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Five years ago

Augustus Ba	lthazar North chuckled to himself as he plucked the tiny, feathered cuckoo from the mechanism in the old clock and, using sticky tack, stuck a small wooden Monopoly house in its place. He closed the clock and stood back, satisfied.

‘And that’s the last one hidden,’ he said to his curiosity shop. ‘It’s down to you now to keep them safe.’

As though in answer, all forty clocks on the wall began to chime. Three sonorous tolls marked the lateness of the hour and the moon peered in through the window for good measure. Artemis rubbed herself against the old man’s ankles, her long bouffant tail curling around one leg, then the other. Augustus smiled and looked down at her.

‘That goes for you too, my faithful friend. And take good care of yourself while you’re at it, though I know you will.’

Artemis mewed and favoured him with a long slow blink in response. She was a puffball of black fur with a circle of white around each eye as though she were wearing spectacles. She moved with the unhurried elegance and quiet intelligence of a feline librarian. Artemis belonged only to the curiosity shop, though she was fed and pampered by everyone in Rowan Thorp.

North Novelties & Curios had been passed down through the North family ever since Patience North had had the land put in trust for her by her father ahead of a promise of marriage which never came to pass. Exasperated by her unwillingness to take a husband and her unfathomable yearning for independence – and secretly impressed by her tenacity – her father allowed her to open the shop in 1740. It was indeed a curious shop, packed to the rafters with collectibles, trinkets and bric-a-brac that time had rendered antique.

The shop smelled like old books, leather, woodsmoke and the heady scent of incense sticks, which had seeped into the very fabric of the building.

Every inch of wall that wasn’t covered in display cabinets was hung with oil paintings or clocks – ornately carved Viennese pendulums, old railway station clocks from India and Baltimore and dainty hand-painted French enamelware clocks on long decorative chains. The paintings were an eclectic mix of Turner-like landscapes, flouncing Renaissance figures and austere still lifes in the style of the Old Masters, which for all anyone knew may have been the real McCoy.

The shelves that housed the shop’s treasures were practically their own ecosystem. The curious flora and fauna of antiquities seemed to have grown organically down the centuries; it was hard to decipher, for example, where the black pearls began and the Georgian sugar tongs ended. The shop gave the impression of a place which had been carefully and haphazardly curated by a mischievous poltergeist and who was to say that it hadn’t been?

The shop was lit by wall sconces and lamps dotted about, which bathed everything in a warm golden glow.

‘Ah, how I love you,’ Augustus cooed. ‘And I’ll miss you. But I have kept my other mistress waiting far too long!’ He winked and the shop seemed to sigh in response.

The clocks struck the quarter hour; time he was off. The open road was calling him to it as it so often did and, as always, he was powerless to resist. He took one last look around at his beloved curiosities. ‘Look after my girls.’ He waggled a warning finger. ‘They will need you, mark my words.’

The old man pulled the door closed on the shop and locked it. Then he made his way slowly up the dark street to the solicitors’ office of Steele & Brannigan. An owl hooted. It was a clear night, the first hint of winter just discernible by the peppermint freshness in the air.

‘Just in the nick of time.’

Augustus checked the seal on the thick brown envelope and posted his final instructions through the letter box. ‘There,’ he said. ‘That’s everything.’

As he strolled back the way he had come, he made sure to soak in the little high street, the home of his forebears, and commit it to memory. He glanced up at the darkened windows above the greengrocer’s and acknowledged his wistfulness tinged with regret, or it might have merely been the steak and kidney pudding he’d had for supper repeating on him. He was what he was and he was too old to fight against it now.

He climbed into his trusty, crusty camper van, which had seen almost as many years as he had, and pulled slowly out of the village, following once more the siren call of fresh fields and far-off mountain roads waiting for him.
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Present day

Maggie, Simone and Star’s father had died as he’d always wanted to: quietly and without ceremony, in his beaten-up van in the middle of a forest in the Italian Alps. His age, like the rest of him, had always been an enigma, though it surprised nobody to learn that he had died just shy of his ninety-sixth birthday; Augustus was one of those curious beings who seemed always to have been old and yet equally never to have aged.

In a handwritten note found tucked into his breast pocket, Augustus had bid farewell to his three estranged daughters and assured them that he had enjoyed a long and happy life, the memories of which he would carry with him into the next world.

The very existence of the note had broken Star’s heart. Maggie, the eldest of the three, had called her discordant sisters as soon as she’d received the news of their father’s passing.

‘But that means he knew he was going to die,’ Star, the youngest, had sobbed over the phone.

Maggie, who as firstborn was unwillingly cast in the role of materfamilias, tried her hardest to push conviction into her voice. ‘Not necessarily. He might have carried it around in his pocket for years, just in case,’ she soothed.

‘Dad never planned a thing in his life.’ Star sniffed loudly. ‘He was a free spirit. No, he knew he was going to die, I know it. It’s too sad. I can’t think about it.’

Simone, the middle of the North sisters, had been less demonstrative in her grief upon receiving Maggie’s phone call, but Maggie could hear the shake in her voice.

‘Was he – was he alone? When it happened?’ Simone had asked.

‘I believe so, yes. But the doctor I spoke to assured me that he died peacefully in his sleep. That’s something to be thankful for, isn’t it?’ It was hard to put a positive spin on the death of a parent, even one who had been absent for most of their lives, but she was giving it her best shot.

‘I suppose so,’ Simone had said. ‘I mean, I know we weren’t close for the last twenty-odd years, but even someone as careless with people as he was ought not to die alone . . .’

‘He wanted it that way. No fuss. Just him and the mountains.’

Though it was the truth, saying the words didn’t bring Maggie peace.

The funeral took place on a bleak Tuesday in November; the fat rain and black pregnant clouds felt fitting for the occasion. Despite the weather, the whole of Rowan Thorp village had turned out to honour the man known affectionately by the locals as ‘The Wizard of Rowan Tree Woods.’ Augustus was roguish and charming and quite frankly a randy old bugger who was adored as much for his sparkling manner as the trouble he caused.

At the front of the church a large picture of the man in question rested on an easel: long white hair pulled back into a plaited rope, a beard to match, a devilish grin and bright green eyes that twinkled with mischief. His collection of jaunty waistcoats, which he always wore beneath an old tweed jacket, only added to his dishevelled country squire image and made him irresistible to any who crossed his path.

