided where I was presently. His white headphones gelled into his ears and tucked beneath a white baseball hat as he continued his route. 

I cannot recall a time when the mail arrived here whenever I was present; it was odd. I shut the door and put my phone back into my pocket. The rush of the wind transitioned into the sound of streaming water as I stepped into the kitchen. The cream tiles on the walls and the periwinkle paint above them seemed to glow with a warmth that gave it a unique cosiness. Temperance’s long hair fell down the back of her cerulean dress, the navy skirt nearly dusting upon the ground. Temperance didn’t know I was there and that is how I wanted it. Watching her in her daily tasks was a treat in itself. She was immersed in cleaning a dish, her hands nimbly holding the ivory while she ran the soap under the water to rinse it. I smiled and gazed at her with wonder, taken back by her beauty, basking in her soothing presence. I tip-toed behind her and threw my arms around her waist. 

“So, two days to go before the big event.” I kissed Temperance on the cheek, as she dried a wet dish and placed it on the rack. 

“Last chance for you to get out...” She rebuffed with a witty smile, as she wiped her hands on a tea towel. 

“Maybe you are right, perhaps I should make a run for it.” I chuckled and she flicked some water at me playfully. 

“Mong.” She laughed and wiped her hands against a blue tea towel draped over a tarnished brass drawer handle.

I kissed the side of her head and ran my hands along her sides. “I wish you were my wife already...” 

Temperance pressed her warm hand against my comparatively cold palms. “Tomorrow is going to seem longer than the total time, I’ve spent in this world...” 

“About that, I was going to ask you...”

She turned off the tap, about-faced and pivoted her head to focus her sight on me. The blue of her eyes centred upon the words forming on my lips.

“Since we have tomorrow, I was wondering if we could take a drive...”

“Are you having a laugh?” She glanced down at blue ruffle which flowered from her flowing bodice. The white lacing in the collar and bustle complemented her fair skin and piercing gaze. “Custom dictates we aren’t supposed to see each other before our nuptials...” Temperance pressed on the kettle.

“...yea but do you remember the plan?” I leaned my hands against the lip of the work top, sun broke through the clouds and came through the window, illuminating Temperance’s skin.

“How could I not?” She smiled. “Is this another step in the scheme?” Her disposition grew serious. “...though this seems a bit eleventh hour in its conceptualisation...”

“Well we can go to Anglesey tomorrow and if you insist, we can spend the night in separate rooms...”

“Anglesey?” She crossed her arms. “That’s miles away...” Temperance reached around to re-tie the bow on her back. 

“I’ll take care of that, my love...” I stepped behind her and assisted her. 

“Ta...” 

The sound of my tying the two bows around her back filled the kitchen as Temperance glanced out the window, until she finally broke the quiet. “How do you propose going to Anglesey when we are due in Knutsford the following morning?”

“...it’s an hour’s drive, Mama, we can leave at sun-up and have plenty of time...” I rubbed her back. “Plus, it’s supposed to be warm tomorrow, perhaps we can catch some sun and go for a swim too while we are at it...”

“So, you wish to have a day out at the beach on the eve of our Wedding?” She turned around and lifted her lip, amused at the idea.

“The purpose of the journey is to take you somewhere that I feel will be a great blessing to our marriage and thereafter...”

“Anglesey, hmm...” Temperance eyed a packet of Seal bars on the oak corner table behind us. “...let me take a stab at it...” She placed her finger around her cheek and another her chin. “...the pilgrimage site, yea?”

“That’s right...” I knew she could read minds but this didn’t seem like a moment where she analysed what I was thinking. It was if she had a prior knowledge or familiarity with the location and I had merely rekindled the knowledge of its presence to her. “...have you been there before?”

“No...” She walked over to the table and took two Seal bars. “Shall I sneak you a bicky?” 

“Sure...”

“I know of The Island of the Blessed...” Temperance placed three sweets upon the plate. “I have heard of countless stories of it wonders but I have been fearful to go as I have been haunted by the concerns of being damned...”

“Which you are not...” 

Temperance only picked up the plate. I offered to carry it for her, but she softly brushed my hand aside and signalled for me to follow her into the front room. 

“You must believe that.” I followed her into the front room.

“Suppose I was to believe that, what do you wish to do exactly?” Temperance sat on the couch and placed the plate on the table.

“Pray together?” I sat beside her. “I think it will help in sorting out everything else that you were concerned about...” 

Temperance unravelled the wrapper of one of the biscuits but had nothing to say. 

“Why don’t we give it a shot and see what happens?” 

She bit into her biscuit and chewed for a moment, pondering what I was proposing to her. She dabbed her lips and peered over at me. “...Sure Chuck, our betrothal is already unconventional.” Temperance placed the plate down. “...assuredly, visiting a Holy site will assuage any further need for superstition.” 

“My relationship with The Lord is not a superstition.” 

“I never said it was, treacle.” She passed me a Seal bar encouraging me to join her. 

“I’ll sort out a hotel then...” I placed my hand over the green wrapping with a smile.

“Smashing...” Her eyes twinkled. “...although we will sleep in the same bed tomorrow, we have to maintain to some semblance of decorum.”

“You can have the bed and I’ll sleep on the floor. I just want us to do this before we get married...”

“...and should we go have a dip in the sea, don’t be acting cheeky if I am in my swimming costume.” She pointed at me and smirked.

The blood rushed to my head and adrenaline trickled through my veins. “Cheeky, how?”

“All touchy-feely and handsy...” The mist from the kettle hissed from the kitchen. “...we best save that for the wedding night...”

“Which swimsuit, are you taking?”

“The orange one...”

“The one with the little cutout area that shows your belly button.” I pinched my arm.

“Of course...” She teased as she raised her voice. 

“That’s not fair....” I put my finger in my mouth. “And you know I despise orange for obvious reasons...” 

“Blooming Georgia again...” Temperance rolled her eyes. “I’ll be sure to wear it then when the Dawgs play the Gators.” She smirked. “That way your odd abdominal obsession and your disdain for Florida will truly be at odds, alas you are forced to make a decision.” Temperance chuckled.

“You are tempting me...”

“That’s the whole point, plum.” She replied confidently. “I suppose I could torment you and wear my Incredible Temperance costume too...” Another smirk firmed. “Or maybe, I’ll just swim naked...” She threw at our arms and broke out laughing. “...Why have a peek, when you can see all of it?” 

I started seeing spots like a dog in heat. “Well there is a lot to look at up, down, and around.”

“Perv!” Temperance blushed as she smacked my shoulder. “You best behave as we are going to the Island of Blessed....” Temperance smirked as she bit into another biscuit.

In that moment, the hormones settled and the focus was no longer my physical passion and desires but the emotional mission I was proposing for the woman I love. “Wear the swimsuit on the wedding night...”

“Can do...” She smiled again. “...any other requests?”

“Both Incredible Temperance costumes too?” I raised my eyebrows. 

“Both?!” She raised her eyebrows. “My, my, what are you planning to do to me?” She spoke seductively. “Are you going to ravage me for hours all through the evening?” 

