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        The top three reasons why I do not like Christmas are as follows:

      

        

      
        1. It's super cheesy.

        2. Everyone drinks boiled red wine that tastes like air freshener and pretends they enjoy it.

        3. Last year the man I was in love with decided that Christmas Day was a perfectly decent time to reveal that he did not feel the same way about me.

      

        

      
        So you can see why, on Christmas Eve, it's totally reasonable for me to just want to get home from work as soon as possible, close the curtains, eat my weight in noodles and watch horror movies until the whole thing is over.

      

        

      
        My boss, Marcy, has other ideas. Her son Adam broke his leg ice-skating and now she needs me to accompany him on his last minute Christmas errands around Notting Hill where we live. It wouldn't be half as bad if Adam wasn't the most irritatingly confident, annoyingly enthusiastic Christmas-giddy man I've ever encountered. And, well, a whole lot sexier than I expected he'd be...
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve Midday

      

      People say I'm a grump. Not to my face – they wouldn’t risk it – but my boss, Marcy Westbury, tells me that’s what people say.

      Marcy reckons that my ‘constant bitch face, resting or otherwise’ actually makes me very effective as her PA at the Interior Design firm she runs. She’s a sweet middle-aged soft touch who would design beautiful rooms for free if someone asked really nicely. When I’m around, people do not even dare to ask. If they want a Harmonious Spaces designed room, they have to get through me and the six month long waiting list I guard with my life. According to Marcy, I have the best icy stare she’s ever witnessed. I didn’t even know I had an icy stare, let alone the best one Marcy’s ever been privy too. After she told me this I went straight home and tried to recreate an icy stare in the mirror to see if was really as good as rumour suggested. And, oh, it was. My icy stare was colder than an Eskimo wearing nothing but assless chaps and some Vicks VapoRub. My icy stare was so good, so totally terrifying, that I ran away from the mirror  and had to neck a G&T just to calm myself down.

      I’ve tried super hard at work this year for three main reasons. The first is that this is the best place I’ve ever been employed; my co-workers are mostly boneheads, but the building is within walking distance of my house, my boss is smart and talented, plus she pays me just about enough to live in Notting Hill – my favourite place in the whole of London. The second reason is because I want to train as a designer, just like Marcy. I’d love to start learning the basics for just a couple of hours a week while still being a PA. Marcy’s on the fence with the idea because I have no formal design training, but she’s agreed to reconsider in the New Year. So there is potential if I continue to impress her. And thirdly, while I wait for the chance to train as a junior designer I would very much like to conduct my PA duties in an office of my own rather than in the current open plan setup with people I mostly want to tell to bugger the heck off. There’s a store cupboard that could work beautifully as my own private sanctuary, but Marcy isn’t so sure we can spare the space. My dastardly plan is to be so good at my job that soon enough she will give me exactly what I want because she, and indeed her business, won’t be able to function successfully without me. I have this little fantasy that I’ll walk into her office one day, maybe wearing a crimson red pant suit with massive shoulder pads. The radio will magically be playing a Lizzo song and I will make all of my demands while affecting a superwoman stance, legs wide, hands on hips. Marcy will respond by  pleading and begging and crying out, ‘Anything. Phoebe! Anything you want, you can have it! I, and indeed my business won’t be able to function successfully without you!’ The fantasy’s finale is usually me getting some sort of illustrious award for interior designing, presented by the hot Dothraki guy from Game of Thrones who also wants to take me on a date. A sex date. But in real life my hope is just to have an office of my own, and eventually to tread the path towards becoming a junior designer. Maybe then I will feel a bit more cheerful about things instead of feeling peeved most of the time.

      I never intended to be a grump. I don’t think anyone does, do they? But life happens, shit happens and before you know it, it’s easier to sneer than smile. I suppose angry parents or unkind peers at school didn’t exactly help to form the most chilled out human. I have tried to be loose and smiley and the kind of woman who coos at fluffy kittens and fat babies and cake. But I just can’t do it. It feels all wrong. I’m much more at ease in a state of mild irritation. I like to think of myself as a hardcore bitch. Someone who has no time for fakeness, or frivolity. Hardcore bitch sounds way more badass. And  it’s definitely much easier than considering that I might possibly be a slightly lonely, unlikeable person who has lost the ability to relax or feel joy. But I digress…

      Over my twenty-seven years I’ve managed to amass a mental list of things I simply cannot be doing with. The list is extensive and it doesn’t discriminate. To give you an idea, here are seven random annoyances that have made it onto my list:

      
        	Ticking clocks

        	The word ‘chipper’

        	Cats that think they’re better than you are

        	Humans whistling

        	Birds whistling

        	Kettles whistling

        	Peas

      

      Every time I come into contact with something I don’t like, I add it to my shit list. There’s a sort of comfort in it actually. Like I’m a collector. A collector of stuff that pisses me off…   Okay, I admit, it’s weird. But I never asked to be this way. I just am.

      Right at the top of my list of things I can’t be doing with is Christmas.

      I was never overjoyed with it, to be honest – such a load of fuss and noise. But Christmas officially debuted on the shit list last year when an architect named Mitch Birch broke my heart over the roast turkey dinner. We’d been seeing each other for thirteen months and I was deeply into him. I dared allow myself to think that he was someone I could grow old with, and he chose Christmas Day to ask me if we could make one of those pacts that you see in films. He said that if neither of us had found true love by the time we were fifty, we could perhaps, maybe, possibly, get married and wasn’t that a neat idea? Not thirty, or even forty. Fifty. I was clearly his end case scenario while he was my best. I loved him. What a dunce I was. My heart was broken by a man wearing a paper crown, to a soundtrack of Band Aid 30. A man who described things as being ‘neat ideas’. A man called Mitch Birch. It sucked. Still sucks. Whenever I think of it, which is quite a lot at the moment, I get the rage. I feel actual anger and sadness coursing through my veins and I just want to kick something.

      Today is Christmas Eve. Which means that everyone else in the open plan office is being even more annoying than usual. I wouldn’t mind if I had my own little office, away from everyone else. Somewhere to shut the door and keep my head down. But I don’t. The party atmosphere and the mulled wine the team have been drinking since around eleven this morning has made them brave enough to attempt to get me into the Christmas spirit.

      ‘Whooooo! Only half an hour to go until we can leave and get pissed!’ yells Ellie the receptionist, draping a scratchy length of ugly red tinsel around my shoulders. ‘It’s Christmaaaaas! Whoo hoo! Parteeeeeeee!’

      I remove the tinsel with my finger and thumb and drop it into the wastepaper bin underneath my desk.

      ‘Who are you spending tomorrow with, Phoebe?’ Ellie asks me. ‘Family? Friends? Ooh, a boyfriend?’

      ‘No,’ I state in a manner that indicates that this line of questioning is over.

      The truth is that my family aren’t even in the country. Mum lives in Australia now where she runs a yoga lodge. And Dad got himself a whole new family after the divorce. I asked Mum if I could go to visit her for the holidays – Christmas on a beach and scoffing my weight in barbecued meat sounded like something I could have enjoyed. But she said she had a party of yoga fanatics staying at the lodge for the holidays and she couldn’t turn down the business and didn’t I have friends in London I could spend the season with? So Christmas is definitely not a family affair and hasn’t been for the past ten years. I push away the feeling of sadness and anger that comes with my own mother not wanting to spend Christmas with me. But then I guess family Christmases were always a bit forced and awkward anyway, so it’s probably for the best.

      Ellie gives me a small smile. ‘Well, I hope you have a nice day, whatever you’re doing.’

      ‘Thanks. You too.’ I give her a small smile in return. I might be a grump, but I’m a well-mannered grump, and I quite like Ellie, even if she sometimes whistles while she’s walking to and from the printer.

      Jim, one of Marcy’s junior designers struts over, brandishing a piece of mistletoe like a sword. He wafts it above my head in what I think he thinks is an enticing manner.

      ‘Leave,’ I say.

      ‘Come on, Phoebe! Don’t be such a bore!’

      He leans in towards me and, Christmas joy making him oblivious to my very icy stare, he puckers his rubbery lips and approaches my very own lips. I can smell the mince pie on his hot breath.

      I use my feet to push against my desk and wheel away from him in my twizzly office chair. By the time he realises what I’ve done he’s already started tonguing the air.

      He opens his eyes when his mouth has failed to make contact with my face.

      ‘Bah humbug,’ he grumbles, heading back over to a giggling Ellie. ‘It’s Christmas, Phoebe! You ought to relax and have a little fun for once!’