Word of his passing had brought a flood of mourners from across the globe, wanting to pay their respects to the man who had been so loved by all and yet known by none – not least his three daughters.

‘I thought only royalty got this many flowers when they died,’ said Joe as he helped Maggie lay out the hundreds of bouquets and wreaths that had been delivered to the church ahead of the service. ‘I’ve seen postmarks from as far as Alaska. One of them says it’s been sent from a rainforest!’

‘My dad was a well-liked man,’ Maggie replied, standing and stretching out her back.

‘Some of these note cards are borderline soft porn.’

She smiled. ‘Like I said, well-liked.’

‘What did he actually do when he was off on his travels?’

‘Played his lute, read tarot cards, seduced women. He used to take some of the rowan wood from his woods out back and whittle it into love spoons and forest animals.’

‘To sell?’

‘Sometimes. Sometimes he gifted them. Really, he did it for the love of it. It was a way of meeting people; who could resist coming to talk to a man playing a lute and whittling in a purple nag champa-scented van?’

‘No wonder they called him a wizard.’

‘I think you two would have got on well. He had a twinkle about him,’ she said fondly. And then she added, ‘A twinkle that dazzled so you couldn’t see his failings until he had hightailed it out of town.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Being with Augustus was like existing inside a bubble: magical and perfect. And then he’d disappear and you’d be left cleaning up a soapy mess.’

Despite being a self-styled bachelor, in his twilight years Augustus found himself father to three daughters from three very different mothers. His role in their lives was for the most part transient. But for four weeks of every summer, he would have his daughters to stay with him at his flat above North Novelties & Curios.

‘That must have been confusing when you were kids,’ Joe said, up to his elbows in floral arrangements.

‘Not really. You don’t question that stuff when you’re little. That was just how our family worked.’ She thought for a moment. ‘I think I naturally felt it a bit more than my sisters, because they lived in different parts of the country, so for them it was another holiday event like Christmas or Easter. But I lived in the same village as my dad and still only had the same level of contact as they did. We had those four blissful weeks a year and then next to nothing.’

‘Isn’t that a bit . . .’ – he hesitated as though trying to find a word that wouldn’t be disrespectful to the dead man in the picture beside him – ‘cruel? To withhold love like that?’

Maggie’s old defences – spring-loaded and activated if touched – jerked up. ‘He loved me. He was away most of the time, so it wasn’t like he would see me on the street and blank me. I think in his own way he was trying to keep things fair between the three of us.’ She chewed the inside of her cheek as she remembered how Simone and Star were so jealous of her living in the same village as their dad. ‘To this day they don’t believe that Augustus was as absent for me as he was for them.’ Or how much more his absence stung, she didn’t say. How it crushed her to see the light on in his window and know that her dad was just across the street and yet completely unattainable; it was a tough lesson in emotional self-sufficiency she’d had to learn far too young.

Joe was looking at her like he’d just read a transcript of her thoughts. But he was wise enough to steer the conversation away.

‘And your mum?’ he asked. ‘How did she feel about handing you over to your dad for a month every summer?’

‘I think she was pleased that I got that quality time with him, even if it was only for a few weeks a year. She used to say she saved up all her boring jobs, like sorting out the accounts and deep cleaning the house, for when I wasn’t there. But she went away too, to visit her sister and see old friends. It was a nice break for her. She was a single working mum; how many get a month off a year?’

‘You mean to tell me Verity’s dad doesn’t take her on holidays?’ he asked with mock innocence.

Maggie snorted out a laugh and reached across the flowers to swipe at him. She had two children, Patrick, who had turned twenty in the summer and ten-year-old Verity. Verity’s dad – an attractive yet unreliable man with a host of emotional hang-ups – had left the scene before Maggie’s baby bump was even showing. Theirs had been a short-lived relationship of pure convenience. She might have been desperate enough to have sex with him, but she wasn’t stupid enough to think he was partner or parent material. She’d told Joe all this months ago in a ‘full disclosure’ heart-to-heart, which she’d assumed would have him running for the hills. It hadn’t.

‘And your mum and Augustus never tried to make it work between them?’ Joe asked. ‘They surely must have thought about it, living in the same village.’

‘Mum never really talked about it. I think she came here originally with the intention of them making a go of it. Only when she finally tracked the elusive Augustus North down to Rowan Thorp, by this time eight months pregnant with me, it was clear he was not a man to be tied down.’

‘Jesus,’ said Joe and then looked over to the altar and added, ‘Sorry, your godliness,’ before turning back to Maggie. ‘She must have been gutted.’

She pulled a face. ‘I honestly don’t think she was that sad about it. I don’t want to blow my own trumpet, but she got me out of their brief affair and that was enough. Mum was forty-five when she met Augustus at the Somerset County Fair. She’d given up hope of ever having kids; she’d tried in both her long-term relationships and it simply hadn’t happened. Then suddenly she meets this randy older guy and gets pregnant. She told me once that coming here was like a formality, like she had to at least see if he wanted to do the traditional thing. But he didn’t and she was okay with that.’

‘She stayed here anyway, made a life for you both.’

‘She fell in love with Rowan Thorp. It was a great place to bring up a kid. And I think she wanted me to at least have a chance at a relationship with my dad.’

The guilt crept over her like it always did and she breathed deeply in the hope that it would pass. She had been a nightmare teenager, a caged snarling animal, stifled by the tiny village and angry at her mum simply for being her mum. At seventeen she ran away to follow her then childhood sweetheart – it didn’t last long – to Liverpool. As an adult and a parent, Maggie could imagine vividly how frantic her mum must have been. How heartbroken. That was when the first cancer came. She rubbed her hand across her forehead and tried to swallow down the sticky regret that was climbing up her throat.

Joe was there in a second, arms wrapped around her, holding her close. He couldn’t know what she was thinking, but that didn’t matter; he knew enough of her to know that she needed to be held. She let herself melt into him. His steady heartbeat was a map guiding her back to the present and at the moment she didn’t care if anybody came in and saw them. Joe was her employee and friend; it was perfectly natural that he should comfort her.

‘What is it about funerals that thrusts all your previous failings into sharp relief?’ she asked, forcing levity into her voice.

‘It could be the sudden facing of our own mortality. But it’s more likely the worry about what people will say about us in their eulogies.’

She snuffled a laugh into his jumper.

‘I like to think whoever gives mine will let the congregation know that I was really good in the sack,’ Joe went on.

‘I don’t think you’re allowed to say that kind of thing in church.’