“You best believe it; it’ll go onto the next day.” I tapped her butt with a gentle affection. “Every part of your body for hours upon end.” I licked my lip and smirked. “There won’t be anything left of you when I am done.” 

“Really?” Temperance drew her lips close to my ear, her breaths sensual and enticing. “I am not typically all for that talk but that sounds orgasmic....” She spoke seductively into my ears. “...It’ll be hard to resist you when you are in a suit and tie, but I get you after it.” Her tongue escaped her lip and grazed my ear. “But please don’t take your shirt off at any point until we are wed.” The kettle started to hiss in the background. “...That might be a bit too much for me to withstand....” 

“Well it may get warm and these things happen...”

“And that black and white plaid flannel with the baggy black jeans and work boots.” Temperance bit her lip as she looked at me seductively. “Winter hat and bubble coat included.”

“And to think I thought you hated the winter hat and bubble coat...”

Temperance shook her eyes with a wry smile, she looked ready to pounce on me.

“As you know, it gets a bit cold by the coast and uh the boots are good for gripping the sand.” I smirked at her.

“Is it going to be warm or cold?” Temperance regained her composure and shot me a maternal half-smile as if she were steering me clear from trouble but amused at the same time. “Make up your mind, will you?” The kettle hissed louder and turned over to bubbling. “Do us a favour then...” She glanced over at the kettle. “Cream and sugar in my cuppa please, darling, ta...” My beloved broke out in a chortle and pointed at me, as her she held herself with laughter. 

“Sure.” I tickled her sides and we playfully grappled each other until I pressed my lips against hers and hung on the kiss. 

———————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Temperance and I had exchanged the canals of Marple for the rocky beaches of Anglesey; we traded the view of Manchester in the distance for a dusty lane that was unadopted, leading through a thick wood of pine trees that finished at the car park beside a beach.

Hand-in-hand, Temperance and I made our way over the wooden planked footpath that crossed the dunes. We had a quick frolic and swim in the sea before we continued along the beachhead, the ripples of waves splashing not too far from us. The smooth sand had a gradient of light brown to dark where the tides had last met. Onward, we traversed a cobbled collection of sediment and sand; I held my beloved’s hand as we passed by some jagged rock formations which had an obsidian-like glaze over their rough texture. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the sun cascaded down upon the slightly rippled waters which meandered away from the shore. In the distance, the outline of the hills of Wales arched the horizon until all we could see was blue beyond it. In front of us, stood a small hut comprised of cream-coloured concrete. Beyond that a grassy hill which stretched out into the water, at the end of which stood a small white structure that looked like a buoy. 

When we were together, Temp and I never stopped talking, there was always something to gab about as she would say. On this occasion, she was quiet. The sound of an occasion gull or splash in the distance would serve as the only dissonance. We were both still drying off from our brief dip in the water, my swimming shorts were damp and my t-shirt was off and hung around my neck. Temperance’s skin was glistening in all the visible parts under her racerback orange swimsuit with a low back and neck, which she wore a lavender sarong over. After making our way across the sand, we arrived at the shack and were greeted by a map of The Island of the Blessed written in both Welsh and English. 

“So, what comes next?” She put her hands on her hips and watched me from her eyes hidden behind the black lenses of her sunglasses. 

I glanced at the map and saw a picture of a cross.

“The Cross...” I pointed at it, a faint breeze tossed a strand of her hair which was up, a heavy arrangement of auburn-cinnamon with barely any hairs below her ears. 

The sun shined on Temperance’s skin which glistened from sweat and water. She reached into my backpack and removed some sunblock. Temperance walked under the hut and applied the cream to herself, lathering herself in it until her skin shined. Her body language was tense and her anxiety was palpable. 

“...it’s going to be alright, my love.” I walked into the hut and put my arms around her. She rested her head against my shoulder. I rubbed her lycra-clad abdomen, running my fingers over her skin where the small ovular opening in her swimsuit exposed her navel and some of her toned core. Her stomach was supremely strong yet soft and feminine, it was a marvel to behold. 

We took our time heading up the hill and took in the view, it was something out of a storybook. Water surrounded the island on all sides, and to our left was a large panorama of the hilly landscape which brought every chisel and curve of the coast into visibility. At the base of the hills across the water, a small town was set upon its rise; a collection of white and red houses and buildings scattered in green.

On the other side of us, smaller hills with a white manor house beset amid the smooth emerald rise. Ahead of us, a cross was set upon the top of the hill, erected at its highest point. I led Temperance to the path toward it and helped her over a small break in a stone fence. We scaled the sand-dusted incline until The Cross was only feet in front of us. The wind had started to gust more forcefully, as we were now above the dune that protected us from the gales in our approach.

“Let’s go before The Lord and place our hands at its feet.”

Temperance did not follow me as I took the first few strides. 

I looked back at her and noticed her shoulders hunched and her posture tense and upright. “What’s wrong?”

“This is as far as I go...” She lowered her sunglasses. “I cannot touch that as it would be no different than if I had been doused in Holy Water...”

“The Lord loves you.” I took two steps toward her. “He wants to set you free not imprison you...” I stroked her arms with tenderness.

“Yes, but with respect to the circumstances surrounding my present situation....”

“All you have to do is believe and trust in Him...” I placed my around her back. 

“I do trust Him but I will touch it after we are married, perhaps then His love for you and your kinship with Him will be bestowed upon me.”

I held her tighter and pointed at The Cross. “That right there is a symbol of His love for you.” I drew my other hand to her cheek and grazed the back of it with my hand. “Receive it and do not be afraid...” I smiled at her. “You are a beautiful human being, Temperance. I’d be more concerned about me being condemned...”

Temperance did not react to the compliment nor the remark; her eyes became engrossed with the relic. She looked like a little girl in a toy store that could not afford the thing that she really wanted. If she only could...her eyes watered as her breaths became more laboured. 

“Would you pray before it and ask for His love and His blessing?”

She nodded with confidence. “I will kneel and clasp my hands.”

I took her hand and we walked together to the base of The Cross, ascending the steep hill which was comprised of sand and sediment.  

“The words I trust will be better said by you...”

“Just speak what is on your heart, my love...” I threw my shirt onto the ground. “I don’t want you to get your knees dirty...” I smiled at her and she beamed back at me for a moment, distracted by my gesture until she placed one knee down with a glare of apprehension. It wasn’t a matter of her not having faith, it was a visceral fear that she was rejected. If only, I could make her realise that The Lord was not like that of her biological father. He would not abandon her; He does want her; she is precious to Him; and He knows her heart. This was a prayer that I was praying silently as she dropped her other knee and bowed her head.

“We may very well fall down the hill....” She joked with a hint of nervousness in her voice.

“We won’t...” I placed it around the small of her back. “I will hold you and kneel behind you as I do so...” I watched as Temperance clasped her hands. “I will touch The Cross with my other hand, the only one at risk of falling is me...” I dropped to a knee. “But because of our most wonderful Father in Heaven, I am upright.” 