      ‘Ought I, Jim?’ I say brightly. ‘Maybe you ought to go and screw yourself, but I didn’t hear either of us asking for advice.’

      I admit this response might be a little strong of a comeback for daytime in the workplace. But it’s effective, because after that, everyone leaves me alone to get on with my tasks in peace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The team at Harmonious Spaces spends the next hour waiting for that next hour to pass so they can go home and start their celebrations. I clock-watch so I can go home too, but there will be no celebrations for me. At least not in the traditional sense. I have made a very specific plan to get through the holiday season without too much irritation or thinking about Mitch and how I couldn’t keep his interest. Or absent family. Or how cold it is. Or everything else that makes me feel prickly at this time of year.

      Digging it out of my handbag, I open my little black leather diary where I have written myself notes for getting through the next seven days.

      
        	Download every horror movie I’ve never seen. I need plenty to entertain me.

        	Go to the shops and pick up the least Christmassy food I can think of. Chinese noodles. Cheese pizza. Cornflakes.

        	Buy all of the alcohol. Drink all of the alcohol.

        	Turn off my phone to avoid chirrupy mass text messages.

        	Turn off the internet to avoid smug holiday social media updates.

        	Close all the curtains in my flat to avoid snow, twinkle lights and the sounds of neighbours’ joy.

        	Wait for it all to be over.

        	Return to my life as if the holidays had never even happened.

        	Do not think about Mitch.

        	STOP THINKING ABOUT MITCH, YOU GOON.

      

      I run my finger down the list, feeling ever more desperate to get done with work so that I can get round the shops as quickly as possible and then home to safety. I’m thinking about whether Mitch is spending Christmas in London and who he might be spending it with. The Mitch thoughts are coming thick and fast today – Ellie is playing some sort of Christmas playlist from her phone and it’s setting them off.  I’m about to ask her to turn it down when I hear Marcy’s voice calling me from her office.

      ‘Phoebe! I need you!’

      Glad of the distraction, I jump up from my chair and dash into Marcy’s large, airy studio where she’s pacing around her desk looking stressed. Marcy doesn’t usually look stressed. Part of my job is to make sure she is never ever stressed.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, holding my blackberry aloft, ready to take away whatever’s causing her to be upset.

      I like Marcy. She’s one of the few people I genuinely, wholeheartedly like. Not only did she give me a job I love fiercely but she is kind and hardworking and easy and, I don’t know, a tiny bit maternal towards me. In a professional way, of course. Most impressive of all is that she never judges people – she just takes them in her stride. It’s a quality I don’t think I’ll ever possess myself, but one that I admire and covet.

      ‘Who do you need me to call?’ I repeat, trying to avoid rolling my eyes at the festive cinnamon and winter berry candle Marcy is burning on her desk. Scented candles – another thing to add to the shit list. They’re so expensive! Imagine paying twelve pounds for something that, much sooner than you would ever expect, melts into a useless stinky goop.

      ‘My dear friend Jemima, you know Jemima?’

      ‘Jemima Crossley Jones the Bafta winning actress. Um, yes, of course I know who she is.’ I laugh under my breath, because Marcy takes every possible opportunity to name drop her famous friends and clients.

      ‘Yes, that Jemima! She’s having a design disaster. She’s hosting her regular Christmas eve shindig at the Oxo Tower tonight, but the venue has got the staging all wrong. They’ve done the up-lighting red and she said it looks like a hellscape themed sex dungeon. She’s very upset.’ Marcy shakes her head forlornly. ‘And apparently the centre-pieces are all wrong. They don’t match the table cloths she had imported from Milan. And then there’s the party favours. They were supposed to be small glass paperweights, but the supplier has sent medium glass paperweights!’

      I just about stop myself from screaming in horror, ‘Not medium! Please, God, noooooooo!’. Instead I say, ‘Do you need me to send Jim over there to sort it out?’

      ‘Oh no, definitely not,’ Marcy frowns. ‘I need to do it. Apparently tons of celebrities are going to be there tonight, so Jemima has insisted it be me that goes. Drat!’

      ‘Would you like me to come and assist?’

      ‘No, no, lovely. What I need you to do is to pick up my Adam from the airport.’ She glances at her elegant gold wrist watch. He’s due to get into Heathrow from New York in about an hour and I was supposed to pick him up because of his leg. Poor thing.’

      I spot the framed picture of Marcy’s son on her desk. It’s a photo of Adam collecting some sort of award for his series of popular young adult books. He’s very handsome in a dark eyed, cocky lothario type of way. Not that I’m interested in any men for the foreseeable future, not since Mitch. I’ve never met Adam but he’s Marcy’s pride and joy. He’s also, in my opinion, a real dummy. I mean, what kind of adult goes drunken ice skating in Central Park, tries a double axel and then breaks his leg?

      ‘I can order him a cab?’ I suggest, wanting to get home as soon as possible without having to chaperone a thirty-two year old man. This morning has already been overly busy and noisy. I’ve got the beginnings of a thumping headache, I can’t stop thinking about Mitch and I just want to go bloody home!

      Marcy must be able to tell what I’m thinking, because she gives me a desperate pleading look. ‘Please, Phoebe? I know you were due to leave for the holidays in ten minutes but Adam’s poor leg is in such a mess.  I don’t want him to endure some soulless, uncomfortable cab ride on Christmas Eve. You can take my car…’

      Oooh! I think of Marcy’s gorgeous, roomy silver Jag, her second pride and joy after Adam. She’s never let me drive it before. I’m amazed she would even consider it. She must really be learning to trust me…

      Hmmm…I suppose it’s only an hour of my time.

      And I do pride myself on being the most excellent PA in all of London.

      Plus I really want my own office and this good deed will help to get me into Marcy’s good books.

      Then maybe she’ll train me to design harmonious spaces like she does.

      And, well, if anything’s going to cheer up this miserable day a tiny bit, it would be having a little go on that car.

      ‘No problem. I’m on it.’ I hold out my greedy little hands for the Jaguar keys.

      ‘Great! Thanks, Phoebe. Oh, and this is for you. Don’t open it until tomorrow.’

      Marcy digs into her desk drawer and passes me a small box wrapped up in brown paper and tied up with string, all Julie Andrews like. I find myself smiling at how thoughtful this is and then swiftly tell myself that Christmas presents are nothing but consumerist propaganda. That quickly wipes the sentimental smile off of my mug.

      I take the package and plan to shove it in a drawer until after New Year.

      Marcy smiles with relief as I pocket the car keys and head for the door. ‘Phoebe, you are an angel.’

      Just as long as it’s not a Christmas angel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 1:30 p.m.

      

      Oh, but of course the first snow of winter starts to fall in soft chubby tufts the minute I leave work. I step out onto the street and pull my gigantic purple scarf more tightly around my neck to ward off the sharp chill in the air.

      Portobello Market is even more crammed than usual as disorganised, yet totally psyched, looking people purchase last minute gifts that, let’s face it, will probably get thrown away by the recipient within six months or stuffed in a drawer for six years. An old lady in a woolly hat exclaims to her husband about the fledgling snowfall. She laughs and hopes for a White Christmas. In response, her husband starts to sing the Bing Crosby song to her. I feel a weird aching tug inside my chest and hurry away. As I round the corner towards where Marcy’s car is parked, I sort of skid on a patch of ice, tumbling down onto my bottom with a thud. Ow! I take a moment to get myself together, before getting back up and looking around to see if anyone saw.

      Many people saw. Like, ten. One of them shouts ‘Are you alright, love?’ To which I wave and mutter ‘yeah, thanks’. One teenager is filming me on his mobile phone. To him, I give the middle finger.

      Well this day just gets better and better. Red-faced and with the pain in my bottom throbbing, I open the door to Marcy’s car and slide in, wincing as my ass makes contact with the seat.

      Unlike my fourth-hand Fiat that takes three goes to start up, this car purrs immediately into life. I press my foot down on the pedal and carefully navigate my way through the streets of Notting Hill.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later I enter the airport to discover a scene of carnage. It’s heaving; full of happy fools, hugging and exclaiming and helping one another with luggage. Tinny Christmas music rings out from somewhere, the roomy departure lounge acoustics amplifying it way too much for my sensitive ears. The departures assistants wear reindeer antlers, or halos or silver tinsel in their hair. It looks like a scene from that Richard Curtis film or was it a John Lewis advert? Same difference.

      I hear a delighted whooping from my left and see a pretty woman running into the arms of a stocky, handsome man. The besotted couple walk past, gazing at each other adoringly.

      ‘Natalie Butterworth, you are the love of my life,’ The man says, taking the woman’s hand and swinging it.