‘You did read those condolence cards, right? Pure smut.’

‘Yes. Those women very much embraced the sexual revolution.’

Now it was Joe’s turn to laugh.

She let herself linger just a little longer in his embrace and then pulled away. ‘Come on,’ she said, bending to wiggle a giant bouquet of crimson gladioli into place. ‘It’s going to start filling up in here soon. I need to be at the door for the meet and greet.’

‘Will Simone and Star help you?’

She puffed out a sarcastic breath. ‘Like they’ve helped so far?’

‘I see your point. I’ll stand with you, then. I know I never met your dad, but you shouldn’t have to shoulder it all on your own.’

As the only one of Augustus’s daughters who lived in Rowan Thorp, it made sense that the bulk of responsibility for dealing with their father’s death and all arrangements thereof had landed with her. Though she suspected that even if she’d lived in the Outer Hebrides, she would still be bearing the largest weight.
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The note in Augustus’s pocket had included an addendum, which requested that everyone at his funeral wear brightly coloured clothes for the occasion. His wishes were enthusiastically adhered to, mostly by the female mourners. Eccentric women of a certain age wore hair in various rainbow hues and had eyebrows drawn on with unsteady hands; when a breeze blew through the chapel a sea of multicoloured kimonos billowed up and flapped like rows of Tibetan prayer flags. Anita – who worked in the local council office and had helped Maggie with the spools of red tape that followed death – had been struck down with a migraine brought on by the clashing colours and psychedelic patterns. Doreen – dedicated member of the Cussing Crocheters of Rowan Thorp – said she’d not seen anything like it since taking LSD in the sixties.

The church where Augustus’s humanist funeral ceremony was held was standing room only. The crowd spilled out onto the lawns in front of the church and speakers were hastily erected so that the people outside could hear. St Swithun’s formed the head of a medieval triangle of buildings in the village, the Rowan Tree Inn and the Stag and Hound Tavern – the two village pubs – making up the other two points, with a largish patch of green in the middle of the triangle. This area was known locally – possibly blasphemously, but it had stuck all the same – as Holy Trinity Green because you could walk out of the church and straight into either pub for a pint. Many of the mourners that day took advantage of this auspicious proximity and raised their glasses to their fallen friend, getting merrily sozzled during the service, just as Augustus would have wanted.

‘Shouldn’t we be sitting with your mum?’ Evette whispered. The service had not yet begun, but people were taking their seats in readiness. Simone had guided them towards a pew away from all her relatives.

Simone shook her head. ‘I did ask, but she said there was no need. I think she’s enjoying the attention.’

‘I’m not sure Rene likes sharing the spotlight with Star’s mum,’ Evette noted.

Simone smiled sardonically. Rene and Star’s mother, Perdita, had a pew to themselves, a little distanced from the rest of the mourners, singled out in a kind of hierarchy as the chosen few who had birthed Augustus’s children. Other than both having procreated with Augustus, the two women had absolutely nothing in common. To try to make conversation would have been futile, so neither tried.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many eccentrics in one place. I’ve never been able to get my head around your mum and your dad together. Poor Rene sticks out like a sore thumb.’

‘It’s not like they ever had a relationship,’ said Simone. ‘I was the product of an “ill-conceived affair.” One for which she was left to carry the burden.’

Evette winced. She of all people knew the long-term effects that Rene’s careless words had had on her daughter. Rene didn’t speak from a place of meanness so much as a brutal honesty; hers was a tongue sharp as a cracked lemon sherbet and her only daughter had inherited it. Rene, by her own admission, was simply not the maternal type. So, while she took great pains to ensure that her daughter was well taken care of, emotionally she just didn’t have that motherly softness in her parenting toolbox. When Simone had read Great Expectations at school she felt she had found a kindred spirit in Estella.

‘Except for one whole month of every summer,’ said Evette. ‘That’s more than most mums get off a year.’

‘My mother lived for the summer. She took herself off for luxury vacations somewhere hot and fabulous.’

‘I’m surprised she didn’t object to letting you stay with your sisters.’

‘What, because she’s such a snob?’

‘Well, yes. I mean, I’d have thought it would have rankled her to have you mixing with his other illegitimate children.’

‘Not enough to keep her from her holidays.’ She felt bad as soon as she’d said it.

Rene was by no means a bad or selfish mother and she would be lying if she said she hadn’t got a kick out of having the most glamorous mum at the school gates.

The air in the church was thick with the scent of flowers, which almost masked the underlying smell of old varnish, damp stone and mothballs.

‘It was really quite modern, when you think about it. To have such an open approach to the blended family dynamic. Fair play to all the mums and your dad. And you got to spend quality time with your dad and sisters. I love it when you talk about your summers; it always reminds me of an Enid Blyton novel – without the xenophobia and sexism obviously. Ice cream for breakfast, climbing trees, sleeping under the stars. It’s the childhood most of us wish we’d had.’

‘Nothing’s free, though, is it?’ said Simone. ‘There’s always a price to pay.’

Despite their more recent estrangements, she couldn’t deny that she had perfect memories with her sisters in Rowan Thorp. Their summers genuinely were halcyon days. It was a children’s paradise, mostly because their father was himself a glorified child. For Simone, those summers had been the complete antithesis of life with Rene.

A committed career woman with no time for husbands or children in her life, Rene had been an art dealer, sourcing rare pieces for her wealthy clients. What she found on one fateful expedition to the Loire Valley forty years ago was a fifty-six-year-old lute player with a twinkle in his green eyes that made her forget all about the Rococo canvas she had been commissioned to find. She left France carrying rather more with her than she’d expected.

Simone studied her mother. Time had done nothing to soften her straight-backed haughtiness. In contrast to the rest of the mourners, she wore a chic vintage Chanel skirt suit and an expression that dared anyone to approach her.

‘Perdita is exactly as you described her,’ Evette said with a giggle, changing the subject. ‘Right down to the floral head wreath.’

‘And all these years you thought I was exaggerating.’

In addition to the wreath, Star’s mum wore a floor-length velvet cloak embroidered with gold stars and moons. She wept openly despite Rene’s evident scorn.

‘And how did Perdita meet your dad? I don’t think I’ve ever asked.’

‘It may surprise you to learn that Perdita was a leftover flower child from the sixties, drifting from commune to commune,’ she said dryly.

‘No.’ Evette dripped sarcasm. ‘You don’t say.’

