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            Maple Gold Coffee Commercial Script

         
         
            2005

         

         
            Voiceover: ‘Maple Gold is here for endings and new beginnings . . .’
            

            The scene opens with a young woman, Greta, standing on the pavement, waving as a car pulls away. She’s holding a small cardboard
               box.
            

            Greta (whispering): ‘Bye Mum.’
            

            She turns to face a pretty white house, straightens her back and smiles bravely. She’s ready to enter a new phase of her life—moving
               into her first home.
            

            The front door is ajar, and she enters a hallway, then a sitting room. We can see there are more, bigger boxes sitting around
               the place, sealed and ready to unpack.
            

            Voiceover: ‘It’s here for the good times and the even better ones . . .’
            

            Greta looks apprehensive but takes a moment to take in her new surroundings. She switches on the kettle and opens a cupboard,
               disappointed to find it empty.
            

            She spies her name written on the side of the box she carried in and opens it. Inside is her old teddy bear and a jar of Maple Gold coffee, a gift from her mum. Greta takes the jar out, becoming misty-eyed as she makes herself a cup of coffee. Wrapping her fingers around the cup helps her to feel more at home. 

            The doorbell rings, and she opens the door to find a group of her new neighbours gathered outside. They present Greta with
               flowers and another jar of coffee as a welcome present. It’s Maple Gold, of course. They all laugh, and she invites them inside
               for coffee.
            

            A cappella group (singing): ‘You’re always at home with Maple Gold.’
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Now

         

         Greta Perks loved three things in life more than anything—her family, the thrill of performing, and a fine cup of coffee.
            When she could combine all three, it was as satisfying as a frothy cappuccino on a cold day. But recently, a happy home life
            and sparkling career seemed to be slipping through her fingers.
         

         
         ‘I wish you could stay longer,’ she said, glancing between her husband, Jim, and their daughter, Lottie, as coffee cups clattered
            in the background. ‘Tonight’s important to me.’
         

         
         She’d volunteered to be the guest speaker at Brewtique’s monthly Coffee Lover’s Night Out, talking about her acting career.
            It had been a while since she’d last performed in public, and her nerves were jumping around like frogs in a pond.
         

         
         Jim offered her a smile. ‘I wish we could, too. But I promised Lottie I’d get her back to school.’ He passed Greta a shopping
            bag like it was a peace offering. ‘Just brought a few things you might need . . .’
         

         
         ‘Talent show rehearsal,’ Lottie muttered, not looking up from her phone. ‘Total waste of time.’

         
         Greta and Jim shared a glance, a silent understanding of the challenges of raising a fifteen-year-old together while living
            apart.
         

         
         ‘A talent show? Sounds fun.’ Greta gave Lottie’s arm a quick reassuring rub. ‘What are you doing? A show tune, or a monologue? Perhaps even a Shakespeare sonnet?’ 

         
         Lottie shrugged a disinterested shoulder.

         
         Greta’s spirits dipped a little. ‘Well, whatever you do, I bet you’ll be great,’ she said.

         
         ‘We’ll grab a burger afterward, then I’ll drop her back at your place.’ Jim opened his mouth slightly, as if wanting to say
            something more. ‘Stay safe returning to your car tonight, okay?’
         

         
         Greta nodded, hoping for a word of encouragement, perhaps a ‘good luck,’ ‘break a leg,’ or even a quick hug. But Lottie was
            already heading toward the door.
         

         
         Jim’s fingers lightly brushed Greta’s arm, but didn’t linger. Then he turned and followed their daughter outside.

         
         Through the window, Greta watched as her family dashed across the road without her. She smiled brightly and waved, even though
            her stomach was twisting.
         

         
         ‘Drop her back at your place.’ The words stung like a paper cut.
         

         
         She and Jim were over four months into a trial separation, with just a few weeks left until their self-imposed New Year’s
            Eve deadline. At that point they’d agreed to make a final call on the future of their marriage.
         

         
         It didn’t seem as clear-cut as Greta had hoped. What had once felt like a simple decision—to try to rebuild their marriage
            or let it go—now felt tangled with uncertainty. After almost twenty years together, was she still in love with Jim? Was he
            still in love with her?
         

         
         Greta peeked inside the bag, her mood lifting when she saw Jim had brought her herbal throat lozenges, a new notebook, and
            a spare pen.
         

         
         Outside, the wet, grey pavement was the same colour as the inky November sky, and she suddenly craved a rich mocha.

         
         Greta turned to face the room. In half an hour, the place would hopefully be buzzing with people. She was determined to deliver an entertaining talk, even if it wasn’t exactly her kind of coffee shop. 

         
         She preferred cosy spaces where she could curl up with a good book, sipping coffee from mugs the size of plant pots. The type
            of place that served homemade rocky road and had a corner dedicated to board games.
         

         
         Brewtique, on the other hand, had industrial-style lightbulbs and blackboards showcasing quirky concoctions, such as rhubarb
            and custard lattes. A pink neon coffee cup on the wall cast an eerie pink glow on her face. The spindly branches of a Christmas
            tree on the counter looked like they’d been pecked by crows.
         

         
         Her long-time agent, Nora, had applauded Greta for spotting Brewtique’s Facebook post asking for local speakers. ‘Putting
            yourself forward shows brilliant initiative, darling. Well-done,’ Nora had gushed. ‘You never know who might be in the audience.
            Any exposure could help give your career a little boost. Plus, it’s a great way to plug your acting classes.’
         

         
         A boost? Greta knew her career needed a defibrillator. If one human year equalled seven dog years, the same rule definitely
            applied to actors out of the spotlight. She felt like her career had been on pause for too long, and she was ready to hit
            Play again.
         

         
         Greta missed the camaraderie on set, filming the iconic Maple Gold coffee commercials she’d starred in with Jim and Lottie
            a decade ago. Nothing compared to the soar of her senses when the director called, ‘Action,’ and everything clicked into place.
            She longed to find that spark again, not just for herself, but in the hope of pulling her family back together again.
         

         
         If Greta was honest, she also missed the attention. Champagne on ice in a silver bucket, fans queuing around the block for her autograph, and the occasional limousine whisking her to grand events had been cherries on top of the cake. Those memories felt almost unreal now, as if they belonged to someone else. 

         
         The students she’d coached since then seemed to enjoy her acting classes, but it wasn’t the same. Guiding nervous amateurs
            through voice projection techniques or stage presence didn’t give her the same buzz as stepping in front of a camera or an
            audience. Hopefully, tonight would rekindle some of that feeling, proof she still had something to offer.
         

         
         The sound of dropped cutlery pulled her out of her thoughts. Greta turned to see Brewtique’s owner, Josie, rushing around,
            a dusting of flour in her hair. Meanwhile, her young pink-haired assistant, Maisie, dawdled in a corner, glued to her phone.
         

         
         ‘Need a hand with anything?’ Greta called out.

         
         ‘Oh gosh, no.’ Josie shook her head frantically. ‘You’re the talent. I’m just running a bit late with everything . . .’

         
         ‘Are you sure? I’ve already prepped for my talk.’

         
         Josie bit her lip, tempted. ‘Well . . . setting up the refreshment table would be helpful, while I get changed. I’ve just
            popped fresh brownies in the oven. Maisie knows to keep an eye on them.’ She gave Greta a pointed look. ‘She’s new here.’
         

         
         ‘Sure,’ Greta said, catching her drift. ‘Leave it to me.’

         
         Greta set out coffee cups with vigour, arranged cookies on plates, and laid out napkins. Her pulse quickened when she saw
            the time. ‘Maisie!’ she called out. ‘We need to hurry. There’s only fifteen minutes left until showtime.’
         

         
         The young woman barely raised her eyes. ‘Didn’t your family once star in some coffee ads or something?’ she asked. ‘One day,
            I’ll get discovered like that. Want to see my latest TikTok audition?’ She held out her phone.
         

         
         ‘Yes, we starred in them.’ Greta briskly polished a spoon on her apron. ‘I’ll look at your clip later. Now, please check all the glasses. Some of these are scratched, and Josie said you’re in charge of the brownies . . .’ 

         
         When Josie reappeared wearing fresh clothes, she glanced out of the window and sighed. ‘Looks like we’ve got a smaller crowd
            than usual.’
         

         
         ‘How many are you expecting?’ Greta asked, joining her.

         
         ‘Six or seven. I’ve just checked my messages and had quite a few cancellations. Christmas is coming, and it’s the Strictly Salsa final on TV tonight.’
         

         
         Greta chewed her lip. Disappointment was part of an actor’s life—the rejections, the scathing reviews, and the occasional
            inappropriate behaviour from a director she’d once respected. She hadn’t expected a theatre-sized crowd, but six?
         

         
         ‘An intimate gathering,’ she said with a nod. ‘I’ll make it work.’

         
         Josie welcomed the guests inside. When they were settled down around tables with coffee and cake, she launched into her introduction.

         
         ‘Welcome to the monthly Brewtique Coffee Lover’s Night Out. We’ve been fortunate to hear some incredible stories from our
            speakers this year—conquering Mount Everest, training guide dogs for the blind, and a brain surgeon who worked in war-torn
            countries. And tonight we’ve got the former star of the Maple Gold coffee commercials. Let’s bid a warm welcome to our special
            guest, Greta Perks.’
         

         
         No pressure, Greta thought, smiling brightly as she stepped forward.
         

         
         ‘G . . . good evening, everyone,’ she started, feeling woefully out of practice. ‘Thanks for coming.

         
         ‘I’m going to tell you a story about how I became the face of the Maple Gold coffee commercials. Yes, for ten years, I was
            the lady who made you believe coffee could make your life perfect.’
         

         
         A few chuckles rang out, and Greta soon found her flow. She paced up and down, commanding the little coffee shop as if starring in a West End theatre production. 

         
         ‘Did you know that Maple Gold was born in 1950, as a humble roastery in the back streets of London? Over the years, it became
            a household name, beloved for its delicious blends and vintage appeal.’ She leaned in, as if sharing a secret. ‘And who wouldn’t
            want to live in Mapleville, the idyllic town from the commercials? The sun always shone, the grass was emerald green, and
            the whole town thrived on cups of Maple Gold.’
         

         
         She took out her phone and played the jingle.

         
         
            When you wake at sunrise,

            and open your eyes.

            You’re ready to start your day,

            the Maple Gold way.

            You’re always at home with Maple Gold.

         

         From the faraway looks on a few faces, it seemed like nostalgia was working.

         
         ‘I locked eyes with my love interest, Jim, when he painted my garden fence in the commercial, and things went a bit further
            off-camera,’ Greta said with a wink. ‘We got married and then had Lottie, our own little star. We were such a happy family,
            on-screen and off . . .’
         

         
         She paused as a twinge of sadness crept in, like how bitterness stays on the tongue after an espresso. A screech of metal
            chair legs against wooden floorboards made her flinch.
         

         
         A woman in the audience called out, uninvited. ‘Are you guys still working?’

         
         Greta blinked, the question taking her by surprise. ‘Yes, everything’s going wonderfully,’ she said, feeling guilty at embellishing the truth. ‘Jim’s still gracing the stage and screen, Lottie’s currently rehearsing for a school Christmas talent show, and as for me . . . well . . . I run some excellent acting classes, if anyone is interested?’ 

         
         A few seconds of silence followed before more questions flew at her like arrows.

         
         ‘How’s Lottie?’

         
         ‘Where’s Jim?’

         
         ‘How do you feel about Maple Gold replacing you with a different family?’

         
         ‘Does Lottie resent you putting her on-screen at such a young age?’

         
         ‘Those are some great, um, deep questions,’ Greta said with a swallow. She grabbed her notes, hurriedly trying to recover
            her thread. ‘I think my talk will cover most of them . . . Now, where was I?’
         

         
         Then, suddenly, the shrill scream of the smoke alarm pierced the moment. Greta jumped and spun around to see smoke billowing
            from the oven.
         

         
         Josie shouted out over the bleeping alarm. ‘Maisie. Did you forget about the brownies?’

         
         Maisie’s head snapped up, her eyes widening when she noticed the grey clouds. ‘Oops.’

         
         A flurry of activity broke out.

         
         Maisie darted behind the counter and yanked open the oven door, waving her arms as the grey smoke curled out. ‘It’s fine.
            Totally under control.’
         

         
         Josie grabbed her oven gloves and pulled out the tray. The burnt brownies looked like steaming lumps of coal, and she tossed
            them into the sink.
         

         
         Greta rushed over to help, spinning on the tap so the brownies spat and sizzled. She threw open the front door to let in some
            fresh air, then grabbed a tea towel and wafted it in front of the smoke alarm until it stopped. ‘Is everyone okay?’ she called
            out.
         

         
         An elderly couple had already put on their coats and scuttled outside. The remaining four guests had drifted toward the buffet table, their focus now on cake rather than conversation. Greta followed them, trying to salvage what was left of the evening. 

         
         One man wrapped cake into a napkin and slipped it into his pocket. A couple of women wearing matching blue anoraks conversed
            loudly.
         

         
         ‘I didn’t recognise Greta at first, did you? She’s put on quite a bit of weight,’ one said.

         
         ‘I know. Age isn’t kind to some ladies,’ her friend replied.

         
         ‘Ahem.’ Greta stood beside them and picked up a cookie. ‘I’m forty-five and proud of it,’ she said, biting it into it. ‘Worth
            every extra pound, don’t you think?’
         

         
         The women paused with their cakes suspended mid-air, before nodding sheepishly.

         
         Greta attempted to spark interest in her acting classes, but the attention was elsewhere, mostly on the kitchen, which looked
            like it had been trampled by a herd of buffalo.
         

         
         She joined Josie at the door, wearily bidding goodnight to the guests as they filtered out.

         
         ‘Sorry everything didn’t go to plan. I can’t thank you enough,’ Josie said. She handed Greta a brown envelope containing her
            small fee. ‘I’m not sure I’m cut out to run a coffee shop . . .’
         

         
         Greta mustered a tired smile. After tonight, she felt the same way about performing in public.

         
         She said goodnight, then called Lottie while trudging to her car, leaving a message on her voicemail. ‘Hi, sweetheart. I’ll
            be home soon. Hope your rehearsal went well.’
         

         
         Rain pelted down, and Greta hunched her shoulders against the cold. The streets were empty and quiet, and icy droplets snaked down her neck, making her shiver. In the dark, she noticed a hunched figure approaching, and Jim’s warning about staying safe echoed in her mind. She tried to swerve, but the person bumped her arm. 

         
         Startled, Greta dropped her car keys and stooped to pick them up. When she looked up, a woman in a long, dark coat stood over
            her. Her face was part hidden by a voluminous hood, and long tendrils of her damp white hair hung down. With a quick muttered
            apology, the stranger handed a piece of paper to Greta and hurried across the road.
         

         
         As she stood up, Greta’s heart thudded in her chest. Under the dim street lamp, she uncurled her fingers and glanced at the
            flyer. It was probably just a pizza menu, but the vintage-style design caught her eye. It featured an illustration of a white
            rabbit and the words ‘Looking for the Perfect Blend?’ Beneath it was an image of a jar with the label ‘Drink Me.’
         

         
         She gripped the flyer tighter, unsure what it was even promoting. A strange feeling of curiosity rippled through her body.
            Looking for the perfect blend? In her life, she most certainly was.
         

         
         She climbed into her car and tossed the flyer onto the passenger seat. Sitting there for a moment, she flopped her head against
            the steering wheel as the evening’s events raced through her mind. Was she ever going to get her life back on track?
         

         
         With a deep sigh, Greta turned the key in the ignition and waited for the engine to rumble to life. The light from the street
            lamps twinkled orange in the raindrops on the windscreen, and she released the handbrake.
         

         
         It was probably just a trick of the light, but as Greta pulled off the car park, she could have sworn the white rabbit on
            the flyer gave her a wink.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “How did the coffee evening go, darling?’ Nora Noakes sat behind her desk the next day with her fingertips steepled against
            her chin. ‘All super-marvellous, yes?’
         

         
         Greta sank into the chair opposite, her gaze fixed on the wall behind her agent. It was covered with photos of smiling celebrities,
            showcasing the skyrocketing success of Nora’s agency, Sky High Ltd, over the last couple of decades. Despite having been one
            of the agency’s first-ever signings, Greta now felt like a dusty trophy sitting forgotten on a shelf.
         

         
         Her eyes strayed to one photo in particular, of Nora trying to cosy up to Hollywood megastar Tobias Blake. So far, she hadn’t
            persuaded him to join the agency, but Nora was someone who never gave up.
         

         
         Greta didn’t just see Nora as her agent. She considered her a friend, confidante and champion, too. She’d hardly changed over
            the years and still rocked a black pixie cut and purple-rimmed glasses.
         

         
         ‘Only six people showed up. Not exactly a roaring success,’ Greta said with a wry smile. She decided not to mention the disaster
            that had unfolded. ‘The brownies definitely stole the show.’
         

         
         Nora rapped her desk with a magic wand. The crystal-encrusted stick topped with a star had been a gift from another client, and she waved it around like a fairy godmother. ‘Six is not a number to sniff at,’ she said. ‘Those six people have the potential to become your ambassadors, to spread your story. Every
            viral clip starts with a single view.’
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘I know, but I used to draw a much bigger crowd. It feels like my fans have all moved on.’ She knew she was
            exaggerating, but the words slipped out anyway.
         

         
         Nora tutted gently. ‘You can’t expect life to be perfect all the time. What does perfection even look like, anyway?’

         
         Greta rubbed away a dull ache in her chest. ‘Oh, I don’t know. An adoring husband who wants to work on our marriage? A daughter
            who doesn’t prefer animals to people? No wrinkles and thicker hair?’ She gave a comedic shrug. ‘Maybe I should aim for a Hollywood
            blockbuster with Tobias Blake while I’m at it.’
         

         
         ‘It’s good to aim high, darling,’ Nora said, setting down her wand. ‘But you must also be kind to yourself. You’ve had a tough
            time recently . . . separating from Jim, raising a teenager, and losing your mum . . .’
         

         
         Greta froze for a moment, her smile faltering as the weight of Nora’s words hit home. A lump rose in her throat as she thought
            of her mum, Marjorie. She’d lost her to cancer earlier that year, and it still felt like someone had dug a cake knife into
            her and carved out a big slice. Her mum had been her biggest supporter, always there to applaud every performance, and she
            missed her terribly.
         

         
         ‘I’m here if ever you need to talk,’ Nora added. ‘Remember that.’

         
         ‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’ Sitting up straighter, Greta clasped her hands together. Leaning in, she said, ‘I want to look forward, not back. Has there been any feedback from the other roles you’ve put me forward for?’ 

         
         Nora’s gaze shifted to her giant stack of paperwork. ‘Unfortunately, you didn’t get the Sparklesun dish soap commercial. Or
            the one for Gnawers tinned ham.’
         

         
         Greta nodded, actually a bit relieved about the ham role. She hadn’t even wanted the job, only agreeing to a Zoom audition
            to prove to Nora she was still employable. In her mind, she’d already been offered the commercial and had declined it, imagining
            Nora saying, ‘I totally agree the role is beneath an actor of your calibre . . .’
         

         
         Greta’s last proper acting job had been two years ago, a minor part in a hospital drama based in the sixties called Midwives and Mayhem. She’d hoped it would revive her career, but her lines had been minimal, and no one had recognised her in the false buck
            teeth she’d had to wear. The show had been cancelled after six episodes.
         

         
         Since then she’d kept busy with a few jobs as an extra, and running her acting classes.

         
         ‘What about opening that local school summer fair?’ she asked. ‘It’d be great to help out the community, and I can totally
            cut a ribbon.’
         

         
         ‘Hmm.’ Nora rifled through her papers. ‘Ah yes. Sorry, but that’s also a no-go. They picked someone from Celebrity Desert Island instead.’
         

         
         Greta threw a hand in the air, her outer calm fraying. ‘Seriously?’

         
         ‘They wanted someone the kids might recognise.’

         
         Greta sighed. ‘I suppose ribbon-cutting and canned meat aren’t the big comeback we were looking for anyway. There’s got to
            be something out there for me. Something more rewarding . . .’
         

         
         Nora reached across the desk and patted Greta’s wrist. ‘Don’t worry. It’s not you. It’s them. Showbiz is a battleground right now, and they’re the ones without vision.’ She ran a tongue over her teeth while thinking.
            ‘Perhaps you should consider working with Jim and Lottie again. You’d be a more attractive commercial proposition as a trio.
            The Perks family reunited on screen for the first time in ten years could be quite a story.’
         

         
         Greta turned her palms over. ‘I’d love that! But it’s tricky to get the three of us together for a coffee, let alone on TV.
            Lottie’s struggling at school and seems to blame me and Jim for everything. Jim is as buoyant as ever, floating around in
            his own bubble. We’re still living apart, and he seems to be taking to his new life like a duck to water . . .’ She glanced
            away, an urge to cry threatening to escape.
         

         
         Nora searched through her papers again. ‘It’s a tough situation, I know. But most families go through ups and downs, and sometimes
            it takes time for things to settle.’ She pulled out a file and flipped it open, scanning through it. ‘Hmm, there is one job you might be interested in . . . a new celebrity reality show called Back to the Land.’
         

         
         The colour drained from Greta’s cheeks. ‘A reality show?’

         
         She’d received a couple of offers in the past and had turned them down, not wanting to be a spectacle for viewers to gossip
            about.
         

         
         Nora passed the file to her. ‘I know it sounds a bit low-rent, but it’s a great way to raise your profile. You’d go back to
            basics—living in a rural hut, making a fire, foraging, baking bread outdoors, looking after livestock, that kind of thing.
            Honestly, I hadn’t realised how cute goats were until I saw the pitch document.’
         

         
         Greta opened it up and slid out a photo. She stared into a pair of yellow eyes with vertical pupils that reminded her of a horror film she’d once watched, something to do with witchcraft. Hens scuttled around the feet of six dirt-covered contestants from last year’s series. She didn’t recognise any of them. 

         
         ‘Think positively,’ Nora urged. ‘This could get you noticed by other producers. You could write a cookery book, and just think
            of the appearances at farms.’
         

         
         Greta pondered it for a moment, almost unable to believe her next question. ‘Do I need to audition?’

         
         ‘Just say yes, darling. And leave the rest to me.’

         
         Greta really didn’t want to get covered in mud, or bake bread in the wild. Was it wrong to hold out for something that made
            her feel like she mattered, in the way she used to?
         

         
         Her shoulders fell. ‘Remember when I used to get marriage proposals and red roses from strangers on Valentine’s Day? Women
            across the UK used to flock to their hairdresser, asking for a Greta. It wasn’t that long ago.’
         

         
         ‘Of course, I remember,’ Nora said. ‘Blond highlights and feathery layers were so flattering for that era. I believe caffeine shampoo works well for mature hair, and a few tweakments could freshen things
            up a little? A brighter, bolder you?’ She raised a hopeful eyebrow.
         

         
         Greta suspected Nora was a fan of injectables because her forehead was as smooth as a glass snow globe. ‘I’m more than just
            my appearance,’ she snapped.
         

         
         ‘I know. But, maybe a little face yoga?’ Nora said quickly, standing up. ‘You stay right here, and I’ll ask my team if they
            know of any bigger jobs coming up. They keep their ears to the ground.’ She swept out of the room, leaving Greta sitting alone.
         

         
         Greta glanced around at all the thank-you cards pinned to Nora’s corkboard, her crystal Agent of the Year trophies, and her
            gold Montblanc pen. It was a long time since she’d had reason to send Nora a thank-you card.
         

         
         A few minutes later, Nora returned. ‘Sorry,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘My team don’t have any suitable jobs right now. I’ll keep you posted.’ 

         
         Greta lifted her chin, trying not to look disheartened. ‘Great. I look forward to hearing from you.’ She reached for her coat.

         
         Nora picked up her wand, pressing a finger against the points of the star. ‘Just before you go. There is something to tell you . . .’ she said rather cagily.
         

         
         Greta’s ears pricked. ‘Yes?’

         
         ‘I bumped into Jim recently. I believe he’s had an offer for a men’s hair product campaign. He’s asked me for some advice . . .’

         
         Greta narrowed her eyes. Jim hadn’t mentioned this to her. ‘Why would he ask my agent for advice?’ she said. ‘He’s got his own.’
         

         
         ‘Just fact-gathering about the company, I believe. Jim knew I’d worked with them before. Thought I should mention it, in case
            you wondered. For the sake of transparency . . .’
         

         
         ‘How could I wonder about something I didn’t know anything about?’ Greta felt a twinge of cramp in her belly and tried to
            rub it away. Nora wasn’t her private property, but this felt like an unwelcome intrusion from Jim, especially given their
            personal situation. ‘How can Jim still find work, but I can’t?’
         

         
         Nora shifted in her chair. ‘The acting world is a mystery. Some actors just seem to get chosen . . . and some don’t.’

         
         ‘It’s a profession, not a lucky dip.’ Greta bristled. It suddenly struck her that many actors were like bottles of milk shoved
            to the back of the fridge, forgotten and slowly going off. Only a lucky few rose like cream to the top.
         

         
         She stood and shoved her chair back under Nora’s desk. Her hands shook as she fastened her coat. ‘I have to go.’

         
         Nora furrowed her brow, as if not understanding what she’d done wrong. ‘Is everything okay?’

         
         ‘Sure. Everything’s absolutely marvellous. You can’t find jobs for me, but can help my husband score a new contract.’

         
         ‘It’s just business, darling . . .’

         
         Greta didn’t want to hear any more. She strode out of Nora’s office.

         
         ‘Darling, come back. Let’s talk this through.’ Nora’s words followed her along the corridor. ‘Give Back to the Land some more thought . . .’
         

         
         But Greta sped through the reception area, pushing through the building’s heavy glass doors. She stepped into the chilly winter
            air, her breath rasping as she jogged toward her car.
         

         
         She had known the bitter truth for a while, but had refused to acknowledge it. Now it hurt like splinters of wood wedged under
            her fingertips—that she was no longer relevant in the industry that had once been her entire life.
         

         
         Greta didn’t just feel like old milk. She had gone positively sour.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Had Nora betrayed her? It certainly felt that way. After more than twenty years of shared dreams and countless late-night
            talks, Greta had seen Nora as her rock, her own personal cheerleader she didn’t want to share with Jim.
         

         
         She knew nothing about Jim’s contract and wondered if he’d simply forgotten to tell her, or if he’d chosen not to. They’d
            always had each other’s backs when it came to work.
         

         
         Greta yanked on her seat belt and called him.

         
         Jim didn’t usually pick up his phone, letting his voicemail kick in instead. There was no mistaking the rich, smooth tone
            that used to turn her knees to jelly. Now it just made her heart ache, and she hung up before the beep.
         

         
         Drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, she wanted to believe their trial separation was just a pause in their marriage,
            not the beginning of the end. However, with their New Year’s Eve deadline looming, and Jim shutting her out more and more,
            it felt less like a reset and more like things unravelling.
         

         
         The cracks between them hadn’t appeared overnight. After the Maple Gold commercials ended, Jim’s career had motored along, with voiceovers, a small regular part in a soap, and several commercials, whereas Greta’s roles had petered out. She was pleased for his success, but it also gnawed at her. 

         
         At home, tensions had simmered beneath the surface. The repairs and bills for their drafty Victorian house had piled up, leading
            to unspoken frustrations that boiled over into arguments. Being actors meant they could both slip into drama, with raised
            voices, slammed doors, and the occasional theatrical exit. When their boiler had broken down last winter, the house had grown
            as chilly as the atmosphere between them.
         

         
         Jim had worked on a show in Turkey for a couple of months, insisting the hair transplant he’d got there was a ‘career move.’
            Greta held on to clutter, such as Lottie’s baby things, her mum’s old rocking chair, and old scripts she couldn’t let go.
         

         
         There had never been any infidelity or trust issues, just a slow, gradual disconnect. Greta needed someone who was present
            and understanding, especially after her mum died. Jim had always been content to amble through life, facing problems with
            practicality rather than emotional engagement. The more Greta needed from him, the further out of reach he seemed.
         

         
         Sitting in her parked car, she thought back to the night of her mum’s funeral.

         
         Greta had curled up on the sofa, still wearing her black dress, staring blankly at the untouched cup of tea Jim had made her.
            She’d needed more than just a brew—his arms around her, or a few words to take away even an ounce of the pain that gripped
            her heart.
         

         
         Instead, Jim had gently placed a blanket on her knee, set down the brew and murmured something about giving her space. Then
            he’d slipped away, leaving her alone, consumed by her grief.
         

         
         She could think of many more times their needs hadn’t been in sync, but her mum’s passing was the one thing that really tipped
            the balance.
         

         
         The trial separation had been Jim’s idea, something he’d thrown out there during another fraught discussion. Greta wasn’t sure if he’d suggested it because it was easier than confronting the deeper issues between them. She’d agreed, hoping that time and space apart would help them confront their problems and rediscover what they once had. Instead, they now seemed on the verge of losing each other for good. 

         
         After they’d decided to sell the house and live apart, Greta had found a small flat to rent for herself and Lottie. Meanwhile,
            Jim had landed on his feet, housesitting his friend Martin’s penthouse while Martin was away, filming overseas in Chicago.
         

         
         Whenever Greta drove past their old family home, she choked up. She could still hear the floorboards creaking and laughter
            echoing through the rooms. She imagined an alternate, still-happy version of her family living inside, as if in a parallel
            universe.
         

         
         Pushing these thoughts aside, she started her car and screeched out of the car park. She was determined to speak to Jim about
            Nora, face to face.
         

         
         His lack of invitation to visit the penthouse played on her mind. Was there a Jacuzzi? Were there walk-in wardrobes? Crisp
            white Egyptian cotton sheets? Did he still use the World’s Greatest Husband mug she’d bought him? Was he enjoying his new
            life a bit too much?
         

         
         Greta pulled up outside Jim’s building, parked, and stepped out of her car. She pressed the buzzer and stared into the cavernous
            chrome-and-marble foyer.
         

         
         ‘Hey.’ Jim’s voice crackled through the intercom.

         
         ‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘We need to talk.’

         
         A few beats of silence followed. ‘What now?’
         

         
         She stared up at sleek building. ‘Yes, I’m outside.’

         
         ‘Oh, right.’ Jim paused. ‘Sure. I’ll buzz you in.’

         
         The door unlocked with a click. Greta rode the glass lift up to the seventeenth floor, watching the street, trees and houses fall away, making her feel like she was floating. 

         
         When the doors slid open, Jim stood barefoot in the hallway, leaning against the wall. He wore frayed jeans and an ancient
            Led Zeppelin T-shirt, somehow making the clothes look cool. His sandy brown hair was flat on one side as if he’d just rolled
            out of bed, and his blue eyes twinkled with a weathered handsomeness that still appealed to casting directors. Advertisers
            seemed to think men aged like leather jackets, growing more classic with time, while treating women like they were coming
            apart at the seams.
         

         
         ‘Hey,’ he said with a smile that stirred up her emotions. ‘Want to come in?’

         
         Greta hung back, unsure if they should greet each other with a hug and a kiss, or act like they were apart. As she followed
            him into the apartment, her annoyance about the Nora situation clashed with a flicker of attraction toward him.
         

         
         The view from the floor-to-ceiling windows took Greta’s breath away, offering far-reaching views of the town below. From up
            here, industrial Longmill looked picturesque with green rolling hills in the distance.
         

         
         Three pristine white leather sofas in the living room screamed of success, and colourful abstract canvases lined the walls.
            Iron sculptures that Greta was sure must mean something were placed artfully around the cavernous space. Martin was obviously doing very well for himself. The sleek, modern space
            felt a world away from the cluttered warmth of their old Victorian house. ‘Very swish,’ she said, trying not to feel envious.
         

         
         Jim looked around him. ‘The sofas aren’t as comfy as they look. I don’t know when Martin will return from America and want his place back. I’m honestly doing him a favour looking after it. It’s more like living in a showplace than a real home,’ he said. ‘How’s the flat working out for you and Lottie?’ 

         
         ‘Oh, it’s charming.’ Greta forced a smile. ‘Wonky kitchen doors, woodchip wallpaper, avocado bathroom suite. Very retro.’

         
         ‘It sounds . . . cosy. Like the first place we had together,’ Jim said. ‘I read that seventies stuff is coming back into fashion.’

         
         Greta stared at him. ‘I guess I’m ahead of the curve. I didn’t realise my flat was trendier than Martin’s place.’
         

         
         Jim didn’t pick up on her sharp tone. Instead, he gestured to a large smoked-glass wall that housed a recording studio. ‘Martin
            uses this set-up for his voiceovers and radio appearances. I’ve been recording a commercial but can’t quite nail it. Will
            you take a listen? See what you think?’
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘Sure.’

         
         Jim entered the studio, twiddling knobs and flicking switches like an astronaut preparing a rocket for take-off. Energized
            music suddenly boomed around the place.
         

         
         ‘Sherpoli Shoes,’ Jim’s rich, confident voice rang out. ‘Waterproof, stylish, rugged. Wear them anytime, any day, anywhere,
            any weather . . .’
         

         
         ‘It sounds really good,’ Greta said when he re-emerged. She flashed him a wry smile. ‘If only we spoke to each other with
            the same passion.’
         

         
         Jim laughed, as if she’d made a joke. ‘Glad you like it. Do you fancy a coffee? I’ve got some soup, too, if you want lunch . . .’

         
         She glanced away. ‘Coffee is just fine.’

         
         He returned a few minutes later with two mugs. Greta inhaled the familiar aroma of Maple Gold. The smell had once accompanied
            some of their best moments together—secret smiles on set, late-night coffee, and lazy mornings in bed. She’d love to have
            those connections back again.
         

         
         They sat on opposite sofas, and Greta raised her cup to her lips. ‘I saw Nora earlier,’ she said. ‘Apparently, you’ve been talking business together . . .’ 

         
         Jim scratched his head. ‘Business? I asked her a few questions about a contract, that’s all.’

         
         ‘Yes, she told me.’ Greta sipped her coffee. ‘It felt like I was the last to know.’

         
         ‘Oh, sorry. I wasn’t keeping anything from you. I was going to tell you when I had more details.’ Jim cleared his throat.
            ‘A hair company approached my agency with an interesting proposal, but I don’t know much about them. I remember you mentioned
            Nora had worked with them before, so when I ran into her, I asked a few questions. She was helpful and said I could keep in
            touch.’
         

         
         His explanation made sense, though Greta still felt relegated to the periphery of this life, when she’d once been its beating
            heart. ‘Does the hair company know about your transplant?’ she asked, a touch snippily.
         

         
         Jim touched his crown. ‘Yeah, it’s best to be honest, and a lot of guys look after themselves these days. I told them it was
            confidence thing, as well as for work.’ He paused. ‘If you don’t want me to carry on chatting to Nora, that’s fine. I don’t
            want to tread on your toes.’
         

         
         Greta closed her eyes, trying to push her frustration away.

         
         Jim stood up, crossed the room and sat down beside her, resting his arm casually across the back of the sofa. ‘If I get the
            job, the money will help cover my rent somewhere else, when Martin comes back,’ he said. ‘Every little bit helps.’
         

         
         Greta brushed a piece of fluff off her jeans, processing his words. ‘So, does that mean you’re planning to live on your own?
            After . . . ?’
         

         
         ‘I don’t know yet,’ Jim interrupted, pursing his lips. ‘I thought we were taking things one step at a time, talking things
            through at the end of the year.’
         

         
         ‘We can talk before then, too, you know?’ Greta realised she was gripping her cup too tightly and set it down.
         

         
         Jim watched her, running a hand across his jaw. ‘Okay, that’s good.’ He nodded several times. ‘Anyway, how did your event
            at Brewtique go?’
         

         
         Greta silently berated herself for expecting something . . . more.

         
         She let out a wry laugh. ‘Apart from a miniscule audience, my talk went okay. Then everything fell apart, like a scene from
            a disaster movie.’ She told Jim all about the evening and how she’d bumped into the strange old woman. Her mind flicked briefly
            to the white rabbit on the flyer that seemed to wink at her. She must have been really tired.
         

         
         ‘Apparently, even promoting tinned ham is out of my reach right now. Nora thinks the Perks family should reunite on screen
            again,’ she said.
         

         
         As the words left her mouth, it sounded like the obvious solution. Jim was still acting, and Lottie shone in front of the
            camera. Working together could draw them all closer together again.
         

         
         Jim smiled wistfully. ‘We’ve left our Maple Gold days far behind, haven’t we? I’ve potentially got a great new contract, Lottie
            has zero interest in acting, and you . . . well, I’m sure you’ll get snapped up soon.’ He paused. ‘Or, you could always get
            a normal job.’
         

         
         ‘Normal?’ Greta repeated. ‘I’m not sure what that even means any longer. Do you remember when I got that job in the call centre,
            cold-calling people to try to sell them a vacuum cleaner? The suggestions of where I could stick it were pretty inventive.’
         

         
         Jim laughed. ‘Yeah, I remember that. We haven’t exactly taken the easiest career paths, have we?’ He leaned forward. ‘Have
            you seen there’s a programme about Maple Gold on TV today?’
         

         
         ‘I saw a trailer for it. I think it’s a repeat.’ She hadn’t brought herself to watch it the first time around, worried it might stir up her emotions like silt in a muddy puddle. 

         
         Jim shifted slightly in his seat, and his thumb accidentally brushed Greta’s shoulder. ‘Sorry’ he said, moving it.

         
         A warm quiver ran down her spine. Her belly flipped when she noticed he was still wearing his wedding ring. Suddenly, New
            Year’s Eve seemed like too far away. Too long to wait.
         

         
         ‘We were so good together on screen,’ she said. ‘Do you think we could ever get that back?’

         
         Jim raised his cup to his lips, holding it there. When his phone buzzed in his pocket, he tugged it out. His left eyebrow
            hitched when he saw the caller’s name on the screen. ‘Sorry, I should get this,’ he told Greta.
         

         
         ‘You didn’t bother to pick up my call . . .’ she reminded him as he headed into the kitchen.
         

         
         Jim clamped the phone to his ear. ‘Yeah, we can talk,’ he said in a hushed tone.

         
         Greta’s eyes followed him. The warm burr of his voice told her the call was a personal one, not business. She shifted on the
            sofa, her gaze drifting around the room until it settled on something purple tucked behind a cushion. She’d never seen Jim
            wear that colour before, and she fought against the urge to take a peek.
         

         
         When he returned, Greta picked up her handbag. ‘Am I interrupting something? Want me to leave?’

         
         ‘No. No need. It was Lottie on the phone.’

         
         The name took a moment to register. ‘Oh.’

         
         Jim nodded. ‘Yeah. She thinks she left her boyfriend’s sweater here. She was wearing it when she popped over.’ He glanced
            around, then batted a cushion aside. ‘Ah, there it is.’ He pulled out the purple garment.
         

         
         Greta squinted an eye, trying to comprehend what he’d just said. ‘Lottie has a boyfriend?’
         

         
         ‘Oh.’ Jim rubbed the back of his neck, as if realising he’d slipped up. ‘I don’t think it’s serious. Maybe a friend who’s
            a boy, rather than an actual boyfriend. I haven’t met him.’
         

         
         But Greta felt like someone had hit the stop button on a treadmill she’d been sprinting on, sending her flying into a wall.
            Lottie’s first-ever boyfriend, and she was hearing about it second hand?
         

         
         Jim held out the sweater. ‘Maybe you could give it back to her?’

         
         Greta took hold of the soft wool, gripping it tightly. ‘Sure.’

         
         As Jim walked with her toward the door, something black and feathery on the carpet caught her eye. A spider? No, something
            else. ‘Is that an eyelash?’ she said, stooping to pick it up. Lottie didn’t wear make-up.
         

         
         ‘Oh? It probably belongs to Martin’s cleaning lady. She wears these big, thick lashes.’

         
         Greta turned it over between her fingers, her mind conjuring up all kinds of scenarios. Did it belong to the cleaning lady,
            or someone else entirely?’
         

         
         She pursed her lips, willing her niggles away. ‘Before I go, it’s Lottie’s sixteenth next week,’ she said. ‘Should we plan
            her gift and celebration together, or am I taking the lead as usual?’
         

         
         Jim clicked his tongue, thinking. ‘When she was here, she mentioned grabbing a bite at the Anvil Inn. Apparently, the chef
            used to be in a boy band, and it’s the place to be seen . . . the kind of place we used to get invited to.’
         

         
         Greta raised an eyebrow, the thought of a family dinner stirring up warm feelings inside her. ‘That’s quite the grand gesture.
            I’ve heard it’s very exclusive, and the food costs a fortune. Would Lottie really want to go there with us?’
         

         
         ‘She can’t afford it otherwise.’ Jim laughed. ‘It’d be a nice gift.’

         
         ‘A very nice gift.’
         

         
         ‘Something for us to all do together,’ Jim added, a hint of hope entering his eyes.

         
         They exchanged a smile, as if briefly part of something together.

         
         It didn’t last long, and he gave her a quick peck to her cheek. ‘Let’s chat soon and figure something out,’ he said. ‘Take
            care in the lift. It sometimes gets stuck between floors.’
         

         
         Jim stepped back into the penthouse and closed the door.

         
         Greta jabbed the button and rode the glass box back down to earth, unsure whether the sinking feeling in her stomach came
            from the motion, or from disappointment.
         

         
         Once outside, she held the jumper to her face, breathing in her daughter’s scent. Memories of happier times rushed in—Lottie’s
            infectious giggle, her wide smile, the sparkle in her eyes when she’d played with a toy coffee set for the cameras. It felt
            like looking back at a different person. One she missed with all her heart.
         

         
         She got into her car, where the crumpled flyer on the passenger seat caught her eye. ‘Looking for the Perfect Blend?’

         
         ‘Damn right I am,’ Greta said aloud. ‘How could you tell?’

         
         The ‘Drink Me’ message also intrigued her. Wasn’t it from Alice in Wonderland? Had drinking from a bottle made Alice grow bigger, or smaller? She couldn’t quite remember.
         

         
         Peering closer, Greta noticed a tiny address printed at the bottom of the flyer. Still unsure what it was promoting, and keen
            to jettison Jim and Nora from her thoughts for a while, she decided to check it out on her way home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Greta glanced at the flyer on her car seat, then at the slender building that came into view as she drove along the street.
            She knew this part of Longmill pretty well, but wasn’t there usually an alleyway between the launderette and newsagent? Surely
            the shop wedged there couldn’t have just popped up overnight? Yet there it was, with no signage above its multi-paned window
            to suggest what it actually sold. She double-checked the numbers on the surrounding buildings to confirm she was in the right
            spot.
         

         
         When the traffic lights turned red, she pulled on her handbrake and took the chance to inspect the shop more closely. Although
            it appeared closed, a dim light glowed inside. Rows of glass jars lined the shelves, and vintage coffee grinders filled the
            window display. A large white rabbit ornament with piercing yellow eyes seemed to stare at her, its gaze more inquisitive
            than menacing.
         

         
         A coffee shop? Greta imagined well-worn floorboards and the aroma of roasted Arabica beans. The words and illustrations on the flyer suddenly
            made more sense. But what was ‘the perfect blend’ on offer?
         

         
         She squinted at a sign on the door.

         
         
            Open at 11.00am. One at a time. No takeaways.

         

         Greta frowned. One at a time? What did that mean? She checked her watch and wondered why a coffee shop was closed at one in the afternoon. She couldn’t shake the feeling it offered something beyond hot beverages. 

         
         A couple of car horns behind her honked impatiently, and she realised the traffic light had turned to green. With an apologetic
            wave, she pulled forward, any thoughts of Jim, Lottie and Nora momentarily replaced by ones of the little shop.
         

         
         Back in her flat, Greta took in her surroundings. Compared to Martin’s plush pad, the beige walls felt uninspiring, but at
            least the place was hers for now. It was hopefully just a stepping stone to the future.
         

         
         The living room was a neat, square space with just enough room for a small sofa and chair. Two modest bedrooms overlooked
            a small courtyard, adding some much-needed charm. She still missed the high ceilings and creaking floorboards of their old
            family home.
         

         
         Greta eyed the dated wallpaper, repeating Jim’s words with a sigh. ‘Seventies stuff is coming back in fashion? Yeah, right.’

         
         She unfastened the button on her jeans and sank down onto the comfy, worn sofa. With an hour to kill until Lottie got home
            from school, her thoughts drifted back in time, to the letter she’d penned to Maple Gold that had changed everything.
         

         
         
            I’m a young, hard-working actress looking for my big break. I admire Maple Gold’s traditional values and the coffee tastes
               delicious, too . . .
            

         

         She’d never expected to be invited to a series of auditions, let alone be picked from hundreds of other hopefuls for a starring
            role.
         

         
         Her mum had helped to sew gold buttons onto Greta’s charity-shop skirt suit to help her stand out from the crowd.

         
         ‘There, just like new,’ Marjorie had said, holding out the jacket. ‘This is a one-in-a-million chance, and you’re going to knock their socks off.’ 

         
         Greta had slipped it on and brushed a hand down one lapel. ‘Do you really think they’ll notice me? What if I mess things up?’

         
         Her mum placed her hands on Greta’s shoulders. ‘Of course, they’ll notice you. You’ve got a sparkle they can’t miss.’ She
            kissed her cheek. ‘If ever things go wrong, just try and try again.’
         

         
         What followed had been a dream come true. Greta had been awarded her own personal make-up artist, a wardrobe of tailor-made
            dresses, pastel Italian leather stilettos and a generous pay packet. She’d soon grown used to autograph books thrust into
            her hands, cameras flashing at posh dinner galas, and even love letters slipped into her handbag.
         

         
         Even better were the friendships she’d made on set with the crew and other actors. They’d been a tight team, in it together
            when the success of the commercials took off. Greta had kept in touch with a few of them over the years, even though the industry
            was transient. People flitted between jobs like bees between flowers.
         

         
         Then, after the Perks family had starred in the commercials for a decade, their success had ended so suddenly. So unceremoniously.
            Being dropped had blindsided Greta, plunging her into a dark place she sometimes still struggled to climb out of.
         

         
         Her family had been replaced so easily with a newer, fresh tribe that included a graphic designer, her yoga instructor partner,
            and their blended family of half brothers and sisters.
         

         
         Sitting on the sofa, Greta ran a hand through her hair. A sudden wave of nostalgia washed over her, not just for her part
            in the commercials, but for the confident, dynamic woman she’d once been, on-screen and off.
         

         
         She stood and headed into her bedroom. A favourite dress she’d worn in the commercials still hung in her wardrobe. She supposed it was deemed vintage by now, but its powder-blue hue still looked bright against her other clothes. She’d attempted to donate it to charity numerous times, but always dug it out of the bag at the last minute, and hung it back up. 

         
         Slipping out of her jeans, she stepped into the dress, performing a wriggly dance to coax it over her hips. Miraculously,
            she managed to squeeze into it, though it was very tight in places. She reached behind her, struggling to zip it up, biting
            her lip when the pull tab got stuck halfway. Greta sucked in her stomach, trying to yank the zip up, then down. But it wouldn’t
            budge.
         

         
         She glanced over her shoulder in the mirror, groaning when she saw her skin bulging through the gap in the fabric like buttercream
            between two layers of sponge cake. With one last determined tug on the zip, she gave up. ‘I’ll need the fire brigade to get
            me out of this,’ she muttered.
         

         
         She draped a blanket around her shoulders like a cape to cover herself up.

         
         Not my classiest look.

         
         Back in the living room, Greta sat down and picked up the TV remote, idly flicking channels to pass the time until Lottie
            got home.
         

         
         Her breath caught when she spotted the Maple Gold programme Jim had mentioned was about to air. Should she watch it? Could
            she bear to watch it?
         

         
         With a rush of curiosity, she jabbed the play button. When the title appeared on screen, she hugged a cushion to her chest.

         
         
            
               
                  The Golden Brand—Celebrating Seventy-Five Years of Maple Gold Coffee.

               

            

         
         Black-and-white clips of glamorous ladies from the 1950s filled the screen. Their voices were politely crisp like news anchors.
            With the poise of mannequins, they sipped cup after cup of coffee, smiling and declaring that everything was ‘delicious,’
            ‘marvellous,’ or ‘divine.’
         

         
         Greta settled back to watch, swept away to a world of genteel coffee mornings and romantic dinner dates, where men wore suits
            and hats, women sported pearls, and people called each other ‘darling.’
         

         
         More commercials followed, from the sixties, seventies and eighties, through to the Millennium. Then to the era Greta had
            starred in, from the mid-two-thousands to the twenty-tens. Her nerves pattered as she anticipated her debut appearance, as
            a young woman arriving at her first-ever home in Mapleville. She could still recite the script.
         

         
         Seeing herself on-screen was surreal. She recognised her own mannerisms, the way she moved, the slight lift of her mouth on
            one side, and the wiggle of her left eyebrow when she spoke.
         

         
         Oh wow. My face was so fresh and my hair full. I actually had a waist.

         
         Greta watched, mesmerised, as some of the best times of her life played out for the camera. She grinned at the sight of Jim
            painting her fence, their subsequent horse-riding date, his proposal, then their on-screen wedding. He’d been so keen and
            attentive back then, always a sparkle in his eyes when he gazed at her.
         

         
         Her ears pricked when a young male celebrity she hadn’t heard of gushed about her in a talking head segment. ‘Greta was wholesome
            but sexy, too, you know? Like your friend’s mum who makes you a cake, then feeds it to you with her fingers.’
         

         
         She let out a burst of laughter at that one, followed by a stray tear that wound down her cheek.

         
         The jangle of keys in the door made her sit more upright. Lottie was home.

         
         Greta stood up, wiped her face and hastily rearranged her blanket. ‘Hi, sweetheart,’ she called out. ‘Had a good day?’

         
         Lottie entered the room and slowed her pace. She slowly tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as she checked out Greta’s clothes.
            ‘What are you wearing, Mum? You look like a bargain bin superhero.’
         

         
         Greta’s cheeks flushed, and she stuck a hand on her hip. ‘No need to be rude. It’s just something I was trying on. How was
            school?’
         

         
         ‘Fantastic,’ Lottie deadpanned, dropping her backpack to the floor with a thud. She eyed the TV screen, then froze. ‘Are you
            really watching yourself? That’s so cringe.’
         

         
         ‘Really? You think so?’ Greta shrugged. ‘Maple Gold was a big part of my life, and yours, too, when you were small. It’s interesting
            to look back sometimes.’ She reached for the zip on her dress again, tugging it with no success. ‘Now, what do you fancy for
            dinner? Beans on toast?’
         

         
         Whenever she couldn’t think of what to make for tea, something on toast was her go-to. You could never go wrong with baked
            beans.
         

         
         But Lottie’s attention was still glued to the screen, where a younger Greta and Jim beamed as they cradled a baby Lottie in
            their arms. Another clip followed, showing Lottie trying to toddle across the living room. Greta could practically hear the
            director in her head, urging, ‘Smile for the camera, baby girl.’
         

         
         Baby Lottie fell down onto her bottom. Then, eyes fierce with determination, she got back up and tried to walk again.

         
         ‘You’ve always had a fighting spirit,’ Greta said gently. ‘Why don’t we chat about your talent show over dinner? I bet you’re going to be brilliant. Maybe someone will even spot your potential. It could lead to some great opportunities . . .’ She stopped talking when she saw Lottie’s shoulders stiffening. 

         
         Lottie snatched up her backpack again and hugged it to her chest. Her voice wobbled when she spoke. ‘Why do you always want
            to put me under the spotlight? First with those ads, and now . . . this.’
         

         
         ‘Spotlight?’ Greta raised an eyebrow. ‘For showing an interest in your show? I just like hearing about your day, that’s all.
            Those ads weren’t all about fame. We had lots of fun, too. The talent show could be a chance to really enjoy yourself.’
         

         
         ‘The ads were part of who you were,’ Lottie snapped, her eyes flashing. ‘Everyone always expects me to be something because of stupid Maple Gold. Why can’t I just be . . . me?’
         

         
         Greta’s stomach sank. ‘I didn’t realise you felt that way. You were wonderful on-screen, and people loved you. You used to
            adore performing. What changed?’
         

         
         ‘People didn’t love me. The loved the idea of me. I was like a doll to them.’
         

         
         ‘Now, that’s not true,’ Greta said. ‘I remember strangers stopping me in the street to tell me how talented you were. When
            we lost the contract, people really cared.’
         

         
         She pursed her lips while other memories trickled back. An article she’d once read stuck in her mind, insisting how lucky
            the Perks family was. As if their success had nothing to do with the hard work they’d all put in. Perhaps Lottie had a small
            point.
         

         
         ‘Those commercials are on YouTube and get shared around school.’ Lottie sniffed. ‘I don’t want to be known as the Maple Gold
            kid, like it’s the only interesting thing about me.’
         

         
         ‘I get it,’ Greta soothed. ‘It kind of happens to me, too. Like being typecast. I can imagine how annoying that must be, especially when there’s so much more to you. But those ads are still something to be proud of, and I bet people are just jealous, really.’ 

         
         Lottie cricked her neck. ‘I suppose . . .’

         
         Greta reached into her handbag, pulling out the purple sweater. She held it out to Lottie. ‘You left this at Dad’s place.
            I brought it home for you.’
         

         
         Lottie’s eyes instantly narrowed, as if she’d been caught out. ‘You went to the penthouse?’

         
         Greta nodded. ‘Sure. The sweater belongs to your boyfriend, right?’ she said, trying to sound casual. ‘I didn’t know you had
            one. What’s he like?’
         

         
         Lottie snatched the sweater and tucked it under her arm. ‘He’s just a friend, okay? I don’t want to talk about it.’
         

         
         ‘Okay, that’s fine. Whenever you’re ready. He’s welcome here anytime, you know?’

         
         Lottie gave a sharp laugh. ‘Yeah, so you can interrogate him, too? No thanks.’ She spun around and marched toward her room.
            The door slammed shut, and moments later, the thump of rock music filled the flat.
         

         
         Greta stood still for a moment, letting her breath hiss through her gritted teeth.

         
         Well-done. And the Mum of the Year award goes to . . . Greta Perks.

         
         Everything felt like two steps forward and one back with Lottie these days. She told herself to keep marching forward.

         
         The Maple Gold programme was still running, and Greta switched off the TV.

         
         When her phone pinged with a text, she read the message from Nora.

         
         
            Darling Greta. So sorry how things unfolded. You mean the world to me. Let’s meet for lunch soon! Love Nora x

         

         Greta pursed her lips. Her agent always thought a Caesar salad and prosecco could bring about world peace. She couldn’t be bothered replying to such a breezy apology and headed to the kitchen, where she grabbed a pair of scissors from the drawer. The gaping dress was proof that her glory days were long gone and, with one last tug of the zip, she gave up. 

         
         Clenching her teeth, Greta sliced through the dress. The sound of ripping fabric was strangely satisfying as she set herself
            free.
         

         
         Afterward, she sat at the dining table, her conversation with Lottie bouncing around in her head. With her daughter’s sixteenth
            just around the corner, she wanted to relieve some of the tension, so she reached for her phone and called Jim.
         

         
         ‘Hi,’ Greta said, pleased not to get his voicemail. ‘Can we arrange Lottie’s birthday dinner soon?’

         
         ‘At the Anvil Inn?’

         
         ‘Yes. Can you pull any strings to get us a table? I think we could all do with a . . . boost.’

         
         ‘Agreed. I’ll try to work the old Perks magic with my contacts,’ Jim said.

         
         Later that evening, he called her back. ‘We’re in. Saturday at seven. A prime spot in the dining room,’ he said.

         
         ‘Thanks. That’s very impressive.’

         
         ‘Still got it.’ He laughed.

         
         Let’s hope this helps, Greta thought as she said goodbye and hung up. If this doesn’t bring us all back together, I’m all out of options.

         
         She picked up the shredded remnants of her blue dress and threw them in the bin.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Lottie’s face shone when she opened her birthday presents. She loved the sample sizes of Charlotte Tilbury perfumes, and the
            promise of a meal at the Anvil Inn officially earned Jim and Greta cool-parent status, a rare and welcome feeling.
         

         
         Now seated on gold thrones around a marquetry table in the dining area of the restaurant, Greta took in the quirky décor.
            Pink stuffed zebra heads jutted from the walls, and the carpet was woven with giant moths. A gold chandelier the size of a
            tractor wheel hung from the ceiling.
         

         
         ‘This is very cool,’ she announced, trying to keep the mood positive.

         
         ‘It’s certainly different,’ Jim mused, scanning the menu. ‘Matcha and Brie Omelette,’ he read aloud. ‘Half of this stuff sounds
            like it belongs in a chemistry lab. Is everything on here vegetarian?’
         

         
         ‘Yeah, Dad. No animals were harmed in the making of this menu,’ Lottie replied, cracking a rare smile.

         
         Greta felt hope glimmer inside her. After a few further days of tension between the three of them, she hoped this dinner would
            be a turning point. It would prove they could be a normal, happy family.
         

         
         Lottie discreetly took a few photos, glancing around for chef Joseph Wilde. He was as famous for his pop star looks as for his signature dish of Beetroot and Truffle Éclair with Wasabi Custard and Olive Dust. 

         
         When Lottie put down her phone, Greta saw her screensaver was a photo of a boy and a golden Labrador. She tried not to let
            it bother her, but she didn’t even know this lad.
         

         
         ‘The Coconut Curry Burrito with Pineapple Salsa sounds good,’ Lottie said. ‘Is that okay? It’s kind of expensive.’

         
         Greta tried not to cough at the thought of the bill. ‘It’s your birthday, sweetheart. Choose whatever you like.’

         
         Her gaze drifted across the room, where a group of glamorous women in small black dresses were seated. Their honey tresses
            were piled high, their lashes were impossibly long, and their lips were full, just like hers used to be. Greta ran a hand
            down her neck, feeling suddenly frumpy in her favourite dress. She didn’t need compliments from Jim or Lottie, but the occasional one wouldn’t hurt.
         