The steepness of the grade of the hill yanked on my back but I dug my knees into the rough terrain and placed one hand firmly around my beloved’s abdomen, pressing her tight against me as my other arm extended toward the granite base of The Cross. For a moment, I took in the roar of the wind, the faint splash of the waves against the rocks below, and the feeling of Temperance breathing in my arms.

“Heavenly Father, Lord of Lords, King of Kings, we come before you today and give thanks for your unfailing love, mercy, forgiveness, and your many great blessings. We give thanks to you for this day and the blessing of being able to come before you together in this time and this place to lay our hearts before you. I thank you for Temperance....”

Temperance started to tremble as I continued in my prayer. 

“...I thank you for the blessing of encountering her and falling in love with her. I pray tomorrow that our union is one that will honour and glorify you. For you are love and because of your love, we are here today; to give thanks to you...”

I heard Temperance sniffle and let out a faint breath, though my eyes were shut and firmly wrapped around her stomach, I could tell by her trembles and the slightest of jostles that she was weeping. The instinct to protect her and comfort her was within me, innate to me as if it were something I was always meant to do, thus my arm wrapped ever snugger around her ribs and my hand pressed tight against her midsection. It seemed that the tighter I held her, the more settled she would become.

“I pray you forgive us of our sins, the ones that we have committed in our hours of weakness and the ones that we do not know that we commit. I pray Lord that you will restore us and strengthen our hearts, our minds, and our souls through your Holy Spirit.”

Temperance pressed her hand toward mine.

“...Lord I pray you bring us together as one flesh, in all that we do. Everything that we do Lord, may it be together. May we be unified in you; bound in you; and our spirits rooted in you, as our truth and saviour....” 

I felt Temperance press my hand harder against her. My eyes opened for a moment to see her other hand erected toward the sky, signalling her participation and engagement with the prayer.

“...For the good days and the bad; in the moments of difficulty or the moments of joy, whether we walk, run, climb, or swim, may Temperance and I do it as one. We pray for your blessing and countenance upon our marriage, in Jesus’ name....” I held Temperance firm against me. “...and Father, I pray that Temperance knows how much you love her. That she has a father and that is treasured by you.”

Temperance’s cries became obvious but I did not stop.

“Only you Lord, can create something as marvellous as her and I thank you every day Father for her. I wish I could be half the person that she is...” 

Temperance’s sniffles muffled over the wind. 

“...Amen.”

“Amen...” Temperance joined me. 

“The Lord is great, honey” I helped her to her feet and embraced her tight as she burrowed her head against my chest. “I love you so much....” 

“I love you too...” She sniffled and pressed her lips against my chest before resting her head in my embrace. We remained embraced until the blue of the sky transitioned into a light purple. We started our journey back toward the car, our hands intermeshed as we were once again silent in conversation. There was no need for chit-chat, what weighed heavy on Temperance’s mind and my own spoke louder than any word or verse could articulate.

The sun had quickly dashed across the sky making its way toward the faint horizon line as we descended the very path. “So how are you feeling, my love?” I squeezed her hand as we passed under a large stone formation that arched overhead.

“Much better now, my dear.” She swung our arms with a smile. “I can hardly wait until tomorrow.” Her smile glistened like the orange of her swimsuit in the fading sun. Though her eyes hid behind her sunglasses, I felt the jubilance radiate from them; my eyes fixed upon hers as we passed along the path until we arrived at the small hut. The sound of the sea quickly over took both our loving gaze and the sight of the shelter. In front of us, we saw nothing but the white foam of the water separating us from the beach we walked upon when we came.

Temperance and I looked at each other.

“It appears that we are cut off, Honey Bee....” I glanced over at a sign in the hut that read “High Tide at 18:15, leave at 15:45 or risk being trapped on the island until the waters recede.” I pointed at the sign. “It will be pitch black by the time we wait this out...”

“Well, you did pray that we walk, run, climb, and swim together as one.” Temperance glanced out at the water. “Looks like we have achieved all that in one day...” She chuckled; a smile broke from my face as I looked up to the sky, acknowledging The Lord for his sense of humour.

“I guess we are off to a good start then.”

“Indeed...” Temperance glanced at the water and removed her sarong. “We’ll have to swim it...”

“I’ll keep you close as that water looks a bit cold and rough...” I clutched her hand. 

Temperance shot me a look. “Have you had a dip in the River Thames?”

“I can’t say that I have...”

“Between the filth and powerful tidal currents, this is having a bath comparatively speaking...” She tossed the sarong on the rocks. “At least we came prepared...”

I smiled back at her and glanced at the sun now ducking below the horizon.

“I’ll race you!” She bolted for the water and I felt a tug as our hands never let go of one another. Temperance glided through the water like a mermaid whilst I kept my head down and pushed through. 

When we emerged from the water, the frosty air descended upon us and dried us en route to the car, Temperance used her electrolytic powers to generate heat to keep us warm until we arrived. All in all, we made it back to our hotel in high spirits and had a laugh about it.
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II.
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It was an early summer evening, just before dusk. My beloved and I strolled through the open evergreen-coloured wrought iron gate under the golden-inscribed words Ashton Gardens. We traversed a wide footpath canopied under oak trees and edged by a series of metallic matte benches. Our arms cuffed, ice cream in our hands.

My beloved pressed the tip of her white parasol against the concrete with each step she took. Her matching bonnet clung to her long copper-red hair as her ivory muslin gown and long bustle dragged behind her. Marigold ribbons from the back of her hat and her red scarf tied over a gold brooch flicked in the breeze. My black suit jacket barely moved, keeping both the white shirt beneath it and the grey tie draped over, remaining stationery. 

A gentle breeze blew across the still park which was followed by the faint chirps of birds. Murmurations of starlings danced overhead, wafting in the deep pastels of blue as they departed the beachhead of St. Anne’s or maybe even Blackpool which was just a mile north of us. We followed the footpath past the cenotaph and a children’s play area until the aroma of rose petals tickled our noses. 

“I got to tell you, Mama.” I scratched the shadowy stubble on my face with my free hand. “We are getting a lot of looks and I am sure it has nothing to do with my tie....” I glanced at Temperance and as usual, found myself in awe of her beauty. “...I am willing to bet all eyes are on you, looking afternoonified as you are.”

“You are always so creative with your flattering remarks; they never cease to amaze me.” Temperance flexed her arm latched in mine. “However, I insist they are revelling in you.” She smiled at me as she twirled her parasol. “So much has changed, yet so much has remained the same.” She swabbed her tongue through a pink scoop of ice cream at the top of her waffle cone. “Shall we go have a look?”

“Lead the way, my lady.” I kissed her cheek and took her hand.

The rose garden was a world unto itself. We passed through a narrow path that was embraced on both sides by two Victorian-aged stone gate bases with circular caps. Water running into a fountain was the ambient soundtrack, as it poured from a stone fountain of the Greek goddess Iris. On our left and right, roses of all different colours and sizes were set in grass patches. A series of stone footpaths extended from a circular junction that all converged around the fountain. We made our way toward the benches that lined the periphery of the garden, my beloved occasionally asking me to hold her ice cream as she cupped a flower and delighted in its scent. 