‘They met at a Beltane festival in Ireland and wham, bam, thank you ma’am, nine months later Heavenly-Stargazer Rosehip was born in a yurt on the Isle of Man.’

‘Does anyone ever call Star by her full name?’

‘Only Dad. Or us when we wanted to annoy her.’

‘It’s much easier to see the appeal between your dad and Star’s mum.’

Simone pressed her lips into a thin line. ‘She’s as ridiculous as her daughter.’

‘Your sister.’

‘Don’t remind me.’

Above their heads, electric heaters fastened to the stone pillars glowed orange but did little to heat the draughty church.

‘You know, Star most probably had as difficult a childhood, being dragged from pillar to post, as you did being forced to strive for excellence. They were both extremes in their own way. I really do think that if you could acknowledge that, you might find you have more in common with Star than you think.’

‘No amount of your well-meant therapy will make me believe that Star and I are kindred spirits.’

‘Please just try to be friendly. If not for your dad or Maggie, then for me.’

All around them, long stained-glass windows depicted vivid tales of saints and sinners. Is it unholy to feel so much spite in a church? she wondered.

‘It’s because of what she did to you that I don’t have anything to do with her,’ Simone grumbled.

‘I didn’t ask you to cut Star out of your life. She made a terrible error of judgement, for which she took full responsibility. Maybe today is the right time to let it go.’

She smiled at her wife and took her hand. ‘Maybe,’ she said, knowing full well that she would do nothing of the sort. But she didn’t want to fight with Evette, not today. Things were hard enough at the moment. ‘I love you.’

Evette cupped Simone’s face in her hands. ‘And I love you.’

She put her arm around her wife and revelled in the comforting reassurance of Evette scooching in closer and resting her head on her shoulder. Guiltily, she thought it was a relief to have mourning to eclipse their own problems.

Maggie had finished settling an elderly magician in a top hat into a pew beside a man dressed in chain mail when her son, Patrick, met her in the aisle. He put his arm around her.

‘You all right, Ma?’ he asked.

‘Yes, love, I’m fine, don’t you worry about me. I’ve saved you a seat next to me and Joe.’

‘I don’t really know why Joe’s here; he didn’t even know Granddad. He could have stayed behind and opened the grocer’s.’

Patrick was wary of her friendship with Joe, though he’d never said as much. She suspected he thought Joe might be using her somehow. If only he knew.

‘He’s here as my friend. And as for opening the shop, look around, all our customers are here.’

Patrick’s eyes swept the room. ‘Blimey, you’re not wrong.’

‘Go and sit down, I’ll be over in a minute.’

It took some fancy footwork to avoid standing on the cloaks of the Druids who had congregated in the north transept, but she made it over to Simone and Evette without event. Artemis trotted along beside her. Nobody batted an eyelid at a cat wandering the church; where there were Norths, there was Artemis.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

None of the mourners appeared to be using their ‘inside voices,’ and the din echoed around the vaulted ceiling.

‘You look like a children’s TV presenter,’ said Simone.

Maggie had found a pair of bright green dungarees with a dancing elephant print online and thought they’d be just the ticket.

‘I think Dad would have liked them.’ She grinned.

‘I think so too.’ Evette smiled.

‘You haven’t seen Star, have you?’ she asked, checking her watch. ‘I don’t want her to miss the service.’

‘You didn’t expect her to be on time, did you?’ Simone sneered.

‘We’ve been watching the awkward dowagers at the front of the church,’ Evette blurted loudly, to hush her wife. She nodded towards Rene and Perdita. Perdita’s sobs were growing ever more exuberant to be heard above the noisy crowd.

Maggie laughed, but it was half-hearted and Simone guessed she was thinking about her own mum. Lilibeth had died almost ten years ago, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t hard for Maggie to see Rene and Perdita without her.

‘Without Lilibeth here as the glue, they’ve literally got nothing to say to each other,’ Simone said, trying to make her voice softer. ‘Your mum was always the middle ground between them. She’d have made a good diplomat.’ It struck her that Maggie played a similar role between her and Star; without her, the sisters were worse than strangers.

‘I think Mum would have loved all this.’ Maggie smiled as she surveyed the packed church.

‘Though not perhaps as much as Perdita does,’ Simone added archly, just as the woman in question threw her arms towards the heavens and began to wail ‘Why?’ while Rene looked on in appalled silence.

Heavenly-Stargazer Rosehip made it to the church just in time for the organ to strike up and the congregation to pipe down. For the first time in many years, all three North sisters were under the same roof, a fact which did not go unnoticed by the residents of Rowan Thorp.

Doreen turned to the woman dressed as Carmen Miranda to her left and said, ‘Can you feel it? That prickle in the air? Mark my words, there’s a storm brewing and it’s coming from the North.’ She waggled her eyebrows at the woman with fruit on her head and pulled out her crochet, chuckling to herself as she did so. ‘Things are about to get interesting.’
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Maggie and Joe slipped into an alcove behind the church away from the crowd. Maggie leaned back against the cold stone wall, not caring that the damp was soaking through her clothes. She welcomed the cool, needed something to take her mind off the day.

The service had ended to the sounds of R.E.M.’s ‘Shiny Happy People’ blasting out of the speakers. It wasn’t customary for funeral services in the village church to end with dancing in the aisles, but this hadn’t been a customary funeral. The impromptu Morris dancing troupe in the vestibule had also come as a surprise.

In a few minutes Augustus’s coffin would be carried to his final resting place in the North family plot at the far corner of the graveyard. The mourners spilled out of the side doors of the church and were joined by those who had been standing on Holy Trinity Green.

‘How are you holding up?’ Joe asked.

‘Okay, I think. I’m looking forward to it all being over.’

‘At least Star and Simone are keeping away from each other.’

‘Those two cat-fighting is the last thing I need.’

‘They wouldn’t, would they? Not today.’

‘Ah, I forget you haven’t seen them together. Trust me, a little thing like our father’s funeral isn’t enough to keep them from fighting. One sideward glance would kick things off.’

Joe pulled a hip flask out of his inside pocket and held it out to her.

‘It’s a little early for me,’ she said, looking down at it. Since when did Joe carry a hip flask? Maybe that was the thing that was wrong with him – he was a secret alcoholic. Lord knows she hadn’t been able to find anything else to fault him on, other than his age, but neither of them could help that.

‘It’s not booze,’ he said.

‘What is it, then?’