         
         To distract herself, she focused on Lottie’s wrist. The simple silver bracelet she’d given her as an extra birthday gift glinted
            under the lights. It had once belonged to her mum.
         

         
         Finding a meaningful gift for a sixteen-year-old had been tough, especially one who shunned make-up or anything too feminine,
            and so close to Christmas, too. Greta had been thrilled when Lottie’s eyes lit up at the sight of her grandma’s bracelet nestled
            in its pretty box. Her chest warmed even more when Lottie asked for help fastening the clasp.
         

         
         The bracelet was at odds with the rest of Lottie’s outfit. She wore a black jumper with a skeleton ribcage on the front (a birthday present from Jim), lace fingerless gloves, ripped jeans and three tiny gold hoops in each ear. Greta had hoped Lottie would wait until she was older for the piercings, but she’d arrived home after shopping one Saturday, a year ago, with sore, pink earlobes and a bottle of saline solution. A nose piercing was apparently next on her agenda. 

         
         ‘Hey there.’ A waitress appeared, sporting a red skirt and matching bow-tie. She stood poised with a stylus and tablet. ‘Are
            you guys ready to order?’
         

         
         Greta looked up and immediately recognised her. She was a pretty blonde in her mid-thirties, a former runner on a show Jim
            had starred in about supercars. Greta had been in the audience a couple of times.
         

         
         ‘Jim, right?’ The waitress’s eyes twinkled at him. ‘I worked on Life in the Fast Lane. It was such fun to work with you.’
         

         
         ‘Oh, yeah.’ Jim beamed. ‘I remember you. Um . . .’ He struggled for her name.

         
         ‘Tina.’ She swirled a strand of hair around her finger.

         
         ‘Of course.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Tina. Absolutely. The show would have fallen apart without you.’

         
         Lottie rolled her eyes.

         
         Unease brewed in Greta’s stomach. Jim was an expert at turning on the charm, though at times it could come across as flirting.
            Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lottie sliding down in her seat, toying with her bracelet.
         

         
         ‘Wow, I can’t believe it’s you. Small world, huh?’ Tina said. ‘Are you guys celebrating something?’

         
         ‘Our daughter’s birthday. She’s sixteen today,’ Jim said.

         
         ‘Really?’ Tina’s gaze settled on him. ‘You don’t look old enough to have a teenager.’
         

         
         Lottie folded her arms tightly. ‘Well, he is,’ she muttered. ‘He’s very, very old.’
         

         
         Greta tried not to laugh. ‘Thanks, Tina. We’re ready to order now.’

         
         ‘Okay, sure.’ Tina’s smile slipped. ‘What can I get you? I can recommend the coconut curry burrito.’

         
         ‘You’re the expert. I’ll give it a try,’ Jim said, snapping his menu shut.

         
         Lottie glowered at him. ‘I was going to have that,’ she said under her breath. She stabbed a finger at something else instead.

         
         Greta placed her order quickly. ‘Well, that was awkward,’ she said as Tina glided away.

         
         ‘I don’t even remember her,’ Jim said. ‘I was just trying to make her feel good about herself.’

         
         ‘Sure.’ Greta smiled tightly. ‘Good job.’

         
         Jim picked up the menu again. ‘Hey, aubergine cooked three ways,’ he muttered. ‘Who needs that many aubergines?’

         
         The three of them made stilted chat about school, films and the best-ever gigs they’d been to, with Lottie scoffing at Jim’s
            choices.
         

         
         When the food arrived, Jim took lots of photos, turning his phone this way and that. ‘This is what you teens do, right, Lottie?
            Post every meal online?’
         

         
         Greta and Lottie exchanged exasperated glances.

         
         ‘This looks like a work of art,’ Greta said, peering at her plate. ‘Does your boyfriend like fancy food?’ she asked without
            thinking.
         

         
         Lottie’s eyes flashed a warning. ‘Mum.’

         
         ‘Come on, Greta. Let’s not pry,’ Jim added.

         
         Greta shook out her napkin and placed it on her lap. ‘It was a simple question,’ she bristled. Why did everything feel like
            treading on sharp tacks with her family?
         

         
         The three of them looked up when applause sounded around the room. Joseph Wilde had arrived, looking almost biblical with
            his crisp chef’s whites. The chandelier made a halo behind his black curls.
         

         
         In her excitement, Lottie didn’t know where to look. She jiggled in her seat, then sat on her hands.

         
         Joseph circled the room, shaking hands and posing for selfies.

         
         ‘I’ll ask him for a photo with you,’ Jim whispered to Lottie.

         
         ‘Dad. Don’t . . .’
         

         
         Greta touched his arm. ‘Please don’t embarrass her.’

         
         But it was too late. Jim stood and strode towards Joseph, clapping him on the back. ‘We were famous once, for the Maple Gold
            commercials. Maybe before your time,’ he explained. ‘My daughter would love a photo.’
         

         
         Joseph smiled politely. ‘Oh, right . . . wicked.’

         
         Lottie’s cheeks paled as Joseph approached. She fumbled with her bracelet, her jaw dropping in horror when the clasp snapped.
            The broken bracelet fell to the floor just as Joseph reached the table.
         

         
         ‘Hey. Happy fourteenth birthday, Hattie,’ Joseph said, mishearing Jim’s whispered instruction.

         
         Greta’s stomach plummeted. ‘It’s Lottie, and she’s sixteen,’ she corrected him, whilst trying to glance under the table. Just
            how bad was the damage to the bracelet? Could it be fixed?
         

         
         Jim took several photos, directing Joseph like it was a professional shoot, until the chef’s smile flatlined.

         
         ‘Greta. Want to jump in a shot?’ Jim called out.

         
         Still distracted by her mum’s broken bracelet, Greta stood up too quickly. Her elbow caught her non-alcoholic cocktail, knocking
            it over. Violet liquid splashed everywhere, flooding the table.
         

         
         ‘Oh god.’ Lottie groaned, covering her face with her hands. ‘Mum.’

         
         People at the surrounding tables stopped talking, twisting their heads for a better look at the fracas.

         
         Greta held up a palm to all the stares. ‘Nothing to see here. Just a minor disaster. Carry on with your lives.’

         
         Joseph snapped his fingers at Tina. ‘Replace that dish. And the drink.’ Without another glance, he swept toward the next table.

         
         An awkward hush filled the dining room until chatter gradually resumed.

         
         Greta sat back down with her nerves ratcheting. She used a menu to fan the heat creeping up her neck. Jim scrolled through
            his photos, frowning at his blurred pink thumb obscuring Joseph’s face in most of them. Lottie picked up the broken bracelet,
            cradling it like an injured baby bird. A fog of discontentment swirled between them like too much dry ice at a concert.
         

         
         ‘We can get the bracelet fixed . . .’ Greta said, though she wasn’t sure. ‘Let’s just enjoy dinner.’

         
         Her hopes for a lovely family meal were crumbling to dust.

         
         All the chatter around her seemed to be growing louder, making her want to cover her ears. When Lottie scraped her knife across
            her plate, it sounded like fingernails on a blackboard. She ate with her bottom lip jutting. Jim peered at his food as if
            it contained bugs, examining each mouthful before he ate it. Loud laughter rang out from a nearby table, and Greta felt like
            all the stuffed animal heads were watching and laughing at her. Blood rushed to her temples, where it throbbed hot and fierce.
         

         
         And something inside her snapped.

         
         ‘Can we please just try to act like a happy family for once?’ she burst out. ‘Just like we used to be. Is that really too much to ask?’ She tucked a napkin
            into the neck of her dress and shoved a piece of tomato into her mouth.
         

         
         A moment stretched painfully long. Jim rubbed the back of his neck, and Lottie stared at her plate. For the rest of the meal,
            they all picked at their food in heavy silence.
         

         
         Later that evening, when Greta drove home with Lottie, the atmosphere in the car felt as sticky as treacle. Lottie crossed her arms and stared out of the window at the sky, at the pavement, at her phone, at anything other than her mum. 

         
         Everything replayed in Greta’s mind, as if her failures were stuck on a loop.

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the little coffee shop again. Its warm light glowed invitingly against the damp,
            dark evening. The white rabbit in the window stared back at her, as if to say, Hey, don’t worry. Everything will be okay.

         
         Greta tightened her grip on the steering wheel. ‘Look, I’m sorry tonight didn’t go as planned,’ she said. ‘At least it was
            memorable.’
         

         
         Lottie remained quiet, as if holding on to her grudge.

         
         ‘We should go shopping together this weekend, or watch a movie. Some girls’ time together.’

         
         ‘I’m seeing Jayden,’ Lottie said, plucking at her jumper. ‘Walking his dog.’

         
         ‘Oh?’ The boyfriend? ‘Well, let’s do it another time.’
         

         
         Lottie nodded. She picked up the flyer that had drifted to the floor. ‘Looking for the perfect blend?’ she read aloud with
            a smirk. ‘Like that even exists . . .’
         

         
         As the traffic light turned green, Greta set off again. A moment of doubt crossed her mind, but she quickly brushed it away.
            She wanted to believe the perfect blend in life could exist. Just like it had before. Otherwise, what was the point?
         

         
         And somehow, strangely, she felt like the white rabbit and the coffee shop might hold some of the answers.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         That night, Greta tossed and turned, yawning and getting tangled in her sheets. Whenever she closed her eyes to sleep, she
            pictured the waitress cooing at Jim, Lottie’s downcast eyes, and the broken bracelet. The shame of her outburst felt seared
            into her mind, and she drifted in and out of slumber, never quite sure if she was awake or not.
         

         
         When she got up the next morning, she rubbed her eyes, overcome by tiredness. Lottie had already left the flat. A used cereal
            bowl sat in the sink, and a hastily scrawled note lay on the kitchen table.
         

         
         
            Gone to meet Jayden.

         

         Greta sighed. Sunday used to be a time for family, when she, Jim and Lottie went to the park or enjoyed going ten-pin bowling.
            She used to cherish those moments when they’d felt like a team rather than solo players. Now it looked like she’d be spending
            the rest of her weekend alone. The hours stretching ahead felt long and empty.
         

         
         She busied herself by tidying the flat, the lavender room spray and the lines she vacuumed into the carpets not doing much
            to lift her spirits.
         

         
         Craving a shot of caffeine to boost her energy levels, Greta opened the kitchen cupboard, only to find a few granules lying in the bottom of the coffee jar. ‘Lottie,’ she huffed aloud. ‘Add things to the shopping list.’ Did she have to do everything around here?
         

         
         In need of fresh air and decent coffee, she got dressed, grabbed her coat, and went out for a walk.

         
         The winter air was crisp, that in-between temperature that meant you put on a scarf, then took it off again several times
            a day. She walked through the park, her feet crunching through the dried copper leaves, picturing a younger Lottie scooping
            and throwing them around like confetti. They used to buy ice creams drizzled with raspberry sauce and sit astride stone lion
            statues to eat them. The memories seemed to drift around her like ghosts.
         

         
         She passed Brewtique, spotting Josie bustling around inside, serving up full English breakfasts. But Greta’s feet instinctively
            carried her towards the ‘Perfect Blend’ coffee shop instead. A frothy cappuccino and a brownie felt like the friends she needed
            right now.
         

         
         The dark green paint around the windows of the shop curled like wood shavings, giving the place a slightly abandoned feel.
            Yet unlike the other shops on the street, there were no dandelions sprouting through the cracked pavement in front of it.
            There was no graffiti or litter either, almost like it was invisible to others.
         

         
         It was 11:00 a.m., but the second hand on her watch had stuck, ticking slightly back and forth like a tiny metronome. As Greta
            reached for the door-knob, her hand shook with an odd sense of anticipation, like the jumpy sensation she got before an audition.
            She felt drawn towards the promise of something . . . different.
         

         
         Surprisingly, the door swung open with ease, and a brass bell tinkled to announce her arrival. The warm scent of rich, freshly ground coffee greeted her, with hints of dark chocolate, nutmeg, and something smoky. 

         
         Inside, the shop was more inviting than she’d anticipated. Fringed red lampshades cast an intimate glow, giving the place
            the feel of a speakeasy (minus the gin). Greta felt instantly at ease, like she’d stepped into a different era. There were
            several round wooden tables with three-legged stools, and a single leather booth draped with red velvet curtains. In the corner,
            a vintage TV flickered in black and white, playing It’s a Wonderful Life.
         

         
         A dark wooden counter, intricately carved with floral patterns, added to the shop’s old-fashioned charm. Before approaching
            it, Greta stopped to admire the hundreds of glass jars lining the shelves. Each was filled with coffee beans or other infusions,
            such as seeds, dried leaves, cinnamon sticks and vanilla pods. The jars had stoppered lids, and she read a few of the handwritten
            labels—Mind’s Eye Elixir, Heart’s Desire Blend, and Emotion Beans. Very strange. She noticed there were no blackboards or
            menus anywhere.
         

         
         Behind the counter stood an old woman Greta recognised. She was quiet and still, with eyes like drops of mercury and white
            hair trailing down to her waist. She wore simple, boxy black clothes and an enigmatic smile, grinding a pale green jade pestle
            into its mortar.
         

         
         Something behind her intense gaze made Greta’s forearms tingle, as if brushed by a feather. ‘I think we’ve met before,’ she
            said tentatively. ‘It was a rainy night. You gave me a flyer in the street . . .’
         

         
         The old woman nodded. ‘That sounds like me. I tell people about this place, in case they miss it. Some notice the shop and
            others don’t.’
         

         
         ‘I’d just finished working at an event at Brewtique.’ Greta looked around her again. ‘Your place is much more atmospheric.’

         
         ‘Thank you kindly.’ The old lady offered her hand. ‘I’m Iris.’

         
         ‘Greta.’ She returned the shake. ‘Do you own this place? What’s its name?’

         
         Iris smiled to herself. ‘No. I found the shop, and it found me.’

         
         Greta waited for a longer answer, but nothing came. She wasn’t one for vague statements or riddles, preferring things to be
            more straightforward. ‘I don’t remember seeing it here before. Wasn’t there an alleyway? Or is my mind playing tricks on me?’
         

         
         Iris tilted her head. ‘Memories can shift over time, my dear, just like light shining through a window never stays the same.
            It always changes, illuminating things differently.’ Reaching for a small jar of coffee beans, she took off the lid. ‘In case
            you’re wondering, I tailor coffee for each of my customers, offering the person what they need.’
         

         
         ‘The perfect blend?’ Greta asked. ‘What if I just want a good old cappuccino?’

         
         ‘I offer those, too. They’re just not as insightful.’

         
         It was an odd word to use to describe coffee, and Greta felt like her request had somehow disappointed Iris. Was asking for
            a cappuccino here like requesting a bacon sandwich in a fine dining restaurant? ‘If the perfect blend helps with hot flashes
            and dry skin, I’ll take two,’ she said with a smile.
         

         
         Iris didn’t laugh. ‘The coffee is free, but there are rules attached,’ she said.

         
         Complimentary coffee sounded great, but rules? The word reminded Greta of playing netball in school. She’d zoned out when being taught how to play and had subsequently
            missed every goal. Besides, weren’t rules for bending? ‘Why do rules apply to coffee?’ she asked.
         

         
         ‘Because everything in life needs parameters. Without rules, desires and emotions can run wild, like an overgrown garden can become chaotic and tangled.’ Iris gestured to the jars lining the shelves. ‘The rules help to keep the balance. Just as each of my blends is unique, so is the experience they offer the consumer.’ 

         
         ‘Riiight.’ Greta glanced out of the window. People were walking past without giving this place a second look. It might be
            unusual, but it felt more authentic than all the chain coffee shops in the town. Plus, she’d never been able to resist a freebie.
            Taking a seat at one of the tables, she decided to humour Iris. ‘Okay, tell me the rules.’
         

         
         Iris set down her jar. ‘Rule One,’ she said. ‘You may have only one cup of coffee a week. No milk. Drinking more can disrupt
            the balance, altering the effects. There can be too much of a good thing.’
         

         
         Greta was trying to cut down on dairy anyway, and she nodded for Iris to continue. ‘Okay. One cup only,’ she repeated. ‘Got
            it. What else?’
         

         
         ‘Rule Two. The coffee must be consumed here, in the booth.’ Iris gestured to the velvet-draped corner. ‘I need to observe the procedure.’
         

         
         Greta raised an eyebrow. Procedure? Why did this sound more like a hospital consultation than a coffee order? Maybe it was
            like one of those consumer panels, where customer reactions were observed from behind two-way glass. Or perhaps Iris had just
            used the wrong word. ‘Any more rules?’ she asked. ‘Do I have to recite an incantation, or sacrifice a biscuit?’
         

         
         ‘Actually, yes. The incantation is Rule Three. You must say your wish aloud before finishing your coffee. No biscuit required.’

         
         Greta wondered how Iris was managing to keep a straight face. ‘A wish?’
         

         
         Surely this had to be a joke. She’d wished for many things recently, and they hadn’t come true. Perhaps she should have just gone to Starbucks instead. She’d be munching a post-coffee brownie by now. ‘Three rules, including a wish. Okay . . .’ she said. ‘Can I just get my brew? I’m really thirsty.’ 

         
         Iris raised a finger. ‘Rule Four is the most important one of all. You must not resist the coffee’s effects. Embrace what it shows you, but do not struggle when you return.’ Her gaze grew more intense.
            ‘Accept your fate, and don’t try to stay. You can’t outswim the current of life. Do you understand?’
         

         
         The hairs on the back of Greta’s neck stood on end. This sounded weird. Stay where? She only planned to drink her coffee, then go home. ‘And all the rules are strictly necessary?’
         

         
         ‘Yes.’ Iris’s eyes bore into Greta’s. ‘Do you understand?’ she repeated.

         
         She sounded deadly serious, and Greta felt like her stomach was coiling into a knot. Yet she also wanted to know more. ‘Yes.
            Sure.’
         

         
         ‘Good. Now tell me about yourself. Why are you here?’

         
         Greta swallowed nervously. ‘Um, for a coffee . . .’ A twinge of doubt told her the answer wasn’t enough.

         
         ‘I mean, why are you really here?’ Iris picked up her mortar and pestle.
         

         
         Greta’s eyes flicked toward the door, relieved to see it was ajar. She could leave whenever she wanted to. That was good.
            What exactly did Iris want to know?
         

         
         ‘There’s no rush or judgement here,’ Iris added, sprinkling a few leaves into her bowl. ‘My customers often have a hidden
            ache, a desire, or a regret. Saying things out loud is a first step to addressing them.’
         

         
         Greta peered at Iris. She reminded her of a counsellor she’d seen after her mum died. She’d been like a closed clam in those early sessions, almost impossible to pry open. But the counsellor’s gentle questions and patience had eventually created a small opening, allowing Greta’s emotions to spill out. Iris displayed that same kind of quiet wisdom. 

         
         ‘I can’t lie, I’ve been struggling,’ she admitted, surprised by her relief at saying it out loud. ‘I used to star in a big
            brand coffee commercial with my family—Maple Gold. Maybe you’ve heard of it? It was a great time of my life. But lately, everything’s
            felt off-kilter. My marriage is falling apart, my daughter and I seem to be speaking different languages, and every audition
            feels like a door slamming in my face. I’d love some joy in my life again.’
         

         
         ‘My coffee can help.’ Iris said sagely. ‘I can make a special brew just for you, if you’d like. It offers a unique experience . . .’

         
         Greta was still tempted to grab a drink elsewhere, where the barista wouldn’t make her feel like she was taking a philosophy
            exam. She considered leaving, but this place intrigued her. ‘What exactly is this experience?’ she asked.
         

         
         Iris held her gaze. ‘It’s a reflection of what’s inside you,’ she said. ‘Drinking the coffee can take you to a place shaped
            by your memories—where you can encounter the things you miss, the choices you wonder about, the longing you don’t even realise
            you carry. A place that feels real, because in some ways it is. If you drink the coffee, you’ll access the life you think
            you want.’
         

         
         Greta frowned. ‘But, that’s . . . absurd. How can a coffee do all that? Is it like time travel?’

         
         Iris smiled knowingly. ‘No, not time travel. It’s like holding up a mirror to what’s already there, but seeing a different
            reflection.’
         

         
         As if on cue, a vintage Maple Gold commercial sprang to life onto Iris’s TV. A lady with coiffed hair raised a coffee and
            winked, as if inviting Greta to join her.
         

         
         Greta gulped. Was it just a coincidence? She curled her fingers tightly into her palms. Never one to back away from a challenge, she said, ‘Yes, please, I’ll stay.’ 

         
         ‘Then please take a seat in the booth.’

         
         Iris slid a wooden ladder across the shelves and climbed it with surprising ease. She balanced on one leg to reach for several
            jars. Selecting items from each, she crushed and mixed the coffee blend in her jade bowl. After tipping the mix into a small
            glass jar, she handed it to Greta. There was an illustration of a white rabbit on the label.
         

         
         Greta turned the jar around to read the instructions.

         
         
            
               
                  May cause overwhelming happiness, second chances, disorientation, confusion, and emotional echoes

               

            

         
         ‘What are emotional echoes?’ she asked.

         
         ‘You might experience a shift. Memories and emotions can blend together to create something . . . new. Emotional echoes are like footprints in the sand.
            The tide may wash them away, but some impressions may remain.’
         

         
         Greta supposed some of it made sense. ‘It is just coffee, isn’t it?’

         
         ‘Plus a few other ingredients.’ Iris nodded. ‘Now, think about what you really want. What is your perfect blend?’ She placed an individual glass coffee-pot on the table, followed by a cup, saucer, spoon, and jug of hot
            water.
         

         
         Greta stared at them, the steam curling toward her like an invitation. She had spent too long allowing frustration to shape
            her life. She wanted to rediscover what made her feel alive, what made her happy. If this coffee could give her a mere taste
            of that, she was willing to give it a go.
         

         
         She flexed her fingers, then opened the jar.

         
         Greta steadily spooned the coffee into the pot, then poured in the hot water, watching the dark liquid bloom as it brewed. After a couple of minutes, she plunged the filter and poured the coffee into her cup. All the while, the faint hum of old commercials played in the background. 

         
         Taking her first sip, Greta closed her eyes, letting the coffee warm her throat. The taste was unexpected, slightly woody
            with a hint of spice, and an unfamiliar note. At first, it seemed underwhelming, even a bit unpleasant. But then her taste
            buds sprang to life. A rush of sweetness followed, turning into something deeper and richer.
         

         
         ‘Think of your wish,’ Iris prompted. ‘As I said, no judgement here.’

         
         Greta nodded and clasped her hands together. Thinking of something made her feel foolish. She knew this all must be a fantasy,
            but decided to throw herself into it anyway.
         

         
         ‘I just want to feel like myself again, to enjoy life like I used to,’ she told Iris. ‘I’ve worked hard, and I deserve a break,
            no more struggling and juggling.’
         

         
         Iris sighed heavily. ‘That’s not really a wish, is it?’

         
         ‘I suppose not.’ Greta laughed.

         
         Iris lowered her voice. ‘Just remember, imaginary doesn’t mean untrue. Sometimes the things we dream of tell us more about
            ourselves than the lives we actually live.’
         

         
         Greta tried again, focusing on her coffee cup.

         
         She thought of the Maple Gold commercials, the warmth of laughter, shared cups of coffee, the feeling of belonging, and the
            people she’d shared those things with.
         

         
         And a wish finally came to her.

         
         ‘I wish my life could be perfect again, just like a coffee commercial . . . in Mapleville,’ Greta said aloud. She sat back in her
            seat.
         

         
         For a couple of minutes, nothing happened.

         
         She tutted to herself, annoyed at how she’d been taken in by a strange old woman. As she sipped the rest of the coffee, she could sense Iris’s eyes boring into her. 

         
         ‘Okay. I’ll try it one more time,’ Greta told her.

         
         Then I’m out of here.

         
         ‘I said . . .’ Greta repeated. ‘That I wish my life could be like a Maple Gold coffee commercial . . .’
         

         
         Again, she didn’t expect anything to happen. The distant hum of traffic outside and the faint clink of Iris stirring her bowl
            sounded normal, even mundane.
         

         
         But then the white rabbit on the label of the jar winked at her, and things began to shift. The edges of the room started
            to quiver, and the once sharp lines of the table blurred. Sounds and colours around her faded from solid hues to pastels.
         

         
         A strange sensation spread through her, not fear but an overwhelming stillness. Greta’s limbs grew heavier, as if she was
            weighted down by iron shackles. She tried to stand up, but found herself sinking deeper into the seat. Panic flared briefly
            inside her, and the taste of the coffee grew stronger on her tongue.
         

         
         What the hell is happening?

         
         All the energy suddenly drained out of her, and Greta struggled to keep her eyes open. Everything was ebbing away, and she
            felt like she was sinking into a hot bath, deeper and deeper, until the water covered her body and face.
         

         
         And then, everything went black.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         Light dappled through Greta’s eyelids as she woke from a deep slumber. A gentle breeze lifted her hair and let it lie flat
            again, like a lover’s fingers caressing her forehead.
         

         
         She lay there for a while with a contented smile on her face, enjoying a feeling of serenity she didn’t usually experience
            when waking up. No dread, no anxiety. Just peace.
         

         
         Since she and Jim had separated, nightmares plagued her that she could recall in great detail. A faceless knife-wielding stranger
            chased her along dark alleyways, or she arrived at a supermarket till with a full shopping trolley and found she’d forgotten
            her purse. The dreams made her jolt awake, sweating and dry-mouthed, and she’d even given up eating cheese before bedtime.
         

         
         Now, she felt calm, like she was waking up in a posh hotel bed on holiday. The duvet felt like a cloud, and the quietness
            surrounding her was blissful. The air was rich with the scent of coffee with a hint of cinnamon. She could hear birds twittering
            and, oddly, the faint sound of a cappella singing.
         

         
         As she dozed, Greta hummed to herself, hazily trying to piece things together.

         
         The last thing she remembered was sipping the coffee Iris had given her. She’d made some preposterous wish, felt light-headed . . . and then what? Had she fainted? Had someone carried her from the coffee shop booth and laid her on a luxurious bed, like Sleeping Beauty? 

         
         At that thought, Greta’s eyes shot open.

         
         With a growing sense of unease, she shuffled herself upright and looked around the room. Sunlight streamed through the billowing
            sheer curtains, illuminating walls painted in shades of cream and mocha. Stencilled coffee beans formed a frieze along the
            top. The polished wooden dressing table was free from her usual piles of books and cosmetics, and the carpet was clear from
            stray socks that hadn’t made it into the laundry basket. The wardrobe doors were glossy without any scuffs or chips, and everywhere
            looked unnaturally tidy and spotless, like a model home.
         

         
         A metallic taste flooded her mouth.

         
         This isn’t my flat.

         
         So, where on earth was she? Blood whooshed in her ears as she swung her legs out of bed. She curled her toes into a thick,
            fluffy rug to ground herself.
         

         
         As she glanced down, her eyes widened at the sight of the cream silk nightdress that skimmed her body. She was a dedicated
            wearer of fleecy pyjamas and hadn’t worn anything this skimpy for years.
         

         
         Greta frowned and patted her belly, hips and boobs, sucking in an astonished breath. Every part of her body felt smaller and
            firmer, even perky.
         

         
         Perky? She’d never used that word to describe herself before. Padded or fleshy was more apt. She wouldn’t even need to wear a bra to bed at night to keep things in place.
         

         
         This isn’t my body.

         
         She hurried across the room toward a full-length mirror. When she saw her reflection, she slapped a hand against the wall to steady herself. It had to be some kind of fairground mirror, because it made her look like an Instagram Pilates model—slimmer, toned, with fewer lines, and much less angry. She looked the same age as before but somehow airbrushed all over. 

         
         Greta gulped and lifted a hand, watching as the woman in the mirror did the same thing. She stuck out her tongue, and the
            person copied her. ‘What the actual . . . ?’ she whispered.
         

         
         She pinched the skin on her thighs and marvelled as it pinged back into shape. Her caesarean scar was gone, and her bitten
            nails were now manicured into neat, shiny pink ovals.
         

         
         Her Greta hairstyle was back, all silky, thick and several shades of honey gold. She tossed her head as if starring in an eighties rock
            video, admiring the way it shimmered. The whites of her eyes gleamed, and the deep lines between her eyebrows had vanished.
            No wonder Nora was so keen on injectables.
         

         
         At the thought of her agent, Greta swallowed hard. Had Nora arranged for her to be kidnapped and transformed for some kind
            of bizarre reality show? Would her agent really stoop that low to earn commission? Or perhaps Iris had laced her coffee with
            a sleeping potion, or something hallucinogenic. Whatever had happened, it was unsettling, bizarre . . . and also kind of wonderful.
            Thank goodness she still had a grape-sized birthmark on her left shoulder, a small reassurance that she was still herself.
         

         
         When she heard voices in the street outside, Greta felt suddenly vulnerable in her nightie. Wrapping her arms around her body,
            she quickly stepped over to the wardrobe, where she found a pale blue dress hanging inside. It looked very similar to the
            one she’d cut herself out of, and she hurriedly pulled it on, surprised to find it fit her perfectly.
         

         
         The fabric felt expensive and made her want to swish the dress from side to side. A matching pair of baby-blue heels sat nearby, a style she’d never usually wear, and she wondered where her jeans and scuffed Adidas Gazelles had vanished to. 

         
         One tiny handbag sat on a shelf, too small to hold her purse, phone, mints, tweezers, hand sanitising wipes, headache tablets,
            pen, shopping list, shopping trolley token, lipstick and packet of tissues. The thought of not carrying enough stuff for a
            mountaineering expedition made her feel twitchy.
         

         
         Eager to know what was going on, Greta tiptoed over to the window and peeked around the curtain. As she took in the view outside,
            her jaw dropped in disbelief.
         

         
         This is not Longmill.

         
         The sky was endless, the lightest blue, and the sun shone high and golden. The lawn was so shiny and emerald it looked plastic,
            and daisies and buttercups were arranged at precise intervals. A low white picket fence framed the garden, so pristine it
            looked freshly painted. Beyond it, a village of neatly uniform white houses and gardens stretched out. Each home had two windows
            upstairs, two downstairs, and a glossy brown door perfectly centred. Colourful flowerbeds spilled over with vibrant blooms,
            their petals dancing in a light breeze.
         

         
         The place looked exactly like Mapleville.

         
         But how could that be?

         
         Mapleville was a fictitious town dreamed up by advertising executives. The houses in the commercials had been painted façades,
            propped up by wooden supports. Greta used to walk through the front door in one shot, and in the next she’d be in the studio,
            with the set made to look like a cosy sitting room or kitchen.
         

         
         Now a whole town stood before her. She’d wished for her life to be like a coffee commercial, and it appeared to have come true. Everything suggested that Iris’s brew had transported her to a make-believe place, one modelled on the commercials she’d starred in. But that was impossible. Surely she must be dreaming. How long was it going to last?
         

         
         Making her way downstairs, Greta felt like she was sleepwalking. She passed through a sitting room with ivory linen sofas
            and perfectly plumped cushions that looked like they belonged in a magazine shoot. They’d never suit her flat at home, always
            showing dirt. And the off-white carpet was an accident waiting to happen.
         

         
         A glass coffee table sat in the centre of the room, reflecting the golden light pouring in through the window. It was so spotless
            it gleamed, without a speck of dust in sight. Greta wondered what magical cleaning products made things this clean.
         

         
         She opened her front door, gripping the handle as she watched people pass by in the street.

         
         ‘Morning. A day like this makes you glad to be alive, doesn’t it?’ one man said aloud to no one in particular.

         
         ‘Good day to you.’ Another man tipped his hat in her direction.

         
         ‘Love your dress,’ a lady called out, even though hers looked exactly the same. ‘Such a pretty colour.’

         
         Greta was too taken aback by all the enthusiasm to respond. The people must all be actors. They were too good-looking to be
            everyday folk.
         

         
         She was used to Lottie grunting at her in the morning, and Jim didn’t usually speak until he’d drunk at least two espressos.
            All this positivity felt like a nice change. She took a moment to relish the cheeriness, her lips twitching into a smile.
         

         
         A couple of white butterflies fluttered past, and five men wearing suits, boater hats and bow-ties arrived at the edge of
            Greta’s lawn. They exchanged smiles and started to sing, their voices harmonising beautifully.
         

         
         
            When you wake at sunrise,

            and open your eyes.

            It’s a brand-new day,

            and you’ll soon find your way.

            You’re always at home with Maple Gold.

         

         The a cappella singers from the Maple Gold commercials.

         
         Greta had never seen them in person before, only heard their jingle at the end of the ads. She wondered if they’d tweaked
            the lyrics just for her.
         

         
         She hummed the jingle to herself, trying to process everything around her. This place was pristine, pretty much perfect. And
            it was starting to feel like fun.
         

         
         As Greta stepped onto her shiny lawn, curiosity twinkled inside her. If she really was in Mapleville, she absolutely had to explore.
         

         
         Her head swivelled as she walked, taking in the scenery. Everything was so bright it looked like Technicolor. Each house had
            hanging baskets overflowing with flowers, and the trees lining the street popped with pink cherry blossom. It felt strange
            not wearing the woolly hat that had been practically glued to her head since autumn. The sun warmed her face, her shoulders
            relaxed, and she found a spring in her step she’d long forgotten existed.
         

         
         All the cars had a similar shape without any make or model badges. There was no shouting, tooting horns, kids hanging around
            on street corners, or the sickly sweet smell of vapes or takeaway food. There were no bins on the street, or empty food cartons
            blowing along the road like tumbleweed in the Wild West. Everything was spick and span, like a film set come to life. Except
            this wasn’t a fake town. It looked very much real.
         

         
         Children played in a park, wearing primary-coloured clothes, and an ice-cream van tinkled the Maple Gold jingle next to a small lake. Even the cats and dogs looked freshly shampooed and blow-dried. 

         
         A line of men and women streamed past Greta, all wearing navy boiler suits with the Maple Gold brand embroidered on the breast
            pocket. Each was impossibly handsome or beautiful. ‘Where are you going to?’ she asked the last guy in the line.
         

         
         ‘To work,’ he replied with a grin. ‘Those Maple Gold beans won’t roast themselves.’

         
         Greta pirouetted on the spot in amazement, then continued on her way. She spotted a grand clock tower standing proudly in
            the square, and a town hall with imposing Doric columns exuded an air of importance.
         

         
         At the end of the street sat the Maple Inn, a charming black-and-white pub with wooden benches neatly arranged outside. A
            chalkboard sign beside the door announced, Today’s Food Special: Maple Glaze Roast Ham and Chips.
         

         
         Greta’s belly rumbled. ‘I bet that tastes good,’ she said to herself.

         
         Everywhere felt strangely familiar, as if she’d stepped into a memory that had been somehow polished and enhanced.

         
         She trailed her fingers through the water in a stone fountain in the town square, remembering it had been a backdrop for her
            and Jim’s on-screen wedding. They’d enjoyed twirling around it after their ceremony. The bowl was held aloft by four stone
            cupids, and the sprinkling water cast tiny rainbows of light in the air.
         

         
         As Greta explored the town further, she passed a charming house with a garden full of topiary. The trees were trimmed into
            the shapes of birds and pyramids. Marshmallow-pink roses were the size of small cabbages, and she bent her head to smell them.
            Their scent was like the finest designer perfume, and she wished she could dab it onto her wrists.
         

         
         Greta felt lighter and more alive than she had in a long while, silently thanking Iris for helping to bring her here. She was glad she’d been open to the powers of the strange coffee. But how long would its effects last? 

         
         She resolved to treat her time in Mapleville as she would a luxurious spa day or mini-break. After spending months hoping
            to turn things around with Jim it felt good to have some proper breathing space, time to herself she hadn’t realised she’d
            needed.
         

         
         When Greta inhaled the rich aroma of Maple Gold filling the air, it smelled of more than just coffee. It held the promise
            of second chances.
         

         
         This place was exactly what she’d wished for, and she was determined to savour every moment.

         
         Even if it might all be a dream.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         Enjoying a newfound sense of freedom, Greta decided to indulge in a few pleasures she’d long neglected. If Lottie didn’t want
            to go shopping with her, she’d go on her own. In an idyllic place, as an ideal version of herself, it would probably be more
            fun than dragging a reluctant teenager along. The thought of being able to do what she wanted, without considering anyone
            else’s needs or feelings, felt liberating.
         

         
         The bright sunlight made her surroundings feel even more magical. She strolled along a street where the vibrant storefronts—painted
            in Maple Gold’s signature colours of orange and gold—caught her eye.
         

         
         The delicious aroma of freshly baked bread drifted from a bakery, while a boutique called to her with its colourful, chic
            display of clothes. The bookshop window overflowed with hardbacks and gifts, and each piece of fruit on display outside the
            grocery store looked like it had been individually buffed. A couple of women filed out of a hairdressing salon, sporting similar
            wavy bobs, and a milkshake bar served the biggest, frothiest shakes Greta had ever seen.
         

         
         She entered the bakery first, greeted by rows of pastries, pies and golden-brown loaves. Her mouth watered as she surveyed the neat rows of perfectly piped meringues and glossy chocolate eclairs. Feeling spoilt for choice, Greta finally settled on a sausage roll and a doughnut iced with chocolate and sprinkles. The glaze was so shiny it gleamed like porcelain. 

         
         The baker was a rotund fellow with ruddy red cheeks who handed her the baked goods in a small white box. As she waited to
            pay, he flashed her a curious smile. ‘Everything here is complimentary, thanks to the kind folks at Maple Gold,’ he said.
            ‘Good day to you.’
         

         
         Greta beamed at this unexpected kindness. ‘Free? Really? Everything is covered, just like that?’

         
         ‘That’s right, madam.’

         
         ‘Oh. Thank you kindly, sir,’ she said, noticing she’d started to speak like she was in a Cary Grant film. She almost skipped
            when she left the shop.
         

         
         Greta found a bench and sat down to eat. Above her, the sun filtered through the trees, while green parakeets flitted gracefully
            from branch to branch. Closing her eyes, she savoured a moment of true bliss when she bit into the sausage roll. The pastry
            was deliciously flaky and buttery, and the jam in the doughnut burst with the taste of fresh raspberries. The simple food
            packed ten times the flavour of anything she’d eaten in the Anvil Inn.
         

         
         Indulging in a spot of people-watching, she realised that no one here looked anything less than happy. Didn’t anyone ever
            worry about dental appointments, mortgage rate increases, or migraines? Did headache tablets even exist in Mapleville? She
            supposed everything always appeared hunky-dory in coffee commercials, any problems quickly solved by a fresh cuppa.
         

         
         Greta jumped as a fire engine suddenly pulled up, its siren sounding a mellow melody. Two firemen jumped out to assist an
            old lady across the road, depositing her safely on the other side.
         

         
         A group of smartly dressed teenagers hung out near the ice-cream van. When one of the girls accidentally dropped a sweet wrapper, a team of cleaners appeared before she could pick it up. ‘Let’s get this cleaned up, shall we, miss?’ one said, brandishing a broom with a smile. 

         
         ‘Can we help?’ the teenagers asked.

         
         Greta laughed to herself, trying to imagine Lottie dressed in a matching pastel skirt and jacket rather than her oversized
            sweaters and holey jeans. Offering to help tidy up was an alien concept to her daughter.
         

         
         She finished her doughnut and headed over to the boutique, where she admired the window display. Classy dresses, shoes and
            handbags in neutrals, or sugared almond shades of lemon, lilac, mint and strawberry, looked like someone had plucked them
            straight off a catwalk.
         

         
         Greta couldn’t see any price tags, and the thought that the handbags might also be free made her feel both giddy and a bit
            suspicious.
         

         
         These days, she usually only bought clothes if they ticked three boxes—the fabric didn’t need ironing, the fabric dried quickly,
            and the garment didn’t make her look like she was wearing a tent. As a result, her wardrobe at home consisted mainly of functional
            dark garments, simple though not exactly flattering.
         

         
         Thankfully, practicality and budget restraints didn’t seem to apply in Mapleville. The beautiful clothes in the window seemed
            to call out to her.
         

         
         Unsure if she was going to wake up back in Longmill or not anytime soon, Greta decided to pop in for a wardrobe update.

         
         Standing in the shop, her mind briefly flicked back to the photos of celebrities lining Nora’s walls, with Tobias Blake occupying a particular place in her thoughts. All the beautifully cut clothes and wide smiles in the shots reminded Greta of when her own name had topped invitation lists. If only Nora could see her now, looking polished, poised, and utterly fabulous. She was sure more rewarding work would come her way. 

         
         Greta glanced around, marvelling at all the elegant clothes on the rails. Should she try on things to suit her forty-five-year-old
            self, or ones to match her new, more youthful aura? She didn’t want to look like mutton dressed as lamb, or should that be
            lamb dressed as mutton?
         

         
         A sales assistant with copper-red hair swept over. Her eyes were a deep orange-brown, a similar shade to her hair and lipstick.
            She wore a string of gleaming chunky pearls the size of marbles around her neck, and her name badge said Millie.
         

         
         ‘Hello. Are you by any chance new here?’ Millie asked, sounding surprised. She had the poise of a debutante, and her polished
            accent was reminiscent of the ones once heard connecting long-distance calls on switchboards.
         

         
         Greta smiled with a nod. ‘Yes, I arrived today. I’m Greta.’

         
         ‘Well, you are most welcome. I’m Millie Maxwell, at your service.’ She daintily held out her hand. ‘Would you care for a coffee
            while you peruse our collection? It’s Maple Gold, a distinguished blend made from the finest beans.’
         

         
         ‘Thanks, but I’ve just had a brew,’ Greta said, still able to taste Iris’s coffee on her tongue. ‘It was a very unique blend.’

         
         Millie’s brow furrowed. ‘There’s coffee other than Maple Gold?’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘How very . . . intriguing.’

         
         Greta picked out a pink dress and held it to her chin. ‘Do Maple Gold have a say in everything here?’
         

         
         ‘Oh, they have a hand in most things that matter.’

         
         Greta couldn’t help feeling Millie was referring to something more than just coffee. She gave her a sideways glance, deciding
            to hold off asking any further questions for now. Her shoes were starting to pinch, and it would also be nice to find something
            to wear with a looser waistband. ‘Do you sell jeans and running shoes?’ she asked.
         

         
         Millie arched a fine eyebrow, as if no one had ever asked her this before. ‘They’re not really the kind of thing we stock, but let me see what I can find.’ 

         
         She disappeared through a door at the back of the shop, returning moments later with three dresses—in pink, mint and pastel
            blue. ‘These will look lovely on you . . .’
         

         
         ‘Oh,’ Greta said, taking hold of them. ‘Do women’s jeans not exist in Mapleville?’

         
         ‘I think I’ve heard of them before . . .’ Millie said vaguely.

         
         Greta carried the dresses into a changing room cubicle, where they all fit her beautifully. The curtains across the cubicle
            parted several times as Millie passed her yet more dresses to try on.
         

         
         ‘Is there anything you adore?’ she cooed.

         
         ‘Everything’s lovely.’ Greta mused. The nipped-in waist of the mint-green dress was flattering, though hardly practical for
            her acting classes or hanging around her flat. Jim and Lottie probably wouldn’t even recognise her in it.
         

         
         ‘Super. You look absolutely splendid, and I bet you deserve a treat,’ Millie said with a wink.

         
         Greta smoothed a hand over the fabric, relishing the absence of her usual lumps and bumps. The stress of the last few days,
            weeks and months had given her a few stray grey hairs that were absent here. ‘Yes. Yes, I do,’ she said, a smile spreading
            across her face. ‘If these are complimentary, I’ll take all three dresses, please.’
         

         
         While Millie wrapped them in tissue paper, Greta meandered around the shop again, checking out scarves, shoes and handbags.
            She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so pampered.
         

         
         But as she wrapped a plaited leather belt around her waist, a few worries wormed into her thoughts. How long would she stay in Mapleville? How would Jim and Lottie know where she was? She felt like she’d been here for quite a while now, with no idea how to get back home. She hadn’t told anyone she was going to the coffee shop, and Iris hadn’t given her any instructions on how to return, other than a warning not to struggle. 

         
         Greta’s pictured her husband and daughter striding around the flat, calling out her name. What if they reported her as a missing
            person to the police? Her veins chilled at the thought.
         

         
         Was Mapleville even in England? Or was it somewhere else entirely? More questions swarmed her mind, and she clasped a hand
            to her racing heart.
         

         
         Her panic continued to bubble until she felt a warm cup of coffee pressed into her hands.

         
         ‘You look like you might need this,’ Millie soothed. ‘Are you feeling all right?’ She led Greta to a small velvet chair.

         
         Greta sat down. She stared into the cup, trying to calm her nerves. When she took a small sip of the Maple Gold, its rich,
            caramel-like taste slowly spread warmth through her body. ‘I think so,’ she said. ‘I’m just worried about my family. They
            don’t know where I am.’
         

         
         Millie tilted her head. ‘Please don’t fret too much. Families always have a way of finding each other again. Just take your
            time drinking your coffee. I’ll be here if you need me . . .’
         

         
         Greta’s tension gradually eased. She felt calmer after the brew.

         
         After a few minutes, Millie reappeared. ‘Here you are,’ she said brightly, setting down a shiny bag with ribbon handles at
            Greta’s feet. ‘All wrapped up and ready to wear.’
         

         
         ‘Thank you, Millie.’

         
         ‘You’re most welcome.’ Millie paused for a moment. ‘I’m about to take a break. Perhaps you might like to join me at my house
            for another coffee? A change of scenery and a proper sit-down might prove beneficial. Plus, I can tell you more about Mapleville . . .
            if that might be of interest to you?’
         

         
         There was a hint of something in her voice, as if she wanted the company.

         
         Greta was also keen to learn more about this curious place. ‘That’s very kind of you. I’d love to,’ she said, picking up her shopping bag. 

         
         Millie left her shop door unlocked. They strolled together past the park and the ice-cream van, the enticing scent of vanilla
            and strawberry mingling with the ever-present aroma of coffee.
         

         
         ‘It’s so refreshing to encounter a new face in our little town. In fact—’ Millie’s eyes widened as a thought struck her. ‘I
            can’t actually recall the last time I had the pleasure of meeting someone new.’
         

         
         A multitude of questions dropped into Greta’s head. Why were new people so rare? And how had Millie ended up here? Something
            about her hinted there was more to her story.
         

         
         ‘I’d like to think we could become friends . . .’ Millie added with a smile.

         
         Greta glanced at the confident, poised woman walking beside her. ‘I think I’d like that, too,’ she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         Millie opened her garden gate, sweeping an arm as if welcoming an honoured guest.

         
         Greta gazed around her, noting this was the beautiful garden she’d spotted earlier. With its large pale pink roses, topiary
            peacocks and perfectly clipped hedges, it looked like a scene from the Chelsea Flower Show.
         

         
         Greta’s own interest in gardening had recently blossomed, too. Weekend walks in the country took her past rhododendrons and
            orchids in the newly renovated park conservatory. She’d even considered buying pots of mint and basil to use in cooking and
            to give herself something to nurture as Lottie became more independent.
         

         
         She followed Millie along the neat path, admiring the symmetry of the flower beds. ‘Your garden looks beautiful,’ she said.

         
         Millie deftly snipped off a rose, produced a pin as if by magic from her pocket, and fastened the bloom to Greta’s dress.
            ‘There. Now you match the setting,’ she said. She took a step back to admire her handiwork. ‘That looks splendid, if I do
            say so myself.’
         

         
         She took a silver compact from her pocket and applied a fresh coat of lipstick, as if preparing for a close-up. ‘Now, might I tempt you with another cup of Maple Gold?’ she said. ‘It has that wonderful aroma of . . .’ 

         
         Greta thought her words sounded scripted, and she didn’t really want another coffee. But she did want to find out more about
            Millie and Mapleville. ‘Absolutely. Thank you,’ she said.
         

         
         Millie’s sitting room exuded an air of timeless glamour, as if it belonged in the pages of a vintage interior design book.
            The walls were painted in rich shades of coffee and cream, giving the room a classic, chic feel. Each piece of furniture appeared
            perfectly curated, with polished wooden surfaces and tasteful ornaments on display. There were flowers everywhere, delicate
            blooms in shades of pink, ivory and yellow, adding bursts of colour. The air smelled sweet, of coffee and roses.
         

         
         While Millie disappeared into the kitchen, Greta noticed framed photographs sitting on a shelf. Here was Millie in a neat
            white dress holding a cocktail at a party. Another captured her in a polka dot swimming suit and oversized sunglasses. In
            every image, she looked effortlessly elegant, as if each part of her life had been carefully choreographed.
         

         
         The final photo showed her laughing beside a distinguished man who wore a suit and had slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair.

         
         Catching sight of herself in a nearby mirror, Greta was once again surprised by her own reflection. Inside, she still felt
            like a messy, middle-aged mother of a teen, but the woman looking back at her looked polished, like someone who had life all
            figured out.
         

         
         Millie hummed the Maple Gold jingle while brewing the coffee. When she returned, she said, ‘Here we are. Coffee time,’ offering
            Greta a bone china cup on a silver tray. ‘Isn’t this just the best part of the day?’
         

         
         Millie’s devotion to Maple Gold seemed rather over the top, yet also infectious. Without thinking, Greta found herself holding the cup with her little finger extended, a touch of Millie’s grace already rubbing off on her. ‘How long have you lived here?’ she asked. 

         
         Millie smiled, touching her pearl necklace. ‘Oh, it feels like forever. In the most delightful sense, naturally.’

         
         ‘You have such a beautiful home, and life.’ Greta gestured toward the photo of the handsome man. ‘Is that your husband?’

         
         ‘Yes, that’s Jefferson. He’s ever so kind, thoughtful, and rather dashing, wouldn’t you agree? Mapleville is like a little
            slice of heaven. Perpetual sunshine, delightful company and wonderful coffee. What more could a girl want?’
         

         
         Greta nodded. Life in Mapleville did seem charming, like a storybook come to life. ‘I wish my own life was so shiny, or at
            least less complicated,’ she sighed.
         

         
         ‘Compli . . . cated?’ Millie stretched out the word, as if she’d never used it before.

         
         ‘Yes. You, know . . . we women spend so much time trying to be what others expect—wives, mothers, daughters. Always performing,
            in a way. But right now, none of those roles feel like the right fit for me.’
         

         
         Millie studied Greta for a moment. Then she reached behind her neck to unfasten her pearls. ‘There you are,’ she said, holding
            them out. ‘Do try these on.’
         

         
         Greta blinked at them, shimmering in a shaft of light. She couldn’t help wondering if they were real or imitation. ‘Oh, I
            couldn’t possibly . . .’
         

         
         ‘But of course you can. They’ll suit you.’ Millie stood and stepped behind Greta, draping the necklace around her collarbone.
            ‘Pearls have a certain je ne sais quoi, don’t you think? They add a touch of elegance, a gentle reminder that you are, indeed,
            rather special.’ She fastened them in place.
         

         
         Greta touched the pearls, cool against her skin. They were something she’d never usually wear, but they somehow made her want
            to sit tall. ‘They feel beautiful and kind of . . . powerful . . .’
         

         
         ‘So are you,’ Millie replied simply. ‘And you deserve to feel that way.’
         

         
         It was a long time since anyone had spoken to Greta like that, and even longer since she’d let herself believe it. It was
            the kind of lovely thing her mum used to say.
         

         
         ‘Thank you.’ She blushed, holding her coffee cup to her lips. ‘My mum would have loved this necklace.’

         
         ‘You must certainly show it to her.’ Millie smiled.

         
         Greta swallowed and lowered her cup, a choke rising in her throat. ‘Mum passed away earlier this year,’ she said. ‘She spent
            her final few weeks watching re-runs and clips of old TV programmes and commercials. She particularly loved the Maple Gold
            ones, said they whisked her away to a nicer world.’
         

         
         ‘I’m so sorry. That must have been tough,’ Millie said softly. After hesitating for a while, she added, ‘You mentioned commercials?’

         
         ‘Oh, you know, the smiling ladies, charming men, friendly chats over the garden fence, and chic dinner parties—all fuelled
            by cups of Maple Gold,’ Greta said. ‘My family starred in the ads for ten years . . .’
         

         
         Millie shook her head. ‘I’ve never had the pleasure of viewing them, but they sound utterly delightful.’

         
         Greta knew not everyone would have seen or remembered the ads. Millie didn’t appear to know she was living in a town originally
            designed for a coffee commercial.
         

         
         ‘Do tell me more about your mother,’ Millie said.

         
         Greta was happy to do so.

         
         ‘She was different to other mums. When I was young, she would wear imitation Chanel suits to the supermarket while everyone
            else was in jeans and T-shirts. She was part of a local theatre company, always starring in one play or another. My friends
            used to think she was the epitome of glamour.’
         

         
         ‘Style and class? She sounds like my kind of lady,’ Millie said, her eyes twinkling. ‘When you shine, the world shines with you, don’t you think?’ 

         
         ‘I suppose it does.’ Greta smiled. She’d never considered this before, and it definitely applied to her mum. ‘When I was a
            young girl, I used to put on one-person shows for Mum at home, using my toy animals as the audience. I even made paper tickets
            to hand out. I think, in a way, her love of performing became mine, too.
         

         
         ‘Sometimes, if I couldn’t sleep, I’d creep downstairs to find her watching TV in the dark. I’d snuggle up next to her, and
            we’d discuss the characters together. My parents’ marriage wasn’t the happiest, so I think Mum found solace in fiction. My
            dad finally left us when I was ten.’
         

         
         ‘An unhappy marriage?’ Millie frowned as if she didn’t quite understand.

         
         Greta raised a surprised eyebrow, unsure how to explain. ‘Sometimes people just aren’t right for each other. Or, they should be together, but can’t seem to make things work.’
         

         
         ‘Ah,’ Millie replied, as if the concept was still foreign. ‘I’ve always seen marriage as two people who love each other and
            have made a commitment to stay together. My husband, Jefferson, and I are very happy.’
         

         
         Greta supposed there’d been many happy couples in the Maple Gold commercials over the years. ‘That’s probably the ideal, but
            it’s not always so simple.’
         

         
         She’d come here to escape the complexities of her own marriage, not to dwell on them, and she breezily steered the conversation
            elsewhere. ‘Anyway, that’s enough about me. What about you? What do you do here in Mapleville?’
         

         
         Millie sighed contentedly. ‘I have plenty to keep me busy,’ she said. ‘I love managing my little boutique, tending to my garden, hosting our delightful coffee mornings, and spending time with Jefferson . . .’ Her eyes glimmered for a moment, as if searching for a thought but not quite reaching it. ‘And, of course, I adore a rich cup of Maple Gold. It always brightens one’s day. What’s not to love?’ 

         
         ‘Absolutely nothing. Everything here is wonderful,’ Greta said. A prickle of heat circled her neck, and the room was beginning
            to feel stuffy. She set aside her cup, leaving some coffee in the bottom. ‘I should be heading off,’ she said.
         

         
         ‘Yes, me, too. I need to return to the boutique.’

         
         Greta reached for her shopping bag. ‘Thank you so much for your kindness, and the pearls. It’s been wonderful to meet you.’

         
         ‘It was my pleasure.’ Millie stood up and smoothed down her dress. ‘You must come to the next coffee morning at the town hall.
            The ladies of Mapleville love a good get-together, and you’d be very welcome. We always have a few stories and activities
            to share.’
         

         
         Greta wondered what she could possibly contribute to this perfect world. It was unlikely anyone would remember her as a former
            coffee commercial actor. ‘Perhaps I could give a talk, or run a drama class, to thank you for your hospitality?’ she suggested
            tentatively.
         

         
         Millie’s face lit up. ‘Yes! How marvellous. The ladies will love that. Let’s compare diaries soon.’

         
         As Greta walked back down the garden path, she felt like she was walking on air. She and Millie embraced on the pavement,
            exchanging double kisses on the cheek as they said their farewells.
         

         
         Greta looked forward to getting back to her pretty white house, to kick off her heels. They were now really pinching.

         
         Now more familiar with her surroundings, she noticed finer details in Mapleville as she walked, such as the golden filigree
            hands of the town hall clock, and the doves perching on the intricate cream stonework. Birds flew in formation, creating shifting
            patterns in the sky—an arrow, a circle, then a heart.
         

         
         However, by the time Greta’s own street came into view, her footsteps began to falter. Her body felt sluggish, and she felt off balance, as if the ground was shifting beneath her feet. Her surroundings seemed to tilt, and Greta stumbled toward a nearby bench to sit down. She felt light-headed, as if suffering from a touch of sunstroke. 

         
         Things seemed to slip in and out of focus. She was vaguely aware of concerned expressions on the faces of passers-by, but
            they looked indistinct, as if viewed through fog.
         

         
         ‘Are you okay?’ A man’s voice reached her. It sounded muffled, like he was speaking through cotton.

         
         Greta squinted at him, struggling to make out his features. He moved closer, but his figure was blurred. Through her hazy
            vision, she could make out he was wearing a suit, a tie and a Panama hat.
         

         
         Her heart leapt when she realised who he was. ‘Jim?’ she gasped.

         
         ‘Yes. Hi, honey . . .’ His voice was distant like an echo.

         
         ‘W . . . what are you doing here?’

         
         ‘I got these for you . . .’

         
         Sunflowers appeared before her, bright yellow, but with faded edges. Greta reached out to touch them, her fingers sweeping
            through the air. Everything around her started to shimmer, like in a heatwave.
         

         
         She blinked furiously. Mapleville seemed to be falling away, and she didn’t want to lose it. Jim’s smile slowly melted into
            a featureless face.
         

         
         ‘No, wait . . .’ she said, reaching toward him. She felt helpless as he dissolved into a mass of shapes and colours. Her eyelids
            felt like they were setting to stone.
         

         
         Greta wanted to stay here, to talk to Jim, to get back to her house, to take off her shoes, to smell the sunflowers. But a dense darkness pulled at her, as if sucking her into a thick blanket. A black veil descended, so she could no longer see anything, not even her own hand in front of her face. 

         
         Greta tried to resist, to fight against the smothering sensation.