“This is like a trip back in time for me.” She closed the parasol. “I can recall so many instances I’ve wandered through here alone and wondered if that’s how it shall always be...” Her eyes peered at me with joy twinkling in them. “...this rosary is the same as it was, the day it opened.” Temperance smiled as she looked at the large villas that stood beyond the park in St. George’s Square, all dated to the nineteenth century with the distinguishing characteristics of sashed bay windows, Flemish brick bonding, ornate gables, octagonal shape, and turret structuring to draw the eye upward toward steeply-pitched slate roofs with signature finials. “Absolutely remarkable, how this has withstood the test of time.”

“Victorian engineering for you.” My eyes gawked at her from head to toe, as I took her parasol.

“Why do I have the sudden inclination you are not referring to the masonry?” She blushed.

“If you take care of something...” I placed my arm around her as she sat and took her hand. “...I think, it can last forever.”

“Like us?” Temperance licked her ice cream.

I pushed a plastic spoon into one of the blue scoops of the bubble gum ice cream. “Definitely, my love.” I patted her thigh and snuck her another quick kiss on the cheek.

Scott Joplin’s Heliotrope Bouquet started to play as the Victorian gas lamps in St. George’s Square turned on. Lights had illuminated around the rose garden, sprinkling white light on the trellis near the entrance and exits of the rose garden. 

“Is that Scott?”

“Indeed, it is!” Her voice rose with excitement. “How idyllic!” Temperance’s eyes twinkled against the lightning. “...they must have known Joplin is your favourite composer.” 

“Who’s they? I couldn’t help but feel a sense of anxiety given the oddity of the coincidence; it seemed too surreal to be true. My thoughts grounded once Temperance began to speak.

“The caretakers.” She said.

“But where is the music coming from?”

“They must have installed those portable outdoor speakers that you can hide in the hedges.” Temperance swam the plastic spoon into one of the blue scoops in my cup. “Another innovation of the digital age...” Temperance nibbled on the spoon to clear it of any ice cream. “Would you like a lick?” She giggled and pushed her cone near to my lips. 

“Strawberries and cream, a classic choice...” I licked the cone. “...for a classy lady.” I winked at her. Temperance broke a smile as she feigned pushing the top swirl into my nose before she continued to attack my ice cream, eating rather voraciously. 

“You are a hungry gal today.”

“I’ve been eating for three.” She cracked a laugh and watched for my reaction. 

“You are a strong woman, you got to keep your energy up.” I smiled back at her. “So, what is this big news that you have to tell me?” I dabbed a small puddle of ice cream formed at the cupid bow of her smile. A stray strand of hair danced in a gentle breeze as she watched a family walk by on a footbridge that bypassed the garden. 

“Did you know I did song and dance in the old North Pier theatre in Blackpool?”

“I recall.” I stroked the stand of her hair. “In 1904, right?”

“You remembered.” My beloved nodded with a smile. “It was a good bit of fun, wearing fancy dress and pretending I was a sailor girl.” 

“Fire the cannon, honey.” 

Temperance saluted me with a cheeky smile and proceeded to whistle a cadence from an Irish step street dance routine. 

“So, do you still have that costume too?” I winked at her and put another spoonful of ice cream into my mouth. 

“Naughty boy.” Temperance batted her eyebrows. “Enough with that malarkey, we did that whole charade when we got married and tore each other to bits.”

“How could I ever forget that?” I sat back and bulged my eyes. “Still, I don’t know how the sailor girl get up would compare to the Incredible Temperance costume though...” I poked her rib to elicit a squeal from her.  “Cause my wife looks ridiculously hot in it...” I kissed the dome of her head. 

“Well when you see her, you should tell her...” Temperance placed her hand on my chest. “If you haven’t already, of course...” She chuckled and moved her head away.

“Yeah, I’ll let her know.” I pecked her lips. “Have you seen her?” I glanced around the garden and drew my hand to my eyebrow. “Temperance?” I dog-whistled. “Where are you, Honey Bee?” I called out loudly.

Temperance pushed into me playfully. “You are flippant, you.” She stroked another strand of hair back. “Thinking back about that night and the days that followed, I will unfortunately have to postpone wearing such costumes for the foreseeable future. It’s akin to a second layer of skin and I reckon it will tear given the state of me.”  Temperance bit into her waffle cone as her ice cream scoop finished.

“The state of you?” I placed my hand over hers. “Is everything alright, Mama?”

Temperance finished chewing and waved her hand through the floral air. Satie’s “Je te veux” came on. 

“I adore this piece...” 

I placed my cup of ice cream down on the bench beside us. “Would you like to dance?” Heat rushed to my cheeks as I stood up. 

She beamed and extended her hand to me. I pressed one hand behind her back and my other to her waist. My beloved placed one hand on my shoulder and placed her head against my chest. We danced at a slow pace, swaying back and forth with the melody.  

“So, tell me what’s going on...”

She moved her head from my chest, her blue eyes locking on mine. “Do you remember the look on the vicar’s face when we walked each other down the aisle?” Temperance laughed as she blew electric sprites into the air, creating the illusion of shooting stars falling around us.

“How could I forget?” I stroked her hair with a brief laugh. “It was as if he never saw anything like that before.”

“Indeed.” Temperance had a glow about her. “I am equally amazed you took my surname as your own.”

“My surname was horrible as it was.” I kept my arm around her waist, eyes locked upon hers as we continued to slow dance. “Though I did it primarily because it has special meaning to you and you were also doing me a favour...”

Temperance broke a smile. “It was truly a supernatural evening...” 

“It was.” I looked down at her as we continued to dance slowly. Instinct told me that there was more that still needed to be said. “So, is that what you wanted to tell me?” 

“I don’t know how to put this.” Her eyes wandered upward to the sky and then toward the lights that surrounded the garden, her next words forming carefully on her lips. “It’s been months now, since we have been married and had the miracle.” She swallowed and paused... “When you were freed from that horrible wretch...” Her eyes started to water up, tears quickly filled mine thereafter at the sight of it. 

“All great blessings and miracles thanks to The Lord.” Said, I. 

She seemed overwhelmed and that energy was cast upon me, filling me with a relentless anxiety that scourged through me, I could hear my heart pounding in my ears.

“Well, The Good Lord has blessed us with another miracle...” A smile burst from her lips “...I am with child.” 

My jaw dropped, as the dancing came to an abrupt halt. I pressed my hand against my chest and let out a sigh of relief. A smile wildly unfurled across my face.

“Twin girls...” A tear escaped from her eyes. “...identical twin girls...”

It was truly unreal, a world with Temperance in itself was full of wonder, now there would be two more of her in likeness, nuanced with the many traits that make their mother all the more enchanting. 

It didn’t feel real, it was something out of a movie; a dream; a novel. I wondered if it was like this for everyone who was blessed to enjoy such a miracle.

Tears fell down my cheeks. “Two more of you, Praise The Lord.” I threw my arms around her and kissed the side of her head. “I love you so much, Mama.”

“I love you too, Butterscotch.” She embraced me tight.

“I can skip with joy through these streets.” I held Temperance against me. “This is the greatest news I could ever hear but I thought after the test...” 