He smiled that smile that lit something inside her and made her feel much younger than her forty-four years.

‘Tea.’ He grinned. ‘Good, strong, hot builder’s tea.’

Maggie almost snatched the hip flask from him and sighed as she took a long deep swig. ‘You are too good.’ She smiled as she handed him back the flask.

‘Then take me off the market.’

She looked up at him. His face was serious. ‘What?’

‘I realize my timing’s off and standing in a graveyard in the rain hiding from your family isn’t exactly moonlight and roses, but I am serious about you, Maggie, about us. I don’t want us to be a secret any more. I know you don’t like me saying it, but I love you and I want everyone to know it. I don’t want to keep hiding.’

She rubbed her face with her hands. ‘Joe, I can’t do this now.’

‘Then when?’

‘I don’t know. But not at my dad’s funeral.’

‘I’m not asking for a blood sacrifice. I just want to be able to hold your hand in public. I wanted to be able to put my arm around you today to comfort you, without you shrinking away from me. I want us to make plans and get excited about the future, instead of this limbo.’

She would have liked to argue that she would never ‘shrink away from him,’ but he was right, she would. She had self-imposed rules for her and Joe; they were friends with benefits, nothing serious. She was never meant to have fallen for him, but how could she not when he was so thoughtful and funny and kind? He was also six feet three inches of pure outdoorsy man, dirty blond wavy hair almost down to his shoulders and four-day beard with just the right amount of scratch when he kissed her collarbone. He ought to work on a cattle ranch or as a surf instructor on the Cornish coast with those looks; he had no business being this sexy in the greengrocer profession.

‘Why can’t we stay as we are?’ she pleaded.

‘Because I don’t want to be your fuck boy.’

‘You’re not. You mean a lot to me.’

If she told him the truth – that she was holding back for his benefit – he would only argue with her. He believed he loved her now, but what about down the line when the age gap between them really began to show? What about when he realized that being with her would mean giving up on a family of his own? He would make a wonderful father. What right did she have to deny him that? Her baby days were over. She didn’t want more kids. She had to protect them both from heartbreak down the line. And losing Joe would break her heart, so it was better to never have him at all.

‘But not enough for you to be with me in public.’ Joe’s expression was one of genuine puzzlement.

‘It isn’t you . . .’ she started. I am saving you from yourself!

‘Yeah, yeah, I know, it’s not me, it’s you.’

‘But that’s the truth! Please don’t be cross with me.’

Joe rubbed his hand through his hair and sighed, then pulled her into his arms. ‘I’m sorry, I’m being a selfish idiot. This isn’t the right time. I didn’t mean to make today even harder for you. I guess I let the whole “life is short” thing overwhelm me.’

Maggie buried her head in his chest. ‘Funerals can have that effect.’ Her voice was muffled by the knitted jumper he wore under his jacket.

‘You looked so lost in the church. I wanted to comfort you, my arms were literally aching to hold you, but I knew I couldn’t. Why are we wasting time? We could die tomorrow!’

‘Morbid.’

‘I don’t want to have regrets. I want to build a life with you.’

‘You want to commit to a woman who wears elephant dungarees to a funeral?’

‘I wouldn’t be seen dead with a woman who didn’t wear elephant dungarees to a funeral.’

Maggie breathed in the smell of him. He smelled like line-dried washing and fabric softener. Oh god, what was she going to do? Dearest lovely Joe. If only he was ten years older, or she was ten years younger. It couldn’t work. It simply couldn’t. And her brain was too damn full to take on extra complications. Why couldn’t they just stay as they were? She nestled in further, feeling his warmth envelop her.

‘There’s such a lot happening at the moment, what with my impending homelessness and unemployment. And Dad dying. My world feels like it’s imploding. I just . . .’

‘Shhhh,’ he soothed, kissing her head. ‘I’m sorry. Forget I mentioned it. I am here for you, however you need me. No conditions.’

‘I don’t deserve you.’

‘I’m not that good.’

‘You are, you know.’ She felt him smiling. When Joe smiled, it was like the very air around him changed and the world became a little warmer. She allowed herself to bask for one more moment. ‘We’d better join the throng; I need to be there when he’s interred.’

They left their quiet alcove and fell in with the crowd.

‘Will you tell your sisters about the eviction?’ Joe asked.

‘Why would I?’

He changed the subject.

‘Belinda did well to keep God out of the service,’ he said as they followed the slow procession. ‘No mean feat for a vicar.’

Belinda was vicar for the parish of Rowan Thorp: a gregarious woman of ample cleavage with a ring through her nose and a laugh like Sid James. She was rumoured to wear leather trousers beneath her cassock in winter.

‘She’s been brilliant. It’s not easy to write a eulogy for a father more devoted to the open road than his children.’ There was no malice in her voice, only a sad resignation.

Joe reached for her hand. She felt his warm fingers lace through hers and squeeze. She smiled up at him, gently freed her fingers and drove her hand deep into her coat pocket. The flicker of hurt across his face sliced through her, but it was better this way; she wouldn’t give him false hope.

The grass was spongy and slick with mud as they trampled the rest of the way in silence. The hole in the earth ahead of them yawned black and hungry and neither the muddied Astroturf sheets around the opening nor the flowers strewn atop it lessened the ugliness.

Star had never seen so many velvet cloaks in one place, which was really saying something. The little churchyard at St Swithun’s resembled a wizarding convention as the funeralgoers clustered to watch Augustus’s environmentally friendly cardboard coffin being lowered. Despite her sadness, she was relieved when it touched down in one piece; she had been worried that the heavy rain would break down the cardboard’s integrity.

Though technically surrounded by her family, Star felt very alone. Perdita hung on to a man in a Viking costume, complete with horned helmet. For all her histrionics, she knew her mother was enjoying herself. Simone still wasn’t speaking to her and if she couldn’t put her grievances aside on today of all days, then Star held out little hope of a reconciliation in the future. And Maggie was being Maggie, organizing her corner of the world and everyone in it. She had greeted Star with a hug and checked on her several times since, but it felt perfunctory, as though she was yet another item to be ticked off her to-do list.

‘You all right there, Star, love?’ asked Betty, stepping forward and throwing a clod of earth from the pile onto the coffin before turning to look at her. Betty was a keen member of the Women’s Institute and a doyenne of Rowan Thorp and was never so formidable as in a crisis. She’d known the sisters all their lives.

‘I think so. Why do you think he never stuck around?’