         
         Iris’s warning suddenly rang faintly in her head. Don’t struggle. Don’t try to stay.

         
         And then Greta heard actual words. This time closer, as if someone was beside her, speaking right into her ear.

         
         ‘Don’t fight it.’

         
         Greta felt someone grip her arm, lightly shaking her.

         
         And then Iris’s voice, much stronger and clearer now. ‘Welcome back, Greta.’

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         Greta grimaced. The pounding in her skull felt like a heavyweight boxer was trying to punch his way out. She pressed her palms
            against her temples, willing the pain to ease. Her worst-ever hangover or caffeine crash had never felt this bad. A thick
            fog of confusion clouded her senses, leaving her groggy and disorientated.
         

         
         She opened her eyes, allowing her surroundings to filter into focus. Light streamed through the windows of Iris’s coffee shop,
            glinting off the jars on the shelves. Dust motes twinkled in the air. Greta could hear the creak of old floorboards and footsteps
            pacing back and forth. She swallowed, her mouth dry, like she’d licked the bottom of a bird cage.
         

         
         The pacing stopped, and Iris came into view. Her face was still and calm, as if it was a perfectly normal to find someone
            clutching their head in her booth. ‘Welcome back, Greta,’ she repeated.
         

         
         ‘You didn’t warn me I’d feel like this,’ Greta groaned.

         
         ‘You didn’t ask.’

         
         Greta squinted, trying to make sense of everything she’d just experienced. It was a struggle to drag her thoughts away from Mapleville. ‘Did you put something weird in my coffee?’ she croaked. ‘How long was I, um . . . ?’ She fumbled to find the right word. Dreaming? Hallucinating? Or had she actually visited Mapleville? ‘How long was I gone?’
         

         
         ‘Three hours,’ Iris replied. She removed Greta’s cup and saucer before wiping the table. She poured a glass of water from
            a fresh jug and set it in front of her.
         

         
         ‘Three hours?’ Greta gasped. It had felt like much longer. She tried to push herself out of her seat, but her knees wobbled,
            and she gripped the edge of the table for support. ‘Why didn’t you wake me up?’
         

         
         ‘Time can seem to move differently in different places. One’s journey must be undisturbed. It could be risky to intrude on
            your reverie,’ Iris said.
         

         
         Greta frowned. Something in Iris’s tone suggested more than just a bad headache. ‘Risky how?’

         
         ‘Hopefully, it’s not something you’ll get to experience for yourself.’

         
         In Greta’s hazy state, the cryptic words were too much to process. The thought of dozing off or, even worse, snoring in Iris’s
            booth filled her with embarrassment. Oh god, had she talked or drooled in her sleep?
         

         
         She pulled her phone out of her bag and checked for messages from Jim, but the screen was clear. She was about to call Lottie,
            then smiled tightly to herself. How could she possibly explain where she’d been and what she’d been doing there?
         

         
         Greta glanced down at her hands. The crinkles on the back had returned, and her nails were ridged. Her body was back to its
            regular size, and the button on her jeans dug into her belly. As she ran her fingers through her fine hair, dismay rushed
            through her. She was completely back to normal, back to being herself. And it felt utterly disappointing.
         

         
         ‘Drink some water. Dehydration can cause headaches,’ Iris said.

         
         Greta did as she was told, focusing on the cool sensation running down her throat. ‘Is three hours . . . um, away, normal?’
         

         
         ‘Everyone is different. It depends on your system, whether you’ve eaten, your metabolism . . . many factors. Like caffeine,
            the coffee’s effects can wear off quickly or linger for hours.’ Iris paused. ‘How was your visit?’
         

         
         Greta’s brow furrowed. Fragmented memories of Mapleville—its serenity, sunny skies, and the green parakeets—were vivid in
            her mind. She could still taste Maple Gold and the sweet raspberry jam from the doughnuts. Her gaze flicked to Iris’s TV,
            where an old game show was playing.
         

         
         ‘How do you know I went somewhere?’
         

         
         ‘I don’t. I assist your experience, not design it. I don’t control your narrative,’ Iris said huffily, as if offended. ‘You
            didn’t answer my question. How was your visit?’
         

         
         Greta rubbed her bicep. Her whole body ached, as though she’d scaled a high, rocky mountain and now sat panting at the top.
            ‘I visited Mapleville, the town from the Maple Gold coffee commercials I starred in. The sky was impossibly blue, everyone
            was happy, and I didn’t have to pay for a thing. I was a different version of myself there, kind of . . . shiny. I felt like
            I was meant to be there.’ She searched Iris’s face for a trace of understanding. ‘I think I even saw my husband. It was sort
            of magical.’
         

         
         Iris’s expression soured further. ‘Magic is a crutch. Rely on it too much and you can forget how to walk on your own.’ She
            brusquely refilled Greta’s water. ‘People think magic is the answer to everything. It isn’t. It can open doors, but doesn’t
            tell you which ones to walk through. That choice is always yours.’
         

         
         Greta squinted at her. ‘But you gave me some magic coffee . . .’

         
         ‘The coffee has specific qualities, yes, but not supernatural ones. Think of it like an Instagram filter,’ Iris said. ‘It enhances what’s already there. Memories and thoughts are never fixed in place. They evolve over time. Regrets can grow bigger in your imagination, good times can shine brighter, and bad memories can appear gloomier, depending on which filter you choose to apply. That’s not magic. That’s perspective.’ 

         
         Greta’s thoughts swirled. Perhaps visiting Mapleville was like stepping into virtual reality. She’d remained in Longmill while
            experiencing an entirely different world. She doubted she could ever fully explain it, but that didn’t really matter. The
            adventure had left her wanting more.
         

         
         Her gaze drifted to the jars lining the shelves. How many other customers had Iris helped on a journey? What had they wished
            for, and where had they gone? The thought intrigued her and also left her feeling quizzical.
         

         
         ‘Your coffee tasted fantastic,’ she said, attempting a bit of flattery. ‘Can I buy some to take home? It doesn’t have to be,
            you know . . .’ She avoided using the word magical.
         

         
         Iris pointed to the sign on the door. ‘No takeaways, remember?’

         
         ‘Right, yes, of course. What if I want to do this again?’ Greta asked, already keen to jump back in.

         
         ‘As per the rules, you must wait one week. This allows the essence of the coffee to completely ebb from your body. Do you
            remember the other rules, too?’
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘One cup of coffee only. Drink it in the booth. Say my wish aloud. Don’t struggle to return,’ she recited. Iris
            looked so serious she tried to lighten the mood. ‘Any chance of a decaf version for a shorter wait time?’
         

         
         Iris didn’t smile. Instead, she slipped into the booth, sitting opposite Greta. ‘Tell me,’ she said, taking a pen and notebook
            out of her pocket. ‘What did you learn?’
         

         
         Greta frowned at her. ‘You want feedback? Like a survey or something?’

         
         ‘Yes. For my records.’

         
         If the coffee was free, Greta figured there must be some kind of payback. Her time in Mapleville had been eye-opening, just
            what she’d wished for. But then what? ‘I had fun there, but I’m not sure I learned anything . . .’ she said.
         

         
         Iris let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Every experience in life teaches us something. Think about it.’

         
         ‘Okay, okay.’ Greta nodded and closed her eyes. ‘I loved feeling beautiful and confident, like I was really seen again.’
         

         
         ‘And that’s it?’
         

         
         ‘Give me a chance.’ Greta exhaled and thought some more. ‘At first, I felt that way, but then I became . . . curious. Like
            I wanted to learn more about the place and its people, and to embrace life. I haven’t felt that way in years, like everything
            wasn’t just passing me by.’
         

         
         Millie’s words echoed in her mind. When you shine, the world shines with you, don’t you think?

         
         Could it be true?

         
         Iris jotted down a few notes. ‘That’s a good start. Look out for other takeaways, too, and act on them.’ She set down her
            pen with a sense of finality. Standing up, she headed toward the door. ‘You have to leave now. I’m closing.’
         

         
         ‘Oh. Okay.’ As Greta picked up her handbag, a sense of loss wrapped around her. The thought of returning to her normal life
            gave her a sludgy feeling inside.
         

         
         She stepped toward the door and opened it, cold air blasting her cheeks.

         
         ‘Thank you, Iris,’ she said, loitering on the pavement. Somehow, she felt like she was leaving something precious behind,
            something unfinished.
         

         
         Iris smiled enigmatically, her white hair blowing like wisps of cotton. ‘I forgot to tell you Rule Five,’ she said. ‘Don’t drive after drinking the coffee. You may feel woozy for a while.’ Then she shut the door. 

         
         Greta stared at it for a while, tucking her hands under her arms to warm them. Did all this really just happen?

         
         She let out a laugh, unsure. Iris must have put something very strange in the brew. She checked her watch and saw the second
            hand was moving freely again. Almost four hours had passed since she’d entered the little coffee shop, and she must have been
            doing something in there.
         

         
         When Greta’s phone buzzed in her pocket, she was relieved to find a message from Lottie.

         
         
            Getting chips with Jayden. Back later 😊

         

         The emoji was a small thing, but it felt like something much bigger.

         
         The wind howled, and Greta pulled her coat around her, lost in thought as she walked home.

         
         All her senses felt heightened, as though she could see and hear everything more clearly. Petrol fumes clogged her nostrils,
            while a woman’s perfume was strong and sweet as they crossed paths. A pneumatic drill juddered, and Greta crossed the road,
            distracted by the noise.
         

         
         She barely noticed a taxi approaching until its horn blared. Startled, she jumped back with her heart racing.

         
         The driver wound down his window. ‘Watch where you’re bloody going, love,’ he yelled. ‘You’re in a dream world.’

         
         His words bounced around in her head. A dream world? He wasn’t far wrong. She mouthed an apology, her legs trembling as she hurried to the other side of the road.
         

         
         By the time Greta reached her flat, she’d convinced herself that thinking she’d been to Mapleville was probably due to stress, hormones, or too much caffeine. Falling asleep in the booth seemed like a logical explanation. 

         
         She opened her front door and reached up to remove her scarf. Instead, her fingertips brushed against something smooth and
            cool. With a frown, she peered down.
         

         
         Her mouth went dry when she saw the string of chunky pearls around her neck. They looked identical to the strand Millie had
            given her, and she curled her fingers around them, gripping them tightly.
         

         
         Whatever Iris’s coffee had done to her, wherever it had taken her, Greta hadn’t returned empty-handed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         Greta sat on her sofa in her living room, chewing her lip while turning the pearl necklace over in her hands. How could it
            possibly have come back with her to Longmill? The more she thought about it, the more her mind tangled with possibilities.
            She wasn’t someone who believed in fairy tales, but it was difficult to shake the feeling something otherworldly had taken
            place.
         

         
         The clasp of the necklace was beautiful, featuring three diamantes in a row. When she refastened the pearls around her neck,
            she felt an unusual pull in her posture, a compulsion to sit up straighter, just as she’d done when Millie had draped the
            pearls around her collarbone.
         

         
         A coral lipstick in Greta’s make-up bag seemed to call to her, one she’d bought but never worn. She found it and looked in
            the mirror above her mantelpiece to dab it on her lips. The colour added warmth to her complexion, and the pearls seemed to
            make her eyes glow.
         

         
         Greta noticed the deep furrows between her eyebrows had returned. The lines that ran across her forehead like tram tracks
            had reappeared, too. They usually bothered her, a reminder of time passing. But now she tried to see them differently, as
            if they gave her an air of wisdom.
         

         
         A text message from Josie pulled her attention away from the mirror.

         
         
            Thanks again for your help at Brewtique. If you ever want to repeat the experience, let me know x

         

         Greta shook her head. No chance. She wasn’t going to go through that again.
         

         
         She sat down at the dining table just as the front door opened. Lottie traipsed into the hallway wearing a secretive smile
            that faded when she saw her mum.
         

         
         ‘Hi,’ Greta called out. ‘Had a good time with Jayden?’

         
         Lottie’s eyes flicked to her mum’s orange lips, then to the pearls around her neck. ‘Are you going to a wedding or something?
            Is that Grandma’s necklace?’
         

         
         Greta touched the pearls. ‘This? No, someone gave it to me.’

         
         ‘Must be nice,’ Lottie muttered, still eyeing the strand. ‘Looks expensive.’

         
         Greta smiled, saying nothing more. ‘So, how was your walk? Where did you go?’

         
         ‘Just around.’ Lottie shrugged. ‘The park.’

         
         ‘Oh, nice.’ Greta didn’t mention she’d walked there, too, in case Lottie thought she’d been stalking her. ‘And Jayden has
            a dog, right?’
         

         
         Lottie’s eyes softened a fraction. ‘Yeah, Benji.’ She shook off her coat and flopped down on the sofa, holding out a photo
            on her phone. ‘A golden Labrador. He’s adorable.’
         

         
         Greta leaned closer. ‘Oh, look at him. Yeah, he’s gorgeous.’

         
         Lottie hesitated, as if choosing her next words carefully. ‘When I leave school, I think I want to work with dogs,’ she said
            quietly. ‘Maybe in an animal shelter or something . . .’
         

         
         ‘Animals?’ Greta said, surprised. She’d always thought, and hoped, that Lottie would return to acting one day. She’d been such a natural in the commercials, nailing her timing and lines every time. ‘Are you sure?’ 

         
         Lottie rounded her shoulders. ‘Yeah. Why?’

         
         ‘Nothing,’ Greta said, trying to mask her prickle of disappointment. Acting was a Perks family legacy. ‘You’ve always had
            a way with animals. Maybe you could start volunteering at the shelter, or even dog walking . . .’
         

         
         Lottie shot her a wary look. ‘You’re not going to try talking me into acting again, like usual?’

         
         ‘No, I promise.’ Greta raised her palms. ‘Your dad and I just want you to be happy.’

         
         Lottie’s eyes narrowed, as if she was waiting for a catch. ‘Did you really just say that? You’ve always pushed me into things.’
         

         
         ‘Not anymore,’ Greta said firmly, wanting to ease the recent tensions between them. ‘I’ve learned my lesson.’

         
         ‘Right.’ Lottie crossed her arms, still suspicious. ‘Well, acting’s just pretending to be someone else, and I’d rather just
            be me. Not live in a fantasy world.’
         

         
         Greta’s fingers drifted to the necklace again. As much as she’d like to tell Lottie about the magical coffee shop and Mapleville,
            she knew it would only add fuel to her daughter’s accusation. ‘A fantasy world, eh?’ she said, her lips curling into a half-smile.
            ‘Somewhere people get along, help each other out and are kind? Yeah, I’d love to live in that world.’
         

         
         Lottie flashed her an incredulous look, like her mother had been swapped for a clone who looked like her, but hadn’t quite
            nailed her ways. She opened her mouth, then struggled to find the words. ‘I’ll be in my room,’ she said, jerking a thumb over
            her shoulder.
         

         
         She retreated before Greta could say anything else.

         
         Greta tensed her shoulders, bracing for a door slam. But a gentle click came instead. Perhaps a small breakthrough?

         
         As Greta curled her legs onto the sofa, Iris’s coffee shop still occupied her thoughts. Had anyone else stumbled across the place and tried the peculiar coffee? What had their experience been like? Maybe someone might have left a review.
         

         
         Her eyes then settled on her laptop, sitting on the coffee table.

         
         She wasn’t a fan of leaving feedback for restaurants, cafés or hotels, having been on the receiving end of criticism for her
            own performances over the years. Good reviews made her feel like she was soaring, while the bad ones felt like being buried
            alive, each hurtful word like a shovelful of dirt.
         

         
         ‘Don’t take criticism from people you wouldn’t go to for advice,’ Nora always told her.

         
         Greta opened Tripadvisor and searched for coffee shops in Longmill, scrolling down the long list. Not able to find anywhere
            listed for the location between the launderette and the newsagent, she zoomed in on the map. As she’d initially thought, there
            wasn’t a building there, just an alleyway.
         

         
         She hmm’d and scratched the back of her neck, trying Google next.

         
         Greta conjured up and entered various names, such as White Rabbit Coffee Shop, Iris’s Coffee House, Strange Brew, and even
            Time Hop Coffee Shop. Nothing matched her descriptions, and she even checked Companies House, the registry for UK businesses,
            with no luck.
         

         
         After more fruitless searching, Greta stood up and stretched her arms. She made coffee and toast for her and Lottie, digging
            out her mum’s fancy tableware to add a touch of Millie-style glamour to their supper. The small roses on the china made her
            feel more sophisticated, and she removed the crusts from the toast and cut it into triangles. She knocked on Lottie’s door,
            leaving a tray outside her room.
         

         
         Seconds later, a hand appeared, pulling the drink and food inside with a mumbled ‘Thanks.’

         
         ‘Wash your pots afterwards,’ Greta called out before settling back down with her laptop.

         
         She nibbled her toast absent-mindedly as she scrolled through local business pages and Facebook forums. The usual type of
            small-town chatter filled the screen—lost pets, roadworks causing chaos, bins unemptied, and plans for a new cinema scrapped.
         

         
         But then something caught her eye.

         
         Tucked away in a local history forum with barely any followers, a post mentioned a ‘hidden’ coffee shop, run by an old woman
            who ‘brewed your desires.’ The description stated it was ‘a place for seekers in need of direction.’
         

         
         Greta’s pulse rocketed. She took a quick sip of coffee, leaning in closer, as if the words might vanish if she looked away.
            Could this refer to Iris’s shop?
         

         
         She searched for more details, but the thread was old, abandoned long ago. To make matters worse, the person who’d posted
            it had deactivated their account. A dead end.
         

         
         Or was it?

         
         Determined to find out more, Greta scanned the forum’s archives, looking for anything remotely similar. After several frustrating
            minutes, she found a brief comment from someone named Edgar Barker.
         

         
         His profile photo showed a distinguished older gentleman in a tweed waistcoat, with neatly combed grey hair and a Roman nose.
            He had the authoritative air of a boarding school headmaster.
         

         
         His comment read,

         
         
            
               
                  You don’t really find this coffee shop, it finds you. A truly unique blend. Once experienced, never forgotten.

               

            

         
         A shiver of anticipation ran down Greta’s spine. Although the message was short and vague, it seemed to echo her own discovery of Iris’s shop. If the place found you, perhaps that was why she couldn’t locate any official record. Had she stumbled onto something even stranger than she’d
            realised?
         

         
         Greta’s fingers hovered over the keyboard before she finally replied to Edgar’s post.

         
         
            
               
                  That sounds fascinating. I think I’ve been there, too. Can you tell me more about your experience?

               

            

         
         She held her breath and, with a shaky finger, clicked Post.

         
         Closing her laptop, Greta doubted she’d get a response, but she hoped that she might.

         
         Later that evening, she lay on the sofa with a sense of isolation settling over her. She’d reached out to Edgar but still
            longed to share her bizarre adventure with someone closer, to make it feel less surreal. But who would possibly believe her?
         

         
         Picking up her phone, she studied the screensaver. It was a family photo, a still from one of the Maple Gold commercials.
            She, Jim and Lottie were laughing together between takes, caught in a perfect frozen moment.
         

         
         Greta sat up a little straighter.

         
         Jim?

         
         They’d shared everything once. He was probably the only person in her life who’d understand the lure of Maple Gold. And, after
            all, he’d been present in Mapleville, too—whether he realised it or not.
         

         
         Greta scrolled to Jim’s number and stared at it. Would he think she’d lost the plot?

         
         Before she could talk herself out of it, she pressed Call.

         
         Jim’s voicemail kicked in as usual, and she adopted a casual tone.

         
         ‘Hi, Jim. Just wondered if you fancy meeting up sometime this week?’

         
         She gnawed her lip, thinking quickly. It probably wasn’t wise to take him straight to Iris’s coffee shop without some kind of explanation first. A pleasant, neutral meeting place would work better, and Millie’s pretty garden came to mind. 

         
         ‘Maybe we could meet at the garden centre?’ she added. ‘I haven’t been for ages, and I’m thinking of getting some new plants . . .’

         
         Greta hung up and gripped her phone, wondering if Jim would believe her wild story. But then a smile crept across her lips.
            For the first time in ages, she was reaching out to him with something positive to share.
         

         
         She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. ‘See, Iris,’ she said aloud. ‘I’m pushing forward on my own. No coffee required.’

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         A few days later, Greta applied a fresh coat of coral lipstick before she headed to the garden centre. She wore the pearls
            and dug out a black floppy-brimmed hat from the back of her wardrobe. Teamed with a black dress, boots and faux fur coat,
            she looked like she was stepping out for a pre-theatre dinner. She didn’t look quite as polished as she’d done in Mapleville,
            but it was a start.
         

         
         With time to spare before meeting Jim, she wandered the aisles of potted plants, admiring the miniature roses and poinsettias.
            Freshly cut flowers were arranged in buckets on a striped cart with wheels, looking like something from the streets of a romantic
            movie. She inhaled the earthy pine smell of the real Christmas trees on sale.
         

         
         There was a pet section, gifts, and a coffee shop housed in the same building. When Lottie was a little girl, she used to
            love giggling at the gerbils as they scurried in the sawdust. She’d especially enjoyed the aquariums where fish flitted and
            fake treasure chests overflowed with shiny plastic jewels.
         

         
         Greta decided to take a cautious approach with Jim, a leisurely look around together before she told him about Iris’s coffee
            shop.
         

         
         As she browsed, Greta noticed a couple of women pausing nearby, glancing in her direction. She couldn’t help overhearing their conversation. 

         
         ‘She looks glam. Is she famous or something?’ one murmured.

         
         ‘Not sure. She looks like she should be . . .’

         
         They both laughed, their tone warm rather than unkind.

         
         Greta’s cheeks speckled pink with pride.

         
         She was lost in thoughts about Millie’s elegant home décor when she spotted Jim near the garden tools, examining a pair of
            shears. He wore his denim jacket slung over one shoulder and sported the khaki cargo trousers she’d always liked.
         

         
         An unexpected wave of attraction swept over her, leaving her feeling a little dizzy. She approached him with a casual smile.
            ‘Fancy seeing you here . . .’
         

         
         Jim glanced up, barely registering her at first. ‘Greta?’ He did a double take. ‘You look . . . different.’

         
         Greta flicked the brim of her hat. ‘You mean fabulous?’ She laughed. ‘Looks like one of us made the effort.’

         
         His gaze lingered longer than she expected. ‘I didn’t realise there was a dress code for plant shopping,’ he said. ‘I feel
            a bit underdressed.’
         

         
         ‘Maybe we could start a trend.’

         
         Jim set the shears back on the shelf. ‘I miss having a garden,’ he said quietly. ‘Didn’t think I’d ever miss hanging out the
            washing, or reading the papers in the sun.’
         

         
         ‘There’s a solution for that,’ Greta quipped, watching to gauge his reaction.

         
         But Jim only offered her a small, guarded smile.

         
         They began to meander along the aisles together, though Greta felt like an invisible barrier was still holding them apart.

         
         She picked up a small cactus off a shelf, noticing a tiny orange flower growing amongst the spines. Jim, meanwhile, seemed
            engrossed by a display of hydrangeas.
         

         
         When they reached the clothing section, a Panama hat caught Greta’s eye. It reminded her of the one Jim had sported in Mapleville, and she picked it up. 

         
         Flicking the brim with her fingers, she offered it to him. ‘If you’re still feeling out of place, this might suit you,’ she
            teased.
         

         
         Jim hesitated before taking it, turning it over in his hands. ‘Yeah?’ He placed it on his head and struck a pose. ‘What do
            you think?’
         

         
         Greta took a step back to see. ‘It looks surprisingly good.’

         
         ‘Yeah? Jim glanced at a nearby mirror. ‘I’m not so sure. Maybe if I was going to an Indiana Jones convention, or on a Nile
            cruise.’ He laughed and placed it back on the shelf.
         

         
         ‘Shame,’ Greta said, watching him walk ahead. ‘I thought it really suited you.’

         
         She followed him to the gift shelves, where Jim reached for a soft penguin toy. He held it up to show her. ‘Lottie used to
            love stuff like this, didn’t she?’
         

         
         Greta stood beside him, her heartstrings tugging as she pictured their daughter’s chubby hands clutching her stuffed animals.
            ‘She probably still does. Not that she’d ever admit it to us. She’s really into animals at the moment.’
         

         
         ‘You noticed that, too?’ Jim moved the penguin so it looked like it was waddling. ‘When I dropped her at the talent show rehearsal,
            one of the teachers mentioned it, too.’
         

         
         ‘Lottie told me she wants to work with them . . .’

         
         Jim turned to her, his brows raised. ‘And what do you make of that?’

         
         Greta paused, choosing her words with care. Jim had always found it easier to talk about their daughter than about the two
            of them. ‘She’s got a special gift for performing, but if animals make her happy, that’s what really matters. Maybe she just
            needs to find her own way to shine.’
         

         
         Her fingers sought out the pearl necklace. Was this really her talking? Her words felt foreign to her, yet also right. Greta decided she liked this newer, more optimistic woman who was
            starting to peek through.
         

         
         ‘I just worry she’ll regret giving up acting,’ Jim said, flexing his jaw. ‘It gave her confidence. She used to bound onto
            set like she owned it, so full of spark.’
         

         
         ‘She’s a teenager, Jim. Still figuring things out.’ Greta smiled gently. ‘Maybe she needs to build confidence in her own way.
            Not the way we expect her to.’
         

         
         Jim studied her with a look of quiet surprise in his eyes. ‘Maybe you’re right . . .’

         
         Greta’s thoughts took her back to Iris’s shop. There were still three days to go until she could go back for the special brew,
            but surely Iris must serve regular coffee, too. It would be nice to spend time with Jim and talk about something other than
            their daughter, or their marriage, for once.
         

         
         ‘How about we chat properly over coffee?’ she said lightly.

         
         Jim glanced at his watch. ‘Sure. But I don’t think the café here opens till lunchtime.’

         
         ‘That’s okay. I know somewhere else, but it’s a bit . . . unusual,’ Greta said, smiling to herself. ‘We could go there now?
            I think you’ll find it very interesting.’
         

         
         ‘Yeah? Where is it?’

         
         Greta looked around her, to make sure no one else was listening. She wanted Jim to hear her out and not make her feel foolish.
            ‘I know it sounds strange, but I found a new coffee shop,’ she confided. ‘It kind of appeared out of nowhere.’
         

         
         ‘A new building?’

         
         ‘No. An old one that wasn’t there before . . .’

         
         Jim twitched a small, bemused smile. ‘Appeared from nowhere, huh? Sounds intriguing.’

         
         Greta pressed on. ‘The woman who runs it made me a coffee she called the perfect blend. When I drank it, I somehow arrived in Mapleville, and—’
         

         
         ‘Mapleville?’ Jim cut in, his face scrunching.

         
         ‘I know it sounds bizarre, like it couldn’t possibly happen. But it really did. The sky was the brightest blue, the houses
            were pristine, and the lawns glistened. Everyone was happy. People drank Maple Gold all the time, just like the commercials
            we starred in.’
         

         
         She studied his face, half-expecting disbelief, but hoping he’d believe her.

         
         Jim’s cheeks puffed like he was about to laugh. When he saw the sharp look in Greta’s eyes, he straightened his face. ‘Are
            you serious? You definitely drank coffee, not a bottle of wine?’
         

         
         ‘I mean every word . . .’ Greta stepped closer, ready to add her pièce de résistance. ‘You were there, too.’

         
         ‘Me?’ He picked up a small pink orchid, sniffing it as if playing for time. ‘Right. Let me guess. I was dressed in a silver suit, riding a unicorn? Or maybe wearing that Indiana Jones hat?’ He flashed her
            an awkward grin.
         

         
         Greta twitched a shoulder. ‘I didn’t tell you so you could laugh at me . . .’

         
         Jim set the flower back down. ‘I’m not saying I don’t believe you. It just sounds . . . unlikely. You’ve been through a lot
            recently, losing your mum, trying to find work . . . and things between us . . .’ His eyes clouded, and he looked away.
         

         
         ‘I didn’t imagine it,’ she said tersely. ‘If we go together, you’ll see what I mean.’

         
         Jim stroked his chin, silent for a beat. ‘Why not?’ he said eventually. ‘I could do with a hot drink . . . in nowhere land.’

         
         They left the garden centre together, climbing into Jim’s car and leaving Greta’s behind so she could direct him to the coffee
            shop.
         

         
         When they turned onto the familiar street, she gripped her seat. Craning her neck, she saw the slender building was there again, next to the launderette. She felt giddy at the sight of its green door. ‘There it is,’ she said, pointing as Jim parked. 

         
         They got out, crossed the road and walked toward the building together. A truck swept past, flecking their shins with dirty
            water, but Greta didn’t notice. She was too busy staring up at the boarded-up windows.
         

         
         The place was barely recognisable. Paint peeled from the weathered door, which was now secured with a chain and a rusty padlock.
            A crudely painted sign hung lopsidedly. Closed. Forever. The weeds were knee-high around them.
         

         
         ‘It’s not exactly Starbucks,’ Jim said, trying to peer through a gap in the boards. ‘Are you sure this is the right place?
            It looks like it’s been shut for years.’
         

         
         Greta’s stomach clenched like a fist. Her memory of the coffee shop was beginning to feel hazier now, like she might have
            dreamed it after all. ‘It didn’t look like this before. It was clean and cosy,’ she insisted.
         

         
         Jim looked up at the crumbling brickwork. ‘And you’re absolutely sure this is the right place?’

         
         She rubbed her throat. It was tight with frustration. ‘You think I made it up?’

         
         ‘No,’ he said quickly. Then he reconsidered. ‘I’m not sure what to think . . .’

         
         Greta stepped forward. The tendons in her neck strained as she knocked on the door. She willed something to happen, anything
            to prove Jim wrong. But the noise echoed hollow inside. Her only proof of her visit to Mapleville was the pearl necklace.
            Though Jim probably wouldn’t believe that either.
         

         
         She knocked again, and flakes of paint drifted to the ground.

         
         Greta’s knuckles soon grew sore from rapping. Then she remembered the flyer in her pocket. Pulling it out, she thrust it toward
            him. ‘Look,’ she said, pointing at the address.
         

         
         Jim took it from her. ‘The Perfect Blend,’ he read aloud. He squinted as he checked out the surrounding building numbers. ‘The flyer doesn’t exactly scream coffee house. But you’re right—it looks like the right address.’ 

         
         ‘This proves something, doesn’t it?’ Her voice cracked slightly.

         
         He handed the flyer back to her, his face unreadable. ‘Looks like we’re both seeing things differently . . .’

         
         The words hit her like a karate chop to her throat. It sounded like a metaphor for their entire marriage. Something inside
            Greta slid. Had it been a mistake, bringing him here? Trying to reconnect again? Especially when it seemed like she was making
            all the effort.
         

         
         ‘You’re right. Yes, it does,’ she said quietly, her gaze dropping to the pavement.

         
         Jim scratched the back of his neck. ‘While we’re both here, there’s something I should tell you. Martin called me to say he’s
            met someone on set. Apparently fallen head over heels and decided to stay longer in Chicago.’
         

         
         ‘Oh? That’s really great for him,’ Greta said, sensing there was more to come.

         
         ‘It means I can stay at his place for longer, if I need to . . .’ Jim trailed off. ‘Maybe some extra time apart will help
            us think things through.’
         

         
         Greta’s stomach turned over. ‘If you need to stay for longer, or if you want to?’ she asked, more sharply than she meant to.
         

         
         Jim’s shoulders hitched up toward his ears. ‘It’s just an option. I thought it might help.’

         
         ‘I’m beginning to think you don’t want to work on our marriage . . .’

         
         ‘That’s not true. We haven’t decided anything yet, have we? Isn’t the point of a trial separation some space to figure things
            out?’
         

         
         Greta shivered. For months, she’d been certain she’d wanted everything to work out between them. Now, for the first time,
            she wasn’t so sure.
         

         
         She glanced up at the derelict building, her faith in the coffee shop, and her marriage, wavering. Had her visit to Mapleville been a trick of her imagination after all? She wished she could slip back there now, to escape this painful conversation. 

         
         Jim gestured toward his car. ‘You look cold. Fancy grabbing a coffee somewhere else instead?’

         
         Greta took one last look at the cracked windows and straightened her back. ‘I need to go back to the garden centre to get
            my car. I want to buy some plants to brighten up my flat. Especially if I might be living there for longer.’
         

         
         She let her words hang, and they headed back to Jim’s car in silence.

         
         After they arrived back, Greta stepped onto the car park. ‘Thanks for coming to the coffee shop with me,’ she said stiffly.

         
         ‘You’re welcome. It was . . . interesting.’ He dipped his head to look at her through the side window. ‘If you ever need to,
            you know . . . talk, you know where to find me.’
         

         
         ‘Yes. In the penthouse with your scented candles,’ Greta said, and walked away.

         
         She pushed a trolley straight toward the fresh flower cart, craving something to make her feel better. There, she selected
            bunches of red-and-white dahlias, masses of lush ferns, as well as armfuls of cheerful silk carnations and roses. By the time
            she reached the till, all the plants were chest-high.
         

         
         The cashier chortled as she scanned the blooms. ‘Got plans for all these?’

         
         Greta set down a final bunch of carnations. ‘Just adding some colour to my life.’

         
         She loaded all the flowers into her car, until her boot and back seat resembled the garden of a stately home. When she drove
            away, the colourful heads bobbed with the motion, as if cheering her on.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         Greta arranged the flowers throughout the flat. Dahlias brightened her sitting room, chrysanthemums filled the dining room,
            and she placed a single yellow rose in a small vase on Lottie’s bedside table. She even found an old gold-framed mirror she’d
            forgotten she owned, tucked away in a cupboard, and she hung it on the living room wall. The little touches made her space
            feel cheerier and more welcoming. The flat might not have the refined elegance of Millie’s home, but for the first time, it
            felt like somewhere Greta could be proud of.
         

         
         When her doorbell rang, she wondered if Lottie might have forgotten her gym kit and keys. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d
            returned home, huffing and puffing, to grab something she’d left behind.
         

         
         Instead, when Greta opened the door, a huge bunch of sunflowers filled the space.

         
         Her thoughts instantly whisked her back to Mapleville, where Jim had offered her the flowers before fading away. After taking
            him to a derelict hovel for coffee and their tense parting of ways at the garden centre, she’d hoped he would call.
         

         
         ‘Jim . . . ?’ she said.

         
         But purple-rimmed spectacles peeked through the petals instead.

         
         ‘Nora?’ Greta’s stomach dropped, her surprise mixed with disappointment. ‘What are you doing here?’
         

         
         ‘Yoo-hoo, darling,’ her agent chirped, wearing a wide smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She wore a mustard coat that
            looked like a cape, and a dramatic black-and-white fake fur scarf draped around her neck.
         

         
         ‘Thought you could do with a bit of sunshine in your life, so . . . voilà.’ Nora thrust the flowers forward. ‘These are for you.’
         

         
         Greta’s annoyance flared, her arms stiff as she accepted the bouquet. ‘Did you bring an olive branch, too?’ she asked, not
            making it easy for her agent to squeeze inside. ‘A pair of white doves?’
         

         
         Nora winced. ‘I’ve been mulling over what you said to me, about business with Jim. I just wanted to say I’m truly sorry. You
            and I have worked together, been friends, for a long time. The whole situation was a slip-up on my part.’
         

         
         Greta moved to her dining table, eyeing her agent warily. It wasn’t like Nora to apologise like this, or admit she’d made
            a mistake. ‘It felt like you were nurturing Jim, that’s all. It didn’t feel good.’
         

         
         ‘It was just business chat and nothing more. I handle these kind of showbiz things all the time, so I can become rather blasé.’
            Nora blinked over the top of her glasses. ‘Forgive me?’
         

         
         Greta didn’t reply, still unsure.

         
         Nora lowered her voice enticingly. ‘I put your name forward for Back to the Land. The producers are very interested . . .’
         

         
         Greta sat down at the table, knitting her fingers together. ‘I don’t know, Nora. I remember a time when fame and success hadn’t
            gone to your head . . .’
         

         
         Nora opened her mouth, then shut it again. She pulled out a chair to join Greta. ‘I know we’ve been moving in different directions recently, darling. Things have changed so much since we were two young women, hungry to make our mark on the world. But that doesn’t mean I don’t care.’ 

         
         Greta took a breath, her posture easing. ‘You do seem to spend a lot of time with the glitterati these days,’ she said with
            a faint smile. ‘You’ve done brilliantly.’
         

         
         Nora leaned in. ‘And you’ll soon shine again, too. We just need to find you the right project. Something that excites you.’

         
         Greta was done with chasing roles that didn’t resonate. The jobs Nora lined up for her always felt like compromises, like
            she was bending herself into shapes that didn’t fit. In Mapleville, she’d felt more like herself. Although her time there
            had been brief, it had stirred something inside her—a sense of satisfaction that her current life didn’t offer.
         

         
         ‘If I end up living in a hut, baking bread and tending goats on TV, I doubt Lottie will ever speak to me again,’ she said.

         
         ‘The role would give you great visibility, darling . . .’

         
         ‘It’s not the type of role I’m looking for.’

         
         Nora took off her glasses and rubbed them on her scarf. ‘And what are you looking for?’
         

         
         Greta thought about it. She’d already tried explaining Mapleville to Jim, and that had gone spectacularly badly. She wasn’t
            about to make the same mistake with Nora. Her agent would probably pick it apart and spin it into some kind of brand strategy.
            However, with all Nora’s experience in the entertainment world, she might just understand something.
         

         
         ‘It’s more of a feeling rather than an ambition,’ Greta said, touching her pearl necklace. ‘It’s difficult to explain where
            I’ve been, and what I did there . . .’
         

         
         ‘An audition for another project?’ Nora asked, jumping to conclusions. ‘Care to share?’

         
         ‘It’s . . . complicated. A unique, new situation I need to figure out on my own.’

         
         ‘I hear you, and I’m here if you ever want to talk. I’ve seen it all in my line of work. I sometimes think you’re the only
            one who sees me as a real person rather than a magician.’ Nora’s eyes dimmed a little. She slid her glasses back on and paused.
            ‘One of my biggest clients has stopped returning my calls. I’m feeling a bit shut out right now, still trying to land Tobias.
            But he’s not biting. I don’t know . . . maybe I’m losing my Midas touch.’
         

         
         Greta was surprised to see this softer side of her agent. ‘Perhaps you’re just trying too hard for the people who don’t appreciate
            it,’ she said.
         

         
         ‘Perhaps.’ Nora tapped a finger on the table. ‘Just remember, whatever this new thing of yours is, I’m here to help, or just
            to chat.’ Her eyes wandered around the room, landing on Lottie’s broken silver bracelet on the edge of the table. ‘Didn’t
            that belong to your mum?’ she asked. ‘I think I remember Marjorie wearing it.’
         

         
         Greta picked up the bracelet, running her finger over the jagged edge where the clasp had snapped off. Marjorie had always
            admired Nora’s verve, even when it had started to wear thin for Greta. Her mum had accompanied her to her first-ever meeting
            with Sky High Ltd.
         

         
         Greta remembered how, during her mum’s final weeks, Nora had arrived with DVD box sets of Brideshead Revisited and Downton Abbey, determined to lift Marjorie’s spirits. It had been one of the rare times Greta had seen Nora set work aside.
         

         
         ‘Yes, it was Mum’s.’ Greta nodded. ‘I gave it to Lottie for her birthday, but it got broken.’

         
         Nora pressed a hand to her chest. ‘Oh, darling. How terrible.’ Her businesslike manner slid away even further. ‘I could take
            it to my jeweller, Leonard, if you like. He specialises in vintage pieces. He’ll probably be able to make it as good as new—a
            nice surprise for Lottie.’
         

         
         Greta hesitated. Her anger with Nora had dulled, replaced by something closer to empathy. The offer was tempting, showing that Nora really did want to make amends. 

         
         ‘Consider it another part of my apology,’ Nora added. ‘Then I don’t need to source any olive branches or doves.’

         
         The two women shared a smile.

         
         ‘Thanks, Nora.’ Greta wrapped the bracelet in tissue paper and placed it in a small box. She watched as Nora tucked it carefully
            into her handbag.
         

         
         Nora stood up. ‘Just before I go,’ she said, ‘I’ve got one last job to offer you. It’s low-key, but something about it made
            me think of you. Might be more in line with where you are right now . . .’
         

         
         Greta lifted her chin. ‘Oh?’

         
         ‘It’s a charming little radio show called Coffee Morning Crew.’ Nora wound her scarf around her neck. ‘Someone dropped out last minute, and the producer needs a replacement. Participants
            choose four dream guests they’d invite to a hypothetical coffee gathering. It’s warm, chatty and, well, pays absolutely nothing.’
            Nora sighed, as if the thought physically pained her.
         

         
         Greta let out a dry laugh. ‘Money isn’t everything. And it sounds a lot less muddy than Back to the Land.’
         

         
         ‘Very true. It’s a twenty-minute segment that goes out live on Radio Logic. I’ve never even heard of the station, and—’

         
         ‘I’ll do it,’ Greta said firmly.

         
         ‘Okay, fabulosa,’ Nora replied, as if the lack of fee wasn’t fabulous at all. ‘Who will you choose as your hypothetical guests?’
         

         
         Greta thought for a while. ‘Perhaps Audrey Hepburn, Margaret Atwood, Tobias Blake and, I don’t know . . . Alice in Wonderland.’

         
         ‘Hmm. Very interesting choices, darling. I’ll tell the producer. You need to be at the studio at 8:30 a.m. sharp on Monday. I’ll email
            you all the details.’
         

         
         After her agent left, Greta stretched her neck to ease a knot of tension.

         
         She picked up the sunflowers, trimmed the stems, and arranged them in a vase, setting them down beside all her other blooms.
            Despite Nora’s efforts, Greta still felt unsettled. The idea of stepping back into her performing career, even in the smallest
            way, should have felt like progress. Instead, it made her twitchy, like it wasn’t the answer she was searching for.
         

         
         A ping broke Greta’s focus, pulling her attention away from the flowers.

         
         A notification had appeared on her phone.

         
         Edgar Barker had replied to the question she’d posted in the local Facebook forum. She sucked in a breath as she opened the
            message.
         

         
         
            
               
                  My experience was out of this world! The coffee took me somewhere I never imagined existed. It really opened my mind.

               

            

         
         A rush of adrenaline flooded Greta’s veins, and she hugged herself, staring at the message until the words blurred. It sounded
            like Edgar had experienced something extraordinary in Iris’s coffee shop, too. If she shared her visit to Mapleville with
            Edgar, perhaps he’d believe her.
         

         
         The phrase out of this world twinkled in her mind.
         

         
         Greta clicked on his profile again, scanning for any red flags—shirtless selfies, posts on how to make lots of money, or claims
            of a former career as a doctor in the navy. But all she found were a couple of photos of an older man in a tweed jacket, smiling
            in front of a bookshelf. Nothing to set off any alarm bells.
         

         
         Greta knew better than to trust a stranger outright, but the pull of Mapleville and the desire to connect with someone who
            might have had a similar experience was stronger than her wariness.
         

         
         She replied,

         
         
            
               
                  Sounds like we’ve both been to the same coffee house. I need to return there soon for a cup of the ‘perfect blend.’

               

            

         
         Edgar’s reply came almost instantly.

         
         
            
               
                  I can totally relate! It’s very rare to meet someone who understands. Feels like fate, don’t you think? When’s your next visit?

               

            

         
         Greta’s stomach tensed. Fate? And asking when she was next going to the coffee shop? It felt a bit overly familiar.
         

         
         Edgar was just a name on the screen, a stranger she’d only recently connected with. And yet, in a world where Nora, Jim and
            Lottie were forging ahead without her, there was something comforting about finding someone who might actually understand.
         

         
         At the same time, a low, insistent hum buzzed in her stomach. A craving for another cup of Iris’s coffee? Thank goodness she
            could go back to the coffee shop tomorrow.
         

         
         Since taking Jim to see the shell of a building, Greta’s doubts had crept in—not only about the shop, but about Jim, too.
            Had his disbelief in the café somehow made it disappear? Had his reaction to it caused something inside her to switch, too?
         

         
         Greta slipped the phone into her pocket, still mulling over Edgar’s messages.

         
         His enthusiasm made her want to visit Iris’s coffee shop even more. The thought of going back was starting to consume her.

         
         The place seemed to offer so much more than just an extraordinary drink.

         
         It felt like a lifeline.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         Greta counted down the hours with the eagerness of a teenager waiting for gig tickets to drop. She set an alarm, showered
            quickly and skipped breakfast on Sunday morning, determined to be Iris’s first customer of the day. Visiting the coffee shop
            again felt like an itch she had to scratch. It made her weekend feel not as long or as aimless. She could hopefully visit
            Mapleville again and still be home in time for dinner with Lottie.
         

         
         She left a note propped against the kettle to let Lottie know she was going out for a while. Her daughter was still asleep
            in her bedroom and had plans with Jayden later to take Benji for a walk in the park.
         

         
         Greta fastened her coat and slipped out of the flat. Her heartbeat skipped as she walked through the damp, deserted streets
            of Longmill. Most people were probably still in bed, enjoying a weekend lie-in before getting up to eat bacon sandwiches and
            read the Sunday papers.
         

         
         The town centre looked under threat from the dark sky hanging above it like a heavy blanket. The drizzle was almost invisible but left a sheen of droplets on her shoulders. It all added to Greta’s sense of anticipation. Would the coffee shop still be there, how she’d first experienced it? Or would it be the derelict shell she’d shown to Jim? 

         
         Edgar’s messages, seemingly confirming its existence, pushed her onward.

         
         Greta made several circuits of the park to kill time. Her insides grew jumpier with each step she took towards the slender
            building.
         

         
         When she saw a dim light inside the coffee shop, she gulped with relief. This time, the door wasn’t peeling, and there was
            no chain or rusty padlock. The weeds were gone, and the shop looked open. She checked her watch, and again, the second hand
            quivered at 11:00 a.m.
         

         
         Her hand shook as she pushed down on the handle, a bell tinkling as she stepped inside. The air was warm, and the rich aroma
            of coffee and other infusions wrapped around her like a favourite scarf.
         

         
         Iris stood behind the counter, just as calm and still as before. Her slight smile made Greta feel understood and mystified
            at the same time.
         

         
         ‘Morning, dear,’ Iris said, dropping something in her jade bowl and crushing it.

         
         ‘Morning,’ Greta replied, stepping up to the counter. ‘Am I the first one here?’

         
         ‘It certainly looks that way.’

         
         ‘What would happen if someone else arrived before me?’

         
         ‘Well, we don’t need to think about that, do we?’

         
         Greta’s head flooded with questions she couldn’t keep inside. Her time here felt too precious to devote to pleasantries, such
            as the weather and traffic, so she dived straight in. ‘I’ve been exchanging messages with someone called Edgar Barker. It
            sounds like he’s been here, too. Do you remember him?’
         

         
         Iris showed no sign of recognition as she carried on grinding her ingredients. ‘Many patrons have visited over the years,’ she said. ‘I’m only the current guardian of this coffee shop, and I won’t be the last. It’s been around much longer than you, much longer than I . . .’ She pressed her lips together, as if choosing not to reveal more. 

         
         She made the shop sound almost ancient, and Greta frowned. ‘I brought my husband to visit, but the building looked abandoned.
            Why did it appear differently to him?’ She reached up to touch her pearl necklace. ‘And this? How did I get it? Someone gave it to me in Mapleville, yet it followed me here. How is that possible?’
         

         
         A knowing glint appeared in Iris’s eyes. ‘You don’t need to know the answers to everything in life. Sometimes the not knowing makes things more interesting. Were you the kind of child who enjoyed watching magic tricks, or did you always want
            to know how they worked?’
         

         
         Greta blushed, her rosy cheeks giving away the answer. ‘I’d just like to understand things, that’s all,’ she said. ‘Like,
            how did you find this place? How did you end up working here? What’s your background?’
         

         
         Iris smiled to herself. ‘Not many people ask me things like that. They’re usually more concerned with themselves. But then,
            maybe it’s better that way, don’t you think?’ Without elaborating further, she bent down under the counter and produced a
            small jar with the white rabbit label. Greta’s name was written on it. ‘I assume you’re looking for this?’
         

         
         Greta reached out for it, her excitement laced with caution. She noticed Iris had evaded most of her questions, but she let
            it go. ‘What if I want to spend longer in Mapleville this time?’ she asked. ‘Can I make the coffee stronger?’
         

         
         Iris’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’ve already told you. Rules are rules for a reason. There are no shortcuts and no guarantees. The
            coffee will be in tune with your desires. Do you need me to run through the rules again?’
         

         
         ‘No, thank you.’ Greta hadn’t meant to offend her. She was just curious. ‘I know the rules by heart. I just wondered what might happen if someone didn’t follow them fully?’ 

         
         Iris pressed her lips into a fine line. ‘I would say that is most inadvisable. There are some things, once done, that cannot
            be undone. Both from my perspective and from the effects of the coffee.’
         

         
         Greta shivered. Iris’s words sounded like a warning. Ignoring a glimmer of worry in her stomach, she carried her jar to the
            booth, eager to carry out the ritual. ‘Am I okay to start?’
         

         
         Iris studied her for a moment, as if appraising her. Then she nodded. She set a small glass coffee-pot, cup, saucer, spoon,
            and a small jug of hot water on a tray and carried them over.
         

         
         This time, Greta didn’t feel as apprehensive. Taking off her coat, she made herself comfortable in the booth. She carefully
            spooned coffee from the jar into the pot, poured in hot water, then watched the grounds swirl. While the coffee brewed, she
            inhaled its rich, earthy aroma with a quiet sense of well-being washing over her.
         

         
         Finally, she pushed the plunger down and poured the coffee into her cup.

         
         ‘Have you considered your second wish?’ Iris asked. ‘I overheard the first one. You said you wanted your life to be like a
            coffee commercial . . .’
         

         
         Greta blushed. ‘I suppose that sounded silly?’

         
         ‘I’ve heard stranger requests, more extravagant ones, too.’ Iris chuckled. ‘Sometimes, what we want most is a way of avoiding
            things we don’t want to face.’
         

         
         Greta stared into her cup, the surface of the liquid rippling slightly. The weight of her next wish felt heavier now. She
            didn’t want to tamper with her original one too much because everything had felt so right the first time around.
         

         
         She thought back to precious moments on set with Jim and Lottie, when everything had felt simple, in sync. She missed the ease of being together, how natural and warm things used to be between them. Could Mapleville be a place she could rediscover that connection with her family again? 

         
         ‘If I drink this, I will go back to Mapleville, won’t I?’ she double-checked. ‘Just like before?’

         
         Iris stepped closer. ‘Yes. The coffee amplifies what’s already inside you, what you’re seeking. It works though your subconscious,
            aligning it with your inner truth. But remember, Greta,’ she added firmly, ‘it can only offer a mirror, not a solution. Perfection
            isn’t always the answer we think it is . . .’
         

         
         Greta swallowed. It wasn’t something she particularly wanted to hear. She wasn’t looking for a lesson, just an escape. A chance
            to leave her everyday life behind and immerse herself in a place that felt more welcoming.
         

         
         Despite Iris’s warnings, she still wanted to drink the coffee.

         
         A chorus of cheerful greetings from friendly Mapleville folk echoed in her mind. She imagined herself wearing a tailored dress
            and heels, and a smile formed on her lips when she pictured Jim in a Panama hat. The charming version of him in the Maple
            Gold commercials felt far more appealing than the one who was starting to feel like a stranger.
         

         
         Greta picked up her cup, taking her first sip. She stared into the brown liquid, this time actually believing her wish would
            work.
         

         
         ‘My second wish,’ she said, her voice clear and steady. ‘I wish my family could be perfect again, just like we were in the Maple Gold commercials. I want us to be friendly and supportive,
            a real family unit, and the best versions of ourselves.’ She took another sip.
         

         
         As before, nothing seemed to happen at first.

         
         Then the edges of Greta’s vision blurred. The room felt like it was revolving, and sounds around her began to muffle.

         
         She didn’t have to repeat her wish this time around.

         
         Greta felt a strange sensation pulling her down, as if into a warm pool of syrup, comforting and cocooning.

         
         Her eyelids grew heavy, and her body slumped as she sank deeper.

         
         And then deeper still.

         
         

         A slant of sunlight cut across the tidy bedroom. Greta opened her eyes and lay still in the sumptuous bed, looking around
            her and taking in the scene. The cream linen curtains hung neatly, their pleats precise, and the walls didn’t have any scuffs
            or chipped paint. Everything around her looked immaculate.
         

         
         Her body felt trim, and when she ran a hand through her hair, it was thick and silky smooth again.

         
         Certain that she was back in Mapleville, Greta let out a relieved, happy sigh.

         
         Not wanting to waste a moment, she sprang out of bed and padded over to the mirror, where she admired her bright eyes and
            flawless smile.
         

         
         ‘Hello, you,’ she said softly. ‘It’s good to be back.’

         
         A radio sat on the dressing table, and she turned the dial, searching for some pop music to dance around to. Each station
            played soothing melodies that sounded like elevator music, and all the news was about Mapleville. There was a dog show in
            the park and a promotion on currant buns in the bakery. A school was hosting a village fair.
         

         
         ‘And the weather today will be dry and sunny,’ the presenter trilled. ‘Don’t forget to start your day with a delicious cup
            of Maple Gold, folks.’
         

         
         Greta laughed out loud, feeling like she’d arrived home.

         
         She showered quickly, brushed her hair, and marvelled at how effortless life was here. She didn’t need to pluck her eyebrows, tweeze her chin, or moisturise her knees and elbows. Her whole body felt lighter, as if she’d shed a winter overcoat. 

         
         The pink, mint and blue dresses she’d got from Millie’s boutique were hanging in her wardrobe, paired with matching shoes.
            The pearl necklace sat on her dressing table as well. If she could be in two places at once, she supposed the necklace could,
            too. Was the real version of it here, with a projected version in Longmill? Or was it the other way around? Greta didn’t linger
            on the question. She simply picked up the necklace and fastened it around her neck.
         

         
         Pulling open the curtains, she placed her hands on her hips and breathed in the cordiality and calm. Sprinkler systems hissed
            on the glistening lawns, and neighbours chatted over garden fences while nursing steaming cups of coffee. A dog and a cat
            strolled side by side along the street in perfect harmony.
         

         
         She could hear the a cappella singers in the distance.

         
         
            Welcome again, to our beautiful town,

            life is brighter when you’re around.

            You’ll soon find your way and enjoy your day,

            this time, are you here to stay?

            You’re always at home with Maple Gold.

         

         Greta whistled the tune as she made her way downstairs. She could smell the ever-present aroma of coffee mixed with something
            else. Perhaps sugar and lemon? It reminded her of her mum’s baking, making treasured memories flood back.
         

         
         They’d always loved making Victoria sponges together, her mum singing as she spread the jam and cream. Marjorie loved licking
            the cake mix off the spatula, and Greta could never resist dipping a finger into the icing sugar.
         

         
         She’d tried several times to get Lottie interested in baking together, but it had never worked.

         
         A sudden clatter in the kitchen made Greta freeze mid-step on the stairs. Her pulse raced, and she cocked her head, straining to listen. 

         
         There was someone else in the house.

         
         An unmistakable clang of pans was followed by a muttered word, ‘Drat.’

         
         It was a word Greta hadn’t heard for ages. A burglar wouldn’t say drat, would they? She doubted theft even existed in this lovely town.
         

         
         So, who else was here?

         
         She listened out for other sounds, but couldn’t hear anything.

         
         Greta cautiously padded down the rest of the stairs and headed toward the kitchen.

         
         A figure stood in front of the worktop, wearing a pink-and-lilac-checked skirt suit, baby-blue flat court shoes, and white
            ankle socks. Their hair was curled under, neatly held in place with a sparkly diamante slide.
         

         
         Greta blinked hard, and her stomach swooped with surprise. The scene was almost too blissful to be true.

         
         Yet there she was.
         

         
         The person turned, holding a spatula.

         
         ‘Hey, Mum. You look pretty,’ Lottie said with a wide smile, tucking her hair behind her ear. ‘I’ve just made pancakes for
            breakfast. Want one?’
         

         
         Greta’s breath hitched, sharp and unsteady. Her daughter was here, looking at her with genuine affection, and with no trace
            of sarcasm in her voice. It had been so long since she’d spoken to her lovingly like this, and it made tears prick her eyes.
         

         
         ‘Lottie?’ she gasped. ‘Are you really here?’

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 15

         
         Greta took a small step back, trying not to stare. Lottie was standing in front of her in the kitchen. Not only that, her
            hair was styled, her clothes were pretty and neat, and most unexpectedly of all, she was smiling.
         

         
         ‘Mum?’ Lottie prompted, her tone sing-song and sweet. ‘Do you want one pancake or two? Sit down and I’ll dish them right up.’

         
         Greta held on to the back of the chair to steady herself. She slid into it, still in a daze. ‘You’re really making me breakfast?’ she said.
         

         
         ‘Of course.’ Lottie’s laugh tinkled. ‘I thought I’d treat you. You do so much for me.’

         
         Greta held a hand to her mouth, suppressing an astonished laugh. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she said, still stunned. ‘Thank you.’ She
            looked around her, not having checked out the dining room properly before.
         

         
         The colour scheme was fifty shades of coffee. The table was covered with a brown-and-white gingham cloth, and a fruit bowl
            overflowed with impossibly shiny bananas, apples and grapes. White china plates and coffee cups were part of a matching set,
            and all the cutlery was sterling silver. Everything looked like it has been ordered from an up-market catalogue for a dream
            home.
         

         
         When Lottie opened a kitchen cupboard door, Greta caught a glimpse of its contents. Food boxes were arranged in neat rows without any brand names or labels on display. Cheerful ladies in pastel clothing beamed out from the illustrations on the packaging. When Greta plucked an apple from the fruit bowl, it was the juiciest, shiniest one she’d ever seen. 