“I have known for some time now...” Temperance looked down. “I should have said something sooner but I feared telling you, I am sorry...”

“There is no need to apologise, my love.” I rubbed her back. “But why on Earth would you be afraid to tell me?”

“Because my father didn’t want me and I reckon I was filled with an irrational trepidation subconsciously as to how you would take it...”

My euphoria was briefly overcome by a pervasive sorrow that she feared such an event happening to her. Temperance didn’t deserve that now and she didn’t deserve to live with such a dark and shadowy precept ever. However, things had changed and for that, the ecstasy soon returned and barrelled across every inch of my body. “Honey bee...” My hands rubbed against the curve of her cheek.  “You are very much wanted. And I wanted...” I stressed the word wanted emphatically. “...to have a little girl, just like you...” I embraced her tight as tears trickled from my eyes. “Praise The Lord, I have two...” My hands cupped around the muslin of her arms. “I told you I am always going to take care of you and we will take care of them.” I smiled at her. “These girls are going to have the best parents ever.” I let out a chuckle as my eyes glanced down to Temperance’s midsection. “Now, it all makes sense.” I placed my hand over her abdomen. “Your increase in appetite and the dresses not fitting...”

“...and why I’ve been icky in mornings and spent all the bleeding time in the toilet...” She placed her hand over mine. “In a blink, the lasses will be kicking...” Temperance smiled. “...and though I am not showing at the present, I will soon grow a huge belly too...”

“You will be all the more gorgeous, my queen.” I stroked her hair as another tear trickled down my nose. “These girls will idolise you for the noble, beautiful, virtuous, strong, and courageous woman you are.”

“And us ladies will be privileged to have the most wonderful, affectionate, and devoted husband and father.” Temperance ran her thumb against my eyes to blot my tears. 

“We have to get up to the Golden Mile and play some skee-ball to mark this occasion.” 

“We must darling, we must.” Temperance giggled. “And we can have a go on some of the amusements in the penny arcade, too...” She clapped her hands.

“But before that...” I pulled my beloved in for another deep and passionate kiss. 

———————————————————————————————————————————————————————————-
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SOME MONTHS HAD PASSED since that night in St. Anne’s when Temperance revealed she was pregnant with the girls. Temperance was seven months pregnant and at times the cramps and many changes that came with the pregnancy became daunting for her. Though she was endowed with supernatural talents, she seemed to tire quicker and easier; she was just like any other woman navigating the rigours of child-bearing. Gratefully, I was always able to be there to tend to her and take care of her. I admit though that I was not used to seeing her slowed down; nor was she settled with that notion either. 

I placed my arm around Temperance’s back and walked with her into the front room, my palm firmly pressed to the back of her lavender blouse. Her stomach bulged through the cotton; her steps were slow and gingerly in comparison to how she normally moved. There was a reason why I called her “Honey Bee”, as the affectation was not just a term of endearment but also a reference to how Temperance could move with such pace and efficiency whilst exuding grace and gentleness like a honey bee. Temperance had a talent for making busy, darting around, and all the while demonstrating such profound attention to detail; it was one of the many things that I love about her. There have been times I would stand back and watch her move, admiring her seamless ability to multi-task with such fluidity, speed, and organisation as she juggled concurrent tasks with a smile on her face, humming a tune, or singing a hymn. 

“Here we are, my dear.” I kept my hand around her back and took her other hand, as she slowly sat upon the lime-coloured couch. 

“Goodness, me.” She sighed; a smile quickly broke to her face. “It won’t be long now until they’ve finally arrived.”

I placed my hand over the bulge and she placed her hand over mine. “Praise The Lord...” A kick tapped against my finger. “Wow...”

“And that’s only one of them.” Temperance chuckled; I plucked a plate of digestive biscuits from the table which sat next to our two empty tea cups. She watched as the plate moved closer to her in my hand and plucked a milk chocolate biscuit from the plate. “Ta”. 

“We never figured out what we are going to name them...” I placed the plate back down on the oak coffee table.

“I was named on the day of my birth, so I believed it would come to us in the moment...” She bit on the biscuit.

“I had an idea though...”

She held the biscuit between her thumb and pointer, as she bit into the biscuit, glancing at it as she found the taste pleasurable.

“Temperance...”

Her eyes enlarged to signal she had my attention as she swallowed before speaking. “Yes?” She smiled.

“No, I want to name our daughter, Temperance...”

“Oh...” She placed one knee over the other and brushed down her skirt as she looked away. “Well, which one?” My beloved turned her head to look back at me, as she chuckled.

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Shall we flip a coin to decide which one of the two gains my namesake?” She smirked and rolled her eyes. “Imagine the agro, if we were to name one after me and not do so with the other, it would be profoundly miserable.” She had another nibble.

“We can name them both Temperance and give them different middle names.” 

She shook her head as she chewed.

“It’s the traditional thing to do and obviously quite common in your time.” 

Temperance licked some melted chocolate off of her finger.

“...and most importantly I want to honour you.”

She waved her hand to disregard the notion.

“So, this displeases, my wife?”

She pressed her hand to mine. “It’s very kind of you and I am honoured.” Temperance stroked my fingers. “However, it’s the twenty-first century...”

I raised my eyes at that response.

“Our daughters should have their own identity...”

“So, did you have a name in mind?”

“Henrietta...” 

“That’s wonderful...” 

Temperance nodded and took another bite of the digestive.

“How about Grace?”

She paused and chewed once.

“Henrietta and Grace?”

“That’s my second given name, I see what you are trying to do...”

“It is also by the grace of The Lord that we are having these two wonderful bundles of joy...”

Temperance smiled and finished the rest of the digestive, wiping her hands. She reached for a glass of water on the table, I attempted to grab it but she stopped me. After she took a sip, she placed the glass down and looked over at me. “My mother said the same thing when I was born...”

“So, you like it?”

“I cannot contest the sentiment...” Her blue eyes shimmered in a beam of sunlight as she glanced at me. “...how about for a second given name?”

I nodded. “Why don’t we call one of them, Elizabeth Grace?”

“Elizabeth?” She looked at me with coy out of the corner of her eye.

“On the day we met, I told you that is one of my favourite names.”

“That much is true...” Temperance looked ahead, revisiting that first encounter on a brisk autumn day on the canal that meandered just beyond our home. 

“Plus, it’s your mother’s middle name too...”

Temperance raised her hands in acquiescence. “That was a well-formed discourse and superb argument...” She tapped my hand. “Very well, then...”

“And what shall Henrietta’s middle name be?”

“Anne.” The name escaped Temperance’s lips, as if it were waiting to emerge.

“For Anne Bronte?” I cracked a silly joke.

“I knew you would say that.” She chuckled. “No disrespect to your favourite author but I was paying tribute to where I told you that I was pregnant and where our daughters were first conceived.” Her pulse started to throb through me. “...St. Anne’s.” She licked her lips. “When we made love on the beach under moonlight.”. I could feel my heart start to beat through my chest as I recalled the evening, we made love under the stars with the sound of the waves crashing behind us. Though the air was chilly, it was surprisingly still and the passion of the moment drenched us in sweat and heat that could not escape our bodies. 