Betty sucked in a breath as she deliberated. ‘Ants in his pants, I suppose. You ought to know all about those. Of the three of you, you’re the most like him.’

‘My roams are more circumstantial than Dad’s were.’

‘Well, I suppose that’s to be expected. You’ve never had the chance to let your roots grow.’

‘If I had children, I wouldn’t want to leave them behind. I’d never make them feel as though they weren’t enough to make me stay.’ Her voice sounded more forceful than she’d intended.

‘Is that how you feel, duck?’ Betty’s voice was kind.

Star’s sniff was partly to stifle her tears and part derision. She forced a laugh into her words. ‘I think the evidence is irrefutable.’ She looked over at her mother in time to see her kiss a rose and drop it into the grave while the Viking held her firmly by the waist. ‘I’m easy to discard.’

‘We’ll have none of that nonsense, my girl.’ Betty’s voice was sharp. ‘Some people are like sharks: they can smell low self-esteem a mile off. You need to stop attracting the sharks.’

‘Easier said than done.’

‘That man of yours still in prison?’

‘Stu’s not my man any more, but no, he got out a couple of weeks ago.’

‘You keep away from him. He’ll drag you down with him.’

Star nodded. She didn’t mention that despite trying her hardest to keep away from the man in question, he had found her and was not taking kindly to being dumped. Stu – her ex-boyfriend, a drug addict and a terrible house burglar – was the reason Simone no longer spoke to her.

‘Right, I’m going to shoot off and start laying out the buffet,’ said Betty and began to push her way back through the crowd, jostling for a ringside spot. ‘Chin up! Be the architect of your own destiny!’ she called back.

The rain picked up, huge drops sploshing down onto the muddied cardboard.

‘Bye, Dad,’ she said under her breath. It didn’t matter that throughout their childhood, the North sisters only spent four weeks of the year with their father. It didn’t matter that as each of them reached adulthood Augustus had all but disappeared from their lives like emperor penguins leave their young after the winter. She would miss him still.

At thirty-eight she was the baby of the family and she was never allowed to forget it. Admittedly she was up against Simone, a qualified, well-respected physiotherapist, and Maggie, single mother of two who ran her own business and was top level at adulting. How was she supposed to compete with that? No. She corrected herself. That is the wrong attitude. Let this be the catalyst. From this moment, I turn things around. I will be the architect of my own destiny. I will hold down a job and buy houseplants, which I will not kill. No more trying to fix broken men, no more picking up the guy in the bar least likely to have his own flat or job. From now on I am only looking for proper grown-up men who can appreciate that I am a proper grown-up woman, with a potential to own plants.

She looked up to find a man, dressed in a brightly coloured harlequin costume and holding three juggling clubs, looking at her from the other side of the grave. A black mask covered the top half of his face, but his grin was pure sexy wickedness. Oh, hello! Her heart skipped a beat. She smiled back at him. Maybe tomorrow was the right time to put her new plans into action.
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The wake was held in the Stag and Hound, where the deceased’s numerous former lovers shared stories of making love with Augustus on mountaintops, riverbanks, forest floors, behind waterfalls and in one instance a disabled toilet at Butlins in Skegness. Tales of their father’s conquests became more graphic as the sherry consumption racked up. Maggie, Simone and Star could only grimace and keep the women topped up with vol-au-vents – courtesy of Betty’s cafe along the high street – and pray that the nightmare would end soon.

Betty buzzed about now, clearing plates and slapping the hands of those who thought double-dipping was acceptable.

The male mourners were as unconventional as the female. Never had so many pagans, wiccans and mystics descended upon one small village in such great numbers. They cheered as they rambunctiously retold stories of Augustus’s adventures and his many brushes with danger. Some drunkenly read out poems and odes to the Wizard of Rowan Tree Woods.

Many a bushy eyebrow was raised in flirtation and copious eyelashes fluttered in return. If being horny was catching, the Stag and Hound was experiencing a serious outbreak.

Wedged between the jukebox and the trivia machine, Star was locking lips with the handsome harlequin, who turned out to be a Transylvanian juggler named Florin. She had already declared herself to be madly in love with him to Maggie while they were cutting the quiches for the buffet.

Simone looked on with something akin to malicious delight. ‘This is a funeral, not a pickup joint,’ she sneered.

‘Don’t be such a snob,’ Evette admonished playfully.

‘I think Dad would be chuckling his socks off that Star got lucky at his funeral,’ said Maggie. ‘People handle their grief in different ways. This is Star’s way.’

‘Well, you would approve, wouldn’t you?’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I just mean you’re more open about that sort of thing.’

‘What? Sex at funerals?’

‘No, just, you know.’

‘No, I don’t know, please enlighten me.’

Simone gave her a haughty look.

‘I’ve seen the way you look at Joe. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. It’s obvious there’s something going on with you two.’

‘So what if there is? Are you slut-shaming me?’

‘No. I’m saying that you both lean towards imprudent partners.’

Maggie was saved from further offence by her children arriving; she cast a disgruntled glance in Simone’s direction as she walked away.

‘Why do you do that?’ asked Evette.

‘What?’

‘You barely see Maggie from one year to the next and then as soon as you’re in a room with her you insult her.’

‘I did no such thing!’

Evette shook her head in exasperation. ‘You tell me you wish you and she were closer and then when the chance arises you push her away.’

Simone shrugged. Sometimes she wished her wife was less observant. The truth was, she did want to be closer to Maggie, but the distance between them had grown so steadily over the years, she didn’t know how to bridge the gap.

‘And as for Star,’ Evette went on, without waiting for Simone to reply, ‘that business has gone on for long enough. I know Stu stole from you too but I lost family heirlooms in the robbery and if I can lay my grievances to rest, then so can you.’

‘You might have forgiven her, but I’m not done being angry yet. She allowed her junkie boyfriend to violate our home.’ She felt Evette’s hand on hers.

‘I think we both know that you’re using Star as a convenient vessel for the real source of your pain.’

Simone shot a glare at her wife and automatically held a hand to her stomach but said nothing. There hadn’t been words invented yet that would adequately describe the feelings raging inside her and no matter how much her wife cajoled, she couldn’t bring herself to use the words that were at her disposal. She didn’t know what would happen if she did. No stress, she told herself, taking a deep breath as she prayed silently to the universe that this one would stay cosy inside her.

‘Mama, are these people from Hogwarts?’ asked Verity, looking around the pub in wonder.