      ‘Aw, cheers Riley. Ditto.’ She laughs, full of glee and love.

      Their joy is too intense for my sad sack mood, so I look away until the couple exit the airport, fingers laced together.

      I’m thinking about what Mitch is doing right now and trying to mentally repress the sound of Mariah Carey bawling through the airport speakers, when I spot a laughing man in a wheelchair being rolled out of the gate by what can only be described as an entourage of cabin crew. There are loads of them, fussing over him, laughing at something hilarious he’s apparently said. One of the cabin crew shouts into the crowd. ‘Make space, please. Make space, everyone.’

      I recognise Adam Westbury’s dark curls and olive skin from Marcy’s picture. His left leg is in a thick cast from toe to just below his knee, sticking out on the wheelchair footrest. One of the cabin crew is clutching a small on-board bag, another carries two crutches wrapped in tinsel.

      ‘I’ll get your luggage, Adam! It’s the red suitcase with the black straps, yes?’

      ‘No, I can get it!’ another argues. ‘It would be my pleasure!’

      Adam doesn’t seem to be in the least embarrassed by all the fussing – in fact he seems to like it.

      I head over to him with a sigh.

      ‘Adam Westbury?’

      He looks me up and down, giving me a big open grin as if he’s known me all of his life. ‘Hello there!’

      ‘I’m Phoebe, Marcy’s PA,’ I say efficiently, holding out my hand for him to shake. ‘Unfortunately your mother had to—’

      ‘—Ah yes, Phoebe!’ Adam interrupts, his smile becoming even wider. ‘We met briefly last year.’

      ‘We did? I don’t remember.’

      ‘No, I don’t expect you do.’

      What the hell does that mean?

      He takes my hand with both of his and pumps it up and down so strongly that it sort of makes my whole body wobble. His eyes sparkle as if he’s genuinely excited to see me. Is this a trick?  He’s at a loud, cram-packed airport with a broken leg…

      I throw a look to one of the cabin crew – a gorgeous skinny lad with an angelic blond curtain cut. He simply gazes down at Adam’s conker brown curls with delight. He gives me a grin as if to say isn’t he something?

      ‘God, my mum adores you,’ Adam continues. ‘She adores everyone, of course, but particularly you! Where is she?’

      It takes me a moment to form words, I’m a bit, well, thrown off by this guy’s energy. Is he high on pain medication? Delirious from jet lag? What’s his deal?  Nobody can be this cheerful after a seven hour flight. It’s not decent.

      ‘Er… Jemima Crossley Jones, the er, the actress, had a design emergency at the Oxo Tower and your mum went to help her out. I’ve come to pick you up and take you home.’

      ‘What an exciting change of plan!’ Adam grins. I blink, completely confused. Is he being sarcastic? He doesn’t appear to be.

      ‘Um, okay. Well, the parking ticket is running out so we should get a move on,’ I mutter, heading around to the back of his wheelchair and taking the handles.

      The blonde boy crew member lays Adam’s crutches across his uninjured knee lovingly. Another appears with his suitcase.

      ‘You guys have been epic,’ Adam beams at the crew members, as one leans down to snap a quick selfie with him. ‘Hey, Gemma, remember – you must watch that film I was telling you about. It’s just your cup of tea.’ He points at the blonde lad with the curtain cut. ‘@JohnInFlight on Twitter, yes? I’ll follow you as soon as I get home.’

      The crew cluck around him, waving goodbye as I wheel him off towards through the airport towards the car park. One of them wipes a tear from her eye as if she’s saying goodbye to her best friend in the whole world.

      Who is this guy and what the hell did he do on that aeroplane?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Mum let you use her Jaguar?’ Adam says in disbelief when we reach the car.

      ‘Of course,’ I say breezily as if this is a normal occurrence and Marcy didn’t use it as a bribe to make me come and pick him up when I’d much rather be at home on my own.

      ‘She really does trust you,’ he laughs. ‘She’s never let me drive it and I’m her flesh and blood.’

      I glance down at the broken leg that is entirely the result of his own daft behaviour. I wouldn’t trust him to drive my car either. And my car is worth about fifty pounds. And that’s because it’s got a sat nav in it that cost me fifty pounds.

      I shove Adam’s luggage and crutches into the boot and then wait for him to get out of the wheelchair and hop into the passenger seat, but he doesn’t move.

      After an awkward moment of silence he coughs. ‘I need your help.’

      ‘Oh, of course!’ I say, flustered. ‘Sorry.’ I lean down and he slings his arm around my shoulder, using it to support himself as he rises from the wheelchair. I don’t like being in close proximity to people at the best of times, never mind a complete stranger.

      ‘This is nice, isn’t it?’ he chirps. ‘Oh! Your hair smells like apples.’ He leans in and gives my head a big unabashed whiff.

      I frown. What a weirdo.

      ‘Right.’ I mutter, lowering my shoulder and quickly shrugging Adam off into the passenger seat. ‘Are you comfortable? Good. Let’s get going.’

      I jog round to the driver’s side, open the door and let myself in, being careful not to plop down too hard on to my now bruised bottom.  I turn the heating up full blast and fasten my seatbelt. By the time I’m settled in, Adam’s already switched on the radio and found the most Christmassy Christmas station that ever existed. Without a word, I switch the radio off. I can’t stomach that for the next hour. No, thank you.

      Adam leans over and switches the radio back on.

      ‘Do you mind if we don’t?’ I ask, turning it back off.

      ‘Fine,’ he says with a slightly disappointed shrug.

      I drive out of the airport and get myself onto the motorway, in peace and quiet. I sigh with rising content. Not too long until I can get home and close my curtains and wait this shit show out.

      Less than two minutes after switching the radio off I hear a low humming sound. It is Adam. He is humming Jingle Bells.

      I throw him my icy stare. He peers over at me. My icy stare doesn’t seem to affect him – maybe it’s not icy enough... I try again, even icier. Nope. No effect. With a tut, I switch to using actual words.

      ‘Please don’t hum those dumb Christmas songs,’ I mutter, switching the windscreen wipers up to a quicker speed as the flurry of snow begins to stick.

      Another five seconds of silence.

      And then the sound of I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas sung at full pelt in a surprisingly accomplished baritone.

      I throw him an icy stare so glacial, I’m surprised his whole body doesn’t turn into an iceberg.

      ‘Ah, that’s your scary look, is it?’ Adam asks, with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘My mum told me. This look you do. She calls it the “Don’t mess with Phoebe” glare. Says it’s a great weapon in the company’s arsenal. Keeps the team in line.’

      I lift my chin at the compliment by proxy. Marcy notices that I keep the team in line. Maybe an office of my own isn’t that far out of reach.

      ‘Now I’ve seen it, I think mum was over-egging how scary your scary look is,’ Adam says. ‘It certainly doesn’t scare me.’

      ‘It’s totally scary,’ I sniff.

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I checked it in the mirror once.’ I immediately clamp my mouth shut because that is not information that should be made public. Phoebe, you bonehead.

      Adam bursts into laughter. It’s an annoying laugh, way too loud, making his face all crease up and turn red. He claps his hands with mirth. ‘You checked it in the mirror. That’s amazing!’

      ‘I was joking!’ I huff.

      ‘You were not.’

      ‘Look, can you just stop singing Christmas songs, please? Or any songs for that matter –  I have a headache.’

      ‘You said no humming. You didn’t say anything about singing.’

      ‘Well, now I am. I don’t like it.’

      ‘You don’t like my singing? I have a great voice. People tell me so.’

      ‘It’s not that good.’

      Adam snorts. ‘You shouldn’t be mean to me, you know. I could tell my mum. Your boss.’

      ‘You wouldn’t.’ I glance over at him nervously. His mouth is in a very serious line.

      I imagine Adam telling Marcy that I was mean to him, her precious angel son, and I see the chance of training to be a designer exploding into a million pieces. Me staying an assistant forever. Sitting in that open plan office with the other fools.

      I clamp my mouth shut and seethe at the road.

      Adam Westbury is a total weasel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 3:20 p.m.

      

      The hour it takes to get back to Notting Hill turns into an hour and a half as traffic jams up on the motorway. Even when Adam refrains from turning on the radio, or humming and singing, he is still annoying by way of the fact that his phone buzzes and dings with messages every thirty seconds. And then there’s the dramatic noise of self-pity he makes every time we go over a bump in the road that slightly nudges his leg. I refrain from complaining, however, in case he does make true on his threat to tell Marcy of my unwillingness to tolerate him. That would cap off this horrible holiday, this horrible year, this turning out to be a horrible day, just perfectly.