         
         The batter mix bubbled in the frying pan, and Lottie hummed as she flipped the pancakes over, the perfect golden-brown shade.
            She slid a pile of them onto a plate and set it down on the table, followed by a pot of steaming coffee. ‘You can’t beat a
            freshly brewed Maple Gold,’ she said, inhaling the aroma with a dreamy smile. ‘I learned that from you, Mum.’
         

         
         Something seemed to stick in Greta’s throat. Her daughter’s words were sweet, but this didn’t sound like the Lottie she knew.
            Greta hoped she’d passed on more inspiring things than how to make good coffee. ‘Thanks, sweetheart,’ she said, raising her
            cup for Lottie to fill.
         

         
         After setting down the pot, Lottie headed toward the back door. ‘There’s one of us missing. I’ll give him a shout.’ She opened
            it and called outside. ‘Dad. Breakfast is ready.’
         

         
         Greta sat up straighter in her chair with all her nerve endings tingling. Jim was here, too? She held her breath as footsteps
            approached the house.
         

         
         The toe of a shiny brown shoe appeared first. Greta’s eyes travelled upwards, taking in the crisp turn-ups on a pair of smart
            slacks, a jacket with a handkerchief in the pocket, and a neatly knotted tie. All the way up to a jauntily perched Panama
            hat on top of Jim’s head.
         

         
         It was her husband, but not quite him, like a computer-generated version of him brought to life.

         
         His skin had a bronzed glow like he’d just returned from a Mediterranean holiday, and his eyes were a piercing blue colour, more pigmented than in Longmill. When he smiled, Greta wondered if his teeth had ever been that supernaturally white before, even after a trip to the dental hygienist. His hair was neatly combed and parted. 

         
         Jim’s eyes brightened even more when he saw her. ‘Hi, honey. Well, don’t you look a picture today.’ He walked over and kissed
            Greta’s cheek, then winked at Lottie. ‘My, this spread looks wonderful. Nice work, Lottie.’
         

         
         Lottie batted a bashful hand, as if it was nothing.

         
         This all felt like a fantasy come true. Greta couldn’t remember the last time the three of them had sat down for breakfast
            together as a family. Prior to her and Jim going their separate ways, mornings had always been a chaotic rush, with the kitchen
            worktops covered in toast crumbs and splashes of coffee. Lottie usually munched her cereal in silence with milk dripping down
            her chin, and Jim held his newspaper in front of him like a barrier until he felt ready to face the day.
         

         
         But here, everything felt neatly staged, like being part of a play. Greta half expected an audience to break into applause
            when she passed the jug of milk.
         

         
         At first, Greta ate her pancakes with her shoulders a little rounded, anticipating Lottie grumbling or Jim making teasing
            remarks that went down like a lead balloon. She waited for a silence to descend on the table that felt like a veil made from
            chain-mail. But the atmosphere remained bright and cheerful.
         

         
         Lottie passed around honey for the pancakes, and Jim announced the weather was going to be warm today. He listened intently
            whenever Greta spoke, his attention making her feel like she’d stepped out of the shadows and onto the bright side of the
            street.
         

         
         ‘What are you doing in school today?’ Jim asked Lottie as he poured himself another coffee.

         
         ‘It’s the talent show rehearsals, and I can’t wait.’ Lottie wriggled excitedly in her seat. ‘They’re going to be so much fun. Though, I still can’t decide what to do for my act. Should I sing What a Wonderful World or perform a magic trick?’
         

         
         ‘Tough choice. What magic would you do?’ Jim asked.

         
         ‘Oh, you know, pull a white rabbit from a top hat or something,’ she replied. ‘What do you think, Mum?’

         
         Greta paused with her coffee cup mid-air. It took a moment to register that her daughter was actually asking for her opinion
            on something. She wondered if the mention of the white rabbit was pure coincidence.
         

         
         ‘Both ideas sound fantastic,’ she said. The thought of seeing her daughter performing anything filled her with joy. ‘You’ve always had the most wonderful singing voice, and you’ve got great stage presence . . .’
         

         
         Lottie beamed. ‘Thanks, Mum. You’re the best.’

         
         Her smile reminded Greta of the little girl she used to tuck in bed at night, her covers pulled up to her chin and her eyes
            shining at the stories Greta and Jim used to read to her. She still missed kissing Lottie’s downy forehead and whispering
            goodnight as she tiptoed out of her bedroom.
         

         
         ‘Righto,’ Jim said, rising to his feet and tucking his newspaper under his arm. ‘I’m afraid I need to leave my two favourite
            ladies to go to work.’
         

         
         ‘Work?’ Greta stared up at him. Wasn’t this her dream? Her experience? Now she was here with her husband and daughter, she wanted to spend more time with them. She hadn’t
            considered Jim and Lottie might have their own agendas in Mapleville. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked.
         

         
         ‘I’m recording a radio commercial. Should finish it by early afternoon. Then I’d love to take my beautiful wife on a date.’
            He raised a hopeful eyebrow. ‘If you’d like that?’
         

         
         ‘A date?’ The word made Greta feel fuzzy inside. It had been so long since they’d done anything like that. Too long. A giddy feeling spread through her. ‘I’d love that. It sounds wonderful,’ she said. 

         
         Lottie grabbed her leather satchel and placed a sandwich she’d made inside it. ‘See you later, Mum. Have a great day.’

         
         Greta followed her husband and daughter to the front door, reluctant for the moment to end. Jim kissed her cheek, then whistled
            his way down the path with Lottie skipping beside him. They looked so happy and carefree it felt almost rehearsed.
         

         
         For a fleeting moment, Greta thought a director might step out from behind the bushes to call, ‘Cut!’

         
         It didn’t really matter because, right now, she just wanted to hold on to this ideal version of her family forever.

         
         This is real, isn’t it?

         
         Greta pinched her forearm to check. She felt real. Watching Jim and Lottie stroll away, laughing together, they were real.
         

         
         After waving and closing the door, Greta pottered around the house for a while, getting to feel more at home. All the carpets
            were plush, the towels were neatly folded, and the kitchen cupboards were well-stocked. All the bed linen was clean and expertly
            turned down.
         

         
         Heading back into the living room, Greta’s gaze landed on her mum’s old rocking chair in the corner.

         
         A familiar ache of grief pressed hard against her ribs.

         
         She trailed her fingers across the worn wooden armrests, wondering what it was doing here. The chair rocked gently under her
            touch, and for a moment, Greta could almost see her mum sitting in it, leafing through Hello magazine, checking out the latest celebrity fashions. Perhaps this was the different reflection of reality that Iris had
            mentioned.
         

         
         Greta’s eyes shifted to the mantelpiece, where a neat row of photos caught her attention. Stepping toward them, she took a
            closer look.
         

         
         The shots showed her enjoying a life she didn’t recognise. In one, she skated on an icy pond, wearing a white dress with a faux fur trim. In another, she waved pink cheerleader pompoms. Greta frowned to herself, trying to recall the feeling of her blades cutting through ice, the cold air pinching her skin, but she couldn’t conjure up the vision. 

         
         In Mapleville, Greta apparently played the trumpet, whereas in real life, she didn’t have a musical bone in her body. Yet
            here she was, performing from a sheet of music while Lottie twirled a baton beside her.
         

         
         Greta blasted a sharp laugh, feeling weirdly proud of herself.

         
         These images didn’t seem like invented memories. They felt like a different version of her—a dynamic, adventurous woman who
            hadn’t made mistakes, or struggled to hold her marriage and career together. The Greta in the photos was the perfect woman
            she wanted to be. And she decided she wanted to live up to that image in Mapleville.
         

         
         The house suddenly seemed too still and quiet, and not wanting to waste time musing questions she couldn’t answer, Greta headed
            upstairs.
         

         
         She took a tiny handbag out of the wardrobe and slung it over her shoulder. Today was for exploring Mapleville again, not
            quizzing how she got here.
         

         
         She opened her front door and skipped along the garden path, just as Lottie had done.

         
         As before, the streets were a swirl of colour and chatter. The vibrant town hummed with life and possibilities.

         
         ‘Morning, Greta,’ called out a young woman on a bike with flowers overspilling from the basket on the front. The baker whistled as he balanced a tray full of golden loaves on his shoulder. The line of workers streamed toward the centre of the town again, all bidding her good day. A hot-air balloon floated in the sky, and a small airplane with a propeller trailed a banner that said Maple Gold. 

         
         Greta soaked up the scene, looking forward to what the day ahead might bring.

         
         She strolled past all the colourful gardens until a small commotion caught her attention. A man stood outside Millie’s house,
            patting his pockets and rummaging through his bag with growing frustration. Greta recognised him from Millie’s photographs.
            Jefferson.
         

         
         Even though he was flustered, his slicked-back, shiny black hair remained neat and tidy with distinguished smudges of grey
            at his temples.
         

         
         ‘I’m late,’ Jefferson called toward the house, his voice full of exasperation.

         
         Millie appeared in the doorway with a flower basket hooked over her arm. She wore her lavender dress and exuded an air of
            calm. ‘What’s all the fuss about, darling?’
         

         
         ‘I’ve forgotten something, but can’t think what it is.’ Jefferson scratched his head. ‘I’ve got a big day ahead in the office.’

         
         Millie calmly reached into her basket and held up a silver Thermos. ‘You forgot this, didn’t you?’ she said with a knowing
            raise of her eyebrows.
         

         
         Relief washed over Jefferson’s face. ‘Ah, thank you, my love,’ he said. He took the Thermos from her, unscrewed the top and
            poured himself a steaming cup of coffee. After one sip, he let out a contented, ‘Aaah . . .’
         

         
         Millie patted his arm. ‘Don’t worry. Maple Gold helps to melt your troubles away. A wonderful coffee is the best start to
            any day.’
         

         
         Greta’s lips twitched with amusement, feeling like she was watching one of the old commercials. ‘Maple Gold is saving marriages
            now,’ she murmured to herself. If only it were that simple.
         

         
         Millie waved Jefferson off to work, her fingers mid-twinkle when she spotted Greta. ‘Hello there. Lovely to see you again,’ she called, beckoning her over. ‘Are you coming to the town hall for coffee this morning?’ 

         
         Greta didn’t hesitate. It was the ideal chance to get to know the town and its people better. ‘Yes, I’d love to,’ she said.

         
         ‘Fabulous.’ Millie beamed. ‘I see you’re wearing your pearls. Do they make you feel any . . . different?’

         
         Greta touched them and smiled. She had started to feel more confident lately. Was it because of the pearls, or all down to
            her? ‘I believe they do,’ she said.
         

         
         ‘Good. You wear them far better than I ever did. Shall we walk together?’

         
         The two women fell into step, both watching as Jefferson gave them a final wave with his Thermos before disappearing around
            the corner.
         

         
         ‘Everyone and everything here feels right,’ Greta said with a contented sigh as they headed toward the town square.

         
         Millie took out her compact, pausing to reapply her copper lipstick. ‘But of course. We try our best.’

         
         Greta laughed. ‘Though if things were truly perfect, Jefferson would make his own coffee to take to work.’
         

         
         Millie chuckled lightly, though a slight wrinkle appeared across the top of her nose. By the time they reached the fountain,
            her expression had shifted. A contemplative air had settled over her, as if Greta’s comment had sparked a thought or two.
         

         
         ‘I suppose it’s easy for things to look flawless on the outside,’ Millie said quietly. ‘But sometimes, well, I feel there
            must be more beneath the surface. Don’t you think?’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 16

         
         The town hall on North Street was a square building constructed of orange bricks with accents of cream stone that gave it
            an elegant charm. A bell tower surrounded by an ornate balcony looked like a wedding pagoda perched on the roof. When Greta
            had first encountered the building on the Maple Gold set, the front façade had been a flat prop supported by batons. Now it
            felt strange to push open the huge oak front doors and step into an actual building rather than a studio.
         

         
         Greta’s and Millie’s heels tapped across the polished mosaic floor. A stained-glass window cast a patchwork of colours over
            their dresses. The wooden banister curving around the grand staircase gleamed with the sheen of fresh varnish. The marble
            steps also appeared unworn, untouched by the scuff marks of footsteps over time.
         

         
         Several doors lined the corridor upstairs. One at the end was marked with a brass plaque that said Ballroom. Millie opened
            the door, motioning for Greta to follow her inside.
         

         
         The room was clearly the crowning jewel of the town hall. Its high ceiling was painted with figures wearing flowing robes,
            holding out jars of Maple Gold coffee to each other in a style reminiscent of Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam. Greta’s gaze moved downwards to the polished floorboards, which shone as if rarely danced on. 

         
         Around a long rectangular table sat a dozen women. They all looked remarkably similar, impeccably dressed, with their hair
            neatly styled. All their conversation sounded upbeat and cheerful—about a pet show, a vegetable-growing competition, and making
            jam.
         

         
         Feeling like the new girl in town, Greta had an urge to be part of their harmonious world.

         
         Millie took her place at the head of the table, radiating a seasoned air of authority. She clapped her hands together. ‘Ladies,
            if I may have your kind attention,’ she said. ‘It brings me such joy to see you all, and I’m particularly delighted that our
            new neighbour, Greta, could join us. Let’s all extend a warm Mapleville welcome to her.’
         

         
         A chorus of greetings followed. ‘Hello,’ ‘hi,’ and ‘how are you?’ filled the air.

         
         An older lady with cut-glass cheekbones sipped coffee from a dainty cup, her discerning violet eyes sweeping over Greta. Dressed
            in a navy fitted dress with gold buttons, she had the posture of someone who’d had piano lessons since she could walk.
         

         
         ‘Come and sit beside me, my dear,’ she said, her chunky gemstone rings rattling as she patted the chair next to her. ‘I’m
            Desdemona Waters. Very pleased to meet you.’
         

         
         Greta sat down with a grateful smile. ‘Thank you. I’m still finding my feet, but it’s lovely to be here. Everything feels
            so exciting and full of possibility.’
         

         
         Desdemona’s smile tightened ever so slightly. ‘Well, if it’s excitement you’re seeking, I’m not sure Mapleville is the right
            place for you. We like things to be calm, steady, and familiar. Though I’m sure you’ll settle in just fine.’
         

         
         Greta nodded, unsure if Desdemona’s tone carried an edge or not. ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she said.

         
         Millie sat down beside them to join in the conversation. ‘What’s it like where you come from, Greta?’ she asked. ‘Do tell
            us about your hometown.’
         

         
         Greta mused for a while, struggling to find many positives. ‘Longmill is nothing like Mapleville. It’s noisy, and there’s
            often litter in the streets. You can never rely on the weather, because you can leave your home wearing sunglasses and end
            up needing an umbrella. My flat there is very small, with an avocado-coloured bathroom suite and a kitchen with hardly enough
            room to swing a cat. People rarely smile at you in the street . . .’
         

         
         Desdemona’s lips curled in horror. ‘Well, thank goodness you’ve escaped from that dreadful place. No wonder you wanted to
            come here.’
         

         
         Millie gave Greta a thoughtful look. ‘I must say, it sounds very . . . authentic.’

         
         Desdemona tossed her head and turned to the lady seated on her other side, launching into a conversation about the best cake
            to accompany Maple Gold.
         

         
         The rest of the women chatted among themselves until Millie stood up and tapped her teaspoon against her coffee cup. ‘Ladies,
            I have something exciting to share,’ she announced. ‘Greta will be running a drama session with us today . . .’
         

         
         Greta had completely forgotten about her offer, and she swallowed hard.

         
         A concerned murmur swept around the table. A lady wearing a lemon linen dress called out, ‘What do you mean? Drama?’

         
         Greta rose to her feet, realising the talk she’d given at Brewtique, about her past life as a Maple Gold actor, wasn’t going to work here. No one in Mapleville seemed to know that the town had been created for a commercial. She had to find another way to engage the women rather than harking back to her past. 

         
         Clasping her hands together, she stepped away from the table. ‘Well, I thought we could try something a bit different today.
            Shake things up with some improvisation. No scripts, just imagining, reacting, and letting go. Trying out new roles. Like
            storytelling, but with a twist.’
         

         
         Desdemona gave a pronounced cough. ‘Improvise—what? What exactly do you mean, dear?’

         
         ‘It’s just a fun exercise,’ Greta explained. ‘You can pretend to be anyone, or go anywhere you want to. Maybe you’re drinking
            an exotic coffee in the desert, or trekking through a tropical rain forest. You might be a lion tamer in a circus, or even
            an astronaut lost in space. It’s a chance to let your imagination run free.’
         

         
         ‘I’ve never been much of an actress,’ muttered a woman in a pink headscarf.

         
         Desdemona’s eyes narrowed. ‘Improvisation? We don’t need any of that pretending nonsense. Why go looking for drama? Mapleville
            is perfect as it is.’
         

         
         ‘I understand your concern,’ Greta replied. ‘But your ideas don’t have to be over the top, just different. For example, what
            if your coffee had a hint of hazelnut flavour, or was served in a bustling Parisian café? Can you imagine the hum of conversation,
            the clink of cups, and the scent of fresh croissants in the air?’
         

         
         Desdemona thinned her lips, unimpressed.

         
         Greta turned to Millie with an encouraging smile. ‘What about you? If you could go anywhere right now, where would you go?’

         
         Millie took out her silver compact, flipping it open to reapply her lipstick. Her nose crinkled as she thought. ‘Why, I do believe your suggestion of a French café is just the thing. I’d sit at a table on the pavement, under the gaze of the Eiffel tower,’ she said, pausing for effect. ‘I’d sip champagne and share scandalous gossip with a handsome waiter. Naturally, there’d be an accordion player serenading me rather than a cappella singers. And I’ve always thought raven-black hair would be more striking on me than auburn.’ She struck a pose, sipping from a pretend glass and pressing a hand to her mouth, as if surprised by a juicy titbit. 

         
         A few of the ladies giggled, easing the tension.

         
         ‘Great! That’s the spirit,’ Greta said. Buoyed by the response, she returned to Desdemona. ‘And you? Is there anywhere you’d
            like to go?’
         

         
         Desdemona offered a tight smile that didn’t meet her eyes. ‘I think I’ll stay here, thank you very much. Where I know exactly
            what’s what.’
         

         
         Millie raised a finger. ‘Could we have another example, please, Greta, for inspiration?’

         
         Greta thought, turning the request over in her mind. The only thing missing for her in Mapleville at present was a glittering
            career, and the sense of purpose and accomplishment that came with it. Opening up and sharing her dreams with strangers made
            her feel vulnerable, even exposed, but she wanted to set an example.
         

         
         ‘Okay,’ she said with a small swallow. ‘Here’s a dream of mine . . .’

         
         Greta closed her eyes, letting her vision take shape. ‘I’m a famous star,’ she said, her confidence growing as a picture in
            her head became clearer. ‘I’ve just given the performance of a lifetime on stage, and the audience is rising to their feet
            for a standing ovation.’
         

         
         Greta stepped forward, circling her arms as if receiving an enormous bouquet of flowers. She imagined the heat of the spotlights warming her face, the rustle of red velvet curtains as they swept open for her final bow, and the thunderous applause rippling through the theatre. A wave of exhilaration rushed through her. 

         
         She bowed her head and mimed handing her flowers to an imaginary assistant, curtsying as she acted out receiving a gleaming
            gold statuette. ‘Thank so you much,’ she gushed. ‘This means the world to me . . .’
         

         
         For a moment, she stood there, eyes closed, soaking in the fantasy adoration. The warmth and admiration felt almost real.

         
         There was silence in the ballroom for a few beats. Then a hesitant clap or two started up, gathering momentum. Someone even
            called out, ‘Bravo.’
         

         
         Greta opened her eyes. For a second or two, it truly felt like she’d been back in the spotlight.

         
         Her smile gradually faded as she took in the mostly empty room, where the cluster of women shared strained glances.

         
         Millie clapped enthusiastically. ‘Fabulous. Such fun. You’re a true star, Greta. Who’s next to try, ladies?’

         
         The women shifted in their seats, fixing their glances on the table, or finding their coffee cups suddenly fascinating.

         
         Millie’s smile grew tighter. ‘Come along, now.’ She gazed around. ‘Anyone at all?’

         
         Greta stretched her neck. Perhaps her exercise had been too abstract for the women, too far removed from the comfortable routine
            of Mapleville life.
         

         
         Eventually, Desdemona stood up, clinking her teaspoon against her coffee cup to draw attention. ‘Thank you for the, ah, entertainment,
            Greta. But there’s no need to fantasize about things that don’t matter.’ She turned to address the group. ‘Now that’s over,
            perhaps you’d like to hear my recipe for tiramisu, made with a strong shot of coffee?’
         

         
         ‘Yes, please,’ the lady in lemon said.

         
         A relieved murmur echoed through the group.

         
         Desdemona smiled smugly.

         
         ‘Thanks for giving the exercise a try, everyone,’ Greta said as she took her seat again. ‘Maybe we’ll try something different next time. In the meantime, just let your minds wander and see where your imagination takes you.’ 

         
         A few women nodded politely before turning their attention to Desdemona and her recipe. Soon, the chatter slipped to school
            fairs, pet competitions, and baking.
         

         
         Millie reached over and gave Greta’s wrist a gentle squeeze. ‘You did really well.’

         
         Greta wasn’t so sure. Even her tiny audience at Brewtique had been more receptive. ‘Thanks,’ she said anyway.

         
         Millie gave her a look that was hard to read. ‘Do you have a moment?’ she asked, gesturing toward the door.

         
         They both slipped out of the room, into the quiet of the corridor.

         
         ‘Your exercise was most enjoyable. Rather . . . unconventional,’ Millie said.

         
         Greta appreciated the encouragement. ‘I’m not sure everyone felt that way.’
         

         
         ‘Oh, don’t mind Desdemona. She’s a creature of habit, and your session wasn’t quite what the ladies are accustomed to.’ Millie
            pursed her lips, as if searching for the right words. ‘It’s just that, during your exercise, I had the strangest feeling.
            As though I’d actually been to Paris. I could picture it so clearly . . .’ She shook her head, still processing her thoughts.
            ‘But I can’t ever recall leaving Mapleville.’
         

         
         Greta smiled. ‘It’s easy to get caught up in your imagination. Sometimes things can feel real, even if they’re just pretend.’

         
         Millie fiddled with a button on her sleeve. ‘Yes, that must be it,’ she said, nodding as if to convince herself. With a shake
            of her hair, she added, ‘Well, thank you again, Greta. For delivering something so . . . freeing.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         Greta returned to her house, feeling both uplifted and perplexed by the coffee morning. Other than Millie, the women of Mapleville
            seemed unwilling to see a bigger picture, or even acknowledge that one existed. Their sweetness had been a little cloying,
            leaving her with a feeling of eating one too many sugary doughnuts.
         

         
         Still, the brief applause, both from her imaginary audience and the actual one, had reignited a spark within her. It offered
            a glimpse of the performer she once was, and a taste of the adulation that came with it, leaving her craving more. She didn’t
            particularly want to think about life beyond Mapleville. But, strangely, Millie seemed open to the idea.
         

         
         Greta stood by her living room window, humming the Maple Gold jingle to herself while waiting for Jim to arrive home for their
            date. She’d forgotten how going out with him could make her feel light and breathless, like helium balloons were lifting her
            off the ground.
         

         
         Mapleville Jim probably wouldn’t know anything about their struggles and trial separation in real life, and she wanted to
            make the most of that.
         

         
         ‘Hurry up, I’m ready,’ Greta whispered, unsure how long the effects of Iris’s coffee were going to last. She might only have minutes left here, or it could be hours. There was no way to know for sure, and she felt entirely at the mercy of Iris and her strange brew. 

         
         When she finally saw Jim strolling up the path, armed with a bunch of pink roses, Greta flung open the door. She ran to meet
            him, throwing her arms around his neck. As they melted into an embrace, his breath tickled her hair. She relished the warmth
            of his skin, the quiet rise and fall of his chest. It felt good to hold him close again and she lost herself in his familiar
            scent.
         

         
         ‘Hey,’ Jim said, pulling back to meet her eyes. ‘What have I done to deserve this?’

         
         ‘You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,’ Greta said, her voice shaky with emotion, speaking more to her husband in Longmill
            than the man standing in front of her.
         

         
         Jim passed the bouquet to her, kissing the end of her nose. ‘And I missed you, too.’

         
         Greta felt like she was floating. The last time he’d bought her roses was a couple of years ago, when she’d fallen off a stepladder
            while trying to place an angel on top of the Christmas tree, twisting her ankle in the process. She’d been stuck on the sofa
            for days while it healed. Jim had bought her a straggly bunch from the supermarket with the price sticker still attached.
            She’d told herself it was the thought that counted, but deep down, she’d been disappointed.
         

         
         Now she took a moment to admire her bouquet. ‘Thank you.’ She sighed happily. She quickly arranged the flowers in a vase before
            rejoining Jim by the garden gate.
         

         
         He offered her the crook of his elbow. ‘Care to accompany me into town?’

         
         ‘Yes, let’s go.’

         
         Greta held on to his arm as they walked, to assure herself he was really here. When she made conversation about the colour of the sky, the coffee morning, and her acting class, Jim gazed at her like she was the most fascinating person in the world. It made her feel lit from within. 

         
         They stopped outside a small shop she hadn’t noticed before with a window full of brightly painted pottery.

         
         ‘I’ve planned our whole date,’ Jim said. ‘I thought we could start with painting something together.’

         
         Greta glanced at him in surprise. Painting pottery wasn’t something she’d expected, but the thoughtfulness of his gesture
            earned him ten gold stars. He’d never been much of a romantic before.
         

         
         After filming their first-ever Maple Gold commercial together, Jim had invited her to his local pub for a pint of cider and
            a game of darts to celebrate. They’d shared a fish and chip supper on the way home and ended up kissing in the doorway of
            a shop, their lips tasting of salt and vinegar. Later dates had included cinema outings (with Jim splashing out on the plusher
            seats and popcorn) and the occasional fancy restaurant, but nothing as creative as this.
         

         
         The store owner greeted them like old friends and led them to a workspace at the back of the shop. He looked like an archetypical
            artist, with a pencil-thin moustache, a black beret, and a paint-spattered overall. ‘You can choose from a selection of vases,
            cups, and plates to paint,’ he said, gesturing to the shelves.
         

         
         Greta chose a vase and painted a picture inspired by Jim’s bouquet. Her art usually resembled an explosion in a paint factory,
            but in Mapleville she was a budding Georgia O’Keeffe. Her blobs of pink petals and yellow centres were surprisingly lifelike.
         

         
         ‘This shows a lot of artistic potential,’ the store owner said, nodding his approval. ‘Well done.’

         
         Meanwhile, Jim focused intently on a cup, closely guarding his design. When he finally revealed it, Greta saw he’d painted a large pink heart surrounded by smaller ones. Their names were painted on either side. ‘I hope you like it,’ he said eagerly. 

         
         After months of tension between them in Longmill, his keenness and attention felt intoxicating. ‘It’s wonderful,’ she said,
            turning her vase to show him. ‘And this is for you.’
         

         
         Jim’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, Greta, it’s a masterpiece.’

         
         She let out a laugh. ‘That might be pushing it, but I’ll take it.’

         
         ‘I’ll fire your pieces for you later,’ the store owner added, carefully placing their work on a shelf.

         
         When they left the shop, Jim squeezed Greta’s hand. ‘Let’s go this way,’ he said, leading her toward the park.

         
         She looked around her. ‘Where are we going?’

         
         ‘Wait and see. I told you, I’ve planned everything.’

         
         Jim gestured toward a small rowing boat moored on the lake. It rocked slightly as they both climbed in.

         
         ‘Let’s take an oar each. It’ll be fun,’ Greta said.

         
         Jim shook his head, taking hold of both. ‘Let me do this for you. I’m an expert sailor.’

         
         Greta tried not to laugh. The last time Jim had been on a boat, he’d turned green during a cruise around Greece. He’d spent
            most of the trip hanging over the side. She remembered that a couple of old Maple Gold commercials had featured couples on
            romantic rowing boat dates. It seemed to be a thing.
         

         
         She gave Jim the benefit of the doubt and settled back in her seat to watch light sparkling on the surface of the lake. The
            rhythmic swish of the oars slicing through the water filled her with a sense of calm. The woman who fretted over bills, longed
            for her husband’s touch, and scrambled for acting work felt like a distant memory—almost someone else entirely. Greta’s limbs
            loosened, and she trailed her fingers through the cool water.
         

         
         They moored up at a small island in the centre of the lake, where a picnic lay waiting on a blanket on the shiny grass. Jim opened a wicker basket packed full of goodies and poured cups of Maple Gold from a Thermos. The spread included fresh strawberries, dainty sandwiches, and cupcakes sprinkled with silver balls. Greta sampled everything, closing her eyes in pleasure as the flavours exploded on her taste buds. ‘This is all absolutely delicious,’ she said. ‘The best food I’ve ever tasted.’ 

         
         Jim lay on his side, gazing at her so intently she felt like a peacock on display in a zoo. She fiddled with her earring and
            tossed her hair, unused to this depth of attention.
         

         
         He then picked up a strawberry and dangled it above her nose.

         
         Greta stared at it, wondering what he was doing. Was he really attempting to feed her? It was the sort of romantic gesture
            she used to swoon over in films and TV shows, but it felt awkward played out in real life. ‘Am I supposed to eat that?’ she
            asked.
         

         
         ‘Of course,’ he said huskily.

         
         She threw herself into the task, trying to keep a straight face as the strawberry wobbled while she tried to nibble it. She
            reminded herself this was exactly what she’d wanted—simplicity, sunshine, and feeling cherished.
         

         
         Afterward, Greta dabbed her lips with a napkin. ‘Thanks for arranging everything. I’ve had an amazing time.’

         
         ‘It’s not over yet,’ Jim said with a mysterious smile. ‘I’ve saved the best until last . . .’

         
         ‘Oh? Really?’ By now Greta was feeling full, and they’d already crammed two dates’ worth of activity into the afternoon. ‘Is
            this a surprise, too?’
         

         
         He nodded and rowed them back across the lake, leading her to a clearing in the park. Nestled among the trees stood a small
            log cabin that looked like it belonged in a Canadian forest. ‘It’s just for us,’ he said, opening the front door.
         

         
         Greta stepped inside, her mouth falling open as she saw the log fire crackling in the hearth, with a black iron kettle hanging above it. A sheepskin rug lay on the floor, and a jar of Maple Gold sat waiting on the wooden coffee table. It was like the setting of a coffee commercial brought to life. 

         
         ‘Don’t worry, we’re all alone,’ Jim whispered.

         
         ‘Wow. You really did this for me? Thank you.’ Greta’s eyes were drawn to the back of the cabin, where snow swirled in a small
            yard. ‘Is that stuff real?’ She gasped.
         

         
         ‘Frozen especially for you.’ Jim grinned, pulling on the type of mittens and woolly hat only worn by men in Hallmark movies.
            If his look was any more romcom, he’d be wearing a reindeer jumper.
         

         
         He really was the perfect guy Greta had wished for, and his attentiveness made her insides feel like warm custard. Each time
            he looked at her, her attraction to him sparked like a match.
         

         
         She took it all in. ‘It’s like a scene from Love Actually,’ she said.
         

         
         Jim’s brow furrowed. ‘Love . . . ? What’s that?’
         

         
         ‘You know, the movie where the guy holds up handwritten signs to tell the girl how he feels?’

         
         Jim’s face remained blank.

         
         Greta’s smile faltered, just for a moment, as she wondered what else might be missing in Mapleville.

         
         A sudden memory surfaced, of Jim one Christmas. He’d got tipsy and murdered ‘Careless Whisper’ on pub karaoke while wearing
            a tinsel headband. It looked like that kind of thing would never happen here. Though maybe that was a good thing.
         

         
         She liked that Mapleville felt largely untouched by the outside world, a place where she and Jim could be free of their everyday
            problems.
         

         
         If only he could be this attentive and charming in Longmill, surely things could work out between them. Was it really too
            much to ask?
         

         
         They stepped outside, their feet crunching in the snow. Greta twirled around, laughing as flakes settled on her nose and cheeks. Stooping down, she rolled some into a snowball and threw it at Jim. It burst against the top of his arm. 

         
         With a playful grin, he tossed one back, chasing her around the yard in small circles until he scooped her into his arms.

         
         Heat bloomed in her chest as Jim held her close. Greta’s whole body tingled with electricity, stirring up a deep, aching yearning.
            She missed the way they used to fit together, like perfect jigsaw pieces.
         

         
         Greta lifted her chin and parted her lips. The air between them crackled, almost alive, as if the whole world had paused to
            allow this moment its full potential.
         

         
         When Jim didn’t pull her any closer, she peeped at him through her eyelashes, inching her face toward his. She desperately
            wanted him to kiss her, with the tender passion they’d let slide in their marriage.
         

         
         Instead, Jim’s arms loosened. Gently, he let her go.

         
         ‘Let’s build a snowman,’ he said with a grin, dropping to his knees on the white lawn. ‘You make the head, and I’ll do the
            body.’
         

         
         Greta froze, his rejection needling her. She ran a hand down her dress, telling herself it was too soon for a kiss anyway.
            Besides, couples in coffee commercials never actually locked lips. The camera always panned away before their mouths met.
         

         
         Still, it was easy to get swept away by Jim’s enthusiasm, and she knelt beside him. ‘I’ll make a giant snowball,’ she said.
            ‘We can give it a face.’
         

         
         It felt liberating to be silly, crawling around and scooping up snow in a way Greta hadn’t done since Lottie was young. Jim
            produced a carrot from his pocket and handed it to her to use as a nose.
         

         
         Afterward, they lay together on the sheepskin rug in the cabin. ‘Coffee?’ Jim said. ‘It’s rich, roasted Maple Gold, perfect
            for holidays, special days, and any day.’
         

         
         Somehow his words sounded romantic rather than cheesy. Greta nodded and watched as he spooned granules into two cups, and poured in water from the kettle. They wrapped their hands around them, sighing as the steam warmed their faces. Maple Gold wasn’t as rich or complex as Iris’s brew, but that was fine. 

         
         ‘Have you had a good time?’ Jim asked, reaching out to touch her cheek.

         
         ‘The best.’ Greta nestled her face against his palm. ‘It couldn’t have been more perfect.’

         
         ‘Later on, I’ll give you a shoulder massage and a foot rub,’ he said.

         
         Greta swooned.

         
         Yet as they lay there together, something niggled at the back of her mind. The day had been magical, more than she could have
            hoped for, but was this really her Jim, or a figment of the town’s seductive charm?
         

         
         Greta sipped her coffee, gazing out of the window at the snow. Oddly, the sun shone brightly through the trees at the same
            time, bending the illusion.
         

         
         She felt cosy, even a little drowsy, unsure if it was from the busy day, the warmth of the cabin . . . or something else.
            Her eyelids grew heavy, and she fought to keep them open. A yawn escaped, and she patted a hand to her mouth.
         

         
         Greta wanted to stay here, snuggled up with Jim, but the lull of sleep was getting stronger. Something was pulling her under.

         
         Resting her face against Jim’s arm, she let her eyes close.

         
         Just a quick nap. Then I’m definitely going in for a kiss.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 18

         
         Greta blinked against the dim light, all her senses jangling. She felt like she’d been trapped underwater, weighed down by
            an anchor, and had finally fought her way to the surface, gasping for air.
         

         
         Gradually, the worn wooden tables and red lightshades of Iris’s coffee shop came into focus. The air around her felt chilly,
            and she rubbed the goose bumps on her arms, already missing the heat of the crackling fire in the cabin.
         

         
         Jim had disappeared. Their snowman was gone. All of Mapleville had vanished like a popped soap bubble.

         
         A surge of loss almost swallowed her. Greta could still feel the light touch of Jim’s fingers on her skin, and hear him whispering
            sweet nothings in her ear.
         

         
         Immediately, she wanted to go back to Mapleville.

         
         She tried to stand, but felt light-headed, unsure how long she’d been under the effects of the coffee. A clock on Iris’s wall
            told her she’d been gone for three and a half hours, though it felt like much longer. Reaching up, Greta touched her pearl
            necklace, relieved to feel something that still connected her to her other self.
         

         
         Outside, the mid-afternoon sky was darkening. Rain lashed against the windows, casting reflections of rivulets onto the floorboards inside. Puddles shimmered on the pavement, and car tyres shushed on the wet road. 

         
         Greta’s coffee cup sat in front of her, its rim smudged with her coral lipstick. An inch or so of cold coffee still remained
            in the bottom, sludgy and dark.
         

         
         She pulled out her phone, wondering if Jim or Lottie had been in touch, but there were no notifications. Lottie might still
            be out with Jayden, and Jim was probably chilling in the penthouse.
         

         
         Greta’s phone suddenly buzzed in her hand, breaking the silence.

         
         Edgar had sent her a message, and she realised she’d hadn’t yet replied to his previous one.

         
         
            Would you like to meet up sometime to compare experiences? I’m at Barker’s Treasures (a vintage shop near Manchester). I’m
               in the shop most days, or happy to meet elsewhere . . .
            

         

         Greta gnawed her bottom lip. The thought of talking to someone who might appreciate the lure, and the challenges, of dipping
            into an alternate life was like the pull of a magnet. Though Edgar was a stranger, he was the closest thing she had to a confidant
            in the real world. Manchester was only ten miles away.
         

         
         But did she really want to meet up with someone she didn’t know? Even if it meant feeling less alone?

         
         Greta jerked up her head as the TV in the corner of the shop unexpectedly flickered to life, playing an old washing powder
            commercial. Her heartbeat shot sky-high, and she stumbled toward it, silver light shining on her face.
         

         
         The commercial began to glitch, the same few seconds looping over and over. A woman smiled brightly as she held up a mound of soapsuds and winked, accompanied by a snippet of a jingle. Static crackled, and the reel started over again. 

         
         Greta smacked the side of the TV with her palm. The commercial resumed, the static cleared, and a film started up next. Deep Sea Fury was a shameless rehash of Jaws, with Tobias Blake saving swimmers from a man-eating shark. Although widely panned by critics, it had been a massive hit
            with audiences, the perfect date-night movie. Greta would love to star in something so popular.
         

         
         Gradually, she realised she was alone in the shop and unease prickled in her chest. She looked around for Iris, but there
            was no sign of her.
         

         
         Iris’s mortar and pestle sat on one of the tables with a note wedged underneath them.

         
         
            Back in Thirty Minutes. Iris.

         

         How long had it been waiting for her to find it? The roots of Greta’s hair stiffened. The weight of responsibility, of being
            the temporary custodian of the place, even for half an hour, felt heavy on her shoulders. She couldn’t leave the shop unattended,
            and would have to stay until Iris returned.
         

         
         Greta moved toward the glass jars lining the shelves, examining them more closely. They looked like they belonged in an apothecary
            or an old-fashioned sweet shop rather than a café. She ran her fingers across the handwritten labels, their edges yellowed
            by time—Dark Matters, Belonging Beans, and Dreamscape.
         

         
         Greta paused when she saw one named Starbright. If she remembered correctly, Iris had used some of this to create her individual
            blend. Inside the jar, dark, dry leaves looked like burnt curls of paper. They were mixed with coarsely ground coffee beans
            and crushed spices.
         

         
         Greta rubbed the back of her neck, feeling an intense urge to open the jar. The pull of Mapleville rushed over her, with the force of how the moon draws the tide. Waiting seven days until she could visit Iris’s coffee shop again felt like an eternity. 

         
         The roar of applause she’d imagined in the ballroom lured her like a siren.

         
         Iris’s last coffee had allowed her to rekindle her connection with Jim and Lottie. Could the contents of this jar help her
            career to sparkle again?
         

         
         One cup of coffee a week only.

         
         The rule appeared in Greta’s mind, clear and unbreakable.

         
         She pushed it aside and squinted at the jars, trying to remember which other ingredients Iris had used for her personal blend.
            There were so many jars that piecing together the recipe felt impossible. Greta wondered if Iris kept records somewhere, or
            if she stored the recipes in her head.
         

         
         The thought made her curiosity burn even stronger.

         
         She stepped over to the counter. Behind it, she could see Iris’s storeroom was open, the door ajar. Greta swiftly looked over
            both shoulders, then darted toward it.
         

         
         Inside the small room, she could see rows and rows of more small jars, each with a white rabbit on the label. The shelves
            featured letters of the alphabet, and she held her breath and walked in. She turned around a few jars in the B section before
            she spotted the name Edgar Barker.
         

         
         Greta closed her eyes with relief. So, he had been here, too? She wasn’t alone.
         

         
         A sudden rattle of the shop’s front door made her jump.

         
         She spun around, her heart pounding like a bass drum in her ears. Iris?

         
         As Greta quickly sidestepped back into the coffee shop, her eyes swivelled toward the window.

         
         Outside, a man cupped his hands to his eyes, trying to peer into the shop. Rain glistened on his hood, and his breath fogged the glass. 

         
         ‘Iris,’ he shouted. ‘Let me in.’

         
         Greta remained statue-still, her lungs feeling like they might burst. She hoped he wouldn’t notice anyone was inside.

         
         Edging farther back into the shadows, she watched as the man paced up and down the pavement.

         
         Then he knocked again, harder this time. Aggressive. The noise boomed around the shop. ‘Iris. I need coffee.’
         

         
         Greta screwed her eyes shut and willed him to go away.

         
         After a couple more minutes, the stranger gave up and moved on.

         
         Greta let out a shaky breath, her pulse taking a while to return to its usual pace.

         
         Her gaze swept across the coffee shop, settling on her coffee cup still sitting on the table in the booth. A thought flooded
            her head before she could stop it.
         

         
         What if I drink the rest of the coffee?

         
         At home, she often zapped her half-drunk cooled brews in the microwave, ignoring Lottie’s exasperated requests to ‘just make
            a new one, Mum.’
         

         
         But Iris’s coffee wasn’t ordinary. It seemed to offer a chance to reimagine her life.

         
         Greta approached the cup with trepidation, peeking into the shallow, stagnant brown liquid. Was there enough left to help
            her return to Mapleville?
         

         
         Iris hadn’t mentioned anything about temperature or quantity affecting the ritual or its effects. If Greta drank it, she’d
            technically only be consuming one cup of coffee, just spread out across the day. She pursed her lips as temptation bloomed
            in her chest, like drops of ink in water.
         

         
         Her thoughts strayed back to the disastrous evening at the Anvil Inn, Lottie’s sullen silences, Jim’s disbelief in Iris’s coffee shop, Nora’s offers of uninspiring work, and the ever-growing pile of unpaid bills on her kitchen table. All the mounting rejections in Greta’s life felt like a heap of rubber tyres piled on top of her. 

         
         Mapleville offered her the chance to show the world, her family, and herself that she still had something to offer.
         

         
         Greta headed once more to the jar labelled Starbright, taking it off the shelf. The glass stopper resisted at first, but she
            gave it a firm pull.
         

         
         Sniffing its contents, she found its aroma bittersweet, like burnt chocolate with a hint of spice she didn’t recognise. Greta
            reached inside, pinching the dried leaves and ground coffee beans between her thumb and forefinger. The mixture felt crispy
            and almost disintegrated at her touch.
         

         
         She carried a small amount over to the booth and sprinkled it directly into her cup. Then she stirred the concoction with
            a spoon, watching the leaves break apart and swirl in the remains of her coffee. By now her fingertips tingled with craving,
            even though the thought of drinking the cold brew felt icky.
         

         
         Greta didn’t know if drinking it would work or not. There was only a small amount of coffee left in the cup—possibly enough
            for an hour or two away from Longmill. She could still be back here in time for dinner with Lottie, and have time to prepare
            for the Coffee Morning Crew show the next day.
         

         
         Her only way to find out was to try it. Even if it felt impulsive, possibly reckless.

         
         As she raised her cup, the coffee’s aroma hit her, strong and pungent. The cold china sent a chill through her lips.

         
         A voice in her head warned her this wasn’t a good idea.

         
         What if Iris catches me?

         
         The thought hit her like a brick, but the pull was too strong, the temptation too much. Greta gripped the handle of the cup
            tighter. Despite all the alarm bells sounding in her mind, she let the cold coffee slide down her throat.
         

         
         The bitterness was more pronounced this time, unpleasant. Specks of leaves stuck to her teeth, and she ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth to dislodge them. As Greta swallowed, a maelstrom of conflicting emotions spun in her mind. But did she really have anything here to stay for? 

         
         In Mapleville, she was a better version of herself, living in a picture-perfect place. Her family loved and cherished her.

         
         But what now? What was still missing from her life there?

         
         She considered her next wish and found her thoughts taking her back to her improvisation in the ballroom, where she had truly
            felt seen. The imaginary flowers, the applause, receiving the pretend award.
         

         
         And she wanted more of it.

         
         ‘For my third wish—’ Greta spoke aloud with determination ‘—I wish I had it all. I want my career to sparkle, just like it used to do. I want to be a star, with the world at my feet, to be
            adored, not forgotten.’
         

         
         Then she drained the rest of the cup.

         
         Perhaps because Greta still had some coffee in her system, or perhaps because the coffee was cold, or maybe because she’d
            added the Starbright, the effects came on faster this time.
         

         
         A low hum began in her ears, building steadily until it resembled the drill of roadworks. She clutched the edge of the table,
            nauseous, as she felt herself slipping away once more.
         

         
         Somewhere in the haze of shifting sights and sounds, she heard the coffee shop door fly open and hurried footsteps approaching
            her.
         

         
         ‘Greta.’ Iris’s voice flew at her, sharp and urgent. ‘What on earth have you done?’
         

         
         But by then, it was too late.

         
         The last thing Greta saw was the white rabbit on the coffee jar label—and it seemed to give her a frown.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         Greta sat in the plush cream leather seat of a car, far away from the man in the driver’s seat. He wore a peaked black cap—a
            chauffeur, she realised. The engine purred as the car glided through the streets of Mapleville. A bottle of champagne sat
            in an ice bucket beside her, flanked by two crystal flutes.
         

         
         Peering down, she saw she was wearing a bronze dress with a boned bodice. The skirt skimmed her ankles, and pointed gold shoes
            peeped out from beneath the hem. When Greta touched her hair, she found she was wearing a tiara. She was dressed like a bona
            fide star.
         

         
         ‘Am I in a stretch limousine?’ she asked the driver.

         
         ‘Yes, Ms Perks,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Sit back and enjoy the ride. We’ll be there in a few minutes.’

         
         Greta let out a delighted laugh, wondering where they were heading. Iris might have shown up in her shop at the last minute,
            demanding to know what she’d done, but it was too late now. She guessed it would be pretty obvious that she’d returned to
            Mapleville.
         

         
         Greta pushed all her worries aside, unwilling to dwell on her questionable decision to drink the coffee dregs. She was here
            now, and that was all that mattered.
         

         
         Mapleville looked even more magical at dusk. The crescent moon in the indigo sky was so sharp it looked like it had been cut out of silver paper, and the stars sparkled like diamonds. Street lamps made the pavements shine as if lined with gold leaf, and water in the town square fountain sparkled like glitter. 

         
         As the car pulled up outside the town hall, a cheer erupted from the crowd waiting there. Hundreds of people strained against
            red rope barriers, and flashbulbs went off in quick succession, lighting up the sky like bursts of fireworks.
         

         
         The chauffeur turned his head to glance at her. ‘Looks like they’re ready for you, Ms Perks.’

         
         ‘Me?’ Greta gasped, holding a hand to her chest. ‘What have I done?’

         
         He didn’t reply. Instead, his head jerked several times before he repeated, ‘It looks like they’re ready for you, Ms Perks.’

         
         Greta stared at him. He appeared to be glitching like Iris’s TV, but she couldn’t exactly give him a smack to reset him. She
            watched until his head stilled.
         

         
         He smiled at her, then slid out of the car to speak to a similarly dressed man in a dark suit and bow-tie, as if nothing unusual
            had happened.
         

         
         Through the car window, Greta gulped when she saw hundreds of outstretched arms. Eyes gleamed, and there were even tears.
            The scene was so intense that she shuffled in her seat. It was the kind of reception usually reserved for rock stars. It was
            one thing to be loved by Jim and Lottie in Mapleville, but this was another level. In fact, it was exhilarating.
         

         
         Greta’s hand trembled as she poured herself a glass of champagne. As she sipped the ice-cold liquid, excitement fizzed inside
            her.
         

         
         The adjacent passenger door suddenly opened, and a person slid into the back seat beside her. ‘You’re causing a frenzy out
            there, darling.’
         

         
         Greta turned around in disbelief. ‘Nora?’

         
         ‘Yes, of course it’s me, darling. Who else is going to accompany you on your big night? Supporting you is my raison d’être.’ She helped herself to a glass of champagne. 

         
         Greta worked her jaw. Nora was speaking to her like a top client. And it felt good.

         
         Her agent’s eyes sparkled as she held up her glass for a toast. ‘You’re going to knock ’em dead,’ Nora said, clinking her
            flute against Greta’s.
         

         
         Greta tried not to splutter as the bubbles hit the back of her throat.

         
         Nora gave her a pat on the back. ‘Are you all right, darling?’ she asked, her tone more businesslike than concerned. ‘You
            seem rather flustered.’
         

         
         ‘This is just all so unexpected and . . . great.’ Greta had forgotten how passionate some fans could be, though she’d never
            experienced them on this scale. The unified chant of her name was like music to her ears.
         

         
         ‘It’s totally fabulous.’ Nora agreed, waving regally at the window. ‘All our hard work has come to fruition. Now, let’s make
            the most of it.’
         

         
         The chauffeur opened the door and extended his gloved hand to Greta. She grasped it, grateful for something to hold on to
            as she stepped onto the pavement.
         

         
         A red carpet stretched ahead of her, leading toward the town hall. All the crowd strained forward for a closer look at her,
            many chanting her name.
         

         
         The a cappella singers also appeared, as if from nowhere.

         
         
            Under the stars, you’ve come so far,

            a shining star, that’s who you are.

            Enjoy the glow, the crowd’s embrace,

            in Mapleville, you’ve found your place.

            You’re always at home with Maple Gold.

         

         They sang the same verse three times, as if stuck on repeat. Their words slowed, then sped back up, making them sound like they’d inhaled helium. 

         
         Greta stared at them. First the chauffeur, and now this? Was it due to her misuse of the coffee?

         
         Her palms moistened as she took a first step onto the red carpet. Her ankles wobbled in her perilously high shoes. As she
            glanced around her, all she could see were the bright lights and a sea of people. The scene made her feel dizzy, as if she’d
            just stepped off a carousel after too many turns.
         

         
         ‘Anything wrong?’ Nora said. ‘Keep moving, darling.’

         
         Greta smiled around stiffly at her fans. ‘Why am I here, exactly?’ she asked from the corner of her mouth.

         
         Nora squinted at her in bewilderment. ‘You’ve won the Gold Star People’s Award, of course.’

         
         ‘I did? What’s that?’

         
         ‘An award voted for by the people. You won it for your blockbuster.’

         
         Greta stopped dead. ‘I made a film?’ It was something she’d always wanted to do, but she couldn’t recall a thing about making
            it. This was like a dream of the perfect life she wanted. ‘What is it about . . . ?’
         

         
         But Nora had already turned away, relishing the attention, as if the crowd were here for her, too.

         
         Over the years, Greta had attended numerous award ceremonies for meaningless accolades, mostly because she’d been invited,
            promised an extravagant goody bag, or assured by Nora that it would boost her profile. The last invitation had been eight
            or nine years ago, for the grand opening of a department store’s new floor. All Greta had to do was show up, pose, then wave
            and smile for the cameras while holding up a perfume bottle or caressing a pure wool rug.
         

         
         She’d forgotten how embarrassing it could be to smile, wave and generally be on show for the public. Everyone was looking at her like she was a goddess rather than a normal person. 

         
         ‘Greta! Over here,’ someone shouted.

         
         Another person yelled, ‘Greta, we love you!’

         
         Someone grabbed her arm, and she swerved out of their way.

         
         ‘Smile,’ yet another voice urged, just before the flash of a camera sent bright spots dancing behind her eyes.

         
         Greta blinked hard. She twinkled her fingers in a cautious wave, attempting to stay calm. Trying to soak up the adulation.
            Her chest felt sore and squashed, as if a rhino had sat on her. A feeling deep inside told her that she didn’t belong here,
            that she was a fraud.
         

         
         The same thing had happened while filming the Maple Gold commercials, too. Back then, Greta had smiled and sipped coffee under
            the blazing lights, convinced that someone would discover she was an imposter and kick her off the set. With every accolade,
            every compliment or achievement, she’d never been able to shake the feeling she didn’t truly deserve any of it.
         

         
         Heading toward the town hall, she concentrated on not tripping over the hem of her gown. She shook hands, murmured polite
            thank-yous, and accepted bouquets thrust into her arms. She passed the flowers to Nora, freeing her up to sign autographs.
         

         
         Greta’s heart leaped when she spotted Jim and Lottie waiting by the entrance to the town hall. Jim waved, and Lottie smiled
            proudly like she couldn’t believe how cool her mum was. Millie was there, too, wearing a supportive smile.
         

         
         ‘Hi,’ Greta called out to them. Stepping off the red carpet, she tried to weave her way toward them.

         
         But Nora had other ideas, gripping Greta’s arm. ‘You can see your family later. This evening is all about you.’ With a firm tug, she steered her back toward a mass of cameras.
         

         
         Greta glanced back ruefully over her shoulder, feeling lost as her husband, daughter, and Millie were swallowed by the crowd.

         
         Nora led the way inside the town hall, then toward the grand staircase. ‘We’re going up to the ballroom now, and you should
            pause at the top of the stairs. Think beautiful thoughts, wave, and smile like you mean it. Then we’ll head backstage.’ She
            dropped back for a few moments, leaving Greta on her own.
         

         
         From Greta’s elevated position, the people below looked like the roses in Millie’s garden. Even though many faces were looking
            up at her, she felt very much alone.
         

         
         She plastered on a smile and posed while flashbulbs fired around her.

         
         Afterward, Nora reappeared. ‘Follow me,’ she ordered, escorting Greta through into a maze of corridors.

         
         The scent of polished wood and old velvet hung in the air, and chatter buzzed from behind swathes of curtain. At the back
            of the space, a huge screen hung, blank and dark silver.
         

         
         Greta looked around her helplessly.

         
         ‘Are we watching the film now?’ she asked. The thought of seeing her own face so big, and at close range, made her want to
            run and hide. ‘What’s it about?’
         

         
         Nora frowned, though her forehead remained unnaturally smooth. ‘You’ve already seen it, remember? We’ll watch the trailer
            alongside the rest of the audience. Then you’ll go on stage to receive your award. You can slip out while the film plays,
            or you can stay to watch it.’
         

         
         Greta felt suddenly hot, and she wafted her face with her hand. ‘Yes, of course I remember it,’ she lied. ‘I just wondered.’

         
         A brass band struck up a medley of dramatic music that she assumed was from the movie. A bass drum thudded so loudly it made her insides jump. The curtains twitched, then opened, revealing a tall wooden podium facing the audience. 

         
         A shot of adrenaline made Greta feel faint. She wanted to escape, but Nora stood firmly at her side like a gatekeeper she
            couldn’t get past.
         

         
         A silver-haired man in a maroon tuxedo walked onto the stage and performed a bow. He proceeded to gush about the film like
            it was a masterpiece that would go down in history.
         

         
         Greta saw Nora roll her eyes.

         
         ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ the man boomed. ‘Before we watch the film, it is my pleasure to invite on stage someone who is no
            stranger to the limelight themselves. The star of over twenty movies, his name is synonymous with cinematic excellence.
         

         
         ‘A legend in his own right, please welcome the one, the only . . . Mr Tobias Blake . . .’

         
         Greta felt her knees give way, and she almost fell into a swoon.

         
         Tobias Blake was here?

         
         For her?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         Watching Tobias stroll on stage in his midnight-blue tux, with his salt-and-pepper hair gleaming under the lights, felt like
            an out-of-body experience. Greta’s stomach performed several cartwheels. She rubbed her eyes to assure herself it really was
            him. His slightly wonky smile, leisurely walk and azure-blue eyes were all present and correct, though he looked a lot smaller
            in real life. She supposed she was used to seeing him on the big screen.
         

         
         ‘Tobias?’ Greta hissed to Nora. ‘He’s really here?’
         

         
         ‘Well, he was your co-star.’ Nora nodded. ‘We have to impress him tonight. I need him on my books. Do everything in your power to reel him in.’
         

         
         My co-star? Wow.

         
         Greta stared back at the stage, her mind reeling. They’d been in the movie together? What kind of scenes had they shared?
            Was the film a period drama? Action in space? Oh god, had she taken her clothes off?
         

         
         Nora’s voice cut through her panic. ‘If you’re feeling nervous, just pretend the audience are a row of potatoes. Or naked.
            It works wonders.’
         

         
         Greta attempted it, but the tip was too bizarre to help.

         
         Tobias took the microphone, his voice as smooth as hot milk. ‘Thank you, everyone. It’s an honour to be here this evening, celebrating this film and the incredible talent behind it. And I’m not just talking about yours truly,’ he said with a self-depreciating laugh and a wink. ‘I am, of course, speaking about the wonderful lady who is so deserving of this award, voted for by you guys. But firstly, let’s take a look at her brilliance in action.’ 

         
         The lights dimmed, the curtains slid farther apart, and the screen lit up, casting a silver glow across the audience’s faces.
            When Greta’s own face appeared, she wished she could curl up like an armadillo and roll into the orchestra pit.
         

         
         A few brief highlights from other films appeared on the screen first. Apparently, she’d starred in a few romcoms, a Victorian
            melodrama, a whodunnit, and a vampire/slasher movie.
         

         
         Greta hadn’t thought she had any flaws in Mapleville, until her face was projected several metres high. Suddenly, every pore,
            every line, and every hair on her face was magnified, making even her smallest imperfections impossible to ignore.
         

         
         Even though she looked better than she had in years, the experience was mortifying—far worse than spotting fresh wrinkles
            in her bathroom mirror in Longmill.
         

         
         Next came a trailer for the film she was being honoured for. It was a sequel to the shark movie she’d seen Tobias starring
            in. Deep Sea Fury 2.