‘No, darling. These are Granddad’s friends.’

‘Are you doing okay?’ Patrick asked. ‘Is there anything you need me to do?’

Maggie’s heart swelled with pride. He was such a good boy. She corrected herself – he was such a good man. His dad would have been proud. Patrick was a year old when Josh, his dad – and love of her life – had died, leaving her a widow at twenty-six. Patrick looked a lot like his dad, the same dark mop of unruly hair and square jaw, same build even – not especially tall but wiry – but his big round eyes were all Maggie; he’d inherited the North green eyes, as had his sister.

‘I’m fine, darling. It’s gone as well as I could have hoped. Your granddad would have enjoyed it.’

‘What about the aunts? Have they helped out at all?’

‘Um, yes, they helped lay out the buffet.’

‘Wow. Thank god they came.’

‘Thanks for looking after Verity.’

Patrick waved it away. ‘The old folks are really celebrating, huh?’

Maggie let her gaze follow his around the room. At least twelve couples – at a cursory glance – were very publicly making out: some on the dance floor, others sitting on laps. One couple had laid their dentures on beer mats, the better to snog.

‘Maybe you should take Verity home,’ she ventured.

‘Yeah,’ he agreed warily. ‘I think you’re right. We can’t ever unsee this.’

With Verity protesting, Patrick ushered her back out of the pub. Maggie waved them off and slumped down in a chair. Joe came over and sat beside her.

‘You made it through the day,’ he said, handing her a glass of wine.

‘Unfortunately, it isn’t over yet.’ She took a sip and briefly closed her eyes as the smooth liquid ran down her throat.

‘Randy devils, aren’t they?’ Joe observed.

‘I feel like an ineffectual chaperone at a school disco.’

‘I guess they’re grabbing their moments while they still can.’

‘It’s not only moments they’re grabbing.’

‘I’m sorry about earlier. I feel like I ambushed you. I got swept up in all this and blurted it out like a dumb teenager. I’m sorry if I made your day even harder.’

Her heart squeezed. Perhaps if she wasn’t in quite so much danger of being incurably in love with Joe, she could go along with his wishes. But the stakes were too high for her to risk either of their hearts.

‘You didn’t make it harder,’ she reassured him, smiling. ‘You are more than I deserve.’

‘I disagree.’ He looked at her so earnestly that her breath caught and she had to look away. She really should have read the small print in the ‘friends with benefits’ manual. It might work as a concept, but the reality of having a fulfilling sex life with your best friend – and employee – was that all the things you already admired about them became heightened and more intense, while the bonds of your friendship became more vulnerable to stress fractures.

‘My sisters have managed to avoid each other all day, which is something to be thankful for,’ she said, moving to safer topics.

‘They seem nice. Individually, that is. You described them well; I recognized them instantly. Obviously, the green eyes were a giveaway.’

Simone was tall and athletic; she’d been on the rowing team at university and Maggie always thought that her upper body strength must be a boon in her profession. She had an aquiline nose and a full mouth, which along with her excellent posture gave her a regal air that caused catcalls to dry and shrivel in throats.

Star, by contrast, was waiflike in appearance. To Maggie’s mind she looked constantly like she needed to eat a pie or six, even though she knew she ate heartily. She was beautiful in a beach-bum way; her skin held its tan year-round and her sun-bleached eyebrows matched her hair. She would fit in well with the Florida surf set; her hair was a permanent tangle of salt-sprayed waves and her blonde eyelashes were long and thick. She had a wide smile that beguiled men and women alike and had no doubt got her out of and into any number of tricky situations.

If Maggie was pushed to describe her own looks, she would say farmer’s wife chic. Her skin was pale and freckled all winter, but at the first hint of sun she would tan to the colour of a leather satchel, a throwback from her mother’s Greek heritage, and her freckles would darken to form constellations over her nose and cheeks. She kept her thick curly hair – liberally streaked with grey – chin length for practicality, often pinning back the sides with Verity’s glitter clips, not that this stopped it from constantly dropping over her eyes. Though she was fit from hard work she lacked the lean athleticism of Simone and no one in their right mind would ever describe her as waiflike.

‘Ah, yes,’ Maggie said knowingly, ‘the famous North green eyes. I used to hate it when I was growing up, always being referred to as one of the North girls or the North sisters. I think that’s partly what I was trying to run away from when I left the village. I always felt like I was trying to live down a reputation that didn’t belong to me.’

‘But then you came back and you never left.’

‘I only came back to look after Mum when she got sick again. I’d never intended to stick around. But when I got here, I don’t know, I felt differently about the place. All the things I’d run away from suddenly seemed like reasons to stay. Plus, it’s a nice place to bring up kids. It was hard being a single mum in the city; here I already had friends, people who would look out for us. Who wouldn’t want that?’

‘I get it. Not the single parent bit. But I understand the appeal of belonging to a community. I felt it the moment I moved into the pub.’

Joe had arrived in Rowan Thorp a little over a year ago, having applied for the greengrocer’s assistant job in Maggie’s shop that he’d seen online. He took up lodgings in the Rowan Tree Inn and had been assimilated into the Rowan Thorp community in record time. Usually, true acceptance took at least a decade or a familial tie to the village; Belinda had been the new vicar for seven years. It didn’t surprise her, though; Joe had a magnetic personality and anyone in his radius became as metal filings.

‘And here I was thinking it was the glamour of working with fruit and veg all day that kept you here.’ She smiled.

Joe had previously worked in marketing, but he’d become disillusioned in his last job and decided he needed to ‘get out of the rat race.’ On numerous occasions since, she had found herself gleefully thinking, Of all the grocer joints in all the towns, in all the world, he walks into mine.

Across the room, Star and Florin had taken a break from heavy petting to help Ryan, one of the owners of the Stag and Hound, extract Perdita and the huge spliff she’d just lit out of the pub before he got fined and she got arrested. Mourners shuffled hopefully out of the pub, following the plumes of weed smoke.

‘Looks like the party’s moving outside.’ Maggie laughed. ‘Dad would’ve loved that. I wish you could have met him. He had this aura of pure jolly mischief. He was . . . impish, even in old age. I think the world has lost some of its magic with him gone.’