“That was when we first consummated our marriage actually.” She gasped. “...you could feel the electricity in the air, I still feel it now....” Temperance waved her hand. 

I placed my hand on her stomach and locked eyes with her; I ran my hand up her blouse and drew close to her before pressing my lips against hers and clutching her cheek. Temperance grasped the back of my head and exerted force as the kissing engaged deeper, before she pulled back and pressed her forehead to mine. “This is how large families get started...”

We both shared a laugh.

“I want you to do something for me....”

“Anything....” I rubbed the bulge of her stomach.

“I know things are changing but don’t stop writing.” She leaned her head on my chest. “...in fact, I think you should explore it more and get yourself out there.”

“Honey Bee, we are about to have two daughters.”

“Come off it, butterscotch.” My beloved raised her hands. “You rap over Stoptime Rag, write poetry, and have composed countless stories...” 

“I don’t know, my love...” I shook my head briefly. “I hate all the politics and I don’t want to be around the alcohol with the bad environments....”

“You can choose the venues that are right for you. I wouldn’t have you legless in some boozer, you can do readings at a library.” My beloved reached for a glass of water to take a brief sip “The important thing is you share your art with the world.” She looked up. “He gave you a gift, use it.”

I smiled. 

“And I’ll be there to support you.” She looked into my eyes. “We all will...” Temperance smiled. “Henrietta and Elizabeth would be inspired to see their father do what he loves.”

“Thank you.”

“You are a great writer, far more talented than I....”

“I don’t know about that, Mama.” I rubbed her back. “But what about you? You sing beautifully, I would encourage you to do the same.”

“It’s just a bit of fun, Butterscotch.” She glanced out the window at the setting sun. “I am fairly secure in the fact that I wish to be a housewife and a homemaker. At this point, I’d be contented in educating our girls and overseeing the daily chaos.”

“But I am going to help you with that...”

“I know you will.” Temperance took another sip of water. “And I know that you will tell me that you can work from home as you have done and I could tell you that I have more than adequate savings to support ourselves, but you wrote that novel about me and how we first met.” Her eyes widened. “It’s quite a story and a beautiful piece of literature, it would be an utter shame if no one ever heard it.” Temperance looked down at the floor. “Darling, you must publish it.”  Temperance took my hand and glanced ahead, pensive and lost in the many thoughts racing through her head. “Why should your abilities remain a secret, as well?” My beloved looked up at me with watery eyes; Sorrow and pity filled her. I ran my thumb under her eye to catch her tears and pulled her back into my chest, stroking her hair gently as we both sat in the shadowy stillness. And then a thought flashed across my mind.

“Do you think the girls are going to have your powers?”

Temperance moved her head and raised her eyebrow, squinting as she dove into a deeper cycle of thought. A smile formed on her face again followed by concern, then back to joy, on towards alarm then confusion and a final return to happiness; all seemed to form and dissipate in her complexion. Like passing storms and swells over a vast and open ocean.

“We’ll just have to wait and see...”
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III.
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I remember the first day I set my eyes on Sycamore Grove for the first time. It was a house that looked like a place you would find my beloved; it had the same refinement, class, and mystery that she had. The pointed roof and the turrets of the house mirrored the elegance of Temperance when she wore her hair up under a decorative hat, its cream-coloured hooded windows matched her porcelain skin, the green accents matched the bodice she wore on the day we purchased the house, the sky behind it matched her eyes. 

It reminded me of a house I once saw near Goostrey on a day that was far less delightful. Still now, I remembered a picture centred in the front room of a former lady of the house, someone that Temperance may have known personally at one point; someone that bore a semblance to her. At one point I dreamed of what it must have been like to live such a life, now I was living it.

Sycamore Grove was just as Temperance imagined it would be; a place where we would be surrounded by fields for miles where it would only be us and our love. The house hid behind a hedgerow and iron-wrought gate that concealed the drive. It reminded me of Lime Hall in Marple where Temperance was a governess but even more remote, tucked away on a small country lane that led to another lane that led to another road back to Goostrey in one direction or Twemlow in the other. The house was only a fifteen-minute drive from Knutsford, forty minutes from Manchester or Liverpool without traffic, and an hour from Birmingham but none of those places were even a thought. The large capstone with etched Sycamore Grove reminded you of where you were and the solitary house’s only friends were a large weeping willow tree in the front garden and a large sycamore tree behind it in the back garden. The nearest neighbour was a quarter or half a mile down the lane. It was easy to pass by Sycamore Grove unnoticed, as there were many ash, elm, and oak trees that lined the lane, extending their branches over the hedgerows that narrowed the lane. 

We moved in months just after our daughters were born and the conversation that we had over the names soon became a distant memory. All our priorities were tossed into a tailspin the day our daughters came. The two of us were working around the clock, bathing, feeding, nursing, and settling our girls to bed. Lest we forget that Temperance had to recover from rearing two girls and though her constitution and dexterity were superhuman, she nonetheless needed to catch her breath for a couple of days after that experience. I had never seen her so fatigued; it was as if a part of her had severed from her and Hetta and Bet were different iterations of Temperance, with the same vim, vigour, and energy that she had. 

Not before long, two years had passed from that same conversation when Temperance was seven months pregnant, and we thought it was a matter of weeks. I couldn’t recapitulate all the events that forged together between then and that late summer eve thereafter, that would be a novel unto itself.

I found myself sitting with my feet reclined on the couch in our front room. My baby daughter Henrietta slept on my chest, her dark auburn hair trailing across the white 4 of my red Georgia Bulldog jersey. Her little hand wrapped around my neck, as her breaths expanded and contracted against me.

“The Bulldog defence is as good as it gets. This is a football team that has put up historic numbers...” Commentary filled the room from the speaks of our television set, a flat and thin black device with a light that piqued brilliantly in the dim room.

“Butterscotch.” My beloved called out to me.

“Yes, my love.”

“I best go put little Hetta down with her sister.” She stepped into the sitting room. Her hair fell down her back and toward her breasts taut in a lemon bustier. She wore a white hoop skirt, yellow armbands, and a matching white bow in her hair.

“She’s sleeping.” I stroked Henrietta’s hair. “I’ll bring her up after the Dawgs score a touchdown.” 

“Them again...” My beloved glared at the television.

“You say it with contempt.” 

“That’s because they inspire your antics which are contemptible.” She threw her hand on her hip. “How did you manage to source the match?”

“Streaming.” I glanced up at her. “duh...”

“And here come the Dawgs to take the field.” The television accentuated.

“Let’s go.” I pointed at the television at the sight of the Dawgs running out from the tunnel through the smoke onto the field.

“Hen, oh Henri, Henrietta.” I sang with the Georgia fight song “Glory Glory”. Her eyes beamed open with a large smile.

“Oh dear, you are going to stir her.” My beloved stepped over urgently. She halted when Henrietta let out a giggle and a big smile.

“She loves it.” I pat the couch. “Right, my beautiful?” I rubbed my nose against Henrietta, she laughed and rested her head back on my chest. “Papa.” I kissed her head and stroked a strand of her hair.