         
         There Greta was, skiing on frothy waves in an orange swimsuit, her face twisted in anguish as she spotted a fin rising above
            the water. She thrashed in the waves, screaming prettily as she bobbed below the surface, until Tobias heroically rescued
            her.
         

         
         The scene shifted, and now they were kissing passionately, tangled in the bedsheets. Greta’s cheeks burned, and she hoped
            Jim wasn’t watching. Had she really snogged Tobias Blake? Damn. She couldn’t remember a thing about it.
         

         
         Unable to bear watching herself any longer, she wrenched her eyes away, sweeping them across the audience to watch their reactions instead. Most people were enraptured, leaning forward in their seats, their eyes fixed on the screen. However, a couple in the front row both stifled yawns. 

         
         The woman cradled a toddler to her chest, resting her chin on top of his head. Her eyes were half-closed with exhaustion,
            while her husband wore a similar dazed expression. They appeared to be here in body, but not particularly in mind.
         

         
         A flurry of memories rushed over Greta, taking her back to the past. All the sleepless nights with Lottie as a baby, the endless
            juggling, longing for just one romantic dinner with Jim without being interrupted by fans.
         

         
         She remembered trying to read a bedtime story to Lottie, only for her daughter to ask if they were rich, because a school
            friend wanted to know. Mapleville might look perfect, but it seemed like the demands of early parenthood were the same everywhere.
         

         
         Fame, Greta was now beginning to remember, hadn’t been so glamorous when she’d struggled to balance it with family life. She’d
            forgotten a lot of these messy and inconvenient moments when looking at them through rose-tinted glasses.
         

         
         Greta glanced at Tobias again. He was looking at his watch rather than the trailer, shuffling a foot as if he had better things
            to do.
         

         
         When the screen went blank and the lights came back on, applause ricocheted around the room. Greta let go of a long breath
            she hadn’t realised she’d been holding.
         

         
         A spotlight swept across the stage, settling on the tips of her shoes.

         
         Tobias extended his hand towards her. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘I give you the wonderful Greta Perks. Please join me in applauding this well-deserved recognition of her talents—the Gold Star People’s Award.’ 

         
         Unlike her pretend ceremony at the coffee morning, this time Greta stood fixed to the spot, feeling like her bones were setting
            to stone. She didn’t want to walk onto the stage, and only moved when Nora gave her a small shove.
         

         
         She found herself facing the man she’d admired as a performer for a long time. If she was honest, Tobias occasionally popped
            into her dreams, too, leaving her feeling rather flushed and flustered when she woke up.
         

         
         From his easy smile, Greta could see how much he was relishing the attention. After a few moments of basking too long, Tobias
            quietened the crowd with a raised hand.
         

         
         When he presented her with the award, Greta felt like she was in a trance. It was a heavy, gleaming gold star on a plinth
            that looked rather plasticky up close. Tobias wrapped his arms around her, holding her so tightly she felt her spine pop.
            She could smell the cologne on his neck, something lemony with a hint of leather.
         

         
         ‘You look fantastic,’ Tobias whispered, followed by what sounded like a purr. ‘Let’s grab a drink together afterward, away
            from all the minions.’
         

         
         Greta tried not to shudder. Minions? Is that what he thought of his fans?
         

         
         She took the award and clutched it so tightly her knuckles turned white. Standing in front of the microphone, she blinked
            against the bright lights. The room blurred before her eyes, and for a moment, she felt so wobbly she wondered if she was
            slipping back to Iris’s coffee shop.
         

         
         What do I say? What do I do?

         
         Her mind was a blank.

         
         She opened her mouth, saying the first thing that came to mind. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured, wincing at how reedy her voice sounded. ‘This award means more than I can put into words. I’m so grateful to all of you, for your support, for believing in me. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt so loved.’ Greta placed her hand on her chest. ‘To be honest, this all feels like a dream. Wonderful, yes, but also very strange.’ 

         
         She felt like she was rambling, yet also speaking the truth. Glancing down at the award, she noticed a deep scratch on its
            plinth and ran her finger across it.
         

         
         Greta carried on with her speech. ‘What matters to me most are the genuine connections I have in my life, my friends and my
            family. I’m so proud of my daughter, Lottie, and my husband, Jim. I like to believe that families always find their way back
            to each other.’ A tear pricked her eyes. ‘At least, that’s what I hope for.’
         

         
         Out of the corner of her vision, she saw Tobias shaking his head as if bewildered.

         
         ‘I wish I could stand here and say I’m ready for the future,’ she continued. ‘That I know exactly where I’m going and what
            I’m doing. But I don’t. I’m here, celebrating, with no idea what happens next. And I think . . . most of us feel that way.
            Don’t we? We chase after things, we long for things, when maybe what really matters has been here all along.’ She hesitated
            and gave a small laugh. ‘Or maybe I’m just talking nonsense . . .’
         

         
         Silence confronted her. People in the crowd looked at each other in confusion. Someone sliced a finger across their throat.
            Cut.
         

         
         ‘Thanks so much for this award,’ Greta said, managing to rattle off a few more sentences, thanking Tobias for his kind words.
            With a final wave, she hurried off the stage, feeling like she’d left part of herself behind as a human sacrifice to the audience.
         

         
         It didn’t seem to be the speech anyone had expected. A long pause hung in the air before polite applause eventually broke
            out. It followed Greta as she stepped into the wings.
         

         
         Nora stood waiting for her, holding two glasses of champagne. ‘That was, um, spectacular, darling,’ she said, handing Greta
            a flute as if it was another trophy. ‘Well-done. You were born for this life.’
         

         
         Greta wasn’t so sure. She set down her award and gripped the chilled stem of her glass. She sipped the champagne, then instantly
            coughed and spluttered. It tasted sharp and acidic, just like vinegar.
         

         
         Nora stared at her. ‘What’s wrong?’

         
         Greta pulled a face. ‘It’s disgusting, like something you’d sprinkle on fish and chips.’

         
         ‘Really? It tastes wonderful to me,’ Nora said, savouring a long sip.

         
         Greta tentatively sniffed her glass. She tried the champagne again, but this time it tasted delicious, crisp and citrusy.
            She frowned and shook her head. Were her taste buds at fault, or was it something else?
         

         
         She’d spent the last ten years dreaming of moments like this, yearning for recognition or simply to be noticed. So why did
            it feel so peculiar? So empty?
         

         
         All she wanted to do now was go home, pull on her comfiest sweatshirt, and curl up on the sofa under a blanket. She wanted
            to wipe off her make-up, take off the tiara, and tie her hair back with a scrunchie. They were the little things that didn’t
            feel possible in Mapleville.
         

         
         Had she spent all this time gilding the past, carefully selecting the best moments from her career and family life to dwell
            on, like choosing photos to display in an album? The ones that didn’t measure up were shoved in a box under the bed.
         

         
         Greta swirled the champagne, watching the bubbles rise and pop. Everything around her now felt like an echo, a shadow of the life she used to have. It was a fading projection of the one she’d thought she wanted.
         

         
         Then, out of nowhere, a thought struck her, sharp and unexpected, like a crash of thunder on a summer day.

         
         I don’t want the spotlight any longer.

         
         Greta let the revelation sink in, solid and true. The limelight wasn’t for her.

         
         So, what did she want?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 21

         
         There were only so many times Greta could hear ‘you’re brilliant’ before it got over-fazing, like eating too many mince pies
            on Christmas Day.
         

         
         ‘My, you look wonderful.’

         
         ‘What a beautiful dress.’

         
         ‘I’m so excited to meet you.’

         
         All the while Greta felt like a curated veneer of herself rather than the actual living, breathing woman. Beneath her fine
            clothes and glossy make-up, she didn’t feel like a superstar at all.
         

         
         The sound of laughter and chatter in the town hall ballroom hummed like a swarm of bees, reaching a crescendo in her head.
            She forced smiles and murmured polite responses to a seemingly never-ending stream of admirers. All the while, her eyes swept
            the room for Jim, Lottie, or Millie. When she spotted her husband and daughter standing together on the far side of the room,
            she felt a primal pull toward them.
         

         
         Greta had only managed to take a couple of steps in their direction when yet another glass of champagne was pressed into her
            hand. A stranger launched into a speech about how Maple Gold was the perfect beverage, and had Greta ever drunk it chilled?
         

         
         She nodded and tried to edge away. By the time she broke free, Jim and Lottie had moved closer to the exit. Greta wove her
            way through the crowd toward them, only to be stopped again, this time by Desdemona.
         

         
         ‘I didn’t realise you were such a star,’ Desdemona said. ‘It’s very strange where pretending can get you. I actually attempted
            a little improvisation after your drama class. I imagined I was a daring explorer in the Antarctic, though it proved a tricky
            place to brew coffee. I improvised by boiling water in a can, suspended over a small fire, as I was observed by Emperor penguins . . .’
         

         
         ‘That’s sounds amazing,’ Greta said, stealing a glance over Desdemona’s shoulder. ‘I’d love to hear more about it . . . at
            the next coffee morning.’
         

         
         ‘It was interesting, but no substitute for real life,’ Desdemona stated with a sniff. ‘Well-done, anyway.’

         
         By the time Greta reached the place Jim and Lottie had been standing, her anxiety levels were spiking. She just wanted to
            be alone with her family.
         

         
         When Nora stepped back into her eyeline, she flinched.

         
         ‘I’ve got a message for you,’ her agent said, waving a note. ‘Lottie’s had enough for the evening. Too many cameras. She’s
            gone back to the hotel with Jim.’
         

         
         The news felt like a kick to Greta’s shin. ‘What? They’ve left without me?’

         
         ‘They tried to reach you, but couldn’t get through the hordes.’ Nora puffed her chest as if this was a good thing.

         
         Greta shook her head. ‘But why go to a hotel? We’ve got a perfectly lovely house here,’ she said. She’d been looking forward
            to rubbing feet with Jim in bed, with his body next to hers rather than a line of pillows.
         

         
         Then she remembered the many times she’d chosen the luxury and convenience of plush hotel suites in the past rather than home
            comforts.
         

         
         ‘You’re the star, darling. Revel in these things,’ Nora said.

         
         Greta didn’t reply. She’d had enough of being the star attraction. Finally, she understood Lottie’s plea that she just wanted
            to be herself.
         

         
         With a shake of her head, Greta pushed past Nora, heading out a door and into the corridor, to leave the noise and pressure
            behind.
         

         
         ‘Where are you going?’ Nora called after her, the question failing to reach Greta’s ears.

         
         With each step she took away from the ballroom, the air grew cooler, and the noisy hubbub faded. Greta gradually felt like
            she could breathe again.
         

         
         A soft breeze wound around her shoulders, and she opened a door into a small, dimly lit room. In desperate need of some time
            alone before she retreated to her hotel, she stepped inside.
         

         
         Heading toward the window, Greta looked out onto the square. The last of the crowd were dispersing, and the red ropes were
            being dismantled. A few guests loitered near the fountain, their laughter ringing in the night air. It was hard to believe
            all the fuss had been for her—even though she’d wished for it.
         

         
         Greta exhaled, trying to process the strange disconnect she felt, as if the evening had belonged to someone else.

         
         She didn’t notice the door opening until a slice of yellow light swept across the floor. A figure appeared in silhouette,
            standing still for a moment before moving toward her.
         

         
         She squinted to see who it was. ‘Millie?’

         
         ‘Hiding, are we?’

         
         Tobias’s voice was as rich and smooth as on the big screen. The moonlight caught his eyes, making them shine pewter.

         
         Greta’s spine stiffened, and she struggled to breathe. Thank goodness the room was dark so he wouldn’t see her cheeks flushing. She swore she heard a crackle of electricity when he reached her side. ‘I just needed some time to myself,’ she said breathlessly. 

         
         ‘Understandable,’ Tobias said, his tone all velvety. ‘The constant attention and adoration can be exhausting, don’t you think?
            One needs the time to recharge.’
         

         
         ‘You think so?’ Greta said, surprised to find his words echoed her own thoughts.

         
         ‘Absolutely. What we do isn’t for the faint of heart,’ Tobias continued, edging even closer toward her. ‘The world looks to
            us, expecting us to always shine and to carry their hopes and dreams. Yet being adored can take its toll.’ He let out a dramatic
            sigh, as if the universe rested on his shoulders.
         

         
         Greta resisted the urge to roll her eyes. As Lottie would say, this sounded a bit cringe. ‘Isn’t it what we signed up for?’
            she said.
         

         
         He chuckled, as if her question was naive. ‘True, though we both know it’s a lonely existence. Even the people closest to
            us see the performer rather than the true us. That’s what makes us different, Greta. We’re destined to be admired but never truly known.’ Tobias dropped his voice to
            a more intimate level. ‘That’s why it’s good we’ve got each other . . .’
         

         
         He reached out, his fingers brushing hers. Then he took her hand fully.

         
         Greta felt a strange sensation whoosh over her. Was Tobias hitting on her? Or did he just see her as a kindred spirit? They’d
            apparently already kissed on screen, but this felt . . . different.
         

         
         She’d admired Tobias from afar, even found him attractive. But up close, he seemed like a self-obsessed bore.

         
         Greta pulled her hand away from his, wishing he’d remained as a fantasy figure.

         
         ‘Maybe we perform because we need to feel admired, or loved,’ she said. ‘Or, perhaps it’s something deeper . . . searching
            for something that’s missing in our lives. We’re always seeking affirmation . . .’
         

         
         Tobias’s shoe nudged against hers. His cologne was so overpowering it made her want to cough.

         
         He lowered his voice further, as if sharing a secret. ‘The need to connect is in our blood. It’s not the fame, it’s the craft.
            When we’re creating those timeless moments on screen that will last forever, nothing else matters.’
         

         
         Greta’s brows shot up, and she stifled a giggle. Timeless? An image of Tobias widening his eyes in mock horror at a CGI shark flashed in her mind.
         

         
         A snort of laughter escaped before she could stop it. ‘Ha!’

         
         Tobias shrank back. ‘Why are you laughing?’

         
         Greta clamped her hand to her mouth, struggling to contain the giggles that shook her body. Nora would never forgive her for
            this. ‘Sorry,’ she said, fighting the grin spreading across her face. ‘What you’re saying just sounds . . . preposterous.’
         

         
         What had she ever seen in him?

         
         Tobias’s expression hardened. ‘I thought you of all people would understand.’

         
         Greta mulled over his words. She had spent too long chasing the empty promises of life in the limelight. ‘I think I finally
            do understand,’ she said. ‘More than you think.’
         

         
         She pushed past Tobias, nudging him out of the way. ‘Now, please excuse me. I want to find my family . . .’

         
         Greta didn’t wait for his reply. Instead, she strode out of the room and back into the corridor. Her heels clicked as she
            hurried down the marble staircase and out of a side door.
         

         
         Outside, the square was still and quiet. Greta trailed her hand through the water in the fountain, needing to feel something
            real. The reflection of the moon broke apart and rippled. She stood in quiet contemplation, with memories of her Maple Gold
            wedding to Jim filtering back.
         

         
         It had been staged for a commercial, the set built to resemble a church. Tall polystyrene columns lined the aisle, painted to resemble white marble. The vicar had worn running shoes under his cassock, hidden from the camera. 

         
         The script featured Jim arriving late to the ceremony because he’d got too wrapped up in the taste and aroma of a pre-wedding
            cuppa.
         

         
         After they’d exchanged their vows, Greta and Jim had twirled around the fountain, flashing smiles and showing off make-believe
            wedding rings for the cameras.
         

         
         Stills from the ceremony had been splashed across glossy magazines, accompanied by headlines such as Love Brewing: Mapleville’s
            Golden Couple Tie the Knot. Showbiz writers had poured over the tiniest details, from Greta’s wedding shoes to Jim’s cuff-links
            shaped like coffee beans.
         

         
         A few months later, Jim and Greta’s own real wedding had been something entirely different—a quiet, intimate affair in a small
            Scottish hotel without any guests. Greta had been newly pregnant with Lottie, the officiant had worn a kilt, and the air had
            smelled of rain and damp heather. There’d been no cameras, no script and no fans. Yet somehow it had felt like their second wedding, as though their first had been claimed by Maple Gold and the public.
         

         
         Greta pulled her hand from the fountain, shaking off the droplets. The square was peaceful now, and the evening’s accolades
            and applause felt distant.
         

         
         It struck her then that the simple, unpolished moments in life were just as precious, if not more so, than the grand, showy
            ones.
         

         
         The longing to be with her family grew stronger. She no longer craved admiration from strangers but wanted a deeper connection
            with those who loved her for who she was.
         

         
         Greta glanced around, searching for the limousine. She was relieved to spot it was still parked nearby, and she hurried over, sliding into the back seat. 

         
         ‘To your hotel, Ms Perks?’ the chauffeur said.

         
         Greta nodded.

         
         He took a different route this time, along a road she hadn’t noticed before. Greta sank in her seat, picturing Jim and Lottie
            already inside their hotel room, unwinding in their complimentary robes, and perhaps playing a game of Uno.
         

         
         When they arrived, the driver stepped out and escorted Greta inside before bidding her goodnight.

         
         The foyer was opulent, all cream marble, towering pillars and a sweeping staircase. Strangely, there didn’t seem to be any
            other guests around. There was no chatter in the foyer or discreet music playing, just an eerie silence as if the hotel had
            been deserted after a fire alarm.
         

         
         The receptionist handed her a room card with a robotic smile. ‘The presidential suite, madam,’ he said. ‘My colleague will
            escort you—’
         

         
         Greta shook her head. ‘It’s fine. I can find it myself. I believe my husband and daughter are already waiting for me . . .’

         
         She gathered her skirt and made her way up the stairs, her pace slowing when she reached her room. After swiping the room
            card, she opened the door and peeped inside in case Jim had already fallen asleep.
         

         
         After the glitz and spectacle of the evening, feeling like a mannequin on display in a store window, Greta just wanted to
            feel the warmth of Jim’s skin next to hers and to fall asleep in his arms.
         

         
         She tiptoed into the room.

         
         The décor was grand, all rich caramel and gold tones. Greta’s eyes were drawn to the huge circular bed, where the covers were
            neat and unused, embroidered with coffee bean motifs.
         

         
         ‘Jim?’ she whispered. ‘Are you here?’

         
         Greta smiled when she saw rose petals artfully arranged in the shape of a heart on the bed.

         
         A note rested on the pillow, and she picked it up, recognising the familiar handwriting.

         
         
            
               
                  Lottie wanted to go home, and I’ve accompanied her. Get some well-earned rest and we’ll see you tomorrow. We’re both very
                     proud of you.
                  

                  Love Jim x

               

            

         
         Greta’s arms fell heavy by her sides, the note dropping to the floor. She’d been desperate to spend some time with her husband
            and daughter, only to find herself alone. Again.
         

         
         Too exhausted to make another trip back across town, she kicked off her shoes. When she caught sight of her reflection in
            a mirror, Greta padded across the plush carpet to take a closer look.
         

         
         After seeing her face magnified on the big screen, she was acutely aware of every flaw. Her make-up might be immaculate, but
            her eyes were faintly bloodshot in the corners, as if the imperfections of real life were trying to creep through.
         

         
         With a weary sigh, she yanked off her tiara.

         
         Her dress suddenly felt too tight, like a straightjacket. She fumbled with the zip, huffing when it got stuck halfway. Tugging
            harder, she groaned when it refused to budge.
         

         
         Not here, too.

         
         With a loud sigh, Greta flopped back onto the bed, crushing the rose petals beneath her.

         
         She lay there staring up at the ceiling as the evening’s events tumbled through her mind.

         
         It took a while for her eyelids to shut, and she wondered if she’d wake up in Mapleville or back in Longmill.

         
         But, right now, Greta didn’t really care. Because loneliness wrapped around her so tightly, sleep offered a welcome reprieve.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 22

         
         Greta’s eyes were crusted from last night’s make-up. Her evening dress was wrapped so tightly around her legs she felt like
            an Egyptian mummy. She kicked her legs to release them.
         

         
         For the briefest moment, she was disappointed to find she was still in Mapleville. Shouldn’t she have woken up back in Iris’s
            coffee shop by now? She’d expected the awards ceremony to be the final act, the curtain call to send her home, but the overpowering
            scent of Maple Gold in the hotel room told her otherwise.
         

         
         She glanced around, taking in her luxurious surroundings. The vast bed would fit at least six people lying side by side, and
            the carpet was as soft as cashmere. The dressing table curved like a polished mahogany coffee bean. Yet it all felt impersonal,
            even ostentatious.
         

         
         Come on, Greta. Lighten up. Enjoy this amazing place.

         
         She swung her legs over the side of the bed, wincing at the tightness in her calves from standing in heels all night. Her
            stilettoes lay on the floor.
         

         
         Spotting a note that had been slipped under the door, she padded over to pick it up.

         
         
            
               
                  I didn’t want to wake you. Fancy a family game of mini-golf in the park with me and Lottie this morning? Love Jim x

               

            

         
         The invitation lifted her mood. After the extravaganza of yesterday’s award ceremony, spending a normal day with her family
            was exactly what she needed.
         

         
         Somehow, the dress she’d slept in overnight unzipped effortlessly, as if elves had popped in to grease the zip. She found
            a selection of pastel dresses and shoes waiting for her in the wardrobe.
         

         
         By the time Greta had showered, dressed, eaten a croissant she’d discovered on a tray in her room, and arrived at the park,
            she felt more like her best self again.
         

         
         Jim and Lottie were already waiting for her on the mini-golf course. Lottie was dressed in her pink plaid skirt suit and held
            a bright pink golf ball in her hand. Jim stood beside her wearing a white polo shirt and cream slacks, casually twirling a
            club between his fingers. ‘Hi.’ He waved with a welcoming smile on his face.
         

         
         Greta gave each of them a hug, holding on for longer than she intended to. ‘I missed you both so much last night. I tried
            to reach you, but there were too many people around.’
         

         
         ‘That’s okay,’ Jim said, kissing her forehead. ‘We know you were busy, and we’re so proud of you.’

         
         ‘You’re an inspiration, Mum,’ Lottie added, squeezing Greta’s hand.

         
         They were things her family would never usually say, and Greta relished the words, holding them close.

         
         She teed off first, watching as her ball soared through the air, toward a miniature windmill. It clipped the edge of a sail, bounced off, and then dropped straight into the hole. ‘Hole in one,’ she cheered, throwing her arms in the air. 

         
         Jim lined up his shot next, sending the ball sweeping across the turf. It disappeared into a pyramid and emerged on the other
            side, wobbling briefly before also sinking into a hole. He smiled and performed a bow. ‘Your turn, Lottie,’ he said. ‘Keep
            up the good work.’
         

         
         Lottie stepped up, her eyes sharp with concentration. She sent her ball straight through a clown’s mouth. It bounced off the
            edge of the course before she scored a hole in one, too. ‘Luck must run in the Perk’s family,’ she said with a triumphant
            smile.
         

         
         As the three of them moved from one hole to the next, their shots landed with precision each time, as if the universe was
            helping with their aim.
         

         
         After a while, Greta leaned on her club and examined her scorecard. ‘Why can’t we lose?’

         
         ‘Why would we want to?’ Jim said.

         
         ‘Because sometimes losing is more fun. Life can be dull without challenge. When you fail, you learn from it.’

         
         Jim stared at her. ‘Surely the objective of any game is to win.’

         
         ‘Not always,’ Greta said, picking up the ball and rolling it between her palms. ‘When you’re not focused on winning, you notice
            other moments that matter more.’
         

         
         She paused and frowned, letting her own words sink in. Why hadn’t she seen things this way before?

         
         Her gaze flicked to Jim, the man she’d loved for so long. This version of him was different, but not entirely. So much of
            him was still the same. His eyelashes curled at the tips, and his lips were as kissably plump as ever. He still had a tiny
            mole on his top lip, and a gap in his eyebrow that she used to like tracing with her fingers. It had been so long since she’d done that.
         

         
         And suddenly, she was done with waiting.

         
         Her heartbeat thrummed softly in her chest as she stepped toward him.

         
         Jim didn’t move. He just watched her as if waiting to see what she’d do next.

         
         Reaching up, Greta gently traced her fingers along his jaw. He leaned into her touch, and her belly flooded with heat. She
            slid her other arm around his back, drawing him closer. Their bodies fitted together with ease, and the familiar sparkle in
            his eyes made her heart ache in the best way.
         

         
         Jim’s lips curved into a surprised smile. ‘Well, hi,’ he murmured.

         
         ‘Hi, honey,’ Greta whispered back.

         
         Birds sang in the distance and butterflies flitted around them, as if this was a scene from a Walt Disney film. Time seemed
            to stand still as they held each other, both lost in the moment.
         

         
         Their lips drifted closer.

         
         Greta could feel the heat from Jim’s fingertips through her dress and hear the quickening of his breath. Her pulse raced in
            anticipation.
         

         
         But then . . . a long whistle broke the spell. ‘Mum. Dad. Get a room,’ Lottie called out with a laugh.
         

         
         Jim and Greta pulled apart, their eyes still drinking each other in. A kiss would have to wait. She pressed her cheek to his
            chest, laughing and holding him tight. Knowing, hoping, there would be many other moments like this. Everything here felt
            right. So long as her family were by her side, she was truly home.
         

         
         After finishing the game of golf, Jim and Greta held hands and strolled with Lottie to a pleasant spot in the park where a large checked picnic blanket lay on the grass. Millie and Jefferson already lounged there, surrounded by a glorious spread of food. Sandwiches were stacked with precision in neat triangles, fruit glistened, and a coffee-and-walnut cake was cut into neat slices. A large silver Thermos took pride of place. 

         
         ‘Hi, fancy seeing you here,’ Jim said.

         
         ‘Well, hello there, neighbour,’ Jefferson replied. ‘What a glorious day.’

         
         ‘My, you look beautiful today, Greta,’ Millie added, her own clothes and make-up as immaculate as ever. ‘You must join us
            for lunch. There’s plenty to go around.’
         

         
         Jim, Greta, and Lottie thanked her and settled onto the grass. Greta was hungry after her tiny breakfast.

         
         With a flourish, Millie picked up the Thermos, holding it up like an Oscar. ‘Ta-da,’ she announced. ‘Look what I’ve brought
            to accompany our picnic.’
         

         
         ‘How wonderful, darling,’ Jefferson said, his eyes glowing with admiration.

         
         ‘You’re welcome.’ Millie smile grew a bit too wide. ‘Though I think it’s your turn to cater for us next time . . .’

         
         Jefferson shrank back as if he’d spotted a slug in the grass. ‘Me?’

         
         ‘Yes. I’ve been noticing a few things recently, like how I always seem to make the coffee, and organise picnics. There should
            be more balance between us, don’t you think?’
         

         
         Jefferson blinked several times, but Millie had already handed him the Thermos. ‘Do pour us all a coffee, won’t you, darling?’

         
         Greta tried not to laugh as he fumbled with the lid.

         
         ‘Maple Gold, Greta?’ Jefferson offered, still looking startled.

         
         ‘Oh, no, thank you,’ she replied. ‘I’m all coffee’d out.’

         
         Jim, Lottie, Millie, and Jefferson stared at her, as if she’d just spoken in Spanish.

         
         ‘Don’t you guys ever want to drink anything else?’ she asked with a shrug.

         
         A few more bewildered glances flew around, but no one replied.

         
         Only Millie seemed to consider the question, tipping her head and staring at the Thermos.

         
         As they all tucked into their sandwiches, Greta began to feel more detached. The picnic was delicious. Her companions politely
            passed food to each other, chatted about the weather and sipped their coffees. They debated which football team would win
            the league—Mapleville Town or Mapleville United. Every topic was pleasant but lacked any real spark, surprise, fun, or tension.
            Jim held her hand and gazed into her eyes.
         

         
         However, Greta found her thoughts drifting. She used to love bringing Lottie to the park, where she could channel her inner
            child, too. The excitement of a new plastic bucket and spade, and playing in the sandpit, never got old. Sometimes she and
            Lottie would fly so high on the swings that the chains jolted, making them feel like they might swing over the top. Greta
            thought the whoosh, soar, and stomach drop was the closest you could feel to being in love.
         

         
         But here, everything felt less adventurous.

         
         The afternoon stretched out, with each action and conversation following a steady rhythm. Greta felt like time was meandering,
            and she wondered again when she’d return to Iris’s coffee shop. She hadn’t expected such a long stay in Mapleville, and still
            wanted to get home for dinner with Lottie, and to prepare for the Coffee Morning Crew show.
         

         
         She fought off a yawn, wanting something, anything, to happen, to shake things up. Perhaps for someone to accidentally knock over a cup, or for a wasp to land on Jefferson’s
            arm so he’d yelp and run around, and they could all have a good laugh about it.
         

         
         Jim touched her arm. ‘You seem distracted, honey. Are you okay?’

         
         Greta lifted her head, attempting a smile. ‘Yes . . . yes. I’m fine. Just tired, I guess.’

         
         Jim offered her a plate of sausage rolls, and she took one, nibbling at it, even though she was full.

         
         Suddenly, a terrible smell assaulted her nostrils, making her gag. It was pungent and earthy, like a goat shed. She pinched
            her nose, staring around. ‘What’s that smell?’
         

         
         The others looked at her, puzzled.

         
         ‘All I can smell is coffee and cake,’ Lottie said.

         
         ‘No . . . I . . .’ Greta started, but as she dropped her hand, the stench vanished without trace.

         
         Frowning, she picked up her sausage roll and tentatively sniffed it. It smelled delicious, of rich, buttery pastry and herby
            meat.
         

         
         Millie leaned toward her. ‘Are you okay? Your thoughts seem elsewhere.’

         
         Greta waited until Jefferson and Jim sparked up a conversation about golf. ‘I just felt a bit . . . strange,’ she admitted.

         
         ‘Maybe something you ate?’ Millie said.

         
         ‘Or drank . . .’ Greta murmured, thinking about Iris’s coffee. She shook her head, wondering if the smell was connected to
            her dabbling with the blend. ‘I think I’m okay now.’
         

         
         She tried to take her thoughts elsewhere, away from the unsettling sensation.

         
         A memory surfaced, of a picnic she’d once been on with Jim and Lottie. It would be nice to tell Millie more about her other
            life.
         

         
         ‘Your eyes are sparkling again,’ Millie said. ‘Are you thinking about something nice?’

         
         ‘I was remembering a day out I had with Jim, when Lottie was a toddler,’ she said. ‘We’d taken food and a blanket to a nearby
            beauty spot. The skies were clear and bright, the sun shining. But then, suddenly, everything darkened like an eclipse had
            blocked the daylight. A rainstorm burst out of nowhere, soaking us to the skin. Jim quickly gathered all our food together
            while I scooped Lottie into my arms.
         

         
         ‘We dashed into a forest, and I remember twigs snapping underfoot like finger clicks as we laughed and stumbled. It grew chilly, and we huddled together with the trees sheltering us like umbrellas. The rain pattering onto the leaves overhead sounded like a melody. Lottie gradually felt asleep in my arms, sucking her thumb, and Jim draped his jacket around us. We shared a soggy sandwich, but it didn’t matter.’ She sighed. ‘The messiness and imperfections of the day made it memorable.’ 

         
         Millie sighed, as if caught in the moment, too. ‘That sounds so romantic.’ Then a slight frown appeared on her forehead. ‘I’ve
            never actually seen it rain here.’
         

         
         ‘And I’ve never seen rain as romantic before,’ Greta mused. 

         
         She had always thought that loving gestures were grander things, such as bunches of flowers and words of affirmation, craving
            these from Jim. Was she guilty of overlooking some of his smaller, quieter efforts, such as draping his jacket around her
            shoulders in the storm?
         

         
         ‘Nothing so exciting has ever happened to me in Mapleville,’ Millie added. Her gaze became distant for a while, lost in thought.
            Then her eyes widened. She lifted her arm and ran her fingers along her forearm, as if a drop of rain had just splashed there.
         

         
         Greta watched her closely. ‘Are you alright?’

         
         Millie blinked, then smiled faintly. ‘Yes, I think so. I just keep getting these fragments of thoughts, as if from somewhere
            else. They glimmer for a moment, then slip away before I can grasp them.’ She looked at Greta with a quiet intensity. ‘They
            only started after you arrived.’
         

         
         The back of Greta’s neck prickled. She wondered if Millie might be remembering things. Had she always lived here, or had she
            arrived, too? Lowering her voice so Jim wouldn’t overhear, she asked, ‘Do you ever get the feeling sometimes that things aren’t quite real? Like maybe we’re part of something bigger, or just playing a role?’ 

         
         Millie’s lips twitched. ‘What do you mean?’

         
         ‘Sometimes . . . oh, I don’t know. I just feel like I’m following a script that’s been written for me.’

         
         Millie plucked a daisy, twirling it slowly between her fingers. ‘Like you’re trying to fit into someone else’s story?’

         
         ‘Exactly.’ Greta shifted on the blanket. ‘You feel it, too?’

         
         ‘Lately, more and more.’ Millie glanced at Jefferson before continuing. ‘I’ve started to wonder if the choices I make are
            truly my own . . . or if I’m just playing the part of Millie that everyone here expects.’ She paused, then took out her compact,
            clutching it tightly. ‘Do you really think it’s possible to write your own destiny?’
         

         
         Greta considered this for a moment. ‘It’s something I’ve been trying to do,’ she admitted with a wistful sigh. ‘Make my story my own.’
         

         
         ‘So, taking the script and flipping it?’

         
         Greta let out a small laugh. ‘Or throwing it away completely.’

         
         ‘Hmm.’ Millie was about to open her compact, then paused. She slipped it back into her pocket instead. ‘Now, that sounds like
            something worth trying.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 23

         
         The picnic stretched on. An unusual quietness descended across the group, as if some kind of rhythm had been broken. Greta
            and Millie’s conversation lingered between them, like a half-remembered shared dream.
         

         
         ‘More coffee, ladies?’ Jefferson said, lifting the Thermos. He looked at Millie with searching eyes, as if seeking her praise
            for his action.
         

         
         Millie shot Greta a quiet look of frustration.

         
         ‘No, thank you,’ they said in unison.

         
         The four adults politely ate sandwiches until Lottie suddenly jumped to her feet.

         
         ‘Hey, look at that,’ she said, pointing at the grass.

         
         A squirrel had scurried toward them, twitching its tail while eyeing their food. It cocked its head and seemed to study Lottie.

         
         ‘Hello,’ she whispered, breaking off a piece of bread. She slipped off her shoes and padded toward it, holding out her offering.

         
         The squirrel hesitated, then inched closer, taking the morsel between its tiny paws.

         
         Lottie’s eyes shone, and she let out a delighted laugh. Taking a scrunchie from her pocket, she tied her hair into a messy ponytail then glanced around her. ‘I bet there are lots more animals in the park, maybe even deer. I think I’ll go and take a look.’ 

         
         Jim patted the blanket beside him. ‘Hey, stay here and enjoy the picnic. The food is delicious, and you don’t want to get
            your clothes dirty.’
         

         
         Lottie hesitated, her smile faltering.

         
         Greta shook her head. ‘Oh, Jim. Don’t pin her down. Let her go and explore.’

         
         Lottie’s eyes shifted between them. ‘Are you sure?’

         
         ‘Yes,’ Greta said firmly. ‘And don’t worry about your skirt. You can always wash it afterward.’

         
         Jim stared at Greta, as if seeing something unfamiliar in her.

         
         As Lottie wandered off barefoot, marvelling at the parakeets in the sky, Greta felt something unfurling inside her, a need
            to do something or go somewhere else. ‘I think I’ll go for a walk, too,’ she announced.
         

         
         Instantly, Jim stood up. ‘That sounds nice. Let’s go.’

         
         She reached out and touched his shoulder. ‘I’d like to go on my own. I need to escape all the coffee chat for a while.’

         
         His face fell. ‘But we always go for walks together. We hold hands and laugh, like everyone else here.’

         
         Greta glanced around the park. Now Jim had mentioned it, she noticed that everyone was part of a couple, or a family. No one
            was ever alone in a Maple Gold commercial. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she said firmly.
         

         
         She caught Millie’s eyes shining with admiration, and Greta turned to her. ‘Want to join me?’

         
         Millie swept a hand over her dress, flicking a look at Jefferson. She offered a small smile. ‘Maybe next time.’

         
         Greta nodded.

         
         Wandering through the park, she noticed how everyone looked like they were on holiday, smiling and poised like figures from a Renoir painting she’d once seen. There was no one licking a tissue to wipe ice-cream smears from their kid’s face. Children’s clothes were pristine, with no muddy knees from sliding on the grass. There weren’t any sunburned shoulders, or dads yelling at their kids not to dip their biscuits in the lake. Everything was bright and serene. Possibly too delightful. 

         
         Greta watched a mother tossing a ball to her child. She could swear the exact same motion happened three times, identically,
            right down to the child’s laugh and the tilt of the mother’s head.
         

         
         She rubbed her eyes and kept walking.

         
         When she reached the edge of the park, a cluster of trees swayed gently in the breeze. Sunlight twinkled through the canopy
            overhead, dappling Greta’s face. She hummed softly, and her voice blended with the sounds of the forest, the whisper of leaves
            and the crunch of bracken underfoot. It felt good to be alone for a while, savouring the peace and quiet.
         

         
         She walked for several minutes until she spotted a gap in the trees ahead. A shimmer of blue and white twinkled through the
            branches, and a light spray of water kissed her face.
         

         
         Greta slowed her pace, her eyes widening as she stepped toward the clearing.

         
         When she emerged through the trees, she gasped.

         
         A waterfall cascaded from a rocky ledge, tumbling twenty feet down into a turquoise pool below.

         
         Mesmerised by the sight, Greta moved closer.

         
         She crouched by the water’s edge, scooping up a handful and splashing her face. The coolness was refreshing, especially after
            the stilted chatter at the picnic.
         

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, something shifted, and she turned her head to look. The waterfall seemed to flow briefly upwards.
            Or was she just imagining things?
         

         
         She slipped off her shoes and dipped her feet into the pool, wincing at its chill. As she waded in further, the coldness bit her ankles, sending shockwaves through her body. The water lapped around her calves, then her knees as she went deeper. 

         
         Now, Greta stood thigh-deep, and her dress floated around her, looking like the petals of a flower. The water seemed to pull
            at her, inviting her in, its cool embrace growing stronger with each step.
         

         
         She pointed her arms together and dived beneath the surface.

         
         Greta’s dress billowed as she glided through the pool. Her hair drifted behind her, weightless as she swam toward the waterfall.
            The sheer height and power of the water gushing down made her feel tiny and inconsequential. Its bellow was like thunder,
            vibrating through her bones.
         

         
         She paused to tread water, her limbs moving effortlessly, keeping her afloat. She wriggled and stretched, to peel off her
            clothes and fling them onto the rocks, until she wore only the pearl necklace. Being naked felt liberating, like she’d shed
            a heavy rucksack.
         

         
         For a few precious minutes, Greta simply swam. All thoughts of Iris, Jim, Lottie, Millie, Jefferson, and Nora slipped away.
            She felt connected back to nature—not like an actress, or the perfect wife or mother. Just Greta.
         

         
         Flipping onto her back, she floated, gazing up at the powder-blue sky.

         
         Everything was still and peaceful. The water lapped gently around her.

         
         Until the quiet began to feel unsettling.

         
         Greta rolled onto her belly, a strange unease making her skin crawl. She had a sudden sensation of being watched.

         
         Then, something grazed against her toe.

         
         Her heart pounded, and she flinched and jerked her foot away.

         
         What the hell was that?

         
         Peering down into the water, she saw a dark shape gliding beneath her.

         
         Fear flooded her veins, and suddenly she was acutely aware of how long she’d been gone. No one knew where she was—in Mapleville
            or in Longmill. She was out here naked, wet and alone.
         

         
         A shiver crawled down her spine.

         
         Greta started swimming quickly toward the shore to retrieve her clothes.

         
         Below her, the shadow followed.

         
         She cut her arms into the water, propelling herself faster. All the while, the shape kept the same pace.

         
         Then, without warning, it surged ahead.

         
         The tip of a grey triangle pierced the surface, small at first, then rising higher. Until Greta could see it was a dorsal
            fin.
         

         
         For a moment, she forgot how to use her limbs. She stopped swimming, staring at it in disbelief.

         
         That can’t be real.

         
         But then she glimpsed a set of red gills against grey, like the slashes of a knife. A black soulless eye was as dark as a
            deep well.
         

         
         A shark.

         
         Panic gripped Greta’s chest. She screamed, but the sound was swallowed by the roar of the waterfall.

         
         Thrashing forward, she clawed her way toward the rocks. She fixed her eyes on her dress and shoes, but they seemed to recede
            out of reach. All her energy was draining away, her legs as heavy as iron.
         

         
         She twisted quickly, glancing behind her.

         
         The fin was closing in. And then it turned, swiftly veering so it was now coming straight at her.

         
         The shark’s head broke the surface, its jaws stretching wide. Rows of razor-sharp teeth glinted. It came so close, Greta could smell rancid fish on its breath. 

         
         She opened her mouth to scream again. ‘Please—no!’
         

         
         The jagged teeth rushed toward her, the dark hollow of a mouth threatening to swallow her whole.

         
         And then . . .

         
         Nothing.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 24

         
         Greta’s chest heaved as she coughed and spluttered. Her breath came in laboured rasps. The air around her felt too thin, hard
            to draw in.
         

         
         She scrabbled to grab hold of something. Anything to anchor herself. Managing to grip something hard and square, a table,
            she spun her head frantically, looking for the shark.
         

         
         It took a few moments to realise she was back in Iris’s coffee shop. Her jeans were damp with sweat, and her armpits prickled
            from dread. When she blinked, she could still see pointed teeth gleaming.
         

         
         There was something tight around her neck, making her choke. Greta reached up to release the pressure. With a yank, she felt
            her necklace snap in her hand.
         

         
         Pearls spilled through her fingers, bouncing across the table. They scattered across the floor, as if trying to escape.

         
         Greta gasped and dropped down, her knees buckling after sitting still. She scrambled to gather the pearls together, her fingers
            clumsy and uncooperative. One pearl rolled under a nearby table, and she stretched out her arm, reaching for it repeatedly
            before giving up.
         

         
         She collected what she could, carefully releasing them on the table and pushing them into a small pile.

         
         A rhythmic grinding sound gradually drew her attention.

         
         Behind the counter, Iris stood working her mortar and pestle, her movements as calm and methodical as always. She occasionally
            flicked icy glances at Greta, as though she’d been waiting for her.
         

         
         Despite Iris’s cool demeanour, Greta felt an overwhelming urge to give her a hug.

         
         Iris hadn’t witnessed Greta’s sneaky sip of the coffee dregs, but Greta suspected the old woman somehow knew everything.
         

         
         She slunk back into her seat in the booth and drank the glass of water that had appeared beside her empty coffee cup. Greta
            knew she owed Iris an explanation, but not one that revealed she’d secretly added Starbright to her brew.
         

         
         ‘I . . . I found myself at an award ceremony,’ Greta began, her voice hoarse. ‘Everyone knew my name and wanted a piece of
            me. Movie star Tobias Blake was there, too. He presented me with an award for a film we’d starred in together.’
         

         
         Iris carried on grinding, her eyes fixed on the bowl.

         
         ‘I played mini-golf, then had a picnic with my family and my friend Millie,’ Greta continued. ‘I went for a walk in the park
            and discovered a waterfall. I went swimming, but then . . .’ Her words faltered, and she took a few deep gulps of air.
         

         
         ‘There was a shark. It was coming right at me, its jaws wide open. Ready to—’ Greta shuddered and bowed her head.

         
         ‘You drank the rest of your coffee,’ Iris said in a clipped tone.

         
         Greta swallowed, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end with guilt. ‘Yes,’ she admitted, avoiding looking at her
            empty cup. ‘I didn’t think it would matter. There wasn’t much left . . .’
         

         
         ‘So, you decided to add something . . . extra?’ Iris jabbed her pestle with a crunch. ‘I told you the rules. One cup of coffee at a time. Once a week. No exceptions. The threads of fate are delicate, Greta. Pull too hard and the tapestry could unravel. Parts of life can crash into each other.’ 

         
         Greta clasped her hands together, holding them tight. ‘What does that even mean? It was just a few sips of the coffee I’d
            already drunk. What could possibly go wrong?’
         

         
         Iris raised an eyebrow, her gaze sharp and piercing. ‘Well, now you know. From the look of you, you’ve experienced some of
            the consequences of meddling first hand.’
         

         
         Greta lowered her eyes. ‘I thought it wouldn’t hurt.’

         
         ‘You added Starbright to your coffee, didn’t you? Do you know what it actually does? Did you know the right amount to use?
            It’s potent stuff. Especially in the hands of novices. I’m guessing your time in Mapleville wasn’t as smooth, and your return
            here not exactly easy?’
         

         
         ‘That’s one way to describe it,’ Greta muttered. When she closed her eyes, the shark fin flashed in her mind and a fresh wave
            of panic rushed over her. She glanced at the Starbright jar, her stomach churning when she noticed she hadn’t replaced the
            stopper properly. ‘There seemed to be a few . . . glitches.’
         

         
         Iris let out a weary sigh. ‘Well, it’s too late now,’ she said. ‘The consequences will already be in motion.’

         
         Goose bumps rose along Greta’s forearms. ‘Consequences? I didn’t break the rules. I just bent them a bit.’

         
         Iris nodded. ‘They’ll unfold in their own time, taking their own path. You’ll have to face them whether you’re ready or not.
            Some will be within my reach, but others won’t. There needs to be some kind of penance for breaking my rules, don’t you think?’
         

         
         Greta nodded reluctantly.

         
         The only sound for the next couple of minutes was the steady grinding of the jade pestle. Finally, Iris lifted her head. ‘I’ve
            decided you’ll have to wait until next year for your next cup of coffee. That is, if you want to drink another one . . .’
         

         
         ‘Next year?’ Greta’s voice broke. ‘That’s three weeks way . . .’

         
         The same deadline as her and Jim’s huge decision, on whether to end their marriage or not. Her body wilted.

         
         She didn’t want to encounter the shark again, but almost kissing Jim had been wonderful. Seeing Lottie so carefree and happy
            had been priceless, too. Greta’s Mapleville house was beautiful, and the weather was balmy. Waiting until the New Year to
            go there again felt like forever. ‘That’s too long away. How can I fix things, so I can make it happen?’
         

         
         Iris moved toward her jars, picking out a few ingredients and dropping them into her bowl. ‘You can’t.’

         
         Greta opened and shut her mouth like a fish out of water. ‘But, what am I supposed to do in the meantime?’

         
         A small, wry smile formed on Iris’s lips. ‘You drink normal coffee,’ she said. ‘I believe the taste of Maple Gold is passable.’

         
         Greta grimaced, her jaw clenching until it hurt. She pulled her phone from her pocket, only to see a long list of missed calls.
            Damn, she only had one percent of battery life left.
         

         
         When she tapped on a message from Lottie, the screen went blank. ‘Great,’ she muttered, sucking in through her teeth. ‘Do
            you have a charger?’ she asked Iris.
         

         
         ‘Sorry, no.’

         
         ‘A phone I can use?’

         
         Iris shook her head.

         
         Greta cursed herself for letting her battery run out. ‘What time is it?’ she asked.

         
         ‘Seven thirty,’ Iris replied flatly.

         
         A numbing sensation crept into Greta’s chest, as if she’d been sprayed with anti-freeze.

         
         Seven thirty?

         
         Lottie had probably returned from her afternoon with Jayden by now, and might be wondering where her mum was. Had she already
            made herself something to eat?
         

         
         Glancing outside, Greta saw figures bustling along the street, carrying umbrellas and briefcases, their shoulders hunched against the drizzle. The sky was dove grey, and somehow it didn’t look like evening. 

         
         The cool feeling spread further down her limbs, all the way along to her toes and fingertips.

         
         ‘Seven thirty in the evening?’ Greta asked, just to make sure.

         
         Iris’s pursed her lips and didn’t look up. ‘No. In the morning.’

         
         The words hit Greta like a slap. Her eyes shot to the clock on the shelf, then out of the window again. ‘The morning?’ She
            leapt to her feet. ‘Have I been here all night?’ she cried out.
         

         
         ‘I told you time moves differently with the coffee,’ Iris said. ‘You shouldn’t have meddled.’

         
         Greta’s cup wobbled as she pushed away from the table. ‘I have to go. Lottie will be going out of her mind with worry.’ She
            looked around her feverishly. Then another thought hit her just as hard. ‘I’m meant to be doing a radio show this morning.
            I’m due in the studio by eight thirty.’
         

         
         She made a dash for the door and yanked it open. Breaking into a run, she didn’t stop to look back.

         
         The rain stung Greta’s face, and her feet pounded against the pavement. The wind tore at her coat, and worried tears streamed
            down her face. The radio interview flashed in her mind, but she shoved it away. Lottie came first. She had to get home to see her.
         

         
         Greta tried in vain to hail a taxi, but they were all filled with commuters. She couldn’t access Uber on her dead phone, and
            she wished she’d driven to the coffee shop instead.
         

         
         The park was nearly deserted, a blur as she sprinted through it. A few fed-up dog walkers traipsed around, trailing after
            their bedraggled pooches. Ducks gathered around a mound of soggy breadcrumbs, their feathers wet and matted.
         

         
         Greta pushed onwards, her lungs burning.

         
         By the time she reached her flat, her hair stuck to her forehead in damp ribbons. Her hands were red and numb from the cold,
            and she fumbled with her keys. The door wouldn’t open more than a few centimetres, and she saw the safety chain was on. Greta
            shoved a shoulder against the door in frustration. ‘Lottie,’ she shouted through the small gap. ‘It’s me. Let me in.’
         

         
         Inside, a scraping noise sounded, followed by slow, deliberate footsteps. Lottie’s eye appeared at the narrow opening, sharp
            and judgemental enough to make Greta’s stomach shrink.
         

         
         The chain rattled, and the door swung open. Greta stumbled inside, drenched and breathless, watching as Lottie retreated to
            the kitchen without a backward glance.
         

         
         ‘Nice of you to bother coming home, Mum,’ she said over her shoulder.

         
         Greta’s mind scrambled, searching for an explanation. How could she tell her daughter the real story? Sorry, love. I drank some magic coffee which took me to the town featured in the Maple Gold commercials. Time moves differently
               there, and I was almost eaten by a shark. Her cheeks shone hot at the thought of it.
         

         
         ‘I bumped into some friends,’ she said, cringing at how lame it sounded. ‘We went for dinner and . . . I stayed out longer
            than expected. I, um . . . fell asleep.’ Greta reached for her pearls out of habit, but they were gone. Picturing the broken
            necklace on the coffee shop table, she groaned.
         

         
         ‘Right,’ Lottie replied, her voice flat. She sat down with a bump and shoved a piece of toast into her mouth. An empty milk
            carton lay on its side on the table, a droplet of milk hanging off the pour spout. ‘A meet-up that turned into a sleepover,
            yeah?’
         

         
         Greta sank into the chair opposite. Her daughter’s twisted lips were the opposite of the cheery smile she wore in Mapleville.
            She already missed her sweet nature.
         

         
         ‘It wasn’t like that. I stayed out by accident, even missed a radio show I had lined up this morning. Nora is going to kill me.’ 

         
         ‘Uh-huh.’ Lottie folded her arms. ‘Dad was worried sick about you. He was going to call the police . . .’

         
         Greta’s blood ran cold. She ran a hand through her damp, tangled hair, tugging at the knots. ‘He knows about this?’

         
         ‘You weren’t home for dinner. When it got late, I called him.’

         
         A tidal wave of guilt engulfed Greta, leaving her floundering. ‘I’m so sorry . . .’

         
         ‘You guys need to get your act together,’ Lottie said with a sniff. ‘Not the best example you’re setting.’

         
         Greta opened her mouth, but no words came. She was too exhausted to explain or justify herself. She still felt groggy from
            Iris’s coffee, and her wet feet squelched in her shoes. Missing the radio show felt like a huge blow.
         

         
         The phrase get your act together lodged itself in her brain. If their roles had been reversed, with Lottie arriving home late, Greta would have been frantic with worry, scooping her daughter
            into her arms the moment she found her safe.
         

         
         But before she could stop herself, her words spilled out.

         
         ‘Your dad’s living it up in a penthouse, surrounded by luxury and landing plum roles, while I’m stuck here, trying to hold
            everything together,’ Greta said. ‘He can go out whenever he wants, do whatever he likes. Meanwhile, I’m chasing work, juggling
            bills, and dealing with your moods. You want me to get my act together? Fine. But it feels like I’m the only one here putting
            in any effort.’
         

         
         ‘Ahem.’

         
         The sound of a throat clearing made Greta freeze. She slowly turned, her dread thickening.

         
         Jim stood in the doorway behind her, leaning stiffly against the frame. ‘Good morning,’ he said, his voice unreadable. ‘Glad
            to see you’re safe and well.’
         

         
         Lottie set down her toast crust. ‘Dad stayed here last night,’ she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

         
         A cannon ball seemed to drop in Greta’s stomach. ‘I can see that,’ was all she could manage to say.

         
         Jim stepped forward, placing his hands on his hips like he was some kind of hero. ‘I told Lottie that you must be tied up
            somewhere, and not to worry,’ he said, shooting Greta a pointed glance. ‘We kept busy, writing our Christmas cards together,
            and chatting about Lottie’s talent show . . .’
         

         
         ‘Thanks,’ Greta murmured.

         
         Jim patted Lottie’s arm. ‘I’ll run you to school when you’re ready,’ he said.

         
         Lottie nodded. She grabbed her bag from under the table and stood up without looking at her mum.

         
         Greta opened her mouth, desperate to explain, to apologise. But nothing came out. What could she say?

         
         Jim and Lottie left the flat, the front door clicking firmly behind them, leaving Greta alone in the still silence.

         
         Christmas cards? She hadn’t even thought about them. And it sounded like Jim was sending his separately.

         
         ‘Have a good day,’ she whispered, pressing her palms to her face.

         
         When Greta eventually lowered her hands, she noticed an envelope with her name on it sitting next to the milk carton. It took
            her a moment to muster the energy to tear it open.
         

         
         The red capital letters at the top of the letter felt like a final kick to her gut, the cherry on the top of a terrible day.

         
         It was from her landlord.

         
         
            Dear Ms. Perks,

            The lease on the property is due for renewal. You can extend the contract for six months, but we’ll need your decision by
               December 31st. If we don’t hear from you by then, we’ll assume you’re moving out . . .
            

         

         Greta stopped reading. She swallowed hard, the stale, acrid taste of Iris’s coffee lingering on her tongue. An ulcer had formed on the inside of her cheek. 

         
         She had three weeks.

         
         Seeing the date in black and white felt like a punch to her ribs.

         
         Three weeks to figure out her future. Three weeks to sort things out with Jim.

         
         It felt impossible.

         
         And now, she couldn’t even drink Iris’s coffee to escape to the comforts of Mapleville.

         
         Greta set the letter down, the quietness of the flat closing in on her, as if she was being suffocated.

         
         ‘Happy Christmas to you, too,’ she muttered.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 25

         
         Greta wrapped her arms around herself to ward off a phantom chill. Everything in her flat appeared dull again, smaller. Her
            flowers were all dying, their petals browning, curling and dropping off. Her only company was the buzz of her fridge, the
            muffled arguing of her neighbours in the flat opposite, and distant laughter in the streets drifting in through the kitchen
            window. The warmth and brightness of Mapleville felt misty and faded. The shark’s dark eyes kept flashing in her mind, as
            if glitching on Iris’s TV.
         

         
         Greta switched on the kettle, needing something to warm her up. She opened the cupboard, but was met with a row of empty jars
            where the tea, coffee, and sugar should have been, and she slammed the door shut with a groan.
         

         
         After plugging in her phone, she waited until it had enough charge before she called Nora.

         
         ‘Nora. I’m so sorry,’ Greta said, flopping onto her sofa. ‘I messed up. I got caught up in something and missed the Coffee Morning Crew show. My phone died and I didn’t have a contact number to let them know—’
         

         
         Nora inhaled sharply. ‘I can’t believe you missed the recording. You got caught up in what, exactly? The producer just called me, saying you never showed up. It was frankly embarrassing. This was a prime opportunity, and you left them hanging.’ 

         
         Her words stung, making Greta feel even smaller. ‘It was personal stuff. I struggled to escape from . . . something. Before
            I knew it, time had passed, and my phone was dead.’
         

         
         ‘Personal stuff?’ Nora asked, her voice softening a tiny amount. ‘Is everything okay? This isn’t just about the show, darling.
            It’s about you and your career.’
         

         
         Greta hung her head. She was sure that, once upon a time, her mistake would’ve been enough for Nora to strike her off the
            agency’s books. She tried to summon some of Millie’s cool, unflappable poise, but it felt like trying to grasp smoke.
         

         
         ‘I know. I screwed up, and it’s difficult to explain,’ she said. ‘It won’t happen again. I swear. How can I make it up to
            you?’
         

         
         Nora clicked her tongue. ‘Well, there is one thing you can do for me, darling. The producer of Back to the Land has been back in touch. I believe he has some links with Tobias Blake. A celeb has pulled out last minute, and they really want you for the show. It’s only one day’s filming, and . . .’ Her voice firmed. ‘It’s the least you can do for me in the
            circumstances.’
         

         
         Greta ran a hand down her jeans, still damp from the rain. She had scared Jim and Lottie, and disappointed Nora. It looked
            like she might have to find six months’ more rent. Could filming Back to the Land offer her some kind of redemption?
         

         
         Feeling like she didn’t really have a choice, she murmured, ‘Okay, I’ll do it.’

         
         ‘Excellent. The right decision. I’ll let them know,’ Nora said briskly. ‘Oh, and another thing—my jeweller called. Leonard’s
            managed to fix Lottie’s bracelet, and it’s ready to collect. Perhaps we could grab a coffee at Brewtique the morning after
            next? We can run through a few Back to the Land details, then pick up the bracelet afterward.’
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘Sure. Thank you, Nora.’