      I breathe a sigh of relief as I pull up at Elgin Crescent. There. Job done. Prince Adam has been safely delivered home. I’ll help him out of the car and back into his chair, wheel him into his flat and he can hum and sing and be a weasel on his own time.

      I open up the door and unpack the wheelchair from the boot, helping him into it. He sniffs my head again as he scrambles into the chair. What a weirdo.

      ‘It really is an awesome smell. Granny Smiths. A superior apple.’

      I start to push Adam towards number one hundred and twenty when he asks me where I’m going.

      ‘I’m dropping you off? I thought you said one-twenty Elgin Crescent?’

      ‘Um, well, the thing is I have a couple of errands to run before I can go home.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘So… I need someone to help me. I can’t get in and out of places, or even down the street by myself.’ He gestures at his leg. ‘And with the snow. It’s really coming down now! I could use my crutches, but the ice will make it dangerous…’

      Is he kidding me? He wants me to push him around to do errands at half past three on Christmas Eve? After I’ve just done a two and a half hour journey to pick him up because he was foolish enough to break his leg? I want to say this to his face but I can see that the threat to tell his mummy over me is right there on the tip of his tongue. I yank my hat further down over my head so that it covers my eyebrows, and pull my coat further around me, buttoning it right up to the neck. I am very cold. My house is very warm. I want to be at my house.

      ‘Don’t you have friends who can take you on these errands?’ I ask, my teeth chattering a little as I do so.

      ‘Are you joking? It’s Christmas Eve. They’ve got plans.’

      ‘I’ve got plans!’

      ‘What are your plans?’

      ‘Just… stuff. None of your beeswax.’

      ‘Stuff! Sounds thrilling.’

      ‘Can someone else not take you around? Where’s your girlfriend?’

      ‘We broke up.’

      I see a flash of something darker in his jolly demeanour, but it lasts less than a second and then he’s smiling at me again.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, reaching out my hand to pat him awkwardly on the shoulder.

      ‘Yep. Was drowning my sorrows when I did this.’ He points at the cast on his leg and pulls and exaggerated face of self-pity.

      Against my wishes I feel a tug of compassion for him. Getting your heart broken at Christmas is the worst and I should know. And the broken leg on top of that. That’s terrible luck.

      I peek at my watch and sigh.

      ‘Fine. But thirty minutes is all I have to spare and then and I’m bringing you back to your house.’

      ‘Hurrah! Thirty minutes is all I need.’
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes was not all he needed.

      We’ve been in Hatchett’s pharmacy for fifty minutes already, and Adam has only sniffed half of the perfumes in here in an attempt to find the perfect one for Marcy. I have already told him that she wears Chanel No. 5 and nothing else, but Adam reckons it’s time for her to wear something new. He doesn’t even want to use those little paper smelling sticks the assistant keeps giving to us. No. He wants to spray the perfume into the air and then have me roll him into the cloud of scent so that he can consider its merits and disadvantages. God knows what the pair of us smell like. I tried to widen my eyes at the pharmacist to try to get her to hurry him along – the place is heaving with people picking up last minute prescriptions and gifts, but she ignores my looks and seems genuinely happy to help. She’s practically swooning over Adam’s assessment of each perfume.

      I gaze out of the glass windows into the street. The sky is starting to turn dusky dove grey which means that all of the colourful flashing fairy lights are being switched on. Ugh. Now I’m going to have to walk home past everyone’s twinkling windows and smug trees and tacky light up ornaments.

      ‘This one has a cool name,’ Adam says, picking up a bottle of perfume called Bondage. It’s in a black leather phallic shaped bottle. ‘But hardly appropriate for mum.’

      ‘No.’ I agree. ‘Definitely not Marcy’s style.’

      ‘Shall we smell it anyway?’

      Adam doesn’t wait for my answer before liberally spritzing the perfume into the air and frantically gesturing for me to roll him into it.

      ‘Yikes,’ he says after taking a big whiff.

      Yikes indeed. This perfume smells like a pair of worn leather undies that have been sitting in the sun all day. And now we are both covered in it. I sniff my arm. I smell horrible.

      ‘Enough!’ I grumble, coughing and spluttering over the disgusting fragrance. Argh! The scent seems to be getting stronger and stronger with each passing moment. ‘We’ll take a bottle of Chanel Number 5 please.’ I say firmly to the assistant.

      ‘But we still have more to test!’

      ‘I smell like an overworked, over-heated gimp, the fairy lights are starting to come on outside and I just want to go home and eat my noodles. Now give me your wallet.’

      ‘Home for noodles? Those are your plans?’ he asks, a look of disbelief on his face.

      I huff and ignore the question. ‘Just give me your wallet so I can pay and we can get out of here.’

      ‘She’s mean isn’t she?’ Adam says to the assistant who practically wobbles with horn for him.

      ‘Wallet.’

      Adam ignores me, smiling at the assistant in a way that makes her pupils dilate.

      ‘Fine!’ I reach down into his leather jacket pocket for a wallet. Nothing. He then gives me the same smile he gave to the assistant and though I admit it is a little disarming, mostly because it’s so intense, it does nothing for me in the swimsuit area. He raises an eyebrow cockily. He thinks I won't dig into his jeans pocket for the wallet? Ha! He doesn’t know me. Marcy once dropped her bracelet down the loo and I retrieved it for her, no problemo. I have zero fear. Hardcore bitch, remember? I reach my hand into Adam’s jeans pocket and he jumps in shock. I pull out his leather wallet.

      ‘Ha!’ I cry, holding it aloft triumphantly before pulling out a bunch of notes and handing them over to the assistant.

      ‘Hey! That’s stealing!’ Adam lifts his bum off the wheelchair slightly.

      ‘You don’t want to buy the perfume?’ I ask. ‘Marcy will be so disappointed, not having a gift from her only son.’

      Adam sighs, defeated.

      ‘Look, she really loves this stuff.’ I say more kindly. ‘She’ll be happy.’

      ‘Are you two together?’ The assistant asks, looking between us with more surprise than I’m comfortable with.

      ‘Definitely not!’ I say, wrinkling my nose.

      The assistant, a woman seemingly without shame, wordlessly scribbles her phone number on a post-it note and hands it over to Adam, with a meaningful raise of her eyebrows. He takes the post it and puts it his pocket, patting it twice.

      ‘Ugh!’ I mutter, as we leave the chemist. Broken heart my bruised ass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 4:15 p.m.

      

      Outside on the street, Portobello Road is getting busier and busier with people frantically doing last minute shopping and heading to pubs and bars in order to toast their happy lives with plastic cups of hot wine that tastes of Glade PlugIn.

      ‘I have one more task I need to do,’ Adam says as we set off down the road, weaving in and out of tourists, shoppers and Christmas Eve revellers.

      ‘No,’ I say. ‘I have plans of my own.’

      ‘You said you were going home to eat noodles alone.’

      ‘Yes. That’s my plan.’

      ‘That’s a terrible plan. Where’s your festive spirit?’

      ‘Christmas is a commercial construct, designed to make idiots spend as much money as possible.’

      ‘I expect Jesus would be very disappointed to hear you say that.’

      Why won’t this guy leave me alone? He’s an adult. Why can’t he just, I don’t know, hire someone to help him. Why is he treating me like some sort of servant? I’m about to ask him these questions when my phone rings and buzzes from my coat pocket.

      I pull it out and glance at the screen. It’s Marcy. ‘Hey Marcy!’ I say super cheerily. ‘Everything okay?’

      I cross my fingers that Jemima Crossley Jones’ design emergency has been fixed so that Marcy can come and take care of her irritating son herself.

      ‘No, it’s a total nightmare,’ she declares, dashing my hopes in one dramatic announcement. ‘We’ve managed to restore the lighting back to an elegant pink and purple, but the DJ has apparently double booked and the replacement they’ve sent hasn’t, by the looks of him, had a gig since Duran Duran were the hot new thing. So now I have to find a last minute DJ with some modicum of credibility while Jemima has the mother of all meltdowns and stress eats the entire party’s supply of gluten-free breadsticks!’

      ‘Yo, Mum!’ Adam calls out from beside me.

      ‘You’re still with Adam?’ Marcy asks. ‘I thought he’d be home by now.’

      ‘Yes!’ I say, pressing jollity into my voice. ‘I thought I’d be home by now too…’

      ‘I tried calling him, it just went to voicemail. Will you put him on the phone, please?’

      Pursing my lips together I hand my phone over to Adam.

      ‘Mother!’ he says brightly. ‘How are you? We were just buying your gift!’