But if anyone had been under the impression that Augustus’s funeral marked the end of his mischief, they would have been mistaken. A few weeks later, after the mourners had fled and life in Rowan Thorp returned to its dull convention, three solicitor letters in stiff white envelopes landed on three very different doormats and three very different women picked them up.
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Maggie looked up and smiled as Joe placed a mug of coffee on the table and shifted a crate of cauliflowers onto the floor. He walked around behind her, lifted her fading auburn curls off the back of her neck and lay kisses along her skin.

She melted. The brush of his lips sent the sweetest thrill down her spine, which blossomed into a warm honey caress and kept on going. Even as she told herself again that she had to put a stop to whatever this was, that she had no business having hot passionate sex with this younger man, she knew her body would betray her.

In her opinion her breasts had always been too droopy and her bottom was the shape of two Comice pears sat side by side. Her body was etched with a silvery mass of stretchmarks flowing in streams and rivulets over her stomach and thighs, the topography of having grown two humans. For years she had hidden her body in the darkness during sexual encounters, embarrassed by its many imperfections. But Joe was a lights-on man, something which had taken her a while to get used to. He had traced her stretchmarks with kisses like they were something to be worshipped and revelled in her softness.

‘Is Patrick home?’ His voice was low, teasing against her ear.

Oh, how she wished just at that moment that her eldest child wasn’t lurking in his bedroom. If only she had the kind of son who liked to go running first thing in the morning. But alas, Patrick was a perfectly normal university student, who liked to sleep late when he was home for the holidays.

‘He’s in bed,’ she said, taking some pleasure from Joe’s obvious disappointment.

‘Maybe if we’re really quiet, I could take you on the worktop?’

She laughed. She was not about to sex up her kitchen worktop; she’d done her food hygiene course and that kind of thing was frowned upon.

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for tea and biscuits this morning.’ She smiled as he took the seat he’d cleared for himself.

‘Tea and biscuits come a close second.’ He grinned at her. ‘What’s that?’ he asked, nodding towards the letter laid open on the table, three satisfyingly sharp creases preventing the thick paper from lying flat.

She rubbed her eyes and dragged her palms down her face. My god, she was tired. Look at him sitting there all gorgeously ruffled like he’s just jumped out of a hayloft. She looked down at her dungarees, the inner thighs of which were wearing thin – the curse of the ample-thigh rub – and saw one of the cuffs on her jumper was beginning to fray. For the hundredth time, she wondered what it was that Joe saw in her.

‘It’s a letter from my dad’s solicitors,’ she said, nudging the letter with her finger as though afraid it might bite.

‘Augustus had a solicitor?’

‘Who knew? It’s Steele and Brannigan, on the high street. They kept that quiet; I’ve known Vanessa Steele for years and she never said a thing, not even at the funeral.’

‘I don’t suppose she could, client confidentiality and all that.’

‘It turns out he had a will, which is news to me. My sisters and I have been summoned to hear the reading of it on the third of December.’

‘Maybe he was a secret millionaire.’ Joe raised his eyebrows.

‘I think that’s called very wishful thinking.’ She smiled ruefully. It would take more than wishing to sort out her financial problems. It would take a miracle. Her landlord – Gareth Gilbert of Gilbert and Marks Holdings and Lettings – had been trying to get her out of the greengrocer’s shop and the maisonette above for the last couple of years. She had managed – just – to meet his rent hikes, designed to force her into moving. But six weeks ago, he’d pulled out the big guns and served her an eviction notice. Her home and business, which had been her mother’s before her, was to be converted into a boutique hotel and she and her two kids would be homeless by the end of January.

She ought to have begun packing by now, dismantling the life they’d built here for the last decade. But she hadn’t told the children; she didn’t want to ruin Christmas for them. She’d simply boxed those worries up and stuffed them down with all her other anxieties. She didn’t have time to be homeless!

The eviction wasn’t the only thing haunting her, though. She hadn’t expected her dad’s death to hit her as hard as it had. Sure, she’d not seen him for five years before he died and even before that, she could count on one hand the number of months he’d spent at home in the last decade. And yet his death had left a hole in her heart she could swear she heard the wind whistling through.

‘Mags?’ Joe brushed her arm and she snapped back to the present.

‘Sorry. Miles away.’ She shook herself. What had they been talking about?

‘Do you think your sisters will come to the will reading?’ he asked.

She sighed. Another complication. ‘It doesn’t look like they’ve got much choice. Steele and Brannigan have been instructed to tell us that the will cannot be read unless all three of us are present.’

Joe raised an eyebrow and quipped, ‘That’ll please Simone no end.’

The letter dropped onto the doormat just as Simone was grabbing her keys, ready to head out of the door. She was running late because she had started her period, early this time, and then spent ten minutes crying and another ten fixing her makeup and now she was late. Her last two rounds of IVF had been unsuccessful – as had the two before that – and now she was out of time and out of money and every period felt like a betrayal, her body mocking her for being unable to fulfill the task that millions of women all around the world seemed able to manage with ease. She had turned forty this year, still ‘vibrant’ according to Cosmopolitan magazine, although the eggs collected during her last retrieval might beg to differ.

‘Was that the post?’ came Evette’s voice from the kitchen.

No, Evette, that was the sound of my leg dropping off. Of course it’s the bloody post! She took a deep breath. ‘Yes,’ she called, holding back the scream that lived in her throat. When had she become this rageful person?

Evette strolled into the hall, a piece of toast in one hand. She took another bite. ‘Anything for me?’ she asked.

Evette was petite, with short blonde hair that kinked in all the wrong directions and eyes so blue that even after thirteen years together, Simone still wanted to dive in and swim in them. They were opposites in almost every way. Simone was tall with poker-straight black hair, dark skin, green eyes and a determination that until very recently had seen her achieve every goal she’d set her sights on. By contrast, Evette was relaxed, friendly and open in a way that endeared her to everyone she met. Lately Evette’s sparkle had dulled to a matte finish and Simone was painfully aware that she was probably the cause.

Even someone as patient and gentle as Evette could only take so much. They had known the stats, the success and failure rates when they began the process, but nothing had prepared them for the way the disappointment would crush them. IVF chipped away at their united front, splitting the rock they’d built their lives upon in two.

Every loss had stripped away more of Simone’s spirit until she was a walking wound, raw inside and out, and even kind words burned.

She dealt with her grief by bottling it and venting the excess pressure through anger. When Evette wanted to talk, she shut her down. When she expressed her need for closeness, Simone was an iceberg. Little by little, she had driven away the person she loved most in all the world, ruthlessly mining her sparkle until her wife’s reserves had finally run dry.
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