         
         After hanging up, she felt sore all over, like she’d been beaten with a meat tenderiser. Her neck cricked as she leaned back and stared up at the tiny cracks in the ceiling. 

         
         Yet even as her guilt simmered, she couldn’t deny some of the precious moments in Mapleville had been worth it—the reassuring
            way Jim’s hands circled her waist, the steady rise and fall of his chest as she leaned into him.
         

         
         She bit her lip, needing to believe her time there had been real. She already missed Lottie’s laugh and Jim’s easy, loving
            manner.
         

         
         Greta scolded herself for feeling listless during the picnic with Millie, Jefferson, Jim, and Lottie. She’d give anything
            to be back in their company right now—lazing on the grass, soaking up the sunshine, and savouring the delicious food. It felt
            like reminiscing about a favourite faraway holiday from the past.
         

         
         Meanwhile, in Longmill, Christmas was fast approaching, and she hadn’t even dug out her decorations yet. Her heart sank at
            the thought of putting up her Christmas tree alone, without Jim to help place the angel on the top.
         

         
         Greta looked around for something to do to stop herself from dwelling on her regrets.

         
         Her eyes landed on a shoebox sitting on the sideboard that she’d been meaning to sort through for months.

         
         Sinking cross-legged on the carpet, she pulled the box down and blew off a layer of dust. Particles danced in the air as she
            took out a handful of old scripts, photos and mementoes.
         

         
         She sifted through them, and a group shot from one of the Maple Gold commercials caught her eye. There in the photo, casually
            leaning against the set wall, was Tobias Blake. He’d only had a bit part that day, sticking around for maybe half an hour.
            Back then, Greta had been too awestruck to utter a single word to him. His team had forbidden anyone from approaching him.
         

         
         ‘As if he’d ever give me an award?’ she said with a brittle laugh.

         
         As she dug deeper in the box, a photo of her mum fell onto her lap.

         
         Marjorie had once visited the set, too, her eyes shining with pride as she watched Jim, Lottie, and Greta in action. Although
            it was just a coffee commercial, Marjorie had treated the occasion with magnitude, as if witnessing a West End production
            of Twelfth Night.
         

         
         A sudden wave of emotion washed over Greta. Tears stung her eyes and her lips trembled. ‘Oh, Mum . . .’ She sank back on her
            heels, clasping the photo tightly to her chest. ‘I wish you were here to talk to. I need you to help me make sense of everything.
            I miss you so much it hurts.’
         

         
         She bowed her head, letting her tears fall freely, feeling them slip through her fingers.

         
         When her phone rang, she wiped her eyes, shaking as she reached for it on the sofa. Her hopes flared when she saw Jim’s name
            on the screen.
         

         
         ‘Jim,’ she whispered, trying to hold herself together.

         
         ‘Greta? I’ve just dropped Lottie off at school,’ he said, sounding weary. ‘Now we’re talking alone, what really happened last
            night? Where did you stay?’
         

         
         Greta let her head drop forward, her hair falling like a curtain around her face. He sounded low, even hurt, and she wanted
            to reach out to him. But her words lodged in her throat like a swallowed boiled sweet.
         

         
         When she didn’t answer, Jim pressed, ‘Were you with someone else?’

         
         ‘No,’ Greta said quickly. ‘Well . . . not in that way.’
         

         
         There was a rustling sound on the line, followed by a long pause. ‘So, where were you?’ he asked.

         
         Greta didn’t want to lie to him. Somehow, making up an excuse felt heavier than sharing a truth he wouldn’t believe. ‘I went back to that coffee shop . . .’ 

         
         ‘What?’ he said sharply. ‘The derelict one? The place that wasn’t even there when you tried showing me?’
         

         
         Greta laughed nervously, though she didn’t mean to. ‘The place is real. It’s just . . . hard to explain.’
         

         
         Jim let out a humourless laugh. ‘Hard to explain? You don’t say?’ He hesitated, then his voice softened. ‘I was really worried
            about you. Me and Lottie both were . . .’
         

         
         Greta screwed her eyes shut, knowing how absurd this sounded. ‘I really did go there, drink coffee . . . and go to Mapleville.’

         
         Jim sighed deeply. ‘So, you’re still insisting you can slip into a coffee commercial? You know that doesn’t make any sense,
            right?’
         

         
         ‘Yes, I know.’

         
         The air fell quiet between them.

         
         ‘I don’t want you to get lost in something that isn’t real,’ Jim said finally. ‘Do you think you should see a doctor?’

         
         Greta shook her head, even though he couldn’t see her. ‘A doctor can’t help me. This isn’t a medical thing. I honestly did drink coffee in that café, and it really did take me to Mapleville. I lost all track of time and woke up the next day, back in the shop.
         

         
         ‘I’ve been talking to someone online who’s been there, too. Edgar Barker. He owns a vintage shop. He believes me.’ Her voice
            became a whisper. ‘There isn’t anyone else, Jim. There’s never been anyone else but you.’
         

         
         Jim’s breathing was hoarse and unsteady. ‘I want to believe you. I really do. I just . . . don’t know how.’

         
         Then the line went dead.

         
         Greta sat there motionless, the phone still held to her ear. She was losing Jim even more, and it felt like a knife slicing through parachute cords, cutting her free while she was still falling. 

         
         She reached up to touch her pearl necklace, needing its reassurance. But her fingers pressed against her bare collarbone.

         
         ‘Damn it,’ she hissed, her hand falling away. She pictured the loose pearls sitting on Iris’s table.

         
         Her only physical connection to Mapleville was gone.

         
         Greta paced around her flat, trailing a hand down her neck as her thoughts spiralled. Had Iris thrown the broken necklace
            away? Would she ever see it again? The worries grabbed hold of her and wouldn’t let go.
         

         
         There was no way she could wait until New Year to get the pearls back. So, Greta grabbed her coat.

         
         Needing some fresh air, she left her car behind. She jogged through the streets, then the park, her chest feeling on fire.

         
         When she finally reached Iris’s coffee shop, she skidded to a stop. Pausing with her hands on her knees, she tried to catch
            her breath.
         

         
         The weeds in front of the slender building were knee-high. The walls were covered in graffiti, and the windows were shattered.
            A rusted chain hung across the door, just as it had when she’d shown the abandoned building to Jim.
         

         
         Greta pounded her fists against the door. ‘Iris! Open up. I need to talk to you.’

         
         People slowed as they passed by, casting quizzical glances in her direction, but no one stopped to ask if she needed help.

         
         ‘Iris.’

         
         After hammering on the door until her knuckles stung, Greta dropped her hands to her sides. Stepping back, she stared up helplessly
            at the derelict building. It looked as empty and hollow as she felt inside.
         

         
         ‘It’s gone,’ she whispered.

         
         Was she talking about the shop? The pearls? Her sanity? She wasn’t sure. Had the consequences Iris warned her about kicked in, making the coffee shop out of reach? 

         
         ‘It’s gone,’ Greta repeated, the thought curdling in her head.

         
         And for a terrifying moment, she wondered if the shop had ever been there at all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 26

         
         Greta trudged toward home through the park, noticing the door to the conservatory was open. She slipped inside where the air
            was damp and earthy, infused with the heady scent of orchids. Plonking herself down onto a wrought iron chair, she attempted
            to gather her thoughts.
         

         
         What had happened to the coffee shop? Why had she only seen the decrepit version she’d shown to Jim? She hoped it hadn’t gone
            for good.
         

         
         The more she tried to hold everything together, the more it seemed to slip through her fingers.

         
         No one in her life could understand what she was going through, unless they’d experienced the unusual coffee for themselves.
            Jim even thought she might need medical help.
         

         
         But there is someone.

         
         At this thought, Greta sat up straighter. She opened Facebook on her phone and navigated to the local forum, where she’d exchanged
            messages with Edgar.
         

         
         She let out a relieved sigh when she found them, like a beacon of hope in a storm.

         
         Glancing at his profile photo again, she assured herself he didn’t look like a serial killer. She hadn’t yet replied to Edgar’s
            suggestion to meet up, but desperation gnawed inside her.
         

         
         Greta re-read their exchange, then began typing a message that didn’t give away her anxiety.

         
         
            
               
                  Meeting up would be great! I can come over to Barker’s Treasures today if you’re free?

               

            

         
         She hit Send, chewing the inside of her cheek. She hoped her request wasn’t too short notice and that Edgar would reply quickly.

         
         Fortunately, he responded within seconds.

         
         
            
               
                  I’ll be in the shop all day. Feel free to drop in any time before 4pm. Looking forward to meeting you.

               

            

         
         Greta quickly looked up the shop’s location. It was situated next to the high street of a village she knew, just outside Manchester.

         
         She left the conservatory, jogged home and grabbed her car keys. Then she set off to meet Edgar.

         
         

         The front of Barker’s Treasures was old-fashioned. Its faded teal paintwork was charming in a shabby way. Vintage mannequins
            stood in the window, dressed in clothes from other eras. The polyester dresses with bold geometric prints looked more dated
            than trendy.
         

         
         ‘Hello,’ Greta called out. Her nerves jittered as she stepped inside. Her initial intrigue and urgency about meeting Edgar
            now felt more like apprehension.
         

         
         The smell of the shop was overpowering, a mix of old leather, mothballs and something musky yet floral, as if perfume spritzed
            decades ago had never quite faded. The space was crammed with old clothes, jewellery, worn handbags, faded posters, and trinkets,
            either piled around haphazardly or displayed in glass cases.
         

         
         ‘In my workshop,’ a voice called out. ‘Back of the shop.’

         
         Greta wove her way through narrow aisles, edging past all the clutter until she found herself peering into a dimly lit workspace.

         
         An old man hunched over a workbench, tinkering with a carriage clock. Greta paused, trying not to stare. Edgar looked much
            older than his photo, less dapper in a dirty apron and jeans. His grey hair had thinned, and his skin was lined like parchment.
         

         
         He looked up, greeting her with a tired smile. ‘Hello, my dear,’ he said, wiping his hands on a cloth before extending one
            to her. ‘I’m Edgar. Nice to meet you.’
         

         
         She returned his shake. ‘You look a little different to your photo.’

         
         Edgar nodded. ‘Ah, yes. It was one of my wife’s favourite photos of me. She used to say I looked smart in that one. I’ve never
            gotten around to changing it.’
         

         
         Greta hesitated, noticing he’d spoke about her in the past tense. ‘She’s not . . . here?’

         
         Edgar’s smile fell away. ‘No. Very sadly, Eliza passed away a couple of years ago. Barker’s Treasures was very much her baby.
            Everything in here, she picked it out, polished it and gave it fresh life. I’m just the caretaker, really. Keeping the shop
            going helps me to feel close to her.’ He paused, rubbing his hip. ‘Though I’m finding it a bit much at my age.’
         

         
         Greta glanced around. The shop was chaotic, but full of charisma. ‘You’ve got some fascinating stuff.’

         
         ‘Some folks call it junk. Others call it treasure. My wife could see the beauty in everything, and I’m trying to follow her
            lead. Though I’m finding it hard without her . . .’ Edgar looked away, tears welling in his eyes. He shook his head, as if
            to rouse himself. ‘Fancy a cuppa?’ he asked.
         

         
         Greta nodded, feeling like she needed a friendly face and an understanding ear more than anything.

         
         She followed Edgar back into the main area of the shop.

         
         Crouching down behind the counter, he took out a stack of delicate porcelain cups and saucers. ‘Don’t worry, they’re clean,’
            he said with a smile. ‘I keep them tucked away for visitors. Not that many people have time to chat these days,’ he added.
         

         
         ‘I’d love a cup of tea,’ Greta said.

         
         ‘Rather than coffee?’ Edgar raised a knowing, bushy eyebrow.

         
         ‘I fancy a change.’ She smiled tightly.

         
         Edgar carried two cups into his workshop, where he filled the kettle. While Greta waited, she reached out and picked up one
            of the cups off the counter. Tiny flowers were painted around the rim, under a thin band of gold. She turned it over to check
            out the base, surprised to find a white rabbit painted there in such fine detail it looked ready to hop away.
         

         
         ‘Where did you get these cups from?’ she called out. ‘Did they belong to Eliza?’

         
         ‘No, they’re mine.’ Edgar carried in a tray and sat down on a tall stool, passing Greta her tea. He sipped his brew, his expression
            growing misty. ‘An old lady brought them into the shop a few weeks after my wife passed. Oddly, she didn’t seem interested
            in selling them to me. She just placed the box on the counter and said they were a gift. I thought that maybe she knew Eliza.’
         

         
         Greta leaned forward. ‘Did the woman have long white hair, right down to her waist? Was her name Iris?’

         
         Edgar snapped his fingers and pointed. ‘Aye, that’s her,’ he said. ‘She seemed to speak in riddles, and I didn’t catch a lot
            of it. My hearing’s not what it used to be, and my thoughts were elsewhere, with my wife.’
         

         
         Greta’s cup wobbled as she set it back on her saucer. ‘Did Iris mention her coffee shop to you?’

         
         He nodded. ‘Yes, but I didn’t really take it in at the time. To be honest, I found her a bit strange. But not long after, I found a flyer amongst my wife’s things, promising “a perfect blend.” There was a picture of a white rabbit again, and it piqued my interest. I wondered if Eliza had kept it because it meant something to her.’ His eyes turned wistful. ‘I was at rock bottom from my grief, and one day, I decided to try to find the shop . . .’ 

         
         ‘And what happened?’ Greta asked, leaning in.

         
         Edgar scratched his chin, as if recalling his surprise. ‘I found a small coffee shop, tucked away where I least expected it.
            The same woman was inside, grinding coffee beans in a bowl. She told me something about rules, though I was too broken to
            pay much attention. I only took notice when she mentioned I could make a wish.’
         

         
         Greta’s breath sharpened. ‘A wish?’

         
         ‘I know it sounds daft.’ Edgar sighed. ‘I know these things can’t possibly happen. But I made a wish—to be reunited with Eliza.
            We’d argued the day before she died, you see, over something silly. That night we went to bed without kissing goodnight. I
            never got the chance to apologise or explain before . . .’ He looked down, wringing his hands.
         

         
         ‘I’m sorry,’ Greta said softly. She paused for a moment, giving him space to collect himself. ‘So, did you drink the coffee
            Iris gave you?’
         

         
         Edgar nodded, his eyes meeting with hers. ‘Are you asking if my wish came true?’

         
         Greta wanted to know it more than anything, to know she wasn’t alone. ‘Yes.’

         
         A serene air fell across Edgar’s face. ‘It did,’ he said. ‘The coffee let me step into the life I’d wished for. One where
            Eliza hadn’t gone yet.’
         

         
         For a moment, they sat together in silence, letting his words settle between them.

         
         ‘At first, everything was perfect,’ Edgar continued. ‘Her laugh, her touch, the smell of her hair. It took me a few visits to realise things were . . . off, not quite how they used to be. Eliza didn’t argue back or tease me like she used to, and she wore different clothes. Gradually, I came to feel like I wasn’t with my wife, rather a memory or a vision of her instead. Yet I chose to ignore the signs.’ 

         
         Greta swallowed, her chest tightening. Edgar’s words cut closer than she cared to admit. ‘I’ve drunk the coffee three times,’
            she admitted.
         

         
         He studied her more closely. ‘I think I recognise you from somewhere. Didn’t you and your family used to star in those Maple
            Gold coffee ads?’ He smiled warmly. ‘They were delightful.’
         

         
         Greta blushed, feeling a bit exposed. ‘Thank you. It feels like a lifetime ago.’

         
         ‘Not that long,’ Edgar said. ‘You made quite an impression. Those ads were very homey and always left me with a smile.’

         
         He stood and moved to a rusty filing cabinet, a drawer creaking as he opened it. Leafing through the contents, he pulled out
            a small pile of magazines. ‘Here we are. Eliza loved collecting these things.’
         

         
         He flipped to a full-page spread featuring Greta, Jim, and Lottie laughing around the breakfast table, cups of steaming Maple
            Gold in hand. Greta’s hair was impeccably styled, and Jim’s shirt was spotless. Lottie was little with a toothy grin.
         

         
         Edgar eyed her thoughtfully. ‘You wanted to relive those happy days, didn’t you?’ he said. ‘I can tell by your face. You miss
            the way things used to be?’
         

         
         Greta stared at the image, a bittersweet feeling creeping in. She nodded slightly. ‘Iris’s coffee shop wasn’t there the last
            time I went. I don’t know when or if it’ll reappear.’
         

         
         ‘The shop is as temperamental as its owner, but it will probably return.’

         
         Greta laughed. It felt good to enjoy the company of someone who got it.

         
         Edgar finished his drink and looked at his watch. ‘Almost closing time,’ he said. ‘I always lock the door at four o’clock
            sharp these days. You can stay as long as you like, or come back anytime.’
         

         
         ‘That’s okay. I should really be going.’ Greta stood up.

         
         ‘Well, I wish you the best of luck.’ His tone grew more serious. ‘But be careful with that coffee, my dear. It can become
            rather addictive.’
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘A bit like caffeine? I think I have it under control.’

         
         ‘More than that.’ Edgar’s eyes narrowed. ‘If you get hooked on the life you think you want, you might lose touch with the
            one you’re actually living. Not all that glitters is gold, and the coffee comes at a cost.’
         

         
         Greta shifted a foot. Lately, her nerves felt jumpier, her arms sometimes itchy—perhaps the side effects of the coffee. But
            Edgar seemed to suggest it was something deeper. ‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ she said.
         

         
         Edgar returned the magazines to the drawer and slid it shut. He hesitated for a moment, his fingers twitching. ‘If you do
            return to the coffee shop, I wonder if you could do me a favour?’
         

         
         ‘Sure, no problem.’

         
         ‘You didn’t hear it from me,’ Edgar said, lowering his voice. ‘But Iris keeps her individual blends in the back room.’

         
         ‘Yes, I’ve seen them, including your jar.’

         
         His eyes lit up. ‘If the opportunity arises, might you pick mine up for me? I’m fairly certain Iris no longer has a use for
            it.’
         

         
         It was then Greta noticed the faint tremour in Edgar’s hands, and how his eyes were slightly bloodshot. ‘Why don’t you go back for it yourself?’ she asked.
         

         
         He smiled sadly. ‘Iris and I had a disagreement. She can be a little difficult. I’m sure you understand,’ he said. ‘I try not to think about the coffee, but . . . well, you know? Life without Eliza is hard. Lonely. I’m not sure I made the right choice, the last time I saw Iris . . .’
         

         
         ‘Choice?’ Greta asked, detecting regret in his voice. ‘What choice?’

         
         Edgar’s eyes clouded, a shadow crossing his face. ‘Maybe you’ll find out. Hopefully, you’ll make the right one.’
         

         
         Greta wasn’t sure she liked the sound of this. ‘I don’t think I can just take something for you,’ she said firmly.

         
         Edgar nodded, as if he’d expected this reaction. ‘Of course. I understand. No harm in asking. If you’re ever in the area again,
            do call in. It’s been a pleasure and a solace to talk to someone about Eliza.’
         

         
         He walked Greta to the door, his hand resting lightly on the latch. ‘Only you can decide how far you’re willing to go for
            the perfect life, Greta, and what you’re willing to give up for it. Only you can choose to live with the consequences . . .
            or not.’
         

         
         That word again. Consequences. A chill crept along Greta’s skin. She lowered her eyes, thanked Edgar, then stepped quickly outside.
         

         
         ‘Good luck, but be careful,’ Edgar said quietly as he closed the door behind her. ‘The past has a way of holding on tight
            and not letting go.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 27

         
         Greta stood in front of her oven, mixing Bolognese sauce into spaghetti and trying not to think about Edgar’s warnings. The
            meal was Lottie’s favourite, and she still wanted to clear the air after staying overnight in Iris’s coffee shop. She was
            looking forward to a quiet, uneventful evening with her daughter.
         

         
         Behind her, Lottie moved around the kitchen, opening a cupboard door to take out plates and glasses before retrieving cutlery
            from the drawer.
         

         
         Greta added a twist of black pepper to the pan, savouring the unusual sense of harmony in the flat.

         
         Lottie appeared at her side. ‘I’ve been thinking . . .’ she said casually, as if asking for extra pocket money. ‘I might stay
            with Dad for a while.’
         

         
         ‘At the penthouse?’ Greta paused, gripping her spoon. ‘How long is a while?’

         
         ‘Not sure. Maybe a few days or so. That okay with you?’

         
         ‘I suppose so.’ Greta stirred the pasta again, harder, until it began to break apart. The spoon clanged against the side of
            the pan. ‘I’d been thinking we could decorate the flat together for Christmas. I’ve left it late this year, and there’s only
            a week to go.’
         

         
         She’d started noticing sequinned dresses in shop windows, cosmetic sets in magazines, and roast turkey commercials on TV. Not working in an office, she missed out on hot dogs and mulled wine at the Christmas markets with workmates. 

         
         Before Greta could say anything else, Lottie added, ‘Dad just lets me be myself, you know?’

         
         A sharp sting pierced Greta’s heart, and she took the pan off the hob. ‘Are you going there because I stayed out overnight?’
            She turned to face Lottie. ‘Your dad knows about this, right? There’s only a few days left until you break up for Christmas
            at school.’
         

         
         Lottie shrugged a shoulder. ‘I’ll call him after dinner. I’m sure he won’t mind. It’s nicer there, and the view’s better,’
            she said. ‘You’ll be okay here on your own, right?’ She lifted a hopeful eyebrow.
         

         
         There were probably a hundred other reasons why Lottie wanted to stay with Jim, and it looked like she’d already made up her
            mind. Greta told herself that some time apart might be a good thing. Let Lottie see that clothes didn’t wash themselves, and
            meals didn’t appear by magic. Jim was less organised than she was.
         

         
         ‘Yes, of course. I’ll be absolutely fine.’ Greta forked spaghetti into bowls and carried them to the table. Lottie brought
            over their glasses of juice.
         

         
         While they ate, the scraping noise of their forks against bone china was the only sound filling the void between them.

         
         Later that evening, after Lottie had been holed up in her room for a while, Greta rang Jim. ‘Have you spoken to Lottie today?’
            she asked.
         

         
         ‘Yeah, she called me earlier. Said she wanted to move in with me for a while. Is that okay?’

         
         ‘Move in?’ Greta’s voice thinned. ‘She told me it was just staying over.’

         
         Jim hesitated. ‘Perhaps I phrased it badly. It’ll probably only be for a few days. I think she’s finding things tough right now and needs a break.’ 

         
         Greta’s frustration got the better of her, bubbling over. ‘I know the feeling,’ she snapped. ‘But nobody’s offering me a luxury
            escape.’
         

         
         Her fantasy place was only accessible by drinking weird coffee, guarded by an old lady fiercer than Cerberus.

         
         ‘It just feels like . . .’ she may as well come right out and say it ‘. . . a kick in the teeth. Christmas is supposed to
            be a time for family.’
         

         
         ‘It’s only for a short while,’ Jim said. ‘She’ll probably soon realise it’s much nicer staying with her mum.’

         
         Greta’s ears pricked. He sounded caring and understanding.

         
         ‘I’m sure she’ll want to come home before Christmas,’ Jim added.

         
         ‘I hope so,’ Greta replied, not entirely convinced.

         
         Jim’s voice was full of certainty. ‘I know she will,’ he said.

         
         

         Greta’s acting skills came in handy, forcing a cheery face as she helped Lottie to pack a small suitcase. She pretended her
            daughter was going on holiday for a few days, rather than admitting Lottie wanted to move out for a while.
         

         
         They were polite, passing socks and deodorants to each other, like strangers sharing a hotel room, rather than mother and
            daughter.
         

         
         ‘You can call me if you’ve forgotten anything. I can drop it over for you,’ Greta offered.

         
         Lottie clenched her jaw. ‘Thanks. I’ll be okay.’

         
         ‘I know you will. I’m just saying, if you do find you’re missing anything . . .’

         
         ‘Thanks, Mum. I’ll bear it in mind.’

         
         Greta swallowed a tight feeling in her throat, then added simply, ‘I’ll miss you. Let’s keep in touch. Okay?’

         
         Lottie gave her an embarrassed smile.

         
         Jim came to collect Lottie later that evening. ‘Think of it like an extended sleepover,’ he whispered to Greta while Lottie
            was doing a final sweep of her bedroom to check she’d packed everything she needed.
         

         
         ‘I know,’ Greta said, though she felt like she was breaking in two. Not only from Lottie leaving just before Christmas, but
            also an empty feeling inside she couldn’t seem to shake. Her last visit to Mapleville had been full of extreme ups and downs,
            and Edgar’s warnings kept popping into her head. The shark still made an occasional appearance, too. Her craving for a cup
            of Iris’s coffee was getting stronger, and her arms were pink from scratching.
         

         
         ‘You might even beg me to keep her for longer.’ Jim smiled.

         
         Greta struggled to return it. ‘Sure.’

         
         As she waved to them from the window, it reminded her of saying goodbye to Jim and Lottie before her event at Brewtique. If
            she’d thought things were shaky between them then, they were much worse now. The looming deadline of their marriage decision,
            whether to renew the contract on her flat, and being barred from Iris’s coffee shop, felt like a boulder had rolled onto her
            chest and she couldn’t push it off.
         

         
         Greta turned to face the empty flat and sighed. It looked like she’d be stuck here alone for a few days, and she mooched around,
            plumping a few cushions and tidying up.
         

         
         As she did, a surprise thought landed in her head. One that gave her a buzz.

         
         For once in my life, I can do what I want.

         
         If she went to Mapleville again, she could stay there longer this time without worrying about getting home for Lottie, or facing questions from Jim. She bet that the Mapleville version of her family would welcome her back with open arms. 

         
         Unfortunately, the biggest obstacle standing in Greta’s way was Iris.

         
         

         Greta met Nora at Brewtique the next day, as planned. Josie was absent, and Maisie’s pink hair was nowhere to be seen. The
            coffee shop was now staffed by a man wearing a baseball cap and a harassed expression as he took their order.
         

         
         Greta hadn’t planned on sharing details about her personal life, but as they sipped their lattes together, she confessed to
            Nora that Lottie had moved out for a while.
         

         
         ‘Sorry to hear that, darling. Young people can be very sensitive,’ Nora said. ‘I remember one of my dogs sulking for weeks
            because I threw out one of her old toys.’
         

         
         It wasn’t the same thing at all, but Greta felt grateful for any kind of sympathy. ‘How are things at the agency?’ she asked.

         
         Nora shook her head, her smile weak. ‘On paper, everything looks great, but I sometimes feel like I’m on the outside looking
            in. The world is changing so fast, it’s tricky to keep up.’
         

         
         Greta nodded sympathetically. ‘Have you ever thought about, you know, doing something else?’

         
         ‘Oh, I’ll never ever leave showbiz, darling. I just need to brush myself down, get back on my horse, and land Tobias Bloody
            Blake.’
         

         
         Greta couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I’m sure Tobias won’t know what hit him when you do,’ she said.

         
         After finishing their coffees, Nora insisted on booking an Uber to take them to the jewellery shop.

         
         Standing on the pavement, Greta looked up at the sign.

         
         The racing-green background and gold lettering exuded an air of quality. Greta thought Iris’s coffee shop could do with something similar, to better convey what it offered. 

         
         
            L. Moss & Co. Fine Jewellery. Established in 1875.

         

         Inside, the shop was elegant and classic. Antique dark wooden counters looked like they’d been there since it had first opened,
            a marked contrast to the shabby chic vibe of Edgar’s shop.
         

         
         Greta peered into cabinets displaying fine new gold jewellery, noticing that nothing was priced. She thought briefly of the
            complimentary clothes in Millie’s boutique, very much doubting anything here was free.
         

         
         One cabinet was devoted to vintage pieces—Victorian brooches and sea pearl pendants. ‘I bet these items could tell some stories,’
            she said to Nora.
         

         
         Her agent didn’t look up from her phone. ‘Yup,’ she said. ‘Just picking up a few emails. No rest for the wicked.’

         
         A door at the back of the shop opened, and a reed-thin, well-dressed man emerged. He wore rimless glasses perched on the end
            of his nose and looked to be around sixty. ‘Ah, Ms Noakes,’ he said to Nora. ‘So lovely to see you again.’
         

         
         ‘Back at you, Leonard.’ Nora put her phone in her pocket. ‘I think you can call me Nora, now. I’ve frequented your gorgeous
            shop enough times.’
         

         
         Leonard bowed his head. ‘We appreciate your esteemed patronage, and the recommendations to your clients.’ He smiled. ‘Are
            you here to collect the bracelet?’
         

         
         Nora nodded.

         
         ‘It belonged to my mother,’ Greta explained to him. ‘I gave it to my daughter for her sixteenth birthday, but it got broken.’

         
         Leonard retrieved the bracelet from beneath the counter, carefully laying it on a dark blue velvet tray. Its silver links and clasp shone under the light, looking like new. 

         
         Emotion swelled in Greta’s chest. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, touching it lightly with her fingertips, choking back a tear.
            Memories of her mum trickled back, of the bracelet dangling on her wrist when she read bedtime stories or did the washing
            up. ‘It’s perfect.’
         

         
         ‘Life’s little treasures are always worth caring for,’ Leonard said gently. He laid the bracelet in a long box and snapped
            the lid shut. ‘Jewellery reminds us of the stories that shape us. Wearing it helps to keep them alive.’
         

         
         Greta liked the sound of that. She thought that her mum would, too.

         
         ‘I’ll pay for this, I insist.’ Nora delved into her handbag. She batted Greta’s hand away when she tried to protest. ‘I have
            a couple other things that need your magic touch, Leonard. If you’re up for the challenge?’
         

         
         He dipped his head. ‘As always, Ms Noakes.’

         
         Greta whispered thanks to Nora, stepping away to give her some privacy with Leonard. She circled the store, taking time to
            admire all the displays properly. There were engagement rings to mark the beginning of love stories, and memorial pendants
            holding locks of hair to honour their endings.
         

         
         On the back wall there was a timeline of the shop’s history, displaying dates, photos and snippets of information. Greta started
            at the beginning, reading how the shop had been established by a husband and wife 150 years ago. It had since passed through
            the generations of their family.
         

         
         Her eyes landed on a photograph of a much younger Leonard standing next to a woman, his mother. Her hair fell in soft copper
            waves, and she sported a chunky pearl necklace.
         

         
         Greta blinked at the photo. Then she peered closer, barely able to believe her eyes.

         
         Millie?

         
         Blood whooshed in her ears, and she spun around to stare at Leonard as he finished his conversation with Nora.

         
         Greta returned to the timeline and quickly read the rest of the history.

         
         Apparently, Millie had been born in 1945, the granddaughter of the shop’s founder. She’d only had one child, Leonard, and
            had never married.
         

         
         So, Millie is eighty?

         
         An uneasy sensation crept over Greta, making her feel a bit woozy. The room seemed to spin on its axis. How could this be
            true? She looked at the photograph again to check, and it was definitely her.
         

         
         ‘Okay, darling?’ Nora called over. ‘You look a bit washy.’

         
         Greta’s legs wobbled as she approached the counter. How could she tell Leonard she’d met a younger version of his mother,
            in a magical place that shouldn’t exist?
         

         
         Leonard stood with his hands resting on the counter, a hint of quizzical concern in his eyes.

         
         Greta stood before him. ‘I think I know your mother, Millie Maxwell,’ she said in a shaky voice.

         
         For a split second, Leonard froze, his glasses slipping down his nose. He pushed them back up deliberately. ‘I’m sorry, but
            that’s not possible . . .’
         

         
         Greta shook her head, glancing back at Millie’s photo. ‘I really don’t think I’m mistaken.’

         
         Leonard smiled tightly. ‘I’m afraid you must be.’

         
         ‘No, really, I’ve met her. I recognise her first name . . . her hair, the pearls. Everything. I know it’s her.’
         

         
         Leonard’s eyes swept away. ‘Sorry, but you’re wrong,’ he said in a clipped tone that seemed to disguise deep hurt. ‘My mother’s
            name is Millie Moss, not Maxwell, and she vanished in 1985. No trace, no word. And I haven’t seen her since.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 28

         
         Nora ushered Greta out of the jewellery shop while uttering embarrassed apologies to Leonard.

         
         ‘It’s Millie in the photo. I know it is,’ Greta insisted. She glanced back into the shop, where Leonard stood staring at the
            timeline.
         

         
         ‘I understand you think it’s her, darling,’ Nora said. ‘It’s not the same thing.’
         

         
         Greta shook her head and stepped in front of Nora, spinning on her heels to face her. She opened her mouth to explain that
            Maxwell could be Millie’s married name, but she stopped, realising how deluded she might sound.
         

         
         She now knew that Millie had gone missing forty years ago. In Mapleville, Millie had confided to Greta that she’d been having
            new thoughts—ones that felt like memories. Could she have been in Mapleville for so long that she’d forgotten once living
            somewhere else?
         

         
         ‘You look like there’s something you want to tell me,’ Nora said. ‘What is it?’

         
         Greta’s mind raced, tempted to spill about Iris’s coffee, but she closed her mouth. ‘Oh . . . it’s nothing. Sorry for how
            I acted in the jewellery shop. Perhaps I was mistaken, after all.’
         

         
         Nora studied her. ‘Are you sure you’re okay? You’re filming Back to the Land the day after next, and I want you in tip-top form. No pulling out at the last minute or not showing up. Don’t forget that the producer has links to Tobias Blake. This is my chance to get one step closer to Hollywood royalty, darling, so don’t let me down.’ 

         
         Greta nodded firmly. ‘I’m fine. And I won’t.’

         
         As they began to walk again, she felt a familiar buzz in her fingertips. The pull to return to Mapleville was growing ever
            stronger. Especially now, to discover more about Millie’s story.
         

         
         

         With only a few days left until Christmas, and counting down until the New Year, Greta felt increasingly twitchy.

         
         Without Lottie around, the flat felt emptier than ever. She missed the inconsequential things the most, like Lottie’s feet
            shuffling on the carpet, her toothbrush on the sink, and even the kitchen cupboard doors she always left ajar. The fridge
            seemed too full without a teenager plundering it for late-night snacks.
         

         
         Greta phoned Lottie a couple of times, making up reasons to hear her voice. She asked technical questions about her laptop,
            or brought up the latest film releases. All the while, her insides felt as knotted as seaweed. She didn’t mention the repaired
            bracelet, wanting to give it to Lottie in person.
         

         
         To keep herself busy, Greta started clearing out her wardrobe. As she held up some of the dark, shapeless garments in front
            of the mirror, hardly any of them felt like her any longer. She felt caught between two reflections of herself, in a kind of limbo.
         

         
         Festive lights twinkled in shop windows, and the scent of cinnamon hung in the air, but Greta felt none of the usual anticipation. This year, time passing didn’t feel like the build-up to a celebration. It felt more like a countdown for her to escape back to Mapleville. Even though Lottie’s talent show was fast approaching, on the last day of school before the Christmas holidays, Greta still felt like marking the days on her kitchen wall, as if it were a prison cell. 

         
         Greta tuned into that week’s episode of Coffee Morning Crew on the radio, thinking how she could’ve been in the hot seat. A novelist known for writing sweeping family sagas was this
            week’s guest, selecting Einstein, Madonna, Mother Theresa and Tutankhamen to take coffee with.
         

         
         Greta’s original idea to meet Aubrey Hepburn, Margaret Atwood, Tobias Blake, and Alice in Wonderland now seemed painfully
            contrived. She’d give anything just to have a nice brew with her mum instead.
         

         
         Nora sent over her filming schedule. Apparently, all Greta had to do was show up and spend a day on a farm. The footage would
            then be cleverly edited into six episodes, making it look like contestants had gone back to basics for two whole weeks.
         

         
         Greta shuddered and set aside a woolly jumper, old jeans and sturdy boots.

         
         

         The setting for Back to the Land was stunning—rolling green hills, bales of hay scattered like a Constable painting, and even a picturesque red tractor.
         

         
         No matter how pretty the surroundings were, it didn’t make up for the smell. The air was thick with the pungent aroma of mud
            and wet animals, a scent so strong that even bread baking in an outside oven couldn’t mask it.
         

         
         A runner ushered Greta into a makeshift green room, which was really just a tent. Inside were a few foldable chairs, a couple
            of tea urns, and the kind of cheap biscuits left in a variety box after all the fancy chocolate ones had been eaten.
         

         
         Greta set down her bag of fresh clothes to change into later. While the briefing session took place, she glanced around at
            her fellow contestants.
         

         
         There was a bit-part actor she’d seen in the background of a few soap operas, and a newsreader on a local TV channel who’d lost his job for making inappropriate jokes on air. A woman in her fifties, with a swallow and a rose tattooed on her neck, and a ruby embedded in her front tooth, was known for having dropped out of a famous girl band just before they’d made it big in Japan. 

         
         ‘Kitty Real,’ Greta whispered to herself, suddenly remembering her name.

         
         Each contestant wore a glazed expression, a why-has-my-life-come-to-this look in their eyes. They exchanged looks with each
            other, filled with disdain, curiosity, and sympathy.
         

         
         A production assistant wearing denim dungarees and a Santa hat, who looked fresh out of university, bounded into the tent
            brandishing a clipboard. ‘Hi, I’m Barney. Welcome to Back to the Land.’
         

         
         He outlined their tasks for the day with so much enthusiasm it bordered on condescending. Greta tried her best to appear engaged.
            She owed Nora a favour and needed money, especially if she had to renew the lease on her flat.
         

         
         Greta’s first task was clearing out the goat shed. She brandished a rake and headed inside where bleating filled the air.
            She tried to pretend it was the sound of applause instead but her own acting skills let her down.
         

         
         One goat seemed to watch her every move with its apple-green eyes. Another managed to nibble a hole in her sweater without
            her noticing. Cleaning out the droppings was particularly nauseating, making her gag. Greta’s eyes watered from the stench,
            and she tried to imagine the scent of roasted coffee instead.
         

         
         Her next task was foraging mushrooms in a nearby forest. Despite a talk from a local expert on which edible fungi grew in
            winter, she still wasn’t sure which were safe to eat and which might trigger hallucinations. Her fingers grew scarlet from
            the cold and her breath floated in the air like low-hanging clouds.
         

         
         She did, however, find unexpected joy in making bread. There was something calming about kneading dough on a rustic wooden table under the open sky, then gathering around a crackling fire with the other contestants to share a warm, freshly baked loaf. 

         
         By the end of the day, a smoky, musty smell clung to her clothes like a shroud. Her hands were chapped and dirty, and her
            hair was a mess.
         

         
         Greta returned to the tent, desperate to change into her clean clothes. She searched for her bag, moving chairs around and
            peering under the table, until she realised it was missing.
         

         
         ‘Looking for your stuff?’ Kitty Real said, poking dirt from her nails with a wooden fork. ‘I think Doreen from Florist Faceoff took it by mistake.’
         

         
         Greta stared at her in disbelief. ‘You didn’t think to stop her?’

         
         Kitty shrugged, continuing her manicure. ‘Honestly, I didn’t have the energy after milking the cows. Fancy a brew before we
            leave this hell-hole?’
         

         
         ‘No thanks,’ Greta said through gritted teeth. She was dying for a coffee, but not a lukewarm one from the stainless steel
            urn in the tent. She longed for a frothy cappuccino, or even better still, one of Iris’s special blends. Her craving for it
            was becoming unbearable.
         

         
         Thankfully, the production assistant offered her a lift back into town. Barney drove along the country lanes with his window
            wound down, as if trying to blow away the smell.
         

         
         He dropped her off a mile away from Longmill centre. ‘This okay? I need to hit the motorway. The show airs in a few months.
            Hope you got a lot out of today.’
         

         
         ‘I did, thanks. Very enjoyable,’ Greta said, forcing a thumbs-up. She glanced down and noticed her boots had left clumps of
            soil in the footwell of his car, like small molehills. As soon as she stepped out, she hurried away before he noticed the
            mess.
         

         
         Walking toward town only heightened her awareness of her dishevelled state. The mud on her jeans had dried to a thick beige cuff, and the dirt ingrained in her knuckles made them look like tree bark. People stared at her, and she needed a cup of Iris’s coffee more than ever. An escape from everything. 

         
         It felt like an invisible force was pulling Greta toward the coffee shop.

         
         Would it still be there? And if it was, could she persuade Iris to lift her ban and make her a brew?

         
         As the slender building came into sight, Greta sped up and crossed the road. Just as she stepped onto the pavement, her shoelace
            came undone. She stumbled, catching herself in time, then crouched down to retie it.
         

         
         A few coins suddenly appeared on an outstretched hand, right in front of her face.

         
         ‘You look like you need this more than me,’ a kindly female voice said.

         
         Greta stared at the money, confused. It took her a couple of seconds to realise the person thought she was begging in the
            street.
         

         
         Quickly shaking her head, she looked up. ‘Oh, no. I don’t need—’ Her words stuck when she saw a familiar mane of pink hair.
            ‘Maisie?’

         
         The assistant from Brewtique widened her eyes in surprise. ‘Oh. Wow. Greta. It’s you.’ Maisie hastily withdrew her hand, clutching the coins to her chest. ‘Sorry. I didn’t recognise you.’
         

         
         Greta’s cheeks burned furnace-hot. She finished tying her lace and stood up. ‘I’ve been filming a new show in the country
            about going back to basics. I don’t need . . .’ She scrambled to find the right word. Sympathy? Money? Attention? Now that
            she thought about it, she could actually do with all three.
         

         
         ‘Right,’ Maisie said, running a hand down the lapel of her faux leopard-skin coat. ‘Basics? Cool. I’ve just finished work, too. Just had an audition and aced it. Got a presenter gig for Glastonbury and a part in a new indie film. Dreams can come true, huh?’ 

         
         ‘I guess they can,’ Greta said, brushing a piece of hay off her sleeve. She wished she could slide down the nearest drain
            and disappear. ‘That’s fantastic. Well done.’
         

         
         ‘Yeah. They saw my stuff on TikTok. If you’re still in the game, you should give it a try . . . get yourself out there again.’

         
         ‘Great tip,’ Greta said, struggling to smile. ‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

         
         Maisie patted her hands awkwardly against her sides. ‘Well, hey. It was great seeing you again.’

         
         ‘Yes. You, too. Good luck with everything.’

         
         Maisie glanced down at the coins in her palm, then back at Greta. ‘Are you sure you don’t need . . . ?’

         
         Greta shook her head. ‘No, thanks. I’m fine.’

         
         Maisie still didn’t look entirely convinced.

         
         They exchanged stiff half waves before heading in opposite directions.

         
         Greta swallowed hard. She kept her chin up, striding with mock confidence, until Maisie was out of sight. Only then did she
            feel her body crumpling.
         

         
         Please let the coffee shop be there.

         
         Her knees almost gave way when she saw the white rabbit ornament sitting in the window. All the panes of glass were intact,
            and the door was solid. The weeds were gone.
         

         
         Greta caught sight of her reflection in the window. Her hair was wild, her clothes were crusty, and she looked like she’d
            been lost in the woods for days.
         

         
         With a shaky hand, she pushed the door open and stumbled inside.

         
         ‘Iris,’ she called out. ‘I feel like I’m falling apart, and I don’t know what to do. Please help me.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 29

         
         The aroma of roasted beans made Greta want to drink a hot cup of coffee, wrap herself in a blanket, and hibernate. Iris’s
            TV was playing Little House on the Prairie. The Ingalls family had gathered for dinner, cheerily passing plates of food to each other and making life look so simple.
         

         
         Iris stepped from behind the counter, her stare as sharp as a tack. Folding her arms stiffly across her chest, she surveyed
            Greta hunched in the doorway. ‘It’s not the New Year yet,’ she said curtly.
         

         
         ‘I know.’ Greta shivered. ‘But I really need your coffee. I don’t have anywhere else left to turn.’
         

         
         Iris’s eyes remained granite-like.

         
         ‘If you can’t give me a cup, can I at least collect my pearls?’ Greta asked. ‘I left them behind the last time I was here.
            Please . . .’
         

         
         A trace of something crossed Iris’s face. Greta hoped it was sympathy.

         
         ‘I’ve kept them for you,’ Iris said with a slight sniff. ‘You’d better come in.’

         
         Greta’s shoulders sloped with relief. ‘I was worried you might not be here. I’m so glad that you are.’ She dropped down to
            take off her boots. ‘I don’t want to get mud on your floor,’ she explained.
         

         
         Iris weighed her up from top to bottom. ‘Never mind coffee. You look like you could do with a change of clothes.’

         
         ‘I really need both.’

         
         Iris hesitated, still seemingly unimpressed. ‘Fortunately, I make a great cappuccino. I’ll see if I can find something for
            you to wear.’
         

         
         Beneath her brittle tone, Greta detected a hint of something softer. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

         
         Iris disappeared into a back room, returning a few minutes later with a towel and a small pile of clothes. She handed them
            to Greta with a gruff nod. ‘You can use the bathroom to freshen up. Your coffee will be waiting.’
         

         
         Greta hugged the clean clothes to her chest, breathing in the comforting smell of washing powder mixed with coffee. It made
            her feel like crying. ‘Thank you, Iris,’ she said, her voice catching.
         

         
         Iris gave a slight purse of her lips and turned away.

         
         In the tiny bathroom, Greta peeled off her soiled clothes and folded them neatly. She washed in the sink and changed into
            the clean garments. Iris had given her a roomy grey cotton dress, a chunky sweater and clean socks. The simple comforts felt
            like pure luxury. Slowly, warmth returned to her limbs, and she began to feel more like herself again.
         

         
         Stepping back out of the bathroom, Greta took a wrong turn. The back of the coffee shop was something of a labyrinth, with
            narrow corridors twisting in unexpected directions. She found herself peering into yet another storeroom, smaller than the
            one she’d seen before. The jars here looked older, their labels yellowed with age, and with cobwebs hanging between them like
            threads of beads.
         

         
         ‘Are you okay?’ Iris called out.

         
         ‘Yes,’ Greta replied, swallowing as she backed away. ‘I got a bit lost.’

         
         Back in the main area of the shop, the two women sat facing each other at a small round table.

         
         Greta cradled her cappuccino, letting its warmth soothe her hands. Iris’s clothes felt light, warm, and comfy. ‘You were right,’
            she said, raising her cup to her lips. ‘This really is great coffee.’
         

         
         ‘Yes, I know,’ Iris said. She took a small jar containing the pearls from her pocket and slid it across the table. ‘I believe
            they’re all there.’
         

         
         Greta gripped the jar, grateful to have it back. ‘Thank you. I know a jeweller who can restring them.’ She paused, thinking
            about the photo of Millie displayed in Leonard’s jewellery shop. It must have been shattering for his mother to vanish from
            his life without a word, and waiting for clues that might lead to nowhere. She supposed no one ever knows for sure the intricacies
            of other people’s lives.
         

         
         An ache bloomed in Greta’s chest and she rubbed her breastbone. She had the strongest urge to see Millie again, to return
            the pearls to her. Maybe even to tell her the truth, that Millie had once lived a different life. That she had a son who loved
            and still grieved for her.
         

         
         ‘Do you know a woman called Millie Maxwell? Or Millie Moss?’ she asked Iris. ‘I think the pearls belong to her. Her son told
            me she’s been missing for forty years. But I’ve met her in Mapleville. We’re friends there.’
         

         
         Iris remained still, her face expressionless. ‘I’ve told you previously,’ she said, her voice clipped. ‘I’ve had many clients
            over the years. Far too many for me to recall individually.’
         

         
         ‘But you label your jars with people’s names,’ Greta said, recalling Edgar’s label. ‘How long do you keep the different blends?
            Did Millie’s vanishing have anything to do with your coffee?’
         

         
         Iris’s cheek twitched. She looked annoyed. ‘I don’t know her name,’ she reiterated.

         
         Greta suppressed a sigh, still sensing she was holding something back. ‘That’s a shame,’ she said tightly. ‘I wanted to return the pearls to their rightful owner . . .’ 

         
         Iris twitched an eyebrow. ‘You’re not keeping them?’

         
         ‘Something tells me they’re important to Millie.’

         
         A flicker of something, perhaps approval, crossed Iris’s face. She studied Greta for a moment, then set down her cup. ‘You
            said you needed my help?’
         

         
         Greta didn’t feel ashamed to say yes. Admitting she needed help felt like moving forward rather than standing still. ‘If you
            can’t tell me about Millie, I need you to help me.’
         

         
         Iris sat back in her seat, her gimlet stare giving way to something milder. ‘How?’ she asked.

         
         Greta screwed her eyes shut so she could speak freely. ‘I feel like I’ve lost my way, and I have no one to turn to,’ she said.
            ‘Jim has always been there for me, but we’re growing ever further apart. My agent, Nora, isn’t the most understanding person,
            and only Edgar, a man I met online, kind of understands what I’m going through. He’s been to your coffee shop, drank your
            perfect blend, and says he saw his deceased wife . . . but I hardly know him. And . . .’ she glanced warily at Iris ‘. . . he
            warned me about getting hooked. I feel very alone in a very unique situation.
         

         
         ‘I was so sure what I wanted—a happy home life, my family, a great career. The perfect blend,’ she continued, clasping her
            hands together. ‘But now, I don’t really know who I am anymore. I thought I wanted my past back, but now I want a future.’
         

         
         Iris’s gaze remained steady. ‘What did you learn from your first three wishes?’

         
         Greta mulled over the question. ‘My first wish was about escape and rediscovering my self-confidence. The second was all about my reconnecting with my family, and my third wish was about recognition and stardom. There’s been other things I discovered in Mapleville, too, like meeting Millie and glimpsing a life that feels calm and complete. I feel like I’m caught between two versions of my life and don’t know where I belong. 

         
         ‘I’ve learned that I don’t want to use my wishes to look good, or for my family to be all polished, or to be famous. This
            time, my wish would be . . . different.’
         

         
         Iris sipped her coffee. ‘Different? How?’

         
         Greta shrugged. ‘What does it matter? You’ve forbidden me from drinking my perfect blend again until New Year. I know that
            asking you for another wish is pointless.’ She set her jaw hard. ‘I shouldn’t have added Starbright to the brew, and I shouldn’t
            have disobeyed your rules. I really am sorry.’
         

         
         Iris studied Greta intently. ‘You misused the coffee. Broke the rules. And my deadline still stands,’ she said. ‘I cannot
            give you your usual blend today.’
         

         
         Greta flopped her head forward in resignation. She had expected this.

         
         ‘However . . .’ Iris’s eyes began to shine with something new. ‘You said you want something different, and that’s what I can offer you.’
         

         
         ‘A different coffee?’ Greta’s chin jerked up.

         
         Iris shook her head. ‘The same coffee, but updated. Enhanced.’

         
         Greta felt a crawling sensation on her skin, like ants were walking over it. ‘What does that mean?’

         
         ‘Your first three visits offered a temporary, immersive experience. My enhanced blend would allow you stay in Mapleville . . .
            for good.’
         

         
         Greta blinked, trying to take this in. ‘What, like forever?’

         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         Greta swallowed. Scenes from Mapleville flashed in her mind—her beautiful home, laughter-filled breakfasts with Jim and Lottie, picnics, romantic dates, and friendly nods from the townsfolk. A warm glow spread through her chest. No stress, no uncertainty, no casting rejections. The versions of Jim and Lottie who looked at her with affection rather than irritation. 

         
         But would they only be a glossy echo of her family?

         
         She gave a shaky laugh. ‘That sounds extremely tempting. There must be a catch, right?’

         
         Iris knitted her fingers together, her joints like knots in rope. ‘I thought you might ask me that.’ Her eyes pierced into
            Greta’s. ‘If you drink the coffee and return to Mapleville, you’ll be given a choice—to stay there or not. If you decide to
            stay, you’ll leave your old life behind. You’ll be gone from it, as if you never were.’
         

         
         ‘Gone?’ Greta gasped. ‘What? Wouldn’t I just stay in the booth, like before? Where would I even go?’
         

         
         She thought of Leonard’s quiet dignity and the burden of loss he must carry. If Millie had truly disappeared into Mapleville,
            what wounds had she left behind? Greta’s voice trembled. ‘Would Jim and Lottie still remember me?’
         

         
         ‘So many questions.’ Iris let out a small tut. ‘This coffee would be a different blend. People always want to understand the
            mechanics, as if this were a train journey they can map out with timetables. But some choices don’t live in the realm of logic.
         

         
         ‘The perfect blend only calls to those already slipping away from their real lives. It doesn’t take you. It lets you go.’
         

         
         Greta nodded, her heart pounding.

         
         Iris folded her hands neatly in her lap. ‘If you decide to stay in Mapleville, your memories of the life you left behind will
            fade in time, like dreams upon waking. It will become distant and then forgotten. The coffee smooths over the seams.
         

         
         ‘And in Longmill . . . well, who knows?’ She gave a small shrug. ‘Everything will carry on without you. Your thread might
            loosen from the tapestry, but it won’t unravel the whole.’
         

         
         Greta’s mind whirled with possibilities. This wasn’t like choosing a nice holiday. She was potentially leaving behind her existing life and the people she loved. 

         
         However, the same people were in Mapleville. And they seemed happier there.

         
         ‘And I get the chance to choose when I arrive there?’ she checked.

         
         Iris nodded. ‘Yes. But be warned. This decision is a big one. The choice won’t be easy.’

         
         Greta imagined waking each morning to the promise of a perfect day. In Mapleville she’d be part of a community, surrounded
            by people who were kind, cheerful and supportive, like Millie, who offered her genuine friendship.
         

         
         The thought of living as a ‘perfect version’ of herself wasn’t about vanity. It was about feeling valued and having a sense
            of purpose. She would no longer have to struggle and endure the self-doubt that plagued her life in Longmill, where she felt
            caught between a fading past and an uncertain future. The idea of a life where she finally found her place was tempting, even
            seductive.
         

         
         Edgar had mentioned that he’d made the wrong choice. Had Iris also given him the chance to stay elsewhere? Had he regretted
            his decision?
         

         
         ‘So, it’s like closing one chapter and starting a new one? If I choose to?’ Greta said.

         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         Greta let the idea settle, turning it over like a pebble in her hand.

         
         If she moved on from Longmill, would that mean an end to her guilt, her worry for her family’s happiness, and her own perceived
            failures? A magnetic force seemed to be pulling towards a different life. Mapleville shone irresistibly bright in her mind.
            Her life could be like a coffee commercial. All the time.
         

         
         ‘To be clear, you have two choices,’ Iris said. ‘You can wait until the New Year to drink your usual blend, then visit Mapleville on a temporary basis, like before. Or, you can drink an enhanced version of the coffee now—one that will allow you the opportunity to stay in Mapleville permanently. If you choose to do so.’ 

         
         Greta chewed her thumbnail. She really couldn’t wait until New Year. But the updated version of the coffee sounded unknown. Risky. The last time she’d messed with
            the recipe, she’d encountered glitches, including the shark. Did Iris know what she was doing? The old woman could only influence
            the coffee so far. Then it was out of her hands. It reflected a version of Greta’s own thoughts and desires.
         

         
         ‘You don’t have to drink the new blend, Greta,’ Iris said, her gaze unwavering. ‘No one is making you do it. You also have
            the option to walk away from everything here. Don’t drink the coffee. Forget that this shop exists. Go home and enjoy your everyday life . . .’
         

         
         Greta curled her fingers into fists, her thoughts swirling with a chaotic mix of desire and fear.

         
         ‘On the other hand, you came here searching for the perfect blend,’ Iris added. ‘You begged me for help. And I’m offering
            it to you . . .’
         

         
         ‘I know,’ Greta whispered. ‘I still want it.’

         
         The two women locked eyes, unspoken thoughts passing between them.

         
         ‘When I drink the coffee, I usually wake up back here,’ Greta said. ‘What will happen this time?’

         
         ‘I’ll add an ingredient that allows you stay. There’ll be warning signs when the effects of the coffee are wearing off. That’s
            when you need to make your decision—to return here, or to stay for good.’
         

         
         Greta’s brow creased. ‘What kind of warning? How do I decide?’

         
         ‘I’ve told you before. I don’t control the narrative. I can’t predict what will happen. It will be your responsibility to
            watch for the signs. Do you understand?’
         

         
         Greta’s lips twitched. Her family, her life . . . everything she wanted was in Mapleville, within her reach. All she had to
            do was say yes to the new coffee. ‘And if I don’t notice the signs?’ she asked.
         

         
         Iris rapped the table with her palm. ‘Trust me, you’ll know when it’s time to make the choice.’ She paused. ‘So, do you want
            to go ahead? Or not?’
         

         
         All the options twinkled in Greta’s mind like stars coming out in a darkening sky. This was like an audition for a new life,
            to see if she wanted the part. Did she really have anything to lose?
         

         
         ‘Well?’ Iris said, standing up. ‘What do you want to do?’

         
         Greta loosened the neck of her sweater with a finger. The room felt too warm now, oppressive rather than welcoming. She suddenly
            wanted to get out of here. To go somewhere comforting and free. The magnitude of the decision felt crushing, and she made
            up her mind. ‘I want to drink the new coffee,’ she said. ‘I want to go to Mapleville. Right now.’
         

         
         Iris nodded and moved across the shop, climbing her ladders to retrieve a couple of jars from the shelves. She tipped the
            existing ingredients of Greta’s jar into the mortar, then added some new ones, too. The sound of her pestle grinding was hypnotic,
            each twist sounding like a countdown.
         

         
         Finally, Iris tipped the mixture back into the small jar. She brought it over to the booth and laid it out alongside the cup,
            the saucer, and the hot water, just as before.
         

         
         Greta stared at the white rabbit on the label with fear, hope, and longing weaving inside her.

         
         Iris watched her carefully. ‘Now you just have to make the right wish.’

         
         Greta picked up the jar, her fingers trembling, sensing all the possibilities it held. Her decision felt monumental. Wonderful
            if she got it right. Catastrophic if she got it wrong. ‘I’m ready to drink the coffee,’ she said finally.
         

         
         Iris handed her the jug of hot water.