      He pauses for a second and then says, ‘Yes. Very much.’ And then ‘Another few hours, ideally… they already have plans… Yes, the flight was tricky but I have many many painkillers... Okay… Thanks, Mum. I’ll put her back on now.’

      ‘Hello?’ I say, once the phone’s back at my ear.

      ‘Hi, yes. Phoebe, I’d be very grateful if you could stay with Adam just a little while longer. He says he has things to do and you were only going to go home anyway, weren’t you?’

      I think of going home. The silence, the darkness, the binge watching horror movies and those lovely warm slippery microwaved noodles. It sounds perfect. And, I sense, a prospect much further away than it was thirty seconds ago.

      ‘Yes, but I was —’

      ‘He’s had such a tough time these past few weeks. What with his fiancée cheating and the leg, and now his new book tanking. He could do with a little kindness.’

      Fiancée? Shit. I though it was girlfriend, not fiancée. And his new book has tanked? I’ve seen it in at least three local book shops. I side eye him. He’s tapping something on his phone, looking perfectly happy. Why is he acting so happy when his life seems terrible right now? Maybe too many painkillers?

      ‘If you could just help him out I would see it as a great personal favour to me.’ Marcy says and although she is not outright, I sense an undertone of ‘Do this for me and I’ll owe you.’

      I picture myself in my own personal little office. No Jim. No Ellie. Although I don’t mind Ellie that much. No Horace the creepy IT guy who always looks at my boobs or Tracey the overtly sexual admin assistant. And then I imagine training with Marcy, little by little, learning to design rooms and spaces with the elegance and economy that she does.

      ‘No problem, Marcy,’ I say with competence in my tone and dreams in my head. ‘You can definitely count on me.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 4:35 p.m.

      

      The thing Adam needs to do – the urgent errand that simply cannot wait and must be done – is the purchase of a Christmas tree. It doesn’t seem to matter that he’ll be spending Christmas Day with his family at Marcy’s house and will probably chuck the poor tree out in a week. Adam Westbury wants what he wants and, from what I can fathom, is quite used to getting it.

      Because he’s only been living in Notting Hill for a few months I recommend my favourite florists on the corner where Kensington Park Road and Westbourne Park Road meet. I push him down the street past the heaving boutiques and festively decorated bars, being careful not to skid again on the ice forming under the rapidly falling snow. One arse bruise is quite enough, thank you. On the other side of the road, a bunch of girls are chucking snow balls at each other. I get a little memory of doing that with my mum when I was a kid. Before she and Dad broke up and she moved to somewhere in the world where they never get snow.

      I look away quickly and carry on down the road until we reach the florist. There’s one tree left and I feel a spark of relief that I’m not going to have to trek any further to find another one.

      ‘It’s a beaut!’ Adam declares, gently stroking the foliage of  the short, fat, lush looking tree. ‘You are gorgeous and you don’t even know it,’ he says tenderly to the tree.

      ‘How many painkillers have you actually taken?’ I ask, parking the wheelchair and standing in front of him.

      ‘Just a little codeine. It’s great stuff, don’t you think?’ Perfect at Christmas. Mince pies! Brussel sprouts! Booze! Codeine!’

      ‘I expect Jesus would be very disappointed to hear you say that,’ I deadpan, recalling his earlier jibe.

      ‘Ahahaha! Was that a joke, Phoebe?’

      I shrug a shoulder and reach my hand out to the tree. Urgh. It’s all spiky and unwelcoming. Adam was stroking it like it was lovely and soft.

      ‘We’ll take this amazing tree,’ Adam says to the young guy manning the shop.

      ‘That’s forty five pounds please, mate.’

      ‘Will you get my wallet for me?’ Adam asks.

      I’m about to reach down into his jeans pocket when I realise he’s wiggling his eyebrows saucily. I snatch my hand back to my chest as if scorched.

      Adam laughs and takes out his own wallet, paying the man his forty five pounds as well as a five pound tip because it’s Christmas. The florist shakes Adam’s hand heartily and tells him to have a cracking festive season and maybe they should go out for a pint sometime.

      No one ever asks me to go out for a pint sometime! Not that I would say yes even if they asked. But still…What must it be like to naturally be that charming?

      The tree is heavier than it looks. I pick it up and lay it across Adam’s knees on top of the crutches that are already resting there.

      ‘Are you sure that’s alright?’ I ask. ‘It’s not hurting your leg?’

      Adam shakes his head. ‘It’s only the bottom half of my leg that’s broken. This feels fine.’

      ‘Good.’ I start to push him back down the road.

      ‘What shall we call her?’ Adam asks as we head back down Kensington Park Road.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The beautiful tree!’

      ‘You want to name your Christmas tree? How high are you right now on a scale of one to Snoop Dog?’

      ‘How about we call her Phoebe. Because she is prickly and attractive and I like her.’

      Oh God. Ew. Is… is he flirting with me? Oh brother.

      I stop the wheelchair in the middle of the street much to the chagrin of a woman weighed down by a million carrier bags, four young bundled up children and two large rambunctious dogs.

      ‘What are you doing?’ the lady hisses. ‘Are you an idiot?’

      ‘Yeah, I’m not the one Christmas shopping on Christmas Eve with four children and two dogs in tow,’ I grumble back.

      The woman considers this for a second before shrugging at the truth in my statement and stomping away.

      Once she and her entourage have disappeared around the corner I stand in front of Adam and put my hands on my hips.

      ‘You can charm everyone else, I get it. It’s your thing, your schtick. Everyone just loooooves it. Adam the handsome charmer. But, my friend, you don’t charm me, so don’t even try. That tree is nothing like me, and to say something as cheesy as ‘it is prickly and attractive just like you’ is not only embarrassing for me, but embarrassing for you too, especially since we don’t know each other now and probably won’t ever know each other ever again. I’m well and truly off men for the foreseeable future so don’t try that shit again and I’ll take you wherever you need to go. No complaints. Okay?’

      Adam’s mouth opens and closes a few times. He stutters the beginning of a few sentences which peter out as his brain can’t catch up with his mouth. I don’t think anyone has ever told him off before.

      ‘Okay,’ he says eventually, a small smile lifting the corner of his mouth. He looks down at the tree and pats it twice. ‘We’ll just call her Elaine or something.’

      ‘Okay.’ I nod my head firmly and we continue on down the snowy street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 4:50 p.m.

      

      For noodles’ sake. I should never have told Adam off for flirting with me. I reckon I could have escaped him quickly, gone to Tesco to grab my booze and none Christmassy food for the week and scooted off back to my safe haven. But I must have pissed him off because now he has decided that he simply must have decorations for his tree because – and I quote – ‘a tree without decorations is like Christmas pudding without brandy, completely unreasonable and and an insult to the festive season.’ So now we are in the little Notting Hill Gift Boutique choosing baubles. And the little Notting Hill Gift Boutique is indeed little. The owner – a kindly looking elderly cockney looks horrified as the pair of us squeeze ourselves in, crutches, Christmas tree and all. It is incredibly difficult to negotiate the wheelchair between the ornaments, plants, candles and junk and not knock any of it over.

      ‘We’re not really wheelchair friendly,’ the woman says with a shrug.

      ‘Maybe you should make a few changes?’ I suggest. ‘People in wheelchairs buy gifts too, you know.’ I point to the massive row of porcelain cats in the middle of the shop. ‘How many of these do you sell?’ I ask.

      The woman shrugs. ‘About one a week at Christmas and about one a month the rest of the year. They’re not our best sellers.’

      ‘That’s because they are very creepy. If you just displayed one of them and kept the rest in the back then there’d be enough room for a wheelchair user to move around more comfortably.’

      ‘It’s a beautiful shop,’ Adam says leaning his Christmas tree and tinsel wrapped crutches against a bare bit of wall by the door and giving the assistant his big smile. The woman immediately smiles back and even gives a little giggle. I look at her name tag. Denise. Denise is old enough to be his granny, yet is reacting to him in the exact same way as the girl serving us the perfume. I don’t get it!

      ‘That’s a very good idea about moving the cats,’ Denise gushes, still looking at Adam, as if he made the suggestion.

      ‘It really is,’ Adam shrugs modestly, also as if he made the suggestion.

      ‘I will move them as soon as you’ve finished shopping in here.’ Her eyes flick up to me and then immediately back to Adam as if she simply can’t bear to look away from him.

      Adam claps his hands. ‘Right, Phoebe! Help me choose some baubles!’

      This is my actual nightmare. Choosing plastic balls for a plant that, little by little, dies in your home. What is even the point? Christmas is ridiculous!