“And following the Bulldogs, the Georgia Tech Yellow Jackets...” 

“Booooooo.” I shook my head at Henrietta and she cringed. “Good girl.” I kissed her forehead. “She already knows....”

“Polluting our daughter’s mind, are you?” My beloved snickered. “I best start the tea.” I grabbed her hand as she turned to go back to the kitchen.

“Plop down next to me, my love, I ordered us a Chinese.”

She looked down at me and curled her fingers in mine.

“We both cook all the time. I got you the beef satay you like.” I rubbed her knuckles. “Along with some soup and other appetizers...” Her hands started to vibrate.

“Half-chips, half-rice, and curr...

“And curry....” I smiled as I interrupted her.

“When did you do that?”

“Well I didn’t know if you knew this, my love, but we are no longer in the Victorian times.” I chuckled. “I know you are from there but we can use the phones now to get that stuff up and running...”

“Bravo, I thought you were nearly as old as I, chap. Jolly good show, you have modernised yourself a bit.” She giggled and slapped my wrist, playfully. “Something came for you in the post today...” Temperance scuttled off and came back to the couch and handed me an envelope already opened. 

“So, you read it already?” I looked up at her with a smirk, as I held the envelope in my hand.

“It’s addressed from the Cheshire Society of Authors.” She brushed off her skirt and sat beside me. “I can’t help having a nosey with such an exciting correspondence.” Temperance looked down at me as I held the envelope. “As you do...”

“As you do...” I bantered.

“As you do...” She smiled referencing an inside joke between us. “Go on and read it, then...” 

I held Henrietta against me and removed the letter slowly. As I read it over, my eyes bulged at what was written.

“What does it say?” Temperance clapped the palm of her head excitedly. 

“It’s an invitation to read my poems at The Bogbean.” I put the letter down on the coffee table. “In a month’s time.” 

“Darling, that’s wonderful.” She leered at me. "You are going to do it right?"

"Perhaps, I can dazzle them with my gobbledegook." I chuckled.

"Do we have to have a natter about how you are a gifted writer and orator?”

“I don’t know about all that, my love...” I blushed.

"Believe in yourself, a bit more, please." She quickly sat on my lap and put her arm around me. "I'll be there for you." She kissed my cheek. “And so, will the poppets, alright?” Temperance rubbed my hand gently.

“It says here that apparently, I submitted a manuscript to them in the summer?” 

Temperance raised her hands and shrugged her shoulders. “I confess...” She opened her hands. “I did it.” 

I broke a smile and directed my attention back to the game briefly. 

“I anticipate a few more replies...”

“Honey Bee, how many places did you reach out to?”

Temperance clenched her teeth and bit her lip. “I must have posted about a dozen or two lots of queries.”

I let out a brief laugh, admiring her industry and grateful for her thought but this was the last thing that I was thinking about. “I appreciate the support, but in all reality, I can’t be doing this now...”

“Why not?” She rose to her feet. “You can and you should...” 

“We have the girls to look after...”

Temperance always tried to build me up and make me feel safe, it was unlike anything I had experienced previously, the rigours of enduring tyrants that always wanted to tear me down; the persistent gauntlet of not knowing that they would be there the next day or when they would turn their back on me. My beloved was steadfast and true, I knew she always had my back. I never had to run after her nor did I have to cover up and absorb an onslaught of mockery and derision. She was a safe place I could run towards with her arms open to hold me gently and nurture me when I felt weak or overwhelmed. Temperance has always been a faithful companion and a best friend; she was always there to lift me. At this moment, I didn't want to think about my writing, I just wanted to be there for her, which meant more to me than my own personal wants and needs. 

Temperance soon returned to the room with five more envelopes of contrasting colours in her hand. She sat beside me and placed the stack of them on my lap. “Have a look at those....”

“What is all this?”

“Two more opportunities for you to read your work aloud, a letter from a publishing house who express interest in progressing negotiations further, and evidently you’re wanted to give a lecture in London on Victorian literature and creative writing...”

“Wouldn’t the last thing be your speciality?” 

Temperance made a face and shrugged her shoulders with indifference. 

“I appreciate all this, I do...” I adjusted Henrietta in my arms. “...but why?”

“Because though we spoke about it previously, you clearly would never have a go at it.” Temperance’s eyes glanced down at the stack of envelopes. “Thus, I had to do something about it...”

“But I would have put myself out there...”

She shook her head. “You are very much fixated on the three of us.” 

“Is that a bad thing?”

“No, my love.” She rubbed my shoulder. “But our daughters should see their Daddy at their best and I want you to have every dream of yours come true.” 

I looked at Temperance for a moment, her sincerity came through her eyes that I had forgotten about the game. I was focused on her and all the thoughtfulness that she put into this effort. Who cared about Georgia when there was her? Winning her heart was truly winning a championship that cannot be defined in prose or any form of precursory literature. 

Her eyes remained unmoved, squinting slightly as her vision was glued to the correspondence that she had saved.

“I want the same for you, Mama.” I took her hand.

“Well...” She exhaled and sighed for a moment. “...there is one thing I had hoped to do.”

I glanced at her, urging her to tell me.

“Something I haven’t done for a while...” Her head lifted as her eyes focused on a log on the fireplace.

“Nursing?”

She didn’t respond.

“Is it charitable work?” I ran my hand up and down her sleeve as I inched closer to me with Henrietta asleep on me. 

She didn’t respond again, this time a purple sprite of electricity formed at her fingertip before it ignited the log. The glow of the fire and the television set illuminated our faces in a tapestry of blue and orange.

“It was a bit draughty in here...” Temperance rested her head against my shoulder and nuzzled up to me. “It’s cosier now...”

“Do you want to tell me what it is?”

Temperance’s eyes darted toward a pink bow resting on the bookshelf next to her mother’s portrait. Typically, she tied it around her throat in the past when she was wearing her Incredible Temperance costume, but she was serious...was that what she was considering? 

She squinted, deliberating over how to answer until the sight of Henrietta stretching her little hand across my chest to her caught her attention. 

“Perhaps when they are a bit older....” Temperance glowed at the sight of our fussy little girl mewing to her.

“But I just said the same thing...”

“The difference is you’re ready...” Temperance smiled. “I am not.” She looked down at Henrietta again. “But when I am, you’ll know...”
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IV.
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As time marched on, I received more offers to recite my work around Cheshire and the area of interest soon expanded across the country. I self-published a few copies of the novel and very it quickly gained a lot of attention. Some of the queries and pitches that Temperance had put into circulation had come back and in the bookings of readings, I had engaged with a literary agent who was also integral in helping me promote my work. Now he wanted to take a step forward and formally facilitate the publishing process. His work as an agent and my enterprise collectively flourished nearly as rapidly as Henrietta and Elizabeth grew.

“Are you nervous?” Temperance fixed my collar. I looked around the car park, before my eyes scanned to our twin daughters asleep in the stroller, each tucked snugly under a white cotton blanket which had a purple horse embroidered into each.

I smiled for a moment and shook my head to acknowledge my beloved’s response. “You beautiful handsome man!” She smiled widely; her ruby lips matched her flowering hat which poured with daisies from its white base. Her hair was neatly tucked underneath it. 