         
         Greta sprinkled one spoonful of the new coffee blend into the glass pot. Pouring in hot water, she watched it swirl. After
            it had brewed, she raised the cup to her lips, savouring a faint smell of aniseed. Then she took a first sip. ‘It tastes sweeter,’
            she said. ‘Nicer.’
         

         
         Iris nodded. ‘Now, say your wish out loud. Just like before.’

         
         Greta stared into the chocolate-brown liquid. Her first time in Mapleville had made her feel confident and beautiful again.
            During her second visit, Jim and Lottie had been the best versions of themselves. The third time, she had stepped back into
            the spotlight, only to realise she didn’t want it any longer.
         

         
         So, what now?

         
         She drank her coffee, finishing half of it, knowing the moment was approaching.

         
         Her fourth and final wish.

         
         Greta waited for something to come to her naturally. Not something she wanted, but something she needed.
         

         
         And when her words eventually came, they felt right.

         
         ‘I wish . . .’ Greta began, as the rabbit on the jar gave her a wink, possibly for the last time ever.
         

         
         ‘I wish to know where I truly belong.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 30

         
         Greta knew the routine and welcomed it. She woke up in her beautiful bedroom, admired her flawless reflection in the mirror,
            showered, dressed in her neat, fitted clothes, and added her pearl necklace. She was pleased to find it was still intact here,
            this version of it unbroken. A reflection of how she wanted it to be.
         

         
         She padded downstairs to find Lottie making pancakes in the kitchen. The sweet aroma mixed with Maple Gold, filling the air.
            Lottie called to Jim outside in the garden, and he strolled inside. He greeted Greta with a kiss to her cheek.
         

         
         Everything felt just right.

         
         Again, eating breakfast together was wonderful. Lottie and Jim made bright conversation about the weather and their plans
            for the day. Lottie’s eyes shone when she told them both about her talent show taking place that afternoon.
         

         
         Greta’s smile felt effortless, her entire body light. She lifted her cup for Lottie to pour her a coffee, then drizzled honey
            onto her pancakes. The whole scene felt like the first day of a holiday after she’d unpacked her suitcase and headed straight
            to the pool.
         

         
         After breakfast, Greta stood on the doorstep, waving to Jim as he tucked a newspaper under his arm. He walked down the path
            with Lottie skipping beside him.
         

         
         She took a moment to lift her face toward the cloudless sky. Butterflies fluttered, parakeets chirped, and the pink cherry blossoms in the trees looked as delicate as rice paper. Sprinkler systems hissed, and a soft breeze kissed her hair. 

         
         Even though she’d only filmed Back to the Land that morning, it already felt like ages ago.
         

         
         Standing there, something caught Greta’s eye. A small patch of grass in her garden looked darker than the rest, the blades
            a bit longer. Had it always been like that? She squinted at it, unsure. It was probably nothing.
         

         
         Iris’s words about the huge decision she’d have to make flashed in Greta’s head like a neon sign in a cocktail bar, but for
            now, she tried to push all thoughts of it aside.
         

         
         From experience, Greta knew she’d have several more hours, perhaps even days, in Mapleville. It was too early to start looking
            for warning signs just yet.
         

         
         She pottered around her home, taking time to admire the pastel cereal boxes in the kitchen cupboards, her pretty, pressed
            clothes hanging in the wardrobes, and her sparkling bathroom. The thought of never having to iron, or mop the kitchen floor,
            or scrub tide marks off the bath felt like a release.
         

         
         Greta studied the photographs on the mantelpiece. If she stayed here, she might even take up ice skating, or perhaps learn
            the trumpet. Then she could truly become the woman in the photos—someone who wouldn’t have to rake hay in a goat shed, argue
            with her husband, or disappoint her daughter ever again.
         

         
         The day was too glorious to spend it inside, so she set off to find Millie.

         
         Greta strolled through the streets. Hanging baskets overflowed with flowers outside the Maple Inn, and a team of gardeners
            pruned the bushes in the park. The man in the ice-cream van handed out swirly pink-and-white ice-cream cones. Everyone she
            passed said hello.
         

         
         She smiled at the line of cheerful workers, admired the baker’s shop full of goodies and the stone cherubs surrounding the fountain. Why would she ever want to leave here? 

         
         Greta could feel her decision crystallizing.

         
         Millie stood in her garden, a basket hooked over the crook of her elbow, carefully cutting rose stems and laying the flowers
            inside.
         

         
         Jefferson strolled down the garden path, raising his Thermos with a triumphant grin. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ve made my
            own coffee this morning. Didn’t even burn it.’
         

         
         Millie arched an eyebrow. ‘Progress at last. I’m almost proud.’

         
         He puffed out his chest, unaware of her sarcasm. ‘Goodbye, dear. See you later.’

         
         ‘Yes, have a good day, Jefferson.’

         
         Millie sighed. She raised herself onto the balls of her feet as she spotted Greta approaching her garden gate. ‘Good morning.
            It’s lovely to see you again,’ she said. ‘I’m just about to head over to the coffee morning. Care to join me?’
         

         
         Greta smiled. ‘I’d like that, thank you.’

         
         ‘Just before we go.’ Millie plucked a rose from her basket, snipped the stem, then produced a pin and fastened it to Greta’s
            dress. ‘There. Now you look like you belong here.’
         

         
         She slipped the basket inside the door, and the two women set off down the path together.

         
         As they walked, Greta noticed something different about her friend. Millie’s face was bare, free of make-up, and her hair
            fell in loose waves, as if she’d let it dry in a breeze.
         

         
         ‘Oh, I meant to tell you,’ Millie said brightly. ‘I’ve sourced several pairs of jeans and running shoes for the boutique.
            They should arrive soon and are bound to cause a stir. You must stop by and see if anything catches your eye.’
         

         
         ‘Sounds good to me,’ Greta said, pulling at the waist of her dress.

         
         In the ballroom of the town hall, the familiar hum of chatter filled the air, but Greta noticed subtle shifts. One woman mentioned she’d started to learn rock guitar, and another had swapped pastels for a black linen dress. 

         
         It was good to see them embracing change, however small. Greta wondered if she’d been too slow to do the same thing in her
            own life. Had she clung too tightly to her idea of family, instead of accepting that it could shift and grow over time?
         

         
         ‘Whose turn is it to give a talk today?’ she asked Millie.

         
         ‘I think we’re hoping you’ll tell us a little more about your hometown,’ Millie said. ‘We all attended the film screening,
            and you were amazing. We’d love to get to know you better.’
         

         
         Several of the other women nodded in agreement.

         
         ‘All we know about is Mapleville,’ Millie added. Her smile faltered, just for a beat, before lighting up again.

         
         Greta sat down at the table, running her fingers over the tablecloth. She noticed the brownies were crumbling at the edges
            today, the slices not as neatly cut as usual. And where were the cake forks? Was this another sign? Or was she spotting small
            imperfections because she was looking for them? ‘Do you really want me to talk about Longmill?’ she asked.
         

         
         ‘I’m not especially interested,’ Desdemona admitted with a sniff. ‘It sounds like a terribly plain place. Full of strife.’

         
         ‘It’s not always like that,’ Greta said, feeling uncharacteristically defensive. ‘Sometimes, when I’m sitting in a cosy coffee
            shop, reading a book while rain streams down the window, and people are rushing past outside while I’m warm and snug, it can
            feel rather lovely. Even if the cuffs of my sweater and my socks are soggy.
         

         
         ‘When the barista adds an unexpected dash of caramel syrup to my coffee that I didn’t ask for, but it turns out to be delicious,
            and the chocolate powder on top is supposed to be a pretty swirl, but looks more like a snail, it makes me smile.’
         

         
         She paused, surprised to hear the affection in her own words.

         
         Millie gave her an encouraging nod. ‘Tell us more . . .’

         
         Greta took a breath. ‘In Longmill, I wear fleecy pyjamas and socks to bed because it gets cold at night. I eat doughnuts with
            oozy jam in the middle that doesn’t actually taste of real strawberries. It’s more artificial, but still delicious. I wear
            comfortable clothes that swamp my figure so I don’t have to worry about my waistband digging in.’
         

         
         She hesitated, then added. ‘My hair is thinner. I have wrinkles across my forehead, and I even have to wear a bra to bed,
            just to keep things in place.’
         

         
         Desdemona blew into her cheeks. ‘Such horror,’ she said. ‘Are you making these horrible things up? Improvising again?’

         
         Greta shook her head. ‘No, it’s all true.’

         
         She glanced around. A few women wore puzzled expressions, whereas others were nodding, even smiling faintly.

         
         Millie’s expression was different. She wore a reflective air, almost nostalgic, like she might actually remember some of these
            things.
         

         
         ‘You asked for a glimpse behind the curtain of my real life,’ Greta said. ‘Well . . . here it is.’

         
         ‘I’d love to hear even more,’ Millie urged.

         
         Greta eyed her, surprised. This was all just run-of-the-mill stuff. ‘I once gave a talk at a coffee shop about my past career,
            and it went terribly wrong.’
         

         
         She shared the story of her disastrous evening in Brewtique, recounting her tiny audience, the burnt brownies and the blaring
            smoke alarm.
         

         
         A few more of the women laughed.

         
         Desdemona, however, scowled. ‘I don’t see what’s so amusing. I can’t see any value in this other place you’re telling us about.
            It sounds uncomfortable. I don’t want to be cold, or ignored, or inconvenienced. I like it here.’
         

         
         ‘So do I,’ Greta admitted. ‘And that’s my dilemma. Do I stay in Mapleville, where I can get to know you all better, enjoy family life, and never have to worry about a thing? Or do I go home and accept things usually come with a struggle?’ 

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Millie tilt her head, as if considering the same question.

         
         Desdemona tossed her hair and launched into a description of her latest espresso Martini recipe.

         
         Millie turned to Greta. ‘You seem different today,’ she said. ‘As if there’s something on your mind.’

         
         Greta nodded. ‘I told the truth just now, about deciding whether to stay here, or not.’

         
         Millie frowned. ‘But you’d still be able to visit us, wouldn’t you? The place feels brighter when you’re here. You’ve made
            us all . . . think.’ She crinkled her brow, as if the word surprised her.
         

         
         Greta shook her head, her lips curving downward at the corners. The thought of never seeing Millie again was too painful to
            dwell on. ‘I’d never be able to return. But that’s not something I have to think about. Not just yet.’
         

         
         Millie toyed with a button on her sleeve. ‘If you’d given me the same choice a while ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated to stay here,’ she said. ‘But now you’ve made me curious about what
            somewhere else might have to offer.’
         

         
         Greta studied her. ‘Are you still having your fleeting thoughts . . . memories?’

         
         Millie nodded. ‘I’m not exactly sure what they are. But I seem to be remembering things that I can’t explain—jewellery, a
            young man . . .’ She shook her head. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I’ve just been drinking too much coffee.’ She laughed, but uncertainty
            glimmered in her eyes.
         

         
         Greta mulled over how much she could tell Millie—about Leonard, about her past life. Was it kinder to say nothing at all? ‘I didn’t mean for you to start questioning your life,’ she said. 

         
         ‘No.’ Millie took hold of Greta’s arm. ‘Somehow, I think it’s a good thing.’

         
         Outside, the town hall clock faintly struck eleven, and Millie and Greta both looked up.

         
         ‘I don’t remember it doing that before,’ Millie said.

         
         A tingle ran down Greta’s forearms. ‘Me neither.’

         
         They moved toward the window.

         
         ‘Hey, everyone,’ the woman in the black dress called out. ‘Look at that.’

         
         The ladies all gathered around, peering out at the town square.

         
         ‘No, look up, instead,’ Millie said, pointing toward the sky. ‘There’s a grey cloud overhead. I don’t think I’ve ever seen
            one before.’
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 31

         
         As the women left the town hall, they stared up at the small concrete-grey cloud, chatting about where it had come from and
            why it was that colour. It attracted lots of attention. Crossing the square toward the school to watch the talent show, they
            kept glancing up, exchanging theories.
         

         
         For Greta, the cloud was something insignificant she’d seen countless times before. She ignored it, choosing to focus on Lottie’s
            talent show performance instead.
         

         
         Greta had never been to the school in Mapleville before. It hadn’t featured in the commercials, and she wondered what other
            places she had yet to discover in the town.
         

         
         The school was constructed of terracotta and cream stone, imposing and grand, with towers that reminded her of the Tower of
            London. It looked like the kind of place that, in England, might be frequented by members of the royal family, children of
            pop stars, and future politicians.
         

         
         Inside, the walls were all painted white without any chips or flakes. It was well-kept, unlike Lottie’s school in Longmill
            where small plastic bowls collected the rainwater dripping from the ceiling in the gym.
         

         
         All the paintings on the walls were accomplished, as if done by professional artists rather than students. The parents in the hall wore polished shoes and neat suits, with no one slouching in a tracksuit or—as Greta had once spotted in Lottie’s school—pyjamas and slippers. A line of trophies sat on a table on the stage, as if every participant were guaranteed one regardless of their performance. 

         
         A banner hung above the stage that read Mapleville High School Talent Show.

         
         Jim was already seated in the middle of a row, waiting for her to arrive. Greta sat down beside him.

         
         There was already an excited buzz in the air, about the show and also the cloud. ‘Have you seen it?’ Jim said, pointing out
            of the window.
         

         
         ‘It’s a cloud, Jim. They’re supposed to be that colour,’ Greta said, opening the programme. Her stomach danced when she spotted
            Lottie’s name.
         

         
         Charlotte Perks—Magic and Vocal Performance.

         
         She showed the page to Jim, and they shared a proud look. Lottie’s was the final act.

         
         The chatter died down when the headteacher walked onto the stage. She was dressed from head to toe in tweed, including a small
            cape that reminded Greta of Sherlock Holmes. After adjusting the microphone, she launched into her welcome speech, gushing
            about the students’ achievements. The Best School Award, a regional boat race championship, and the Excellence in Performing
            Arts Award were some of the many accolades.
         

         
         During her speech, someone slipped into the seat next to Greta.

         
         Greta barely noticed at first, her attention fixed on the stage. Until a familiar voice said, ‘I can’t wait to watch Lottie’s
            performance. She’s going to be wonderful.’
         

         
         Greta stared ahead, her pulse almost stuttering to a standstill. The programme slipped from her fingers, dropping to the floor. Disbelief thundered through her, and her thoughts failed to make sense in her mind. 

         
         It can’t be.

         
         Her breathing shallowed, and shock mingled with hope in her stomach. Could it really be the person she thought it was?

         
         Slowly, Greta turned her head.

         
         She saw the soft walnut curls first. Then the faux cream Chanel skirt suit, its shiny gold buttons glinting in the light as
            if freshly added. Greta hadn’t seen that outfit in years. It was unmistakable.
         

         
         She was so shocked she could barely whisper.

         
         ‘Mum?’

         
         ‘Hello, love.’ Marjorie smiled sheepishly. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late. That’s never happened before.’

         
         Greta’s mouth opened, then closed again. She felt jerky, as if someone had yanked her chair from behind. ‘What are you doing here?’
         

         
         Her mum smiled warmly, as if they’d only seen each other yesterday. ‘For Lottie’s talent show, of course,’ she said, smoothing
            down her skirt. Her voice was so casual, so normal, it made Greta’s head spin. ‘Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen
            a ghost.’
         

         
         Greta felt like she’d stumbled and kept on falling. ‘But, how . . . ?’

         
         ‘Shhh,’ Marjorie said. Holding a finger to her lips, she nodded toward the stage. ‘The show is starting.’

         
         Greta stared ahead, her breath coming in shallow, uneven bursts. A hurricane of emotions tore through her—disbelief, joy and
            something she couldn’t quite name. It made her want to stand up, throw her arms wide, and shout, ‘My mum is here.’
         

         
         On stage, the a cappella singers stepped into position, holding their boater hats to their chests. They seemed to look directly
            at Greta as they sang.
         

         
         
            A very warm welcome to the show,

            will you stay, or will you go?

            The choice is yours, the stage is set,

            an evening to remember, don’t forget.

            You’re always at home with Maple Gold.

         

         The headteacher took out her programme to introduce the first act.

         
         Greta’s eyes kept sliding sideways to check again that her mum really was still sitting next to her. She wanted to reach out
            and grab her arm to check she was real.
         

         
         Everything about her was just how Greta remembered. The same gentle expression, the same perfume, the way she rested her hands
            on her lap.
         

         
         Jim didn’t seem remotely surprised by Marjorie’s arrival. He leaned forward, greeted her with a smile, then focused on the
            stage.
         

         
         The performers ranged in age from eleven to sixteen. A boy glided around on a unicycle, juggling oranges with ease. Another
            performed hundreds of keepy-uppies with a football, a feat that was impressive but seemed never-ending.
         

         
         Next came a tap-dancing trio, a violin solo, and a young comedian whose jokes left the audience in stitches, despite being
            the kind found inside Christmas crackers.
         

         
         Each act was accomplished, but none had the charm and spontaneity Greta remembered from Lottie’s school productions in Longmill.
            She’d sat through several pantomimes or plays where Santa had fallen over a cardboard chimney, the kids had forgotten their
            lines, someone dressed as an angel had picked their nose on stage, or a bawling baby in the audience drowned out the performance.
            It had all added to the fun and charm.
         

         
         Here, everything ran like clockwork, each act outshining the next. The students were all talented, though their acts lacked emotion and spontaneity. 

         
         When Lottie finally stepped onto the stage, she radiated confidence and poise, without a hint of stage fright in sight. She
            wore a purple satin cape, tied at the neck, draped over her pink plaid skirt suit.
         

         
         A thrill surged through Greta when her daughter launched into her magic act without a hiccup. Lottie made balls vanish under
            cups, dazzled the audience with a complex card trick, then produced a top hat. With a flourish of a magic wand, she peered
            inside and pulled out a white rabbit.
         

         
         Greta fixed her eyes on the bunny. Was it another reminder that time was running out? She stared as Lottie handed the rabbit
            to the headteacher, who whisked it off the stage.
         

         
         Next, Lottie settled at the piano. ‘Here’s a little song I wrote myself,’ she announced. Her voice filled the air, melodic
            and pitch-perfect, while her fingers flew effortlessly across the keys.
         

         
         Greta thought she couldn’t feel any prouder until Lottie stepped up to the microphone at the front of the stage. She recited
            a Shakespearean sonnet with such emotional depth it sent shivers down Greta’s spine. Tears blurred her vision, and beside
            her, her mum also let out a sniffle.
         

         
         As the last note faded, Lottie gave a low bow. The entire room erupted into a standing ovation. Greta leaped to her feet,
            too, clapping until her hands hurt. She almost burst with pride when the headteacher presented Lottie with a trophy.
         

         
         Yet beneath it all, Greta couldn’t shake a niggling doubt. That this polished version of her daughter felt remarkably like
            the idealised child producers had wanted for the Maple Gold commercials.
         

         
         The headteacher returned to the stage, clasping her hands together. ‘That was absolutely brilliant, Charlotte,’ she said, using the full name Lottie never went by. ‘You all performed wonderfully and have bright futures ahead of you in the spotlight.’ 

         
         While everyone began gathering their hats and coats, Marjorie leaned in to talk to Greta. ‘Lottie was absolutely marvellous,’
            she said, her eyes shining. ‘You must be so proud.’
         

         
         Greta swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘I am.’

         
         Lottie headed their way, wearing a wide grin. ‘Hey, Mum and Dad, thanks for coming.’ She turned and gave Marjorie a big hug.
            ‘It’s so nice to see you, Grandma.’
         

         
         Greta felt a rush of fierce love. Lottie had been devastated when Marjorie passed away, shutting herself away in her bedroom
            for days and refusing to eat. Now, in Mapleville, they all had a second chance to be together.
         

         
         ‘I’m going to stay and help tidy up,’ Lottie said. ‘Dad’s staying, too. Is that okay? We’ll see you at home later.’

         
         ‘Of course it is,’ Greta replied, her gaze lingering on her daughter. She was aware of every minute ticking away, toward her
            staying or leaving.
         

         
         She turned back to her mum. ‘Why don’t we go and grab a coffee, Mum?’

         
         Marjorie’s face lit up. ‘Yes, how lovely. Maple Gold?’

         
         Greta smiled, with a wistful edge to it. Something about this moment felt fragile and precious. This might be the last time
            she’d ever spend with her mum, or it could be the start of many coffee dates together in Mapleville.
         

         
         ‘Maple Gold sounds perfect,’ she said softly. ‘Let’s go.’

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 32

         
         The bell above the café door jingled as Greta and Marjorie stepped inside. Soft jazz played in the background, and the cakes
            in the counter display had the plumpest scarlet cherries on top. Even the chocolate powder dusted on top of their coffees
            formed perfect heart shapes. Everything was free.
         

         
         Greta glanced at her mum, still struggling to believe she was really here. Even though she’d died less than a year ago, Greta
            had already forgotten there was a slight croak in her voice, as if she smoked too many cigarettes a week. Marjorie’s lips
            twitched just before she smiled, and it had always been tricky to tell whether her eyes were blue or grey. The colour shifted
            depending on the light.
         

         
         ‘You keep looking at me like I might disappear.’ Marjorie laughed. ‘Do I have a smudge on my nose or something?’

         
         ‘No. It’s just really great to see you,’ Greta said, the words swelling in her throat.

         
         Marjorie shook out a napkin and placed it on her lap. ‘It’s Lottie’s special day at school. Where else would I be?’

         
         Where else indeed?

         
         Her mum being here only added to Greta’s dilemma. It was like a metronome was ticking in her mind, swinging between staying and leaving Mapleville. And she had no idea where it would stop. 

         
         Now that her mum was here, too, everything was becoming clearer. The scales were tipping, ever so gently, in Mapleville’s
            favour.
         

         
         Greta could ask her mum all the things she hadn’t had the chance to before Marjorie passed away—like the name of the first
            play Greta ever starred in, and which flowers could survive her forgetting to water them. She could tell her how deeply she
            loved her, and how she wished she’d said it more often.
         

         
         Greta would have someone to love her unconditionally, even when she made mistakes. Her mum had always loved Jim, and been
            the steady voice of reason during some of their rockier times—advice Greta still needed. Maybe more than ever.
         

         
         And Lottie? Lottie could grow up with her grandma in her life, a warm, mischievous presence who could tease her about her
            teenage moods, share old photos in a way she wouldn’t tolerate from Greta, and pass on stories, family recipes, and the kind
            of wisdom that only grandparents knew.
         

         
         Greta wondered if she’d ever be able to forget about her mum’s death. The funeral, the numbness, and the grief that felt never-ending.
            Would those terrible memories simply fade here, as if they’d never happened at all?
         

         
         When Marjorie had been admitted to hospital for her final days, Greta had kept vigil at her bedside, holding her hand while
            knowing nothing could be done to save her. The nurses flitted around her bed, taking her temperature, making her comfortable,
            checking the monitors. They smiled, but Greta could see the truth in their eyes—that there was no hope. They had never sugar-coated
            things for Marjorie, just told her calmly and kindly that her cancer had spread too widely.
         

         
         Greta had once read that hearing was the last sense to go. She hated the thought that her mum might hear the quiet conversations around her, so she whispered in her ear. 

         
         ‘When you’re feeling better, Mum, we’ll go for a coffee,’ she’d said, fighting back her tears. ‘You can pick wherever you
            want to go, and I’ll pay. We’ll have those brightly coloured macarons you like, with the crispy shells and soft centres.’
         

         
         As the end drew closer, she preferred her mum to hear a sweet lie rather than the awful truth. Greta had tried to appear calm,
            though she felt like a landslide was taking place inside her.
         

         
         When Marjorie finally passed, Greta hoped more than anything that her last thoughts had been of those shiny French biscuits
            rather than the beep of the hospital machinery.
         

         
         But now she didn’t have to think about any of those things. Because her mum was here, sitting opposite Greta in a coffee shop,
            with a pink glow to her cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes.
         

         
         ‘How are you doing, love?’ her mum asked. ‘Cat got your tongue?’

         
         (Oh gosh, Greta had forgotten how she used to say that. That and a good cup of coffee can solve most things.)
         

         
         ‘Things are really great,’ Greta replied. ‘I loved Lottie’s act. Did you?’

         
         ‘Of course. She’s a clever girl. Takes after her mum.’

         
         Greta smiled, but felt it wavering. The emotion of her mum being here was overwhelming. She glanced out of the window at the
            sunlit street. A girl glided past on roller skates, performing an effortless pirouette. A young couple held hands and swirled
            along the pavement together like a scene out of a Hollywood musical. ‘It’s such a beautiful day,’ she said.
         

         
         ‘Yes, it is. I always love days like this. I can still picture you on your bike in summer, pedalling with streamers on the
            handles flying,’ Marjorie said. ‘Remember we used to put ice cream in a bowl to melt, then drink it through a straw? Such
            fun.’
         

         
         Greta gave a surprised laugh. ‘Yes, I’d forgotten about that. And you were brilliant at making daisy chains, whereas mine always fell apart.’ 

         
         She’d forgotten about that, too.

         
         ‘You just need a sharp fingernail to pierce the stem, and a little patience.’ Marjorie mimed the motion, then put the pretend
            strand around her neck. She paused, then lowered her hands. ‘I can tell something is on your mind, love . . .’
         

         
         ‘Me? No, I’m absolutely fine.’ Greta batted a hand. ‘I’m having a lovely time catching up with you. Let’s not talk about . . .
            other things.’
         

         
         But her mum folded her arms, just like she used to do. She gave Greta a knowing look. ‘You can’t fool me.’

         
         She’d always had a sixth sense when it came to Greta’s emotions.

         
         Greta eyed her, then let her words spill out, like she’d been holding on to them for far too long. ‘I just feel lost, Mum.
            Like I’m not living the life I’m meant to. I’ve made a few choices lately, and I don’t know if they’re the right ones.
         

         
         ‘Jim and I—we separated, and I’m not sure how to fix things. Not really.’ She broke off, rubbing her temple. ‘And Lottie . . .
            I love her more than anything, but sometimes I don’t know how to reach her. What if I’ve messed it all up?’ She wrung her
            hands, unable to share her heaviest burden of all, that her mum was no longer present in her life.
         

         
         Marjorie reached across the table. ‘You’re stronger than you think, love. You always have been. You’ll figure out what you
            want, how to make things right. And if you fail, try and try again.’
         

         
         ‘I remember you saying that to me before an audition once,’ Greta said.

         
         ‘Yes? What happened?’

         
         ‘I got the part.’

         
         ‘There you are then,’ her mum said with a firm nod.

         
         Greta gave a watery smile. ‘It’s not that easy anymore. That was a long time ago.’

         
         Her mum reached out and took hold of her hand. ‘You’re stronger than you think.’

         
         Greta swooned at the touch of her skin. ‘I’ve missed you so much, Mum,’ she said. ‘I’ve felt lost without you. I . . . I don’t
            know how to do this. The separation, my career, Lottie . . . everything feels like it’s slipping away.’
         

         
         ‘Missed me?’ Marjorie repeated. ‘I haven’t gone anywhere, love. I’m not going anywhere. And Jim and Lottie? You’ve got a beautiful
            home and a wonderful family. Everything’s exactly as it’s meant to be.’
         

         
         Greta raised her head, and something inside her slipped. Her mum might look and speak the same, but just like Edgar said about
            Eliza, something wasn’t quite right. A knot in her chest tightened.
         

         
         ‘You and Jim have done a wonderful job raising Lottie,’ Marjorie added. ‘She hit every note in her performance and delivered
            every line perfectly. Don’t be too hard on yourself.’
         

         
         Greta wanted to bask in the praise, to let it warm her, but something held her back. ‘Thanks, Mum. But I’d feel just as proud
            if Lottie had sung off-key, hit a bum note, or fluffed her lines.’
         

         
         Her mum frowned, tilting her head. ‘Tsk. Well, you don’t have to worry about any of those things. Her performance was faultless.’

         
         ‘Faultless,’ Greta repeated. The word didn’t sit comfortably with her.
         

         
         Images dropped into her mind, of Lottie slamming her bedroom door, arguing about her homework, and refusing to tidy her cluttered
            room. Greta still didn’t know what Lottie was planning for the talent show in Longmill.
         

         
         ‘None of us are perfect,’ she told her mum. ‘And that’s okay. I’m proud of Jim and Lottie no matter what they do.’

         
         Marjorie blinked, as if trying to understand. ‘But everything in Mapleville is perfect. Isn’t that your dream? Isn’t that
            what you want?’
         

         
         Greta’s heart galloped. Her mum’s words felt off, like a picture hanging askew on a gallery wall. ‘I don’t want Lottie to
            be perfect,’ she said. ‘I want her to make mistakes. To have fun, mess up, and learn from it.’
         

         
         She sat back in her chair. Her own words chiming in her head.

         
         And in that moment, everything came into focus. Her shoulders felt suddenly lighter.

         
         For the first time, Greta truly believed that she no longer wanted life to be perfect. Not for herself. Not for Lottie. She’d
            been chasing something impossible, and wanting it for her daughter, too.
         

         
         Now it was time to let it go.

         
         She whispered her words again. ‘I don’t want Lottie to be perfect.’ Then she spoke them out loud. ‘I want Lottie to be free to follow her dreams, whatever they are,’ Greta told her mum. ‘If
            things go wrong, she can try, and try again.’
         

         
         If things go wrong . . .

         
         The words buzzed inside her. Things went wrong every day. That was life. It was normal.

         
         She had spent so long acting—on stage, in her marriage, even in her own mind. But she didn’t want to pretend anymore.

         
         Something inside her shifted, like a key had finally opened a long-locked door.

         
         ‘I don’t want Lottie to be perfect,’ she repeated, more firmly now.

         
         Greta now realised that the past was never what she’d painted it to be. She’d preserved a memory of Mapleville and held on to it, as if it were flawless. But real people and places were messy, unpredictable and imperfect. 

         
         And that was what she wanted.

         
         A sharp tap on the window broke her thoughts. She turned to see a droplet of water shimmering there.

         
         ‘What was that?’ her mum asked.

         
         ‘Rain, I think,’ Greta said. She placed her napkin down and stood up, watching as the drop trickled down the window. Overhead,
            more clouds had turned grey. More droplets followed, sparkling like glass beads before sliding down. ‘It’s started to rain.’
         

         
         A hush fell over the café. Everyone stopped what they were doing. Another drop fell. Then another.

         
         Urgent whispers broke out among the customers. Outside, a man rushed past, staring skywards in disbelief. A mother pulled
            her child close, shielding them from the unusual sight.
         

         
         It was just a light shower, a normal occurrence in Longmill. But here? It felt like a sign.

         
         Time was running out.

         
         ‘Have you ever seen it rain here?’ she asked her mum.

         
         Marjorie looked out of the window. ‘No. Never.’

         
         Greta exhaled. ‘I’ve always liked the rain. Curling up in a coffee shop with a good book while it pelts down outside . . .’

         
         And with those words, she knew for sure.
         

         
         I want to go back to my real home.

         
         She wanted to feel the rain on her face, and to warm her socks on the radiator. To save up for things that mattered, and to
            collapse onto the sofa after a long day. She wanted to eat brownies that were so sweet they made her teeth ache, and with
            cherries that stuck to the roof of her mouth. To embrace the rough days because they made the good ones shine even brighter.
         

         
         I want to go home.

         
         She turned to her mum, her heart full of sorrow, yet also tinged with hope. Greta wished she could keep her close forever. But Mapleville wasn’t her true home. Her mum might no longer be physically present in her life in Longmill, but she would always be with her—in her blood, in the way she spoke, in the choices she made, and in how she would raise Lottie. Marjorie would
            always be a part of her. Greta might not see her anymore, but she would always feel her presence.
         

         
         Greta’s jaw tightened as she turned to face her mum. ‘I’m so sorry, Mum, but I have to go. I need to see Jim and Lottie.’

         
         Marjorie smiled as if everything was normal. ‘That’s okay, love.’ She reached for Greta’s hand. This time, her fingers felt
            cooler, less like her mum’s. ‘We can catch up soon.’
         

         
         Greta swallowed hard. But we can’t. Not if I leave.

         
         She voiced her worry aloud. ‘I’m scared I’ll never see you again . . .’

         
         Marjorie let out a gentle laugh. ‘Don’t be silly. We live in the same town.’

         
         Greta didn’t argue. Instead, she leaned in slowly, wrapping her arms around her mum. She held on tightly, never wanting to
            let go.
         

         
         Marjorie chuckled. ‘Be careful, you’ll smudge my make-up.’

         
         Outside, the a cappella singers were putting up umbrellas. They started to sing.

         
         
            Hurry along, don’t be late,

            you don’t want to make anyone wait.

            Make your decision, make it fast,

            your time here isn’t going to last.

            You’re always at home with Maple Gold.

         

         Greta pulled back, blinking hard. ‘I have to go. I love you, Mum.’

         
         ‘And I love you, too, sweetheart.’ Marjorie’s voice was light, as if this was just another ordinary goodbye. ‘Would you like to meet tomorrow for coffee?’ 

         
         ‘Yes,’ Greta said, fighting back tears. ‘That sounds wonderful. We could have macarons.’

         
         Her mum lifted her cup to take a sip. ‘Perfect. I love those little shiny biscuits.’

         
         Greta turned away, her lips trembling. She glanced back once more, just to see her mum, still smiling, still here.

         
         ‘Bye, Mum,’ she whispered.

         
         ‘Bye, love. See you tomorrow.’

         
         ‘Yes.’

         
         Then Greta opened the café door and stepped into the rain.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 33

         
         Greta rushed across the town, her head tucked against the rain. It was falling harder now, trickling down her cheeks and clinging
            to her eyelashes.
         

         
         The cherry blossoms in the tree shivered under the weight of the droplets. Parakeets huddled together on a branch. The ice-cream
            van had shut up shop, and the rain dappled the water in the fountain bowl. Shopkeepers stood in their doorways, gazing up
            at the sky and trying to make sense of the impossible.
         

         
         ‘Are you okay, madam?’ the baker called out as Greta dashed past.

         
         ‘Yes, fine. Thank you.’ Greta lifted a hand in a quick wave, not even glancing at the rows of glazed doughnuts in his window.
            ‘Goodbye, and thank you, sir.’
         

         
         She choked back a sob as she rushed through the town she loved.

         
         When she finally pushed through her front door, the warmth of the house enveloped her. She could smell Maple Gold coffee,
            a trace of Jim’s cologne, and the sweetness of Lottie’s pancakes.
         

         
         Greta stumbled into the living room, running a hand over her flattened hair. Wet patches marked the front of her dress.

         
         Jim and Lottie sat cross-legged on the floor, leafing through a photo album together. The tenderness radiating between them made Greta want to pull them close for a hug. 

         
         Lottie laughed as Jim pointed out a picture of the three of them playing mini-golf. Another showed the Perks family slurping
            milkshakes through striped straws.
         

         
         Greta swallowed hard. She had to leave. But how could she walk away from this? From her family?
         

         
         ‘Hey, Mum,’ Lottie said, her face brightening. ‘Dad found some old photos. Come and take a look.’ She patted a space on the
            carpet beside her.
         

         
         Greta hesitated, knowing she had to go quickly. But she lowered herself down.

         
         Jim held up a photo of Lottie as a toddler, her hair tied with ribbon into neat bunches. She was surrounded by pink balloons,
            and the number four stood proudly on top of her birthday cake.
         

         
         Greta shook her head, fighting back a tear. In reality, Lottie had spent her fourth birthday curled up in bed with a stomach
            bug, groaning and holding her belly. She and Jim had to call off her party at the last minute. But in Mapleville, there was
            a photo of Lottie with an armful of presents, grinning among her friends.
         

         
         Jim turned the pages, revealing more snapshots. Christmas mornings and bonfire nights, family outings and meals. They looked
            so familiar, and yet also off.
         

         
         She was home. And yet she wasn’t.

         
         Greta traced her fingers across a photo of her and Jim wearing matching sweaters before forcing herself to look away. She
            pushed herself back up to her feet. ‘I have to go . . .’ Her voice cracked. ‘I need to leave here . . .’
         

         
         ‘Leave, where?’ Lottie glanced up. ‘We were just about to play cards. Dad fancies a game of Uno.’
         

         
         Uno. They hadn’t played that together for a long time. Greta’s bottom lip trembled as memories surfaced. The three of them sitting in a taverna on holiday, drinking freshly squeezed orange juice and grinning over their closely guarded cards. 

         
         Did she have time for one last game?

         
         She looked quickly out of the window. The rain was firing down even harder now. The sky was a smoggy grey.

         
         Tears burned Greta’s eyes. She reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Lottie’s ear. ‘Another time, okay? I have to
            be . . . somewhere else.’
         

         
         Lottie nodded with a confused smile. ‘That’s okay, Mum. I’ll play with Dad. Then we can all have a game later.’

         
         ‘Yes,’ Greta whispered. ‘Let’s do that.’

         
         She leaned over, planting a light kiss on Lottie’s forehead. She gently trailed a hand down her hair until she tore her fingers
            away, clamping them to her chest.
         

         
         Every last second. Every last detail felt significant. She wanted to memorize them, to hold on to them.

         
         When she got back to Longmill—if she got back—she would cherish the small things, fleeting moments like this, not as wistful memories, but as proof that life
            was meant to be lived in the present, not anchored in the past.
         

         
         Lottie jumped to her feet and headed upstairs. ‘I’ll go and get the game. See you later, Mum.’

         
         ‘Yes,’ Greta managed to croak.

         
         Her eyes trailed after her daughter. She held on to a last glimpse of pink plaid disappearing around the corner.

         
         She was left alone with Jim.

         
         He stood up to face her. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

         
         Greta couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes. Instead, she wrapped her arms around his waist, holding him tight. ‘Away,’
            she whispered.
         

         
         He angled his chin. ‘Want me to come with you?’

         
         Yes. I want you to come.

         
         But she screwed her eyes shut and shook her head.

         
         Jim placed a finger gently under her chin, lifting her face towards his. He leaned in and their lips met in a long, tender
            kiss. It felt just as warm and welcoming and loving as she’d longed for. It was so easy for Greta to picture herself waking
            in his arms each day and continuing her life in Mapleville. A life full of love and hot coffee.
         

         
         ‘I love you, Mr Perks,’ Greta murmured as she pulled away, allowing herself to take in his bright blue eyes. ‘No matter what
            happens to us. No matter where we are.’
         

         
         Jim smoothed a lock of hair from her forehead. ‘And I love you, too, Mrs Perks. Wherever we are.’

         
         A smile trembled on Greta’s lips. There were so many things she could say, but none of it would make sense to him. So instead,
            she simply said, ‘Thank you.’
         

         
         Then she kissed him again, more fiercely. One last time.

         
         When she finally tore herself away, her heart felt ripped in two. She fixed her gaze on the front door, pushing herself to
            move toward it. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said as her eyes swam with hot tears.
         

         
         As she headed down the path, the air was cooler, soothing to her hot cheeks. Greta glanced back one final time. Jim and Lottie
            stood on the doorstep, smiling and waving in sync.
         

         
         Greta hurried on, her eyes fixed on the rain-spattered pavement as she rounded a corner. Only then did she let her tears flow
            freely.
         

         
         She wanted to go home.

         
         The warning signs were all around her now—the heavy clouds, the rain. But Iris said it had to be a choice, a decision Greta had to make.
         

         
         But how? How could she return to Longmill? What still connected her to Mapleville?

         
         Greta looked up, staring at the inky clouds. The sun was a white hazy ball.

         
         And suddenly, she knew.

         
         Her fingers touched her collarbone, brushing the smooth surface of the one thing that tied her lives in Mapleville and Longmill
            together.
         

         
         The pearls.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 34

         
         Greta wrapped her fingers around the pearl necklace. A strong, urgent feeling gripped her chest. She had to return it to Millie
            before time ran out. If she didn’t reach her in time, she might be trapped here for good.
         

         
         Her heart hammered as she hurried through the streets of Mapleville, her surroundings already beginning to shift, blurring
            at the edges. Her time here felt like the final act of a play, moments before the curtain fell. She picked up more pace, her
            heels clipping sharply against the pavement. Then she began to run.
         

         
         Greta didn’t spare a glance for the pretty white houses, the neat picket fences, or the lush green lawns. The next time she
            saw them might be on TV, in re-runs of the Maple Gold commercials. She was ready to leave everything behind.
         

         
         Bruise-grey clouds now cast a shadow over the town. A drop of rain landed on the tip of Greta’s nose, and she quickly wiped
            it away.
         

         
         She had to get to Millie.

         
         When she reached the topiary garden, Greta slowed to a stop. Millie’s pink roses were already losing their definition, their
            petals fading. They hung low, shuddering under the weight of the raindrops.
         

         
         She drew a deep breath, trying to steady herself. Her limbs ached as she opened the garden gate and headed along the path. She faced Millie’s door, already feeling the weight of her goodbye, tangled with a nagging fear that she didn’t know how to leave this place, how to return to her real life. 

         
         With a trembling hand, she knocked.

         
         Millie opened the door, wearing her usual wide smile. It faltered when she saw Greta standing there, wet and with hunched
            shoulders.
         

         
         ‘Oh, my. Greta, you’re soaked. Come inside.’

         
         Millie led the way. She wore a simple lavender linen dress and no shoes. Her hair was tied into a loose ponytail, and she
            wasn’t wearing make-up. ‘I was just about to make coffee,’ she said over her shoulder as she headed into the kitchen. ‘What
            is happening with this weather? Do you need a towel for your hair? Fresh clothes?’
         

         
         Greta followed her, watching as Millie took an extra cup from her cupboard. ‘It’s fine. I can’t stay long,’ she said, a ball
            of emotion rising in her throat. ‘I’m leaving Mapleville. I’m going home.’
         

         
         ‘Oh dear.’ Millie set down the cup with a thud. Her eyes grew a little glassy. ‘When?’

         
         ‘Right now. I just don’t know exactly how. It’s been a huge decision. I’ve loved my time here . . . with my family. With you . . .’ A knot of emotion made it difficult
            for Greta to swallow.
         

         
         Millie’s hand shook as she spooned coffee into both cups. ‘I wondered if you’d return home,’ she said ruefully. ‘Your eyes
            sparkle when you talk about it, even the mundane, difficult things I wasn’t aware existed. The things I thought I never knew existed.’ She cleared her throat and shook her hair. ‘Anyway, that doesn’t matter now. You’re leaving . . .’
         

         
         Greta gave a slight nod. 

         
         ‘Please don’t be disheartened,’ Millie said. ‘Your heart obviously belongs with your true home. I remember you telling me about your picnic, when the heavens opened and you rushed to shelter under the trees. You said the rain sounded like a melody, and that image has stayed with me. It isn’t like that here. It’s picture-perfect, yes, but one day merges seamlessly into the next, and nothing remotely stands out . . . unlike the damp sandwiches you described.’ She laughed. 

         
         Greta laughed, too, but it soon turned into a sob that racked her body. ‘Yes, it’s messy and imperfect at home, and often
            annoying. But I have to go back and try to fix things. Even if I don’t know how.’ She struggled to swallow. ‘I don’t want
            to leave you . . .’
         

         
         Tears welled in Millie’s eyes. ‘And I don’t want you to leave me.’ She rubbed her nose, trying to hold herself together. ‘You
            brought something to Mapleville that we’ve never had before—spirit, and questioning things, and improvisation.’ Her eyes burned
            with fierce warmth. ‘What do you need to do in order to go home?’
         

         
         They both jumped when a crack of thunder sounded. Lightning illuminated the room like the flash of a camera.

         
         Greta shook her head frantically. ‘I don’t know. I think it has something to do with the necklace you gave me.’

         
         As she clasped the pearls, her life in Longmill flooded her thoughts. Eating late-night beans on toast on the sofa, the smell
            of bacon sandwiches drifting through the streets on Sunday mornings, and the sound of rain spattering against her bedroom
            window when she was snuggled in bed for a lie-in. Jim’s hair sticking up at odd angles in the morning when he woke, and the
            lazy smile he gave her. Lottie’s eyes lighting up whenever she spotted dogs in the park.
         

         
         Greta thought how much she missed her fleecy pyjamas, and how people didn’t say hello in the street. If she left Mapleville, she’d miss her fuller hair and not having to wear a bra in bed. But those were sacrifices she could make. The imperfect parts of her life were what made it hers. 

         
         ‘The pearls, you say?’ Millie said. ‘But . . . how?’

         
         Greta briefly explained how she’d been searching for a perfect blend in life. How she’d drunk a cup of unusual coffee, made
            a wish, and found herself here. ‘I know it sounds . . . unbelievable.’
         

         
         Millie parted her lips. ‘A coffee?’ She frowned. ‘I think I can remember something . . . a coffee shop . . . a lady with white
            hair . . .’ She gave a small dismissive wave. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I’m just imagining things . . .’
         

         
         Greta stepped closer. ‘No. You’re remembering! I think you may have visited the coffee shop, too. There’s so much I have to
            tell you, but I don’t have much time.’
         

         
         Another bellow of thunder crashed. A bolt of lightning lit their faces. Suddenly, a thought hit Greta hard, as if she’d walked
            into a pane of glass.
         

         
         She unfastened her necklace, gripping the pearls in her hands. ‘I made a wish to come here . . .’ she said. ‘The pearls are
            my connection between my two lives. So perhaps . . .’
         

         
         Millie carried on her sentence. ‘Perhaps you can wish on the pearls in order to return.’

         
         As soon as she said it, a shimmer of light caught the pearls, making them look like they were glowing.

         
         The two women looked at each other with widened eyes, then down at the necklace again.

         
         Millie grasped Greta’s wrist. ‘Please take me with you. I truly think I belong somewhere else. You’ve helped me to realise
            that.’
         

         
         ‘I think so, too. But, Millie . . . this other place. You’re not a young woman there.’ Greta paused to swallow. ‘You’re eighty
            years old—’
         

         
         Millie’s face fell. ‘Eighty . . .’

         
         ‘It sounds like you chose to come here, then decided to stay,’ Greta said. ‘You have your beautiful home and garden here,
            and Jefferson, too.’
         

         
         Millie shook her head. ‘I can’t even remember how we met. There has never been a time we ran together in the rain or huddled
            under the trees. There are lots of things here that no longer make sense to me. Jefferson is a good man, but I know he belongs
            here, whereas I no longer believe that I do. If I were to leave, would Jefferson even . . . be?’ She hesitated, wringing her
            hands. ‘In this other place, do I have a family?’
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘A son. He’s older, too. He runs a jewellery shop.’

         
         Millie let out a small cry. ‘I can remember snippets—pretty lockets, and sparkling rings. And I can see him, a young man.’
            Her eyes lifted. ‘Does my son love me? Like truly love me?’
         

         
         ‘I know he misses you greatly.’

         
         The thunder cracked again, and Greta looked out of the window. ‘I’m so sorry. I have to go,’ she said. ‘Quickly.’

         
         ‘You have to take me with you.’

         
         Greta pressed a hand to her chest. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know how.’

         
         Millie wiped her eyes, then nodded resolutely. ‘Our paths will cross again. I know it. I’ll find a way.’

         
         Greta had to believe that, too. ‘I’ll miss you,’ she whispered.

         
         ‘And I will miss you, too. Undeniably.’ A tear rolled down Millie’s cheek and she touched the pearl necklace again. ‘I wish that I could come with you. But please, you must return to your home. Do hurry . . .’
         

         
         They smiled at each other—real smiles full of sadness and emotion, not the fake ones seen in coffee commercials.

         
         They held each other’s hands. Millie’s holding Greta’s. Greta gripping the pearls.

         
         ‘I wish,’ Greta said as Millie’s kitchen filled with another sheet of light. ‘I wish I could go home, back to my real life. Back
            to where I really belong.’
         

         
         And this time, she didn’t fight against the sensation pulling her back.

         
         This time, Greta let it take her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 35

         
         Greta woke to the smell of coffee. Not Maple Gold, nor one of Iris’s special blends. Just a plain old-fashioned brew. As her
            eyes adjusted to the dim light of the coffee shop, she noticed the jar in front of her, with the white rabbit on the label,
            was empty.
         

         
         She could hear the rumble of traffic outside, probably rush hour. Car horns blared, and a motorbike roared past. Figures hunched
            against the rain as they scurried along the pavement.
         

         
         Although Greta was back in Iris’s coffee shop, her mind was still in Mapleville. Still with Millie. Her head pounded, and
            a dull pain gripped her heart, as if someone had cracked open her ribs and reached inside to squeeze it. She’d had to say
            goodbye to her mum all over again, and also to Millie. She’d never see either of them ever again, and it felt too raw, too
            devastating to contemplate.
         

         
         Her counsellor once said that grief either knocked you for six, making you want to crawl under the duvet, or it made you want
            to go bungee jumping. Right now, Greta just wanted to bury her head under a pillow and hibernate.
         

         
         Yet beneath her whirlwind of emotions lay a quiet sense of acceptance. She’d made the decision to return home. And although
            it was painful, she sensed it was the right thing to do.
         

         
         At first, Greta wasn’t aware that Iris was in the same room, until the old lady slid into the booth to face her. They sat together quietly, as if they were just two people in an everyday coffee shop, taking a moment to contemplate life. 

         
         ‘You’re back,’ Iris said eventually, her tone as emotionless as usual.

         
         Greta thought she might have detected the smallest smile on her lips, though she wasn’t sure. ‘Yes. I’m back.’

         
         ‘A good trip?’ Iris asked, as if Greta had returned from a weekend mini-break rather than facing one of the toughest decisions
            of her life.
         

         
         Greta considered Iris’s previous instruction, to take things from each experience, and to consider what she’d learned. There
            were many lessons she could identify from her overall time in Mapleville, but the main one was that she was going to look
            forward, not back. ‘Yes, it was . . . eventful.’
         

         
         They sat together a while longer. Outside the winter sky was striped lemon and platinum, gleaming like precious metal. The
            floorboards in the shop creaked as they expanded in the warmth. Light bounced off the rows of coffee jars.
         

         
         Greta picked up the jar of loose pearls, tipping them from side to side, the diamante clasp glinting through the curved glass.
            She wanted to give the broken necklace to Leonard, hoping he’d believe it had once belonged to Millie. Greta wanted to tell
            him how his mother had helped her to see things more clearly. To find her way back to herself, and to embrace life again.
            She slipped the jar into her pocket.
         

         
         Iris cleared her throat and began to stand. ‘I need to close the shop.’

         
         Greta blinked, then shot out a hand. ‘Wait,’ she said, her voice urgent. Her fingers swept through the air. ‘I’m not ready
            to leave yet. I’ve already had to say goodbye to one place that I loved.’
         

         
         Iris folded her arms tightly. She cocked an eyebrow and remained standing.

         
         ‘I’ve lost two people, my mum and Millie,’ Greta explained. ‘And now I might never see you again either. You know a lot about
            me, but I know nothing about you. Please tell me something. Our paths may never cross again in the future. So, what have you
            got to lose?’
         

         
         Iris held her gaze for so long that Greta thought she’d glitched.

         
         Eventually, Iris said, ‘I used to be a nurse. Children’s oncology.’

         
         The two words carried such a weight that Greta could almost feel it. A children’s cancer ward. ‘Is that why you don’t believe
            in magic?’ she asked.
         

         
         Iris nodded. ‘Magic has no power over nature. But I did see the power of wishes. I learned that people need comfort in different
            forms. Once I offered medicine, and now it’s coffee.’ She sealed her lips, as if signalling she’d shared enough. ‘As I said,
            I’m closing.’
         

         
         Greta stood, too. She picked up her dirty clothes and carried the empty white rabbit jar over to the counter. ‘Can I keep
            it as a memento?’ she asked.
         

         
         Iris plucked it from her hands. ‘Sorry. No takeaways. Remember?’

         
         ‘Yes, but rules are sometimes worth bending.’

         
         Iris tutted, and Greta watched her carry the jar into her storeroom. She placed it on a shelf alongside hundreds of others.

         
         ‘You should expect withdrawal symptoms,’ Iris said when she returned.

         
         ‘Similar to caffeine? Headaches, a dry mouth, and itchy arms?’ Greta said. ‘I think I know the drill.’

         
         ‘Those are just the physical side effects.’

         
         ‘You mean emotional echoes?’ Greta asked, the term finally clicking in place. ‘I’ll think about my time in Mapleville and feel emotional about it?’ 

         
         Iris nodded. ‘More than that. Though, once you accept them, they won’t seem as bad. It’s the struggle that makes them feel
            worse.’ She paused. ‘The past will always knock on your door, Greta, but it’s up to you whether you answer—and how. Do you
            let it nourish your soul, or let it sap and take something from you? It’s your choice.’
         

         
         Greta knew that her grief for her mum would last a lifetime. Like a scar that might fade, it would always be part of her.
            Maybe she’d feel a similar ache for the perfect versions of Jim and Lottie, too.
         

         
         But she also knew she didn’t want to be like Edgar, surrounded by nostalgic reminders and clinging to the past. Her own memories
            would still be there, on TV, in re-runs of the Maple Gold ads. And she vowed to feel proud of them rather than tied to them.
            That chapter of her life had been glorious, something to celebrate rather than mourn.
         

         
         Greta’s head felt clear, as if she’d given her brain a proper spring clean. She was ready to look ahead and embrace the future,
            flaws and all.
         

         
         She was just one of many customers who’d passed through the little coffee shop. Maybe, like the patients Iris had once tended
            in hospital, some stayed in her thoughts longer than others. Greta hoped she might be one of them. ‘I’ll miss your riddled
            way of talking,’ she told her.
         

         
         Iris didn’t look up as she picked up her mortar and pestle. ‘I doubt it.’

         
         Greta stepped toward the door, realising she was still wearing Iris’s clothes. She rested her hand against the door-frame.

         
         It felt like there should be more to their farewell, a grand gesture like a thunderclap, an embrace, or even just a handshake. She waited for Iris to flash her a smile, or say something profound. Instead, she slit open a vanilla pod, scraped out the seeds with a tip of a knife and added them to her bowl. She began to grind. 

         
         ‘Turn over the Closed sign on your way out,’ Iris said.

         
         ‘Thanks for everything,’ Greta said as she pressed on the door handle. ‘Should I bring your clothes back for you?’

         
         ‘Keep them. They suit you,’ Iris replied. ‘Goodbye, Greta, and safe travels.’

         
         For a split second, something flitted between them. Something unspoken. Greta wasn’t sure what it was, but it felt significant.
            To her, anyway.
         

         
         ‘Don’t forget to flip that sign,’ Iris said, ducking down behind her counter. ‘And remember not to drive after drinking the
            coffee.’
         

         
         Standing outside, Greta touched her neck. Her collarbone still felt bare without Millie’s pearls fastened there. As she started
            to walk along the street, she pulled her scarf tighter.
         

         
         A faint hint of something remained on her tongue, tasting just slightly of aniseed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 36

         
         For the next couple of days, Greta was so tired it felt like she’d staggered off a plane after a transatlantic flight, though
            the farthest she’d actually travelled was a short trip to Leonard’s jewellery shop. Oddly, the premises were unlit, with a
            handwritten sign taped to the door.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Temporarily closed.

               

            

         
         Greta re-read the words and sighed. Reaching into her handbag, she pulled out a pen and a notepad. She tore out a page, wrote
            a short note, and wrapped it around the jar of pearls with an elastic band.
         

         
         She told Leonard that she believed the broken necklace had belonged to his mother, Millie. She kept the note brief, knowing
            he’d need time to take it all in. Adding her phone number and email, she let him know he could also reach her via Nora.
         

         
         A small sign next to the shop door assured customers that they could safely drop off valuables in the secure deposit box,
            outside office hours.
         

         
         Greta placed the jar inside the box, pausing a moment before letting go. The jar disappeared inside with a quiet, secure click.

         
         Back at home, with Lottie still holed up in the penthouse, Greta found comfort in the little things, like rubbing moisturiser on the dry patches on her elbows, and making herself cheese on toast with lots of salt and pepper. 

         
         Whenever she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror, the flaws she had once fixated on no longer exasperated her. They
            were simply part of who she was. If strangers didn’t recognise her anymore, that was okay, too. If they were rude to her,
            it said more about their own insecurities than hers.
         

         
         There was a sense of freedom in shedding her own old expectations. She wore flowy clothes, jeans and oversized sweatshirts
            because she wanted to, not because she was trying to hide anything. Leaving her bra on in bed felt like a cosy act of self-care.
         

         
         Greta made sure she drank lots of water, and she steered clear of coffee.

         
         It felt like the right time to put up her Christmas tree, so she untangled the fairy lights and wound them around the branches.

         
         She used to buy Lottie a bauble every Christmas, right up to the age of thirteen. They hung them with Greta’s mum, reminiscing
            as they unwrapped the tissue paper about where they’d bought them. Now she felt a pang of longing as she took out an angel
            with real feathers for wings, a polar bear wearing a Santa hat, and a glass candy cane. Maybe this year, she and Lottie could
            revive the tradition and buy a new decoration.
         

         
         But, for now, she had Lottie’s talent show to look forward to. Greta could already feel a quiet thrill of anticipation building.
            Whatever happened, whatever her daughter’s performance might be, she would be proud.
         

         
         

         The wooden chairs in Lottie’s school hall were small and rickety. Greta found herself surrounded by a mass of parents and a couple of crying babies. One mum in the audience wore pink fluffy slippers. Each time someone walked past the stage, the backdrop of two handcrafted cardboard reindeer wobbled precariously. A bedsheet was stretched across the back of the stage, bearing the words Longmill High Christmas Talent Show painted in bold, uneven letters. 

         
         Greta opened the programme on her lap with a sense of déjà vu. She ran a finger down the list of names.

         
         Lottie Perks.

         
         Next to her daughter’s name, the act section was blank, and Greta wondered what Lottie might be performing. She couldn’t picture
            her delivering a pitch-perfect piano solo, reciting a Shakespeare sonnet, or pulling a rabbit out a top hat, as she’d done
            in Mapleville.
         