      The shop assistant points us in the direction of the Christmas decorations, and a little selection of coloured glass baubles. Even I have to admit that the way they shine under the display lighting is really quite enchanting.

      ‘What’s your favourite colour, Phoebe?’ Adam asks. ‘Mine is red.’

      ‘My favourite colour? What are we? Ten?’

      ‘Mine is duck egg blue,’ coos Denise who has swiftly and silently traversed the shop to be standing next to Adam, looking down at him with the kind of twinkle in her eye that should frankly be kept private.

      ‘Go on, love. Tell him. Your favourite colour.’ She slightly nudges me with her shoulder as if I’m acting like a spoilsport, which, to be fair has kind of been my default state for a while.

      ‘Fine.’ I roll my eyes. ‘My favourite colour is green. Like a jade green. A witchy green. Like that bauble there.’

      ‘Witchy green. Sounds about right,’ Adam mutters. I ignore him because he’s not wrong and also he is not flirting and as long as he’s not flirting he can say whatever he likes.

      ‘Jade green. Very nice.’ Denise nods with approval.

      ‘That decides it then. I will take three red baubles, three duck egg blue baubles and three witchy green baubles.’

      I glance at the price tag. These baubles are ten pounds each! Adam is going to spend almost a hundred quid on baubles? That would get me two weeks worth of food shopping! His books can’t be doing too badly if he can afford that. Or maybe it’s Mummy’s money he’s using – wouldn’t surprise me. He definitely has more than a touch of spoiled brat about him, what with the entitled behaviour and the threatening to tell over me if I was mean to him.

      ‘Will you choose a star, Phoebe?’ he asks me, with a kind smile that makes me feel slightly guilty for thinking bad thoughts about him. Maybe he just saves his money up like an adult? I should really try harder not to jump to conclusions so readily.

      ‘I will,’ I say, walking over to a shelf filled with sparkling stars made with little diamonds and pearls and gold and silver glitter. They’re beautiful! One of them, though, is extra special. It’s smaller than the others. It’s made out of copper, twisted and bent to form a star. At each bend in the copper there is another tiny copper star. It’s really elegant and unusual. I pick it up and enjoy the pleasing heaviness of it in my palm. Then I see the price tag. Fifty nine quid!

      ‘Fifty nine quid!’ I yell, unable to help myself.

      ‘Well, it’s hand-made by a local artist,’ Denise sniffs, heading over to the till and ringing up the purchase.

      ‘I do like to support the arts,’ Adam says, wheeling himself over to the counter where while Denise carefully wraps up the star and baubles. ‘It’s my duty as a writer to support our creative community.’

      ‘You’re a writer?’ Denise breathes.

      ‘Yeah. I write that series The Newcomers. The one about the teenagers who find that spaceship? It won the YA book prize three years ago and book four in the series has just been released.’

      I roll my eyes, peek through all the sparkly decorations in the window and look outside. Shit. People are finishing work now which means Tesco is going to be chock-a block. I curse myself for leaving it too late to do an online order.

      We eventually leave the shop, Adam having cheerfully agreed to mentor Denise’s granddaughter who also wants to become a professional writer. The bags and trees and crutches are piled precariously upon Adam’s thighs, making the wheelchair extra hard to push.

      ‘Ready to go home now?’ I say to Adam, already moving as swiftly as I can, which is not very.

      Adam responds by lifting a hand to his ear, as if he’s in an old black and white movie and can hear something compelling in the distance. ‘Is… is that carol singers?’

      I prick my ears and hear the sound of a group of people singing Good King Wenceslas, which is surely the shittest of all the Christmas songs. My head thumps a little harder in protest at the very sound of it.

      ‘Follow the singing!’ Adam declares, pointing a finger in the opposite direction to his house.

      I stop short of stamping my foot like a toddler in a tantrum.

      ‘I thought we were going back now?’ I hiss. ‘I still need to get my food shopping from Tesco and it’s getting busier and busier out here.’

      Adam wheels himself round so that he’s looking up at me.

      ‘Listen, if we could just go and see the carol singers for a little bit I will pay for your food shopping.’

      Of course! Rich kid thinks he can flash the cash and get whatever he wants. But a free food shop would not be totally unfortunate. Maybe I could get some extra stuff. And maybe I could get all the extra special Tesco Finest brand rather than the cheap Tesco own brand I usually get. And maybe I could pick up some bits and pieces to take to the food bank, if he's paying. And maybe I’ll buy some nice new books and a new bra while I’m at it!

      ‘Deal,’ I shrug, being careful not to let my face display my plans to spend a ton of his money.

      ‘Yes!’ Adam pumps his fist and I wonder, once again, how much codeine he’s taken.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 5:30 p.m.

      

      I follow the sound of the carol singers and turn a corner into Ladbroke Grove Road, where it seems the ordinarily private park has been opened for locals. I must admit I’m intrigued. I walk past the park every day on my way to work and have never gotten to see inside. I once peeked my head through the fence and was stopped by an American woman who told me that I needed a key, just like the one she has for Gramercy Park in New York where she lives. When I asked how she had a key for Ladbroke Square Gardens if she lived in America, she said she was on holiday and had specifically chosen an Airbnb with exclusive use of a private park. I did not like her.

      I push Adam onto the gravelled path, we wheel around a corner and I gasp. It’s beautiful in here. The fir trees are all covered in tiny pale lights and it looks so magical in this moment that my usual aversion to fairy lights is all but forgotten. Ooh, there are colourful little pop up carts serving drinks and food from local vendors! If I didn’t hate Christmas, I might think this was pretty cool.

      There’s a group of  about fifteen carollers standing under a gazebo, dressed in various shades of red and white and very seriously singing Good King Wenceslas. One of them is carrying a bucket for donations for Battersea Dogs Home, and though the garden is busy, people seem to mostly be walking past the carollers in favour of the pop up food and drinks carts. One little boy even puts his hand over his ears. I give him a sympathetic glance.

      ‘They need to sing something a bit more lively,’ I muse as we head over so I can put some money into the bucket.

      ‘You’re so right. I always think Good King Wenceslas is the dullest of all Christmas songs.’

      ‘That’s what I was thinking!’

      ‘We should do something about it,’ Adam says.

      ‘No, we shouldn’t.’

      ‘We should! For the sake of the dogs!’ Adam pulls a very noble looking expression and before I can protest any further, he has plonked the Christmas tree, shopping bags and crutches onto the ground beside the wheelchair and suggests that if I don’t want him to fall and break his other leg, I should probably help him up onto his feet. With a reluctant sigh I do, trying to keep my balance as he stumbles into me a little. I press my hands against his chest to steady us both and am surprised by how toned he feels, even beneath his woollen coat.

      I shake my head slightly in an attempt to clear it and hand Adam his crutches.

      ‘Phoebe, you smell like Bondage,’ he says.

      ‘Ugh. I know.’ I give him a little sniff. ‘So do you.’

      ‘It’s horrendous, isn’t it? Overworked, over-heated gimp  was the exact correct description.’ He looks at me weirdly and grins slightly, and although he is technically not flirting and technically within the boundaries of our agreement, I feel a flush creep up my neck.

      Adam turns swiftly towards the carol singers and starts to hobble towards them on his crutches. I expect that he’s going to help rouse the crowd, but he waits patiently for the singers to finish their current song and then he hops awkwardly over to the leader, leaning in to speak to her. I see her recoil slightly from the smell of Bondage. I can’t tell what he’s saying, but her face changes from offended to flirty within the space of a minute. She turns and says something to the other bored and cold-looking carol singers who all seem to liven up at her words.

      Adam manoeuvres to the side of the choir and with a nod from the leader yells, ‘A one, a two, a one two three and…!’

      The group launches into a rendition of Santa Claus is Comin’ to Town. Adam, leaning precariously on one of his crutches and with the other tucked under his arm, starts clapping in time as he sings. The rest of the choir join in and a few of them start to dance. Together, they sound brilliant! In no time at all, people start to head over and begin to sing and clap along. A couple of women film on their mobile phones and at least six people head over to put money into the donation bucket. I can’t help but smile at the sound of all these people singing around me. People who wouldn’t ordinarily look at each other in these aloof London streets. Their voices ring around me and to my great horror I somehow find myself singing along too. I clamp my mouth shut before I get too carried away. See, this is what Christmas does. It makes you think that everything is lovely and happy and hopeful when really it is all a lie.

      When the song is over, the crowd whoops and cheers before the carollers, thrilled with the newfound attention, launch into another upbeat song that keeps the crowd dancing and clapping.

      Adam hobbles back over to me, a massive grin on his face, before sitting back into his wheelchair, grabbing some painkillers out of his pocket and necking two of them.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I ask.