The sunlight reflected off her white muslin blouse tucked into a long flowing navy skirt which was brought together with a black leather belt as she walked beside me. I pushed the pram, stopping under the signage for The Brown Cow – Warrington. I approached the entrance and held open the door for Temperance as she pushed the pram through. I placed my arm around the small of Temperance’s back and surveyed the cornucopia of red leather seats with marble-top tables. 

A hand waved at us, and I acknowledged a middle-aged man in a blue polo shirt tucked into dark khaki slacks. He itched his salt and pepper hands as he adjusted his large black-frame glasses. 

Temperance’s heels echoed against the stucco tile floor as she pushed the pram whilst I walked ahead to clear the path for her to ensure she didn’t bump into any chairs. The occasional sounds of chatter and utensils clinging invoking dissonances in the quiet morning environs of the eatery. 

“Mick.” 

“Top man.” He extended his hand and I took it. “I didn’t know you were bringing your family with you.”

“My wife and I deal with every important matter together.” I rubbed her back. “This is my much better half, Temperance...”

She curtsied slightly. “An honour to earn your acquaintance”. 

“A pleasure.” He snapped his fingers. “She’s the one that the...”

“Book is about....”

His eyes glowed at the sight of our two angels, safely asleep.

“Aren’t they lovely...” He opened his hand. “Let’s move to a booth, then. I will try to keep this brief.” 

We followed Mick to the booth and sat across from him, the pram stationery at the edge of the table near to us. We ordered hot drinks and exchanged a few pleasantries before he opened up a black-and-white plaid briefcase to remove a multi-page document, which he slid across the table. 

"Here are the royalty, non-disclosure, and copyright agreements for you to review." He took a sip of his espresso, lifting the small cup from the ivory white saucer.

"Thank you, sir."

I took the paperwork and removed it from the desk. Temperance put her arm around me and read the content, surveying every line. Once I was done reading, I would look at her, and she would nod back telling me to continue onto the next page.

"Should I ask him about this?" I glanced over at her, seeking her counsel on her make of terms in the contract which I found a bit opaque and questionable.

"No, sweeting, it's clear what it says; that all rights revert to the author..."

Temperance looked up at the agent who watched us both deliberate with a smirk on his face.

"Don't mind us, we're just working out all the details." I smiled.

"In addition to seeking her counsel, does your wife make the decision for you too?" He bantered.

“I usually let her do the talking." I looked at her and smiled. "She has a skill for negotiation and an agency about her."

“You always find new ways to flatter me, darling.” Temperance chuckled and took a sip of her tea, curling her finger and her eyes scanned the contract.

“Mick, the woman is a bulldozer." I took her hand and grazed her wrist.

He laughed as Temperance waved her hand and pooh-poohed it. “I may be more poised but none are as dogged as this chum...” She smiled.

Mick laughed at Temperance’s wit. “It's refreshing to see a man hold his wife in such esteem." Mick took off his glasses. “And if I may say Mrs. Lee, you certainly strike me as extraordinarily wise and articulate.”

"Many thanks, sir." She passed me the contract. “In addition to his flattering remarks that is a wonderful advance and a remarkable distribution deal.” Temperance closed the document and placed it in front of me. “All the details check out from my view.” She nodded at me. “Sign it, lovey.” 

“Sign it?”

Temperance gave me a firm look and nodded again.

“How old are your daughters?” He glanced over at our stroller.

“They are more than two and a half, now.” I shook my hand to indicate the grey period between two and three.

“Two and three-quarters as Ellie would say....” Temperance chimed in with a joke. “They are about to turn three, so they would insist.”

“What are they called?” Mick passed me a shiny gold pen. 

“Henrietta and Elizabeth.” 

“That’s quite vintage and old-fashioned.” He chuckled. “I like it, that’s the way it ought to be.” 

I re-read the contract and all the details, as I got to the page after where the signatures are required. I saw an itinerary that saw book signings in Barcelona, Krakow, Paris, Vienna, Bratislava, Prague, Budapest, Berlin, Amsterdam, Eindhoven, Brussels, Antwerp, Bruges, Frankfurt, Cologne, Warsaw, Copenhagen, Malmo, Gothenburg, and Bern.

“These places in Europe. How does this all work?”

“Well over the summer, we can get you out to Europe for a few weeks and attend some events there to promote the book. And then in the winter, we can get you over to Australia.” His accent deepened at the mention of the latter. “I’m from Melbourne originally, so we’ll get you in there for sure but also Sydney, Canberra, Victoria, Adelaide, and perhaps both Auckland and Wellington in New Zealand.” 

I paused for a brief moment remembering the day I received the invitation letter to read my work for the CSA and how fast this all unfolded, it all materialised out of nowhere.  

“That sounds exciting.” Temperance tapped my hands with a smile on her face. Her glee could not be concealed.

“Well, that will be exciting for the girls, right?” I held the pen before I signed. “This has all gone so quickly, so we have to plan this out...”

Mick halted and clenched his teeth.

“We’d like to get you into the continent sooner than later, but I am sure we can sort something for Australia so Temperance and your daughters can join you.” 

“I am not going unless they can come with me.” I put the pen down.

Temperance smiled at Mick and glanced at me from the corner of her eyes. What are you doing? That is what she really wanted to say. Her eyes rolled down toward the contract and subtly wrinkled her eyebrows, I subtly shrugged my shoulders back at her in response, affirming that I was resolved in my decision. Temperance tapped the contract as she cleared her throat. 

“Butterscotch, it’s only a couple of weeks. We can manage, we wouldn’t want you to miss out...”

I looked at Temperance and then the girls. “Absolutely not.” I shook my head and pushed the pen toward the centre of the table. “You know the deal, I go early in the day and come back late at night if need be.” I looked up at Mick. “But at the end of the day, I sleep in the same bed as my wife.” 

“I appreciate your loyalty, my love.” She put her hand over mine. “This is a massive step forward though.”

“And I am only going to take it if we take it together.” I put my other hand over hers. “We are not going to establish a precedent here and next thing we know, low and behold I am an absentee husband and father.”

“It’s a one-off book tour, toffee fudge.” Temperance drew close to me. 

“And you and the girls are the blessing of a lifetime.” 

Temperance leaned back momentarily; it was apparent that my comments moved her. “But we love you, we don’t want to hold you back from such an opportunity.”

“Thank you, Honey Bee but that’s not necessary.” I raised my hand and looked across at my counterpart. “Look, Mick, if it’s financials, I’ll contribute what I must to make it work or if it’s timing we can coordinate a schedule to make it feasible.” My face scrunched for a second “...but I am not doing it without her.” 

Temperance raised her eyebrows, glancing in the opposite direction. Her expression said it all, she wanted this so badly for me and was afraid I was going to miss the chance or blow it somehow. When I stroked her hands with tenderness and gentleness, Temperance soon abandoned propriety and fixed her steely gaze upon Mick to await his next move. My beloved sat up beside me, shoulder to shoulder, clutching my arm in a vivid display that she was standing beside me. 
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