         
         While Greta scanned the other names, someone slipped into the seat next to her. She instinctively froze for a moment. The
            word Mum? formed on her lips.
         

         
         Turning her head, she found Jim sitting beside her instead. His brow was knitted, and he’d rolled his programme into a small
            tube. His denim jacket was a little frayed at the cuffs, and a tuft of his hair stuck up on top.
         

         
         For the merest moment, she missed the neatly dressed Mapleville version of him. Until he flashed her a nervous smile.

         
         ‘I hope Lottie doesn’t forget her lines,’ Jim said, gripping the programme even tighter. ‘I’ve asked her several times, and
            she still refuses to tell me. She says it will be a nice surprise. I’m more stressed than I was auditioning for Maple Gold.’
         

         
         ‘She doesn’t have to be perfect,’ Greta assured him. ‘It’ll just add to the performance if she isn’t.’

         
         He nodded, grateful for her words. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked softly. ‘Did you make an appointment to see a doctor about
            your . . . visions?’
         

         
         Greta shook her head. ‘No, I didn’t need to. Everything is . . .’ She hesitated, wondering how to put it. ‘Everything to do with Mapleville, and my time there, is over.’ 

         
         Jim lifted his chin, relief shining in his eyes. ‘It is?’

         
         She let out a slow breath. ‘I had the choice to stay there for good. Or to remain here.’

         
         ‘And you chose life in Longmill?’

         
         She swallowed, then nodded.

         
         Jim’s chest rose and fell. ‘That’s good,’ he said quietly.

         
         Before either of them could speak again, a teacher appeared in the aisle, tapping Greta on the shoulder. ‘Do you have a moment,
            Mrs Perks? Lottie needs you.’
         

         
         Greta stood and squeezed past Jim, following the teacher across the hall and into an empty classroom. Lottie stood by the
            window, her gaze far away.
         

         
         When she turned to face her mum, her cheeks were pale.

         
         Greta swept straight over to her. ‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’

         
         The teacher pointed a finger toward the corridor, indicating she’d give them some time together. She tactfully slipped away.

         
         Lottie blew into her cheeks, then released her breath with a huff. ‘I can’t do this,’ she said, her voice shaky. ‘All those
            people will be watching me. What if I mess up?’
         

         
         Greta offered her a reassuring smile. ‘Oh, sweetheart. Please don’t worry. People always remember how you make them feel.
            More so than any mistakes.’
         

         
         ‘I’m not like you. You never get nervous.’

         
         Greta squeezed her arm. ‘Oh, I definitely do. I may have looked calm when you saw me at Brewtique, but inside, I felt ready
            to fall apart.’
         

         
         Lottie looked unconvinced, picking at the edge of her sleeve. ‘Really?’

         
         ‘Yes. Really. And on the set of the Maple Gold ads, too.’

         
         Lottie worked her lips for a second. ‘I just don’t want to let you or Dad down.’

         
         Greta bent to meet her eyes. ‘You could never do that. You’re already more than I ever hoped for.’ A quick flash of pink-plaid-wearing
            Lottie flashed in her head, but the image was fainter, greyer. Like a photo faded in the sun. ‘We both love you, exactly as
            you are.’
         

         
         Without warning, Lottie threw an arm around Greta’s waist in a quick, awkward hug, drawing away just as fast.

         
         Greta’s chest warmed. ‘What are you performing, anyway? Can you finally let me in on the secret?’

         
         Lottie nodded. ‘Me and Jayden have been teaching Benji to do a few tricks in the park. He loves it.’

         
         ‘Jayden or the dog?’

         
         Lottie smiled. ‘Both.’

         
         ‘No offence, but I’m sure all eyes will be on Benji, especially after a rendition of “Jingle Bells” on the recorder. I’ve
            read the programme.’
         

         
         Greta could see Lottie still wasn’t completely comfortable, so she sat on a table and patted the space next to her. ‘Remember
            the breathing exercises we used to do on the Maple Gold set? Breathe in, hold for three, then breathe out. Shall we try it
            together now?’
         

         
         Lottie nodded and sat beside her.

         
         They both pressed their hands to their chests and counted under their breath, the quiet moment together feeling more precious
            and personal than any they’d shared in Mapleville.
         

         
         The teacher popped her head back around the door. ‘Ready in ten?’ she asked.

         
         ‘Yes. Okay,’ Lottie replied reluctantly, nodding as if to convince herself. ‘I’ve got this.’

         
         ‘Yes, you have,’ Greta said. ‘And if all else fails, pretend you’re facing a row of potatoes.’

         
         Lottie let out a small laugh. ‘That sounds like something Nora would say.’

         
         Greta rolled her eyes. ‘Tell me about it.’ She stood up and turned to leave the room, then paused. ‘Oh, I almost forgot. I
            brought you this.’ Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out her mum’s silver bracelet. ‘It looks as good as new.’
         

         
         ‘Grandma’s bracelet. You got it fixed?’ Lottie’s eyes widened. ‘Can I wear it now? It might bring me luck. I’ll tuck it up
            my sleeve so Benji doesn’t catch it, and I won’t mess with the clasp this time.’ Her words fell out in an excited jumble.
         

         
         ‘Okay, okay.’ Greta laughed. She fed the bracelet around Lottie’s wrist, snapping the clasp firmly in place.

         
         They both took a few moments to admire it.

         
         ‘It’s like Grandma is with me,’ Lottie said.

         
         ‘Yes, she might well be,’ Greta said. ‘Now, go and knock ’em dead.’

         
         Greta returned to her place in the school hall, sitting down beside Jim. They smiled at each other as the headmistress strode
            onto stage and announced the opening of the talent show.
         

         
         After Jim and Greta had sat through almost an hour of off-key singing, over-enthusiastic dancing, and some quite impressive
            but rather amateurish magic, Lottie and Jayden’s performance finally arrived.
         

         
         Benji was met by a series of awws from the audience as soon as he trotted on-stage. All golden fur, chocolate-brown eyes, and a lolloping tongue, he was a
            complete natural.
         

         
         Following Lottie and Jayden’s gestures and encouraging commands, he jumped through a hula hoop, rolled over and played dead.
            In a moment of pure improvised comedy, Benji jumped off the stage and headed straight towards Greta, flipping over onto his
            back for a belly scratch. As she obliged, one of his hind legs pedalled as if he was riding a bike.
         

         
         Jayden scrambled over to retrieve him. ‘Sorry,’ he said, taking hold of Benji’s collar. ‘He’s a bit lively.’

         
         Lottie followed close behind him. ‘Jay, this is my mum,’ she said.

         
         ‘Oh,’ Jayden said, straightening up. He grinned and stuck out his hand. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs Perks.’

         
         ‘You, too.’ Greta returned the shake. She held back a smile at the sight of Lottie’s reddening cheeks.

         
         Her daughter shot her a quick look that was half-smile, half-warning, before heading back to the stage to finish the act.

         
         Jim caught Greta’s eye. ‘Jayden seems okay, right?’ he mouthed.

         
         ‘Yes, really nice.’

         
         When Lottie and Jayden’s act concluded, the audience rose to their feet. Applause rang around the room, the loudest of the
            afternoon. Jim and Greta exchanged a proud look, their hands instinctively finding each other for a quick squeeze. She briefly
            relished the feel of her hand in his, regretful when it slipped away again.
         

         
         When someone touched her shoulder, she expected to see Lottie’s teacher again. Instead, Nora stood there, clapping theatrically.

         
         ‘Bravo. I caught the last few minutes of the show. Another student’s mum invited me along to watch her son perform, so I thought
            I’d pop over to say hi,’ the agent said. ‘That was a fantastic performance from Lottie. She has a superb stage presence.’
         

         
         Lottie wandered back over with Jayden and Benji in tow, almost turning back when she saw Nora.

         
         Nora immediately homed in on her. ‘Lottie, you were fabulous, darling. I have a part in a TV drama in mind that would be perfect
            for you. If you want to pop by my office, we can—’
         

         
         ‘No thanks,’ Lottie said quickly. ‘Acting’s not my thing. I want to work with animals.’

         
         Nora’s laugh sounded forced. ‘Hey, hear me out. This role would be a great—’

         
         But Lottie shook her head. ‘Nah. I’m done with all that. It’s fun now and then, but that’s all.’

         
         Rather than disappointment, Greta’s cheeks shone with pride.

         
         ‘Never say never,’ Nora said firmly.

         
         ‘I’m pretty sure Lottie just did,’ Greta said, wrapping her arm around her daughter’s shoulder. ‘And the same goes for me.
            I’m definitely done with acting, too. In fact, I’d like to resign from Sky High Ltd.’
         

         
         ‘Do you really mean that, darling?’ Nora blinked behind her purple glasses. ‘The Back to the Land producer called me personally to say he was most impressed with your bread-making skills. We’re having lunch soon, and a
            certain Mr Tobias Blake may be joining us. Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider?’
         

         
         ‘That’s brilliant,’ Greta said. ‘But, no thanks.’

         
         ‘I think you’re making a mistake, darling, but I think I understand.’ Nora leaned in and lowered her voice. ‘Between you and
            I, the producer says Tobias is a bit of a bore, always spouting dreadful philosophical musings about himself.’
         

         
         ‘I can imagine.’ Greta laughed. ‘No one’s perfect.’

         
         ‘Absolutely. And that’s what makes my work so very exciting.’ Nora flung her scarf over her shoulder with a dramatic flourish.
            ‘We will still see each other, yes? What I mean to say is, I’d like to stay friends. Showbiz is a fickle world, and it’d be lovely
            to catch up from time to time over prosecco and a Caesar salad.’
         

         
         Greta smiled. ‘I’d like that, too.’

         
         She walked with Nora toward the exit, sharing a hug before her ex-agent drifted away.

         
         Jim stood by the front door waiting with Lottie. ‘Is Nora okay?’ he asked. ‘She seemed a bit rattled.’

         
         ‘She’s fine,’ Greta said. ‘I’ve resigned from her agency. So, if you ever want to chat business with her, the coast is clear.’

         
         Jim cleared his throat. ‘There’s actually something I’ve been meaning to tell you,’ he said, fiddling with the neck of his
            shirt. ‘I turned down the hair contract.’
         

         
         Greta’s mouth fell open. ‘You did? Why?’

         
         He bent his head and circled his finger around a small thinning patch on his crown. ‘It looks like there’s no fighting nature.
            I’m not sure I’m the best advertisement for products that promise you a lion-like mane,’ he said wryly. ‘I don’t have any
            other jobs lined up, so it looks like you and I are both out of work, at least for a little while.’
         

         
         ‘It’s not like it hasn’t happened before,’ Greta quipped, noticing Jim didn’t sound too disheartened. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll
            get snapped up soon.’
         

         
         They began to cross the school car park together and Lottie jogged over to join them.

         
         ‘I’m starving,’ she said, tucking her hair behind her ear. ‘Can we eat soon?’

         
         ‘Sure, let’s find somewhere nearby,’ Greta said. ‘Does Jayden want to join us?’

         
         ‘He’s already got plans.’ Lottie glanced over at her boyfriend, who was ruffling Benji’s head while fending off offers of
            treats from students and their parents. ‘I’ll invite him over for tea soon, if that’s okay? I might even try to make pancakes,’
            she mused.
         

         
         Greta tried to picture her daughter in pink plaid, brandishing a spatula, serving up piles of golden-brown pancakes. She’d
            experienced it in Mapleville, but it actually happening in the real world was a different matter. A loud laugh escaped her.
         

         
         Lottie and Jim stopped walking to stare at her.

         
         ‘What’s funny?’ Lottie asked.

         
         ‘Oh, nothing.’ Greta waved it off. ‘What do you want to eat?’

         
         ‘I dunno.’ Lottie shrugged a shoulder. ‘Nothing fancy. Just a slice of nice cake or something.’

         
         And that was more than enough for Greta.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 37

         
         On Christmas Eve, Greta headed out to do some last-minute shopping. Lottie was still at the penthouse, and would return to
            Greta’s after lunch on Christmas Day.
         

         
         It would be the first Christmas morning the Perks hadn’t spent together as a family. Although Greta felt rather sad, the arrangements
            made sense. The penthouse felt too unfamiliar for them to gather together as a family, and her flat would be a squeeze.
         

         
         While she missed having her daughter around, Greta had made the most of the time without her there. She’d cleaned Lottie’s
            room, wrapped presents, and added some festive cheer to the flat with twinkling fairy lights and a holly wreath on the front
            door. She’d even bought a new dog-shaped glass decoration for Lottie to hang on the tree.
         

         
         She thought back to the last Christmas they’d spent in their old home, when they’d all sat around the dining table together.
            Greta’s mum had pulled crackers with Lottie, Jim carved the turkey, and they all wore colourful paper crowns.
         

         
         This year would be very different. Instead of a turkey dinner with all the trimmings, Greta had stocked up on her and Lottie’s favourite buffet-style food—cheese, pasta salad, olives and a selection of nice breads. She’d bought a bottle of mulled wine in case Jim stayed for a glass when he dropped Lottie off. She hoped that he might. 

         
         Her arms were laden with shopping bags as she crossed the road near Brewtique. Light specks of snow drifted in the sky like
            small feathers. The pink neon coffee cup sign inside flickered as if it was running out of energy.
         

         
         Greta’s talk had only been a few weeks ago, yet it seemed like a lifetime. A hot drink and something sweet and sticky to eat
            called to her, even though she still found the coffee shop rather stark.
         

         
         Just as she was about to push the door open, she spotted a small handwritten card taped in the window.

         
         
            Assistant wanted. Urgently!

         

         Something about it stopped her in her tracks.

         
         She might be an expert on the history of Maple Gold, and have sampled Iris’s unusual brews, but she didn’t have much experience
            of working in a coffee shop.
         

         
         Even so, something stirred inside her. Before doubt could creep in, she opened the door.

         
         It felt strange but also good to be back. Greta could picture herself spinning on the tap to extinguish the burnt brownies,
            and frantically wafting a tea towel in front of the smoke alarm, like a movie playing in her head.
         

         
         Brewtique had the same hollow feel, too bright and with three customers sitting scattered, lost in their own worlds. The neon
            cup buzzed faintly on the wall like an electric fly trap.
         

         
         Josie appeared from a room at the back, wrestling with a jug of frothy milk. Her apron was smeared with chocolate, and she
            wore a smudge of flour across the bridge of her nose.
         

         
         ‘Oh, Greta, hi! So great to see you,’ she said, blowing her fringe out of her eyes. ‘I’ve just survived a last-minute Christmas Eve flurry. What can I get you?’ 

         
         Greta tapped the bridge of her own nose. ‘You’ve got a smudge.’

         
         Josie’s eyes crossed slightly as she rubbed it away. ‘Is it gone?’

         
         Greta nodded.

         
         Josie let out a relieved sigh as the three customers all stood up and left at the same time. She glanced around the empty
            café. ‘I still don’t think I’m cut out to run a coffee shop.’
         

         
         Greta pointed to the card in the window. ‘That’s actually why I came in. I saw your ad, and I’m interested in the job.’

         
         ‘You are?’ Josie blinked in surprise. ‘But you’re an actor . . .’

         
         ‘Was an actor,’ Greta corrected her. ‘I’m looking for a new challenge.’
         

         
         ‘Well, challenge is definitely the right word for working here,’ Josie said, batting flour off her apron. ‘I haven’t had much interest in
            the role, maybe because it’s Christmas. Any applicants I’ve interviewed haven’t exactly been promising. Do you have any experience?’
         

         
         ‘Not really in a café environment. But I think I know what makes a good coffee shop.’

         
         Josie studied her for a moment, then gestured to a table. ‘In that case, shall we sit down with a coffee?’ She eyed Greta’s
            shopping bags. ‘If you have time?’
         

         
         Greta smiled. ‘I don’t have any plans.’

         
         ‘Snap. Me neither.’

         
         A few minutes later, they settled into a corner devoid of any well-thumbed novels, toys, posters, or quirky motivational chalkboard
            signs. Greta felt the place was crying out for personality and for someone to love it. She took a sip of her coffee, and it
            felt good to drink an ordinary brew.
         

         
         ‘Maisie left her job soon after your talk. Nothing personal. She had stars in her eyes and is doing pretty well,’ Josie said. ‘Are you sure you want a normal job?’
         

         
         Normal. The word didn’t sound so scary to Greta anymore. It felt solid, like an anchor.
         

         
         Greta nodded. ‘I loved my old career, but nothing lasts forever, and it’s time to move on. My daughter’s sixteen now, figuring
            out her own path. I think it’s time I did the same.’
         

         
         Josie leaned back with an understanding smile. ‘I always dreamed of running a café, but the reality is very different. Honestly,
            I have no idea what to do with the place.’
         

         
         Greta looked around her, her mind starting to light up with ideas. ‘You know what I love in coffee shops? A cosy, vintage
            vibe. Red fringed lampshades could give this place a warmer feel, and a TV in the corner playing retro commercials would add
            some charm. I can picture a few antique coffee grinders in the window.’
         

         
         She pointed at the back wall. ‘You could add shelves, with lines of jars filled with different coffee blends, much cosier
            than the neon cup. Then, perhaps a reading nook in the corner with lots of cushions. If dogs are allowed, you could have water
            bowls and some treats in a jar.’
         

         
         As she spoke, Greta could almost hear the chatter and laughter of new customers.

         
         Josie raised an eyebrow. ‘You have some great ideas,’ she said. ‘And most important of all, what about cakes?’

         
         ‘It’s got to be gooey, homemade rocky road, packed full of cherries and chocolate chips.’ Greta patted her hip with a grin.

         
         ‘Oh, I totally agree.’ Josie gazed around, as if trying to picture it all. ‘I think you could be exactly what this place needs,
            if you’re interested? I can’t offer much—a basic wage and part-time hours. I’d love to redecorate and hire someone full-time,
            but money’s tight . . .’
         

         
         Greta’s mind worked quickly, weighing up her options. This might not be a glamorous opportunity, but it felt rewarding and real. Her first major step away from performing. 

         
         ‘Maybe if I can turn things around, we can revisit those things,’ she said. ‘I also don’t really have any references. Not
            the kind you’d expect, anyway.’
         

         
         Josie waved a hand. ‘That’s okay. You were an absolute godsend helping me out the evening of your talk.’ With a decisive nod,
            she stood up. ‘Let me give you a full tour before you make your decision.’
         

         
         She led Greta into the stockroom, where the shelves were piled haphazardly with supplies. There was a small washroom in need
            of a lick of paint.
         

         
         ‘There’s also some upstairs space, a flat, not being used at the moment,’ Josie said. She led the way up a narrow staircase.

         
         Greta followed. The space was quaint and characterful, with sloping ceilings, multi-paned windows, and worn wooden floorboards.
            Cobwebs drifting from the old grained ceiling beams somehow added to the charm.
         

         
         ‘The bedrooms are pretty, too,’ Josie said, gesturing for Greta to take a look. ‘Someday, when I have enough funds, I’d like
            to extend the café up here, maybe adding some event space.’
         

         
         Greta peered into the main bedroom. The floral wallpaper curled at the edges, and the room smelled faintly of lavender sachets.
            The sparse furniture consisted of an iron-framed bed and a dresser with a wonky drawer, but the potential was there.
         

         
         She circled the space a couple of times, thinking that Lottie would probably like it here, too. More ideas began to swirl
            in her head.
         

         
         ‘The rent on my flat is up for renewal, and I have to decide by New Year whether to stay there or not.’ She thought for a while. ‘How about this? If I work full-time and help spruce up Brewtique, could the flat make up the difference in salary?’ 

         
         Josie only took a second to decide. ‘Yes. That’s a great idea.’ She exhaled deeply, as if a weight had lifted off her shoulders.
            ‘It would solve a lot of things. I can’t afford to pay someone full-time right now, but this way, you’d get a place to stay,
            and I get the help I need. Plus, you have some great ideas for the café space.’
         

         
         Greta placed her hands on her hips, looking around her again. She’d need to contact her landlord to let him know she wasn’t
            renewing her contract. She’d have to speak to Jim and Lottie, and sort out numerous other things, but this could be good.
            A fresh start.
         

         
         ‘It looks like we have a deal,’ she said, sticking out her hand.

         
         ‘Great!’ Josie said, returning the shake. ‘When do you want to start working at Brewtique?’

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 38

         
         On Christmas morning, Greta woke to an empty, silent flat. There was no rustling of wrapping paper, no smell of mince pies,
            and no need to retrieve carrots from the hearth that had been left out for Santa’s reindeers. Everything felt very quiet without
            her family.
         

         
         She made herself a coffee, curling her hands around the cup as she looked out of the window. The snow was falling harder now,
            coating the streets like a soft white blanket, still untouched by footsteps. Everyone was likely tucked inside, eating breakfast
            and opening presents with loved ones. The scene reminded Greta of her log cabin date with Jim, except there was no golden
            sun shining through the trees.
         

         
         She picked up a framed photo of her mum from a shelf, taken last Christmas. Her mum wore a piece of tinsel around her neck
            like a feather boa. Lottie clamped her teeth together in an exaggerated smile, and Jim looked handsome in a jumper with a
            reindeer on the front. Funny, she’d forgotten he had that one. He looked rather like Mapleville Jim.
         

         
         Greta reached for a tea light and lit it, placing it in front of the photo. ‘Merry Christmas, Mum,’ she whispered. Then, she
            stood on tiptoe to add her mum’s favourite glass robin decoration to a branch on the Christmas tree.
         

         
         Her thoughts turned to Edgar, who might be spending Christmas alone. Greta opened the local Facebook forum to send him a message.

         
         
            
               
                  Happy Christmas, Edgar! Hope you’re having a peaceful day, full of good cheer and even better coffee ☺

               

            

         
         His reply arrived within moments.

         
         
            
               
                  Merry Christmas to you, too, Greta! Very peaceful, thank you. A time for reflecting and stirring up some nice memories. Hope
                     you’re enjoying time with your family ☺

               

            

         
         Greta smiled, but before she could close her laptop, a new post caught her eye. She clicked on it, thinking she’d skim through
            some local news while waiting for Lottie to call.
         

         
         Her heart skipped a beat as she read the main headline.

         
         
            
               
                  Missing Local Woman (80) Found After Four Decades

                  A local family has been left stunned and overjoyed by the reappearance of a woman who went missing forty years ago. Millie
                     Maxwell (previously known as Millie Moss), now 80, vanished without a trace in 1985, leaving her family, including son Leonard
                     (now 60), heartbroken.
                  

                   

                  The news of Ms Maxwell's return has been met with elation. Leonard Moss, proprietor of L. Moss jewellery shop in Longmill, confirmed the news. ‘It's still hard to believe, but yes, my mother has been found alive and well, if understandably confused. She is very pleased to be home,’ he said. ‘After all these years, we had almost given up hope. We are working to understand what happened and getting to know each other again over lots of coffee.’ 

                   

                  While details surrounding Ms Maxwell's reappearance remain scarce, sources suggest she was located unexpectedly after decades
                     of no contact. The circumstances of her disappearance remain a mystery.
                  

                   

                  The Moss family has asked for privacy during this special time.

               

            

         
         The article was accompanied by a black-and-white photograph. Greta recognised Millie immediately. Her fine bone structure
            remained unchanged, though her hair was now silver. The way she and Leonard looked at each other struck Greta the most. After
            years of loss, and probably many questions without answers, their eyes were full of love. Around Millie’s neck was a string
            of chunky pearls.
         

         
         A lump swelled in Greta’s throat. Were those the same pearls she’d dropped off at the jewellery shop? Had Leonard restrung
            them as a Christmas gift for his mother? She liked to think so.
         

         
         When her phone buzzed on the dining table, she picked up the call. Lottie.

         
         ‘Merry Christmas, sweetheart,’ Greta said.

         
         ‘Same to you, Mum,’ Lottie said. Her voice was bright, and Greta could hear Jim singing a carol off-key in the background.

         
         ‘Did Santa visit?’ Greta teased.

         
         ‘Well, if you count Dad creeping around this morning, and yelping because he stubbed his toe—then yes.’ Lottie laughed. ‘I’ll
            bring my presents home with me later. And we have some for you, too.’
         

         
         Greta liked the word we. ‘Well, have the best morning together. I can’t wait to see you later.’ She hesitated. ‘Um, is your dad there? Can I have
            a quick word with him?’ She wanted to let Jim know he was welcome to stay for tea.
         

         
         There was a rustling sound on the line, then Lottie’s voice again. ‘Nope, sorry, Mum. He’s in the middle of a pancake disaster.
            We’ll see you later.’ Lottie giggled, then hung up.
         

         
         Greta’s cheeks glowed. It was great to hear her daughter having fun, even if it was without her. She made herself a bacon
            sandwich for lunch, ate a mince pie, tidied around the flat and watched a bit of TV.
         

         
         When Lottie arrived home later that afternoon, she burst into the living room, clutching a book about dog breeds. ‘Look what
            Jayden bought me,’ she said, hugging Greta without thinking.
         

         
         Greta melted into it, exchanging a surprised look with Jim over the top of Lottie’s head.

         
         ‘She’s already read half of it,’ Jim said, following their daughter inside. He wheeled Lottie’s suitcase with one hand while
            carrying a bag of Christmas presents in the other. Setting them down, he looked around admiringly. ‘This place looks really
            pretty,’ he said. ‘Much more festive than Martin’s place.’
         

         
         Lottie rolled her eyes. ‘Dad didn’t even buy a tree.’

         
         ‘Hey, I can’t help—’ Jim started, but trailed off with a helpless shrug. He wheeled Lottie’s case into her bedroom.

         
         ‘Martin’s cleaning lady gave him her spare one,’ Lottie said. ‘You should see it, Mum. It’s got black tinsel branches. They
            match her eyelashes.’
         

         
         Greta cocked her head. ‘Eyelashes?’

         
         ‘Yeah, they look just like spiders. I found one on the carpet in my bedroom and tried catching it on a piece of paper.’ Lottie
            laughed.
         

         
         Greta smiled, too, a little regretfully. She should have believed Jim when he’d told her the eyelash she found in the penthouse belonged to the cleaner, rather than doubting him. Could she have given him more chances to explain other things, too—like his business conversations with Nora—before jumping to conclusions? 

         
         Jim returned from Lottie’s room, a bag of presents in hand.

         
         ‘The neatly wrapped silver ones are from me,’ Lottie said.

         
         ‘The badly wrapped red ones are from me. Well . . . from Santa,’ Jim added with a wink.

         
         ‘Well, thank you, Santa,’ Greta said. ‘Your presents are on the hearth,’ she told Lottie.
         

         
         ‘Can I open mine after dinner?’ Lottie asked. ‘Like I used to do when Grandma was here?’

         
         ‘Of course,’ Greta said.

         
         The three of them sat down together in the living room, where it felt cosy rather than cramped. Greta unwrapped her presents
            while Lottie and Jim watched. She loved the mini-candles, and violet cream chocolates that Lottie had picked out for her.
            Jim had bought her an expensive pair of noise-cancelling headphones.
         

         
         ‘They’re really useful if you want to listen to an audiobook, or to block out Lottie’s music,’ he said.

         
         Lottie rolled her eyes and excused herself to call Jayden from her bedroom.

         
         The headphones were something Greta wouldn’t have bought for herself but that she’d use often. ‘Thanks,’ she said, handing
            Jim his gifts. ‘They’re brilliant.’
         

         
         Jim opened a bottle of his favourite rum, a new jumper and some aftershave. ‘I love them all,’ he said. Then, reaching into
            the bottom of the giftbag, he added, ‘I’ve actually got you one more thing . . .’
         

         
         He handed Greta a badly wrapped, rectangular gift.

         
         Greta frowned slightly. ‘Jim, you shouldn’t have. The headphones were more than enough.’

         
         ‘This is something a bit more personal.’

         
         She unpeeled the tape and opened the present. Inside was a book, The Time Traveler’s Wife by Audrey Niffenegger.
         

         
         ‘I didn’t know if you’d read it or not,’ he said. ‘It’s a special edition—something to do with decorated pages, apparently.
            I bought it for the title. Though I suppose it should really be called The Time Traveler’s Husband.’
         

         
         Greta checked out the back cover. ‘It’s wonderful. I’ve always wanted to read it.’

         
         ‘It was either this one, or a book about Doctor Who,’ Jim said. ‘I figured this was the sexier read about time travel.’
         

         
         Greta held the book to her chest. Jim was obviously trying. ‘Going to Mapleville wasn’t time travel. It was more of a time
            hop to somewhere else . . .’ she explained.
         

         
         ‘I spent a while in the book shop, and didn’t see anything with that title.’ He laughed.

         
         ‘So . . .’ She hesitated. ‘Does that mean you believe that I actually went to Mapleville?’

         
         Jim pursed his lips. ‘As much as I can do. Someone helped me to understand things more. You mentioned Edgar Barker to me,
            and said he’d experienced something similar to you. I wanted to know you were okay, so I paid a visit to Barker’s Treasures.
            It was, well . . . quirky. A very interesting shop.’
         

         
         Greta felt like she’d just stepped onto a sunlit balcony on holiday. Jim had listened to her and taken the initiative to go
            to see Edgar. ‘What did he say?’
         

         
         ‘Well.’ Jim laughed. ‘I think I came away with more questions than answers. But he was a nice guy, and I figured there can’t
            be two people who’d both cook up such a bizarre story about a magical coffee shop.’
         

         
         Greta briefly pictured Iris smarting at the word magical.
         

         
         She ran her fingers over the glossy book cover. It was more than just a gift. It was a gesture. Something that told her Jim listened to her and cared. He might not always have the right words, but he was always kind and thoughtful. 

         
         She wanted to reach out, to trace the wrinkles around his eyes with her fingers, just like she used to do. Instead, she gripped
            the book even tighter.
         

         
         ‘Happy Christmas, Greta,’ Jim said with a searching smile.

         
         Greta felt her cheeks flushing. ‘Merry Christmas, Jim.’

         
         ‘Hey, Mum. Dad,’ Lottie called out, barging into the room and breaking the moment. Her footsteps slowed when she saw her parents
            gazing at each other, and her mouth twitched upwards in the corners. ‘Jayden’s asked if I can stay over at his place on New
            Year’s Eve. His mum’s having a party for their friends and relatives. I get on with Jayden’s sister, and I can share her room.’
            Her eyes were full of longing. ‘Can I go? Please.’
         

         
         New Year’s Eve. The date that had been etched in Greta’s thoughts for months. She looked at Jim, and he nodded it sounded
            okay to him.
         

         
         ‘Yes, that’s fine,’ Greta said. ‘I’ll chat with Jayden’s mum to check on the details.’

         
         ‘Yep. Sure,’ Lottie said. She pulled a face as her stomach rumbled. ‘Um, are we eating soon? Dad’s pancakes were a bit . . .
            flimsy.’
         

         
         ‘Hey,’ he said, pretending to look hurt.

         
         ‘I’ve got some of our favourite bits and pieces to eat sitting on the sofa. Sound okay to you?’ Greta said.

         
         ‘Sounds great. Are you staying, too, Dad?’

         
         Greta turned to face Jim again. Say yes, she willed him. ‘You’re very welcome, Jim . . .’
         

         
         Jim’s gaze passed from his wife to his daughter, as if tempted. ‘Thanks, but I should be going,’ he said. ‘I’ve had Lottie
            all week, and it’ll give you girls a chance to catch up.’
         

         
         Greta walked with him into the hallway. She wanted to tell him about accepting a job in Brewtique, but standing by the door wasn’t the right time or place. Her news would have to wait for a while. 

         
         Jim turned to face her. ‘It’ll be New Year’s Eve soon,’ he said. ‘Our decision day.’

         
         A shiver of anticipation ran down Greta’s spine. ‘I know.’

         
         ‘Have you got any plans?’ he asked.

         
         ‘No. Have you?’

         
         Across the hallway, a cheer rose up. Someone watching football on TV in the flat opposite.

         
         Jim shook his head. ‘Fancy sharing a bottle of wine?’ His voice didn’t give away any of his thoughts. Did he want to make
            things work? Or didn’t he?
         

         
         Greta tried not to give away anything, too. It had been such a long journey just to get to this place, where they’d been able
            to spend a bit of lovely family time together. She felt like she needed some time alone with Lottie, and to process her thoughts.
            She could read her new book, and give her ideas for Brewtique some more thought. ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Wine sounds great.’
         

         
         ‘Good,’ Jim said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

         
         They shared a brief smile before he walked away, and Greta shut the door.

         
         As she listened to his footsteps descending the stairs, she pressed her back against the wall, her heart beating so hard it
            felt like it might break free from her chest.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 39

         
         Greta arrived at the penthouse on New Year’s Eve with a bottle of Merlot under her arm and a handful of party poppers in her
            pocket. On the walk over, she’d passed clusters of revellers wearing big coats and scarves over their sparkly outfits. At
            midnight there would be an outdoor countdown in the town square, complete with a stage and live music.
         

         
         She pressed the buzzer, and Jim clicked the door open straight away, like he’d been waiting for her to arrive.

         
         He greeted her with a smile that widened even more when she handed him the wine. ‘Fantastic,’ he said, admiring the label.
            ‘Come in.’
         

         
         A multitude of candles flickered on the coffee table, casting dancing shadows around the room. The main lights were off, so
            the focus was on the huge windows that showcased Longmill. At night, the glass appeared black, and the street lamps and car
            headlights below twinkled like fireflies.
         

         
         Greta was drawn toward the view. ‘The town looks so beautiful from up here,’ she said, her breath fogging the glass.

         
         In the kitchen, Jim poured two glasses of wine and carried them through, standing beside her. ‘Things can look different when you see them from a new perspective,’ he said. ‘Like a city in the dark—you don’t always notice what’s there until it lights up at night.’ His gaze fixed on something in the distance, as if lost in his own thoughts. 

         
         Greta glanced at him. Was this really Jim talking? It sounded poetic, not something he’d usually say.

         
         Jim shook his head, snapping himself back into the moment. ‘Is Lottie excited about Jayden’s mum’s party?’ he asked.

         
         Greta nodded. ‘I haven’t seen her so animated for a long time. She even wore a dress.’

         
         Jim raised an eyebrow. ‘Really?’

         
         ‘And it was pink.’

         
         He placed the back of his hand to his forehead in a mock swoon.

         
         Greta smiled and sipped her wine. She followed Jim to the sofa, taking a seat at the opposite end, leaving some space between
            them. It felt like there was something delicate in the air, like the finest particles of ice, that might crack if they uttered
            the wrong words.
         

         
         Their decision. Tonight.

         
         ‘There’s something I need to tell you . . .’ she said.

         
         For a split second, she caught something in Jim’s eyes, a kernel of hope, or perhaps even fear.

         
         ‘It’s about Brewtique,’ she added.

         
         ‘Oh,’ he said with a release of breath. ‘Right.’

         
         ‘I was passing by on Christmas Eve and called in. I had a nice chat with Josie, the owner. There was a card in her window
            looking for an assistant. And I told her I was interested.’
         

         
         Jim took a few moments to process this. ‘You mean, actually working in the coffee shop? Taking orders, making coffee, that
            kind of thing?’
         

         
         ‘That’s what coffee shop assistants usually do,’ she teased.

         
         ‘I know. It’s just not what I expected.’

         
         ‘I’m tired of always looking back, to how I used to be, how we used to be as a family. It’s time to move on.’
         

         
         ‘Move on?’ Jim echoed slowly.

         
         ‘Career-wise,’ she clarified. ‘When I was in Brewtique, I just felt something drawing me to it, like I should take the chance
            on something new. I start there in a few days.’
         

         
         ‘Well, that sounds brilliant. If it makes you happy, I think it’s a great move. Well done.’ His eyes crinkled as he raised
            his glass to her. ‘I’ve got some news to share, too.’
         

         
         Greta had been about to tell him about the upstairs flat that came with Brewtique, but she set down her glass and leaned in.
            ‘Yes?’
         

         
         ‘Martin’s getting married,’ Jim announced, blinking in disbelief. ‘His girlfriend is pregnant, and it’s been a big surprise
            for both of them.’
         

         
         ‘That’s lovely news. Will you pass on my congratulations?’

         
         ‘Of course. When Martin finishes filming in Chicago, they’ll return to the UK for the birth.’ Jim surveyed the room. ‘Martin’s
            already mentioned that a penthouse isn’t ideal for raising a child.’
         

         
         ‘I’m guessing the white carpets won’t stay this clean for long.’ Greta laughed.

         
         ‘Martin’s even considering quitting acting. He wants to do something more stable with less travel. We’ve been talking about
            setting up a vocal coaching business together. You know, helping people to speak with confidence.’
         

         
         ‘That sounds like a great idea.’

         
         ‘It’s a new direction, but I’ve been feeling jaded with the entertainment world for some time.’

         
         Greta raised a brow. ‘You have? But you’re still in demand, and you seem to enjoy it.’

         
         ‘Maybe on the surface. But I don’t think I’ve been totally honest with myself. It’s easy to sweep things under the carpet. Then one day you’re surprised to find a great mound of dust hidden there.’ His eyes sought hers, as if asking for permission to be honest, even vulnerable. 

         
         She gave him an encouraging smile. ‘Working on the Maple Gold commercials made our everyday life feel very polished, didn’t
            it?’ she said. ‘I think our real life struggled to live up to it. For me, anyway.’
         

         
         ‘We had everything,’ Jim said ruefully. ‘Money, attention, fame. It felt like a huge loss when it all ended.’

         
         Greta felt drawn toward him, and she edged closer along the sofa. ‘I didn’t know you felt that way. You were the one who made
            light of things, who brushed off his shoulders and carried on like nothing had changed.’
         

         
         ‘Maybe I’m just a brilliant actor.’ Jim buffed his nails on his chest.

         
         Greta picked up a cushion and threw it at him. ‘Sure.’

         
         ‘Hey.’ He caught it, grinning as he hugged it to his chest. ‘Sherpoli Shoes think so. They loved the commercial I recorded
            for them.’
         

         
         Their smiles gradually faded as the real focus of the evening settled in.

         
         ‘At Brewtique . . .’ Greta started cautiously. ‘There’s a flat upstairs. Josie agreed Lottie and I can live there, as part
            of the package . . .’
         

         
         Jim frowned. ‘Live there? But I thought tonight was about deciding our future.’
         

         
         ‘It is. I just thought that you’d probably made up your mind to move on. That’s the impression you’ve given me.’

         
         ‘Really?’ Jim’s gaze darkened. ‘Why?’
         

         
         ‘Because you don’t usually talk about stuff like this with me. You bring gifts, and we chat about our careers. But you never
            seem truly present . . .’
         

         
         Jim picked up his wine glass, gripping it. ‘Of course, I’m present. I could say the same thing about you, too. Your mind is always wandering somewhere else. Thinking there’s somewhere better . . . someone better . . .’
         

         
         A flutter started up in Greta’s ribcage, like a bird beating its wings in her chest.

         
         She wanted to deny it, but knew he was right. Spending time in Mapleville with a different version of Jim had felt like an
            affair, even if she’d been with her own husband.
         

         
         ‘In the Maple Gold ads, we were loving, kind and patient with each other. We had fun, too,’ Greta said, holding his gaze.
            ‘Things should be the same here, too, Jim. We should try to be our best selves for each other, or things won’t work out. It’s
            not about being perfect. It’s about accepting each other’s imperfections.’
         

         
         She sat back on the sofa, her own words hitting home and sinking in.

         
         Jim exhaled. ‘We’ve got a lot of things to figure out.’ His voice grew softer. ‘But I want to try. Really try. With actual listening . . . and talking. Things I haven’t exactly been brilliant at over the last few months . . .’
         

         
         ‘Me, too. And I need to appreciate what I have more. To embrace what’s good and real.’ Greta sighed. ‘I think I should move into Brewtique. To give us more space and time to work things out.’
         

         
         Jim stood up and paced the room. ‘I don’t need more space, Greta. I have too much space.’ He cast his hand around. ‘And I don’t need any more time. I’ve always known what I want, and it’s you and Lottie.
            Our family. Back together again.’
         

         
         His words made every sensation in Greta’s body sharpen, like electricity was pulsing through her veins. She loved how he sounded
            so sure. ‘I want that, too,’ she said.
         

         
         ‘Hold on a minute. Are we actually agreeing on something?’ He laughed.

         
         ‘Absolutely.’

         
         They grinned a little goofily at each other.

         
         ‘This flat at Brewtique . . . has it got two bedrooms?’ Jim asked.

         
         She nodded. ‘Good-sized ones. They just need a bit of TLC.’

         
         ‘Sounds like we both need that, too.’

         
         Greta lifted her eyes, hopeful and a little scared. ‘Are you saying you want to move into the flat above Brewtique with me
            and Lottie?’
         

         
         ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. If you’ll have me?’ He reached for her hand. ‘But only when the time is right for you . . .’

         
         She only needed a second to think about it. ‘Yes. Yes, I want that, too. And Lottie will love it.’

         
         They beamed at each other until their mouths ached.

         
         ‘There’s a film on TV tonight, if you want to watch it?’ Jim said after a beat. ‘Love Actually. That’s the one where the guy uses signs to tell the girl he loves her, right?’
         

         
         ‘That’s the one,’ she said.

         
         A film Mapleville Jim had never heard of.

         
         ‘Well, I don’t have any signs,’ Jim said. ‘But I can pour us another glass of wine and fetch us a big bowl of peanuts.’

         
         Greta laughed. A brief image of Mapleville passed through her mind—of Jim building a snowman, rowing her across a lake, and
            trying to feed her a strawberry. Things they might get to do together in the future. But for now, peanuts and wine seemed
            like a good start.
         

         
         When Jim returned from the kitchen, he sat right next to her, draping his arm across the back of the sofa. His fingers rested
            lightly on her shoulder, and Greta instinctively leaned into his touch.
         

         
         As the film played on, their bodies gradually drew even closer, each beat of Greta’s heart sounding louder than the last.

         
         By the time the credits rolled, a firework cracked outside, making them both jump.

         
         Greta glanced at her watch. ‘It’s 11:58 p.m.’

         
         Jim stood and held out a hand for hers. ‘Let’s watch the display from the window.’

         
         Their breath made misty shapes on the glass as Longmill’s skyline became alive with flashes of colour and light. Fireworks
            whizzed, boomed, and sizzled, leaving comet-like trails and glittering sparkles that hung in the air like chandeliers.
         

         
         Jim turned to face Greta. The candlelight and shadows highlighted each line on his cheeks, like his face was a map that could
            tell a thousand stories.
         

         
         ‘Greta,’ he said, his voice husky with feeling. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’

         
         She looked up at him, her lashes brushing his cheek as she lifted her face toward his. ‘I’ve missed you, too.’

         
         This time, she felt she was speaking to the real man she’d always loved, not an idealised version.

         
         Jim slipped his arms around her waist, drawing her in. He planted the lightest kisses on her cheeks, her forehead, then her
            eyelids. Greta clutched his shirt and pulled him even closer.
         

         
         When their lips finally met, the kiss was urgent, real, unscripted. Just perfect.

         
         They stumbled towards the sofa, their lips still pressed together, sinking into the cushions with their limbs tangling.

         
         Later, breathless and quiet, with their clothes and the cushions strewn on the floor, Greta rested her cheek on Jim’s chest.
            She listened to the steady thrum of his heart instead of the fireworks still crackling in the distance.
         

         
         ‘What are you thinking?’ she whispered.

         
         ‘That I could stay here forever,’ Jim murmured. He pressed his cheek to the top of her head. ‘Also, that I forgot to buy party
            poppers.’
         

         
         She laughed and gave his chest a gentle slap. ‘Luckily, I didn’t. I’ll get them.’

         
         ‘No, stay here with me,’ he groaned playfully.

         
         ‘They’re just in my coat pocket.’

         
         Greta performed a balancing act to reach for it, trying not to break their embrace. Jim held on to her as she dug into her
            pocket and pulled out two small poppers. She handed one to him.
         

         
         They rolled onto their backs, side by side, each taking aim at the ceiling. They pulled their strings in unison, eyes widening
            as ribbons of coloured tissue paper burst into the air, and fluttered down on them like confetti.
         

         
         ‘Happy New Year, Greta,’ Jim said.

         
         ‘Happy New Year.’

         
         And when they kissed again, the scene was nothing like a coffee commercial.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 40

         
         
            Three weeks later

         

         Greta had never been good at painting (except the flowers on her vase in Mapleville), but there was something satisfying about
            the steady strokes of the roller as she painted the interior walls of Brewtique in a warm terracotta shade. She gradually
            covered all the stark white that had made the place feel so cold and lifeless. The neon coffee cup sign sat in a box, ready
            to be donated to a charity shop.
         

         
         She, Jim and Lottie had worked tirelessly over the past couple of weeks to update the coffee shop, and the job was almost
            complete.
         

         
         Vintage posters now adorned the walls, resembling brightly coloured postage stamps from a distance. On the back wall, Jim
            had crafted wooden shelves from reclaimed planks, sanding and varnishing them to enhance the natural grain.
         

         
         Greta had arranged stoppered jars on the shelves, complete with labels written by Lottie in a swirly hand. They contained
            Arabica, Robusta and Liberica beans, as well as other ingredients like vanilla pods, nutmeg and star anise. One jar, perched
            high on the top shelf, held dog biscuits.
         

         
         With Josie’s approval, Greta had struck rhubarb and custard lattes off the menu.

         
         The window display had been sparse, so Greta had reached out to Edgar, who’d scoured his stock in Barker’s Treasures to find several vintage coffee grinders and even a white rabbit ornament with yellow eyes. He took the task very seriously and relished his role as Brewtique’s new supplier. He insisted on giving everything to Greta for free, claiming he needed to streamline his inventory anyway, and that Eliza would approve of things being put to good use. 

         
         In return, Greta had promised him cake and coffee on the house whenever he visited.

         
         Bit by bit, Brewtique was becoming the kind of coffee shop Greta loved to visit—warm, welcoming and unique.

         
         Now that Josie had Greta’s help, it allowed her more time to practice baking cakes for the shop, starting with a signature
            rocky road. All the ingredients and food stock were being delivered later that week. For the time being, the fridge remained
            empty and the kitchen cupboards bare.
         

         
         The grand re-launch was scheduled in a couple of weeks. Greta and Josie would cut the ribbon, and Greta had already contacted
            Nora to see if any local celebs might be interested in attending.
         

         
         She’d also sent a small note to Leonard and Millie—an invitation to the event, or just a quiet coffee sometime, if that felt
            easier.
         

         
         Leonard had replied with a brief but warm message. He and his mother were still getting to know each other again, taking it
            day by day. He promised to be in touch when the time was right. In the meantime, they both wished Greta every success.
         

         
         Greta had read the message several times over, her heart lifting each time. It sounded like Millie remembered her, and she
            couldn’t wait to see her again.
         

         
         ‘Josie’s even thinking about a name change, instead of Brewtique,’ Greta told Jim as they tidied around, making sure the tables and chairs were arranged just right. ‘Maybe something to do with time. We’re both giving it some thought.’ 

         
         Jim stepped back to survey the room, taking it all in with a satisfied smile. ‘The place looks fantastic. You’ve really brought
            it to life.’
         

         
         ‘We’ve all brought it back to life,’ she said.
         

         
         Greta placed her hands on her hips, admiring their work. Perhaps it was possible to look at the past in a way that also embraced
            the future. ‘We’re making great strides with upstairs, too,’ she said. ‘Who knew Lottie would be such a dab hand with a paintbrush
            as well as with animals?’
         

         
         Jim laughed. He climbed up the stepladder and fastened a red fringed lightshade in place. ‘What do you think?’ he asked, dusting
            his hands together.
         

         
         Lottie came downstairs, and she and Greta gathered beneath the lightshade, looking up.

         
         ‘Hmm. The big gold chandelier at the Anvil Inn made more of a statement,’ Lottie said before breaking into a grin. ‘Only joking . . .
            this one looks great.’
         

         
         Jim climbed back down the ladder, looking pleased. ‘Good.’

         
         Greta took off her apron and folded it into a small square. She reached out and plucked a shaving of wood from Jim’s hair,
            then pointed out to Lottie that she had a smear of paint on her cheek.
         

         
         The Perks weren’t the family they’d once been—the glossy version who made you think drinking coffee could make your life perfect.
            But who needed that kind of pressure anyway?
         

         
         Greta now thought that love and acceptance weren’t about trying to recreate the past—they were about finding a way to move forward together. No promises. No guarantees. It would take time to figure things out and for them to follow new paths, but they were all willing to try. 

         
         ‘I think we’re finished here for today,’ she said, picking a fleck of paint out of her own hair. ‘How about we go and grab
            a coffee? My treat.’
         

         
         ‘Sounds perfect,’ Jim replied.

         
         The three of them walked through the park together, the tips of their noses shining red from the crisp January air. The snow
            had cleared, leaving only traces of white in the flower beds where snowdrops were beginning to push through.
         

         
         Greta wasn’t entirely sure where they were heading, so it wasn’t a surprise to find themselves veering in the direction of
            Iris’s coffee shop.
         

         
         As Christmas and New Year had come and gone, Greta had found herself thinking about the unusual coffee shop less and less.
            Any side effects from Iris’s coffee had faded. But as she drew closer to the place, anticipation stirred inside her. Would
            the shop still be there in all its eccentric glory? Or would it appear run-down and unloved?
         

         
         ‘Remember that flyer in my car promoting the perfect blend?’ she said to Lottie. ‘It was for a coffee shop around here.’

         
         Lottie peered along the street. ‘Yeah? Where?’

         
         ‘You’ll see,’ Greta said, eager to show Jim and Lottie the inspiration behind Brewtique’s new décor.

         
         As they approached the space between the launderette and newsagent, Greta slowed her pace. She let out a sharp, disbelieving
            laugh.
         

         
         ‘What’s so funny, Mum?’ Lottie said, looking around. ‘There’s nothing here.’

         
         Greta stood still, taking in the desolate area. Iris’s coffee shop was nowhere to be seen.

         
         Jim’s jaw hinged open as he scanned around, too. ‘But that’s not possible,’ he said. ‘The building was right here.’

         
         ‘I know,’ Greta said quietly.

         
         ‘Oh, come on,’ Lottie said with an exaggerated shrug. ‘I know you guys are actors, but this is ridiculous.’

         
         ‘Ex-actors,’ Greta corrected her.

         
         The three of them stared at the patch of deserted ground. Weeds had taken over, and a broken bike lay abandoned.

         
         ‘What was the perfect blend anyway? Lottie asked. ‘Some kind of fancy coffee?’

         
         ‘Something like that,’ Greta said. ‘If you drank it, it made your wishes come true.’

         
         Lottie burst out laughing. ‘Now you’re just making things up.’

         
         Greta paused. She supposed it did sound like a fairy tale. She would never have believed it herself if she hadn’t experienced
            it.
         

         
         ‘Are we going somewhere else for coffee?’ Jim said, eyeing the space with a shiver. ‘This feels even weirder than last time.’

         
         Greta wasn’t quite ready to leave yet, or to accept that Iris and her shop had completely vanished. She gazed around one more
            time and noticed something fluttering—a piece of paper trapped under a stone. Stepping closer, she picked it up. It was a
            faded flyer with a faint illustration of a white rabbit. The space for the address was blank, perhaps washed away.
         

         
         She handed it to Jim, and he shook his head with a frown.

         
         ‘Come on, Mum, let’s go,’ Lottie said, wrapping her arms around herself. ‘It’s cold out here.’

         
         ‘Okay. Just a minute,’ Greta murmured. Something else had caught her eye, nestled amongst a crop of dandelions. Approaching
            it, she held her breath.
         

         
         Could it be . . . ?

         
         She crouched down and gently picked it up.

         
         A jade mortar and pestle.

         
         Greta turned the mortar over in her hands, its pale green surface glinting in the weak daylight. There was a note taped to the bottom. 

         
         
            Use Wisely.

         

         Greta’s fingers tingled as she held the cool jade. Was it a reminder? Or a gift?
         

         
         The shop might have disappeared, but Iris had left something behind—to help mix and create. Maybe magic wasn’t about coffee
            and wishes after all. Maybe it was about blending the past and the present—love and ambition, reality and hope.
         

         
         Her mum had always said a cup of good coffee could fix most things, and Greta liked to think that was true. There was something
            comforting in carrying little pieces of her mum’s wisdom forward, even in something as small as a mortar and pestle.
         

         
         Greta carried them over to show Jim and Lottie.

         
         ‘What’s that?’ Jim asked.

         
         Lottie peered around his arm.

         
         ‘I think it’s a present from Iris.’ Greta held up the small bowl, catching a faint scent of aniseed on the breeze. Or perhaps
            she imagined it. ‘She used this to mix her coffee blends.’
         

         
         Jim gave a small nod. ‘Maybe she thought you could use it . . .’

         
         ‘I wondered the same thing, too,’ Greta said, pleased they were both on the same page. She placed it carefully in her handbag,
            glad it was her roomy old leather one rather than her tiny Mapleville handbag.
         

         
         She linked arms with Jim and Lottie.

         
         ‘Come on,’ Greta said brightly. ‘Let’s go and get a cappuccino.’

         
         
            * * * * *

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         Thank you so much for reading The Time Hop Coffee Shop. This story marks a bit of a pivot from my previous feel-good novels, and I’m truly grateful for your open minds and generous
            hearts in joining Greta Perks on her adventure.
         

         
         I’ve always wanted to explore a story about a family who were once famous for starring in coffee commercials. I have my wonderful
            USA editor, Erika Imranyi at Park Row Books, and my former editor, Nicole Luongo, to thank for suggesting that Greta Perks
            could actually step into one of those commercials.
         

         
         I wrote this story in the spirit of magical realism, where the everyday meets the extraordinary, and not everything has a
            clear explanation. That’s the beauty of storytelling—it offers something different for everyone, and every interpretation
            is valid.
         

         
         In creating the world of Mapleville, I let Greta and her desires take the lead, guiding her to the place she most wanted (or
            thought she wanted) to be. Some things are left unexplained on purpose, and some simply can’t be explained. I hope this adds
            to your sense of wonder when reading the novel and invites you to bring your own imagination to the story.
         

         
         I hope you found moments that moved, amused, and entertained you. Whatever your own version of the ‘perfect blend’ in life
            might be, I hope you find it just when you need it most.
         

         
         Warm wishes,

         
         Phaedra x 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            A Special Note

         
         This book was a tricky one to write for a few different reasons. For a while, I slipped down a rabbit hole, exploring the
            variations between time travel, parallel universes, alternative dimensions, time slipping, and time hopping!
         

         
         I’m very grateful for a lovely sunny lunch I enjoyed with my two friends (and former The Co-operative Group work colleagues)
            Mary McGuigan and Joan Keysell that really helped me to shape my thoughts and ideas. We ate tapas, drank wine, and mused over
            Greta’s story. Later that evening, Mary sent me a video clip—a scene of Doom Town from an Indiana Jones film. It was exactly the vision I had in mind for Mapleville, and her timing couldn’t have been better.
         

         
         The next time I saw Mary, a few months later, she was seriously ill in hospital and wasn’t expected to survive. I feel honoured
            that I was able to say goodbye to her during that devastating time. I don’t know if Mary could hear me, but I like to believe
            she knew I was there. She passed away two days later.
         

         
         Mary was, quite simply, a brilliant person and a loving, supportive friend—always there on the front row of my book launches,
            and a sparkling part of my life for thirteen years. She was smart, caring, creative, funny, an animal lover, a fashion trendsetter,
            a fellow introvert, and had fiercely strong values, especially when it came to ethics and injustice. We enjoyed many adventures
            together, including a mission to find Manchester’s best cheese board!
         

         
         Wherever she is now, I hope she’s with her beloved mum and dad, and her loyal dog Noah, and that there’s great music and the
            most amazing cheese.
         

         
         I remember once shopping in Manchester when the song ‘Let the Good Times Be Never Ending’ by The Charlatans—one of her favourite bands—was playing. I messaged to tell her, and we both agreed it was a great sentiment. 

         
         Life is emptier without her, but also much fuller for her being part of it.

         
         So this novel is for you, Mary. Thank you for being my friend, and let the good times be never ending.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Reading Group Questions for The Time Hop Coffee Shop

         
         Here are some questions to guide your book club discussion or to spark your own reflections.

         
         
            	Greta is at a crossroads in her life when we first meet her. What were your initial impressions of her, and did she feel relatable?
               Did your view of Greta change over the course of the novel?
            

            	Discuss the relationships between Greta, Jim, and Lottie. What challenges did they face, and were their struggles reflective
               of modern families?
            

            	Did media attention help or harm the Perks family? How did Greta’s experience of fame reflect broader societal expectations
               around ageing, appearance, and success, especially for women? Do you think Lottie’s perspective on her family’s past fame
               will change as she gets older?
            

            	The novel blends real-world struggles with magical realism. Did you enjoy suspending disbelief, or did the magical elements
               raise questions for you?
            

            	Humour, conflict and heartbreak sit side by side in the story. Were there any particular scenes that made you laugh or caught
               you off guard emotionally?
            

            	Mapleville seems to offer Greta everything she longs for. What would your version of ‘a perfect blend’ in life look like?
               Would you drink a cup of magical coffee to take you there?
            

            	Millie Maxwell appears to have it all. She’s the ideal version of the woman Greta aspires to be—attractive, poised, successful, and in a happy relationship. What did the two women learn from each other, and what aspects of their friendship did you enjoy the most? 

            	Iris is a guarded, rather philosophical character. Did you warm to her? Did discovering she was once a nurse help you to understand
               her personality and intentions more?
            

            	What is the significance of Greta’s decision to work at the Brewtique coffee shop instead of returning to performing? How
               does this choice reflect her personal growth and changing priorities?
            

            	At the end of the novel, what is your interpretation of the disappearance of Iris’s coffee shop and Greta’s discovery of the
               jade mortar and pestle? What do you imagine will happen next, and would you like to see a sequel to the story?
            

            	If The Time Hop Coffee Shop were adapted for screen, who would you cast as Greta, Jim, and Lottie? What scenes would you be most excited to see brought
               to life?
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