      ‘A dancing audience member knocked my leg a bit. Should probably stay in the chair. But it was worth it!’

      ‘It was like Sister Act!’ I say with a little laugh.

      ‘Well, I am often referred to as the Dolores Van Cartier of Christmas.’

      ‘And you made some money for the dogs, which is lovely.’

      ‘While getting the attention I crave, also lovely,’ Adam deadpans.

      As we wander around the rest of the park, Adam insists that we stop at one of the little food carts. I insist that it be the hotdog cart on account of the fact that I do not like festive foods. So we stop for a hotdog and I realise I’ve not eaten since eleven this morning. I gobble it up joyfully. Hotdogs are amazing.

      ‘You want another one?’ Adam asks. ‘Because I really really do.’

      I had planned to go home for my noodles... Hmmm. Maybe I can have noodles tomorrow because a second hotdog sounds…

      ‘Yes, I will have another.’

      When we’ve finished I rub my stomach in satisfaction.

      ‘Come closer,’ Adam says softly. ‘I have something to tell you.’

      ‘Why do I have to come closer? Just tell me.’ I roll my eyes.

      ‘No you have to come closer, it’s private and I don’t want anyone else to hear.’

      Tutting, I bend down, my face close to his.

      Adam doesn’t say anything, but dabs a napkin gently to my nose. ‘You had a bit of ketchup there.’

      I straighten up, pawing at my nose. Ugh. Why didn’t he just tell me I had ketchup on my nose so I could move it myself.

      ‘That was flirty,’ I hiss.

      ‘It was not. You want me to let you go around looking like some sloppy Rudolph?’

      ‘No, but… you could have let me wipe my nose myself like a normal person.’

      Adam holds his hands up in an innocent gesture. ‘I was just trying to help.’

      ‘Sure.’

      As we leave the park, I get a spark of a long dormant feeling in the pit of my stomach. I can’t quite figure what the feeling is. I’m not sure I even want to figure out what the feeling is.

      ‘I’m taking you home now.’ I say firmly.

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘Great.’

      ‘Awesome.’

      ‘Excellent.’

      ‘Stop it.’

      ‘You stop it.’

      ‘Let’s both stop it.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘Adam!’
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      Christmas Eve 6:25 p.m.

      

      Finally! Finally, we’re on the way back to Adam’s house and this blasted day can be over and done with. Heading past Jerret and Hobbs Bookshop, I glance into the brightly lit window. It’s covered in Christmas decorations and I almost jump when I am faced with a massive cardboard cut-out of Adam’s face alongside small stacks of his latest book, part four of his Young Adult series The Newcomers. I wheel the chair around to face the shop window.

      ‘As if I’ve not had enough of you today, now I have to see you in my local bookshop too!’

      ‘I know, it’s embarrassing. Come, on let’s go,’ Adam replies quickly, not laughing along as I expected he would.

      I point at the cardboard cut-out picture. ‘That’s the smile you were doing at the woman in the perfume shop.’ I tease again, but Adam doesn’t crack even the tiniest of smiles. And then I remember what Marcy said about his latest book tanking. Eek, and here I am stopping him right in front of the bookshop window so he can think more about his failures. Nice, Phoebe.

      I take the break off the wheelchair and am just about to speed us away when a tall, elegant woman of around my age, half steps out of the bookshop.

      ‘Adam Westbury?’ she says, pulling the soft dark grey shawl she’s wearing more tightly around her shoulders. ‘I thought it was you!’ She flicks her eyes up to me and, clearly deeming me uninteresting, continues to speak to Adam. ‘I saw on Twitter about your skating mishap, you silly pup. Anyway, you simply must come in and sign the stock we have. There are rather a lot of copies left!’

      There shouldn’t be a lot of copies left, should there? That doesn’t seem like a good thing. I look at Adam, his mouth is set in a grim line.

      I clear my throat. ‘We actually have somewhere to be! Sorry!’

      ‘No, no, it’s alright, Phoebe!’ Adam says with a cheerfulness that, after being around him for the past couple of hours, I now suspect is a touch forced. ‘I can sign a few books very quickly, if you don’t mind?’ He looks up to me with an apologetic smile.

      I’d really rather not but signing some books seems like a thing he should definitely do to encourage more sales if he’s not had any.

      ‘Marvellous!’ says the woman, opening the door wide so that we can get into the shop. ‘You have quite the entourage,’ she says, looking at the tree with a wrinkled nose and then at me with the same expression.

      ‘Phoebe Cook,’ I say, extending my hand once we’re inside the shop.

      ‘Fliss Mayhew,’ the woman says with a simpering smile. I give her my firmest handshake and feel not even a slight bit guilty when she winces. There are some people in life, who you can immediately tell are douchebags.

      The shop is lovely, though. I love a book shop and this is a beauty – warm and roomy, with high ceilings piled with colourful books. There’s even a couple of those swingy wooden ladders so people can get to the top shelves!

      I wheel Adam over to a display of his books at a table in the middle of the shop. Fliss busies over and hands him a pen.

      Adam picks up the book and looks at the blurb for a little while with a sad smile.

      ‘It’s great that you have a whole display in here!’ I say, trying to be encouraging.

      ‘Oh, Marcy is an old friend of my mother’s. Nepotism at its finest,’ she giggles, waving a hand over the display. ‘At this time of year I rather expected the table would be empty by now, but these books seem to want to stay.’

      She does another little laugh while Adam grimaces and starts to sign the stock with an exuberant signature. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘You really don’t have to keep the display up, if you have something else you think would sell better in this space.’

      ‘No, no it’s fine, of course!’ Fliss says. ‘Having some signed should help to shift them… Did the publishers sign you up for another deal?’

      ‘Not yet!’ Adam says, in that forced bright tone again. ‘But I’m writing a brand new series for adults and I’ve already had some interest from a few publishers.’

      ‘Oh good for you, Adam! I often wonder if the reading public are getting fatigued with all of this commercial literature, but it sounds as though you’ll be just fine!’ Fliss shrugs. ‘I’m actually writing a piece of poetic literary fiction about a beautiful woman who works in a bookshop and her noble horse, who is also her dearest friend.’

      Ugh, that sounds like a shit book.

      ‘Great!’ Adam says, still scribbling over the books. ‘I wish you the best of luck with that. Do let me know if I can help in any way.’

      ‘Thanks! That’s so kind, but I’m not sure it will be your cup of tea. It’s sort of unique, you know? And very literary. Not like your books.’

      She’s not outright saying it but you can tell she definitely looks down on the kind of thing Adam writes.

      Snobs. Definitely riding high on the shitlist.

      I clear my throat. ‘You know, I’m writing a piece of poetic literary fiction about a woman who works in a shop and who fancies her horse.’ I affect a very serious expression.

      Fliss blinks at me, her mouth opening and closing like a guppy. Her cheeks turn red. Adam bursts into loud, deep laughter.

      ‘I do not ‘fancy’ Snowy!’ she hisses. ‘I think it’s time for you to leave.’

      ‘I’m finished anyway!’ Adam says, the cheeriness in his voice now sounding a little more genuine.

      We quickly gather our things and leave the shop, as a red-faced Fliss scowls at us through the little window in the door.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, once we’re outside. ‘I couldn’t help myself. She seemed like such a snob.’

      ‘Oh she is. She’s the worst,’ Adam says. ‘I’m sorry you had to meet her.’

      Shit. ‘Is she going to take that display down now, because of what I said about her horse?’

      ‘She definitely will. But it was absolutely worth it! Fancies her horse. Ha!!’

      ‘I’m sorry your new book isn’t doing so well,’ I say as we wheel around a group of office workers laughing and singing outside a bar.

      ‘Me too.’ Adam shrugs, the tips of his ears turning red. ‘It’s quite a fall from grace.’

      ‘Um… shall we grab a quick drink before I drop you off?’ I ask, feeling uncharacteristically sympathetic.

      ‘Fuck, yes.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 7:00 p.m.

      

      We head to The Elgin pub, and on the way we pass Tesco. It’s utterly rammed. I peer through the glass window longingly, thinking of my noodles and the peaceful, solitary night that is very quickly getting away from me. I feel regretful for suggesting the pub now, but it seemed like the right thing to do, and however miserable I might be feeling, that must have sucked for Adam in the bookshop. I’m trying to do a nice thing. A kind thing. Not exactly the act of a hardcore bitch. It must be all the music and twinkle lights. This is why Christmas is dangerous – it makes people soppy.

      Inside The Elgin it’s peak celebration vibe. I spot a luminous coloured poster on the wall declaring this The Big Notting Hill Christmas Bash. Ah. It’s full of giddy people wearing Christmas hats, drinking cocktails and singing along to the very loud Christmas tunes. It’s a hellscape.

      ‘Shall we go somewhere else?’ I shout to Adam over the noise.

      ‘No, this is brilliant!’ he shouts back.

      Maaaan.

      We head to the back of the pub, where there’s a small table free, a group of people standing around it swiftly making space when they see the wheelchair, shopping bags, crutches and Christmas tree. I push the wheelchair to the edge of the table, and spin it slightly so that Adam has a view of the room.

      ‘Is that a good position?’ I ask.

      ‘My favourite position,’ Adam smiles innocently, although that sounded flirty to me. I narrow my eyes at him. He narrows his back.

      ‘What do you want to drink?’

      Adam blows the air out through his cheeks. ‘After the week I’ve had, something strong would be awesome.’

      ‘You’re going to have to be more specific,’ I say, eyeing the queue at the bar.

      ‘Double vodka and coke.’

      ‘Great. Back in a second.’

      I head to the bar, squeezing past high spirited revellers, one of whom, tells me to cheer up because it might never happen.

      ‘It is happening,’ I say in response, gesturing madly to the crowd and the Christmas music and the fact that I am not at home in pyjamas with my earplugs in.

      Waiting at the bar, I find myself swaying to the sounds of East 17 singing Stay Another Day. It is objectively a pretty excellent song when you think about it, and not technically a Christmas song.

      ‘Phoebe! Wow, what are you doing here?’

      I spin around around to see Ellie from work, wearing sparkly face makeup, a tinsel crown and the slightly cross-eyed expression of the absolutely sozzled.

      ‘I’ve come for a quick drink with a friend,’ I say.

      ‘I’m here with people from work!’ She points over to another table where I spot Jim, Horace the creepy IT guy and Tracey the overtly sexual admin assistant.

      ‘You should come and sit with us!’ Ellie sings, slinging an arm around my neck and pulling me in a sort of headlock.

      I wriggle myself out of her grasp. ‘Maybe!’ I say, knowing that I definitely won’t.

      Ellie places her hands onto my cheeks and looks at me imploringly. ‘I’m really happy to see you,’ she slurs. ‘Really happy. But… Phoebe, why are you always so mean?’

      I frown. ‘I’m not mean!’

      ‘You are sometimes.’

      ‘No, I just prefer to keep myself to myself.’

      ‘But also you are meeeeean.’

      Am I? I didn’t think I was mean. A tad grumpy, yes, but not mean. But… Ellie doesn’t seem like the type to lie, so whether I’ve intended it or not that’s clearly how she’s interpreted my behaviour.

      ‘Well, I’m sorry.’ I say, gently taking her hands off my cheeks.

      Ellie tilts her head to the side and squints one eye, the other one fluttering close as if she’s trying very hard to focus. ‘When I first started at Harmonious Spaces I thought you and I would become great friends.’

      ‘You did?’

      That’s surprising.

      ‘Yes! I thought you were really cool and stylish. And then one day I saw you watching an episode of Broad City on your phone during lunch and, oh my goodness, I love that show.’ Ellie presses a hand to her chest. ‘I mean, I really love it, you know?’

      I nod. Broad City is sublime. ‘I do know.’

      ‘So I said to you, I said, ‘Broad City is the best, right?’ And you just rolled your eyes and span away from me in your skinny chair.’

      I shake my head. I wouldn’t have done that. I may be a grump but I’m a polite grump.

      ‘Are you sure that happened, Ellie?’

      ‘Yep. I know because it was the first week back after the Christmas break last year and the heating in the office was on the blink. I remember feeling fed up at your snub and also because I was very very cold.’

      I lean onto the bar while I wait to be served and try to remember this encounter with Ellie. January last year was just after the whole debacle with Mitch. I was completely miserable and yes, probably a total bitch.

      ‘I’m sorry I did that,’ I say to Ellie. ‘I was in a bad place.’

      ‘And then you ignored me twice more in March and then in August when I tried making a conversation with you.’

      March and August? Huh. It’s odd. I always think of my grumpiness as being an insular thing that doesn’t really affect anyone else, but looking at Ellie’s earnest, albeit pissed face, I’ve clearly upset her on more than one occasion. And it feels horrible. Plus she wanted to be my friend? She thought I was cool? That doesn’t happen to me very often.

      I put Ellie’s hands back onto my cheeks and put my hands onto her cheeks.

      ‘I’m genuinely sorry. Let’s hang out in the New Year. Maybe you can come to my house and watch some Broad City with me?’

      Ellie’s eyes glisten. ‘I would adore it!’

      I shrug. Not quite sure why I am inviting a co-worker to my house but noticing that in my stomach, it feels quite nice to be doing so. It must be all these cheesy twinkle lights and people singing having a weird effect on me.

      Once Ellie has wobbled off back to the team from Harmonious Spaces, I finally get served, ordering Adam’s double vodka and coke and the same for me. Taking into consideration the size of the queue, I order a couple more of the same along with some salted peanuts. Gathering the lot on a silver tray I head back to our table. As I’m edging through the crowd I notice Adam politely talking to two women. I say talking but the three of them are completely flirting – Adam doing that smile that everyone seems to be falling over and the two girls touching his shoulder, one of them draping a piece of tinsel around his neck. I squint a little, trying to see what they see. He is very good looking, I suppose, with those dark brown curls and almost black eyes. I mean he definitely looks more attractive to me than he did when I picked him up from the airport. Which is weird because he’s been annoying me all day. I mean,  he’s definitely not my type. Then again Mitch was exactly my type and look how that turned out. With him suggesting a vague old age marriage pact that made it impossible for me to stay with him afterwards.

      I reach the table and Adam offers a polite goodbye to the two girls as I take a seat opposite him, wriggling into position to avoid hurting the bruised portion of my bum. The girls dance off into the crowd and I take a large sip of my drink, Adam doing the same. Now that we’re here it feels a little awkward. What the hell are we supposed to talk about. Adam is just staring at me and smiling. I feel my cheeks go hot.

      ‘So! Your fiancée cheated on you?’ I say, at a loss for anything else to say and deeply mortified once the words tumble out of my mouth. ‘Sorry, I mean… shit. Sorry.’

      Adam, to his credit, ignores my blabbering apology and answers. ‘Yes. Danielle cheated on me with a friend of mine, in fact. But let’s not talk about that. It’s boring and not a topic of conversation for a lovely Christmas Day with a new friend.’ His voice is breezy and the only thing betraying a hint of pain is the slightest pursing of his lips.

      ‘Deal,’ I say. ‘But just so you know, I know how you feel and I’m so sorry that that happened to you. At Christmas too. It’s the worst.’

      ‘You also got dumped at Christmas?’

      ‘I had to end a relationship I didn’t want to end,’ I explain. ‘We’d been together for over a year and it turned out that he didn’t love me quite as much as I loved him. I was devastated, but I couldn’t stay with him after that.’ I sigh. ‘It sucked, you know?’

      ‘I do know.’

      ‘Yep. Last Christmas was horrible.’

      ‘It was last Christmas?’ Adam narrows his eyes. ‘That makes sense then.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘We met at Mum’s office in January last year.’

      ‘Did we?’

      ‘Yeah. You were so rude to me and I wondered why. People aren’t rude to me very often.’

      I think of Ellie making the same comment.

      ‘I’m sorry I don’t remember meeting you. And that I was mean,’ I say. ‘I was pretty broken at the time.’

      Adam nods and hold his glass up to mine. ‘To healing hearts.’

      ‘To healing hearts,’ I echo, clinking his. We smile at each other for a long moment and then, out of the corner of my eye, I spot something that makes my heart drop into my feet.

      It’s Mitch.

      He’s at the other end of the bar with a girl and he’s looking right at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 7:35 p.m.

      

      Shit. Why? Why is this happening. Today of all days. I’ve managed to last a whole year without bumping into Mitch, which I’ve considered lucky since he lives just down the road in Kensington. What is he doing in Notting Hill? This is my patch. He’s invaded my turf! Yes, it’s been a year since I ended things but still. I’m not ready to see him. Argh!

      I stare at him and he stares right back at me. God. I’ve imagined him many times over the last year,  but seeing him here in real life, with his dark mahogany muscled arms and those sloping, long-lashed eyes makes me feel horny and angry and sad all at once. The woman he’s with picks up his hand and fondles it. She looks very comfortable around him. Girlfriend? Mitch smiles the lazy half smile that used to drive me wild and it pulls me out of my trance.

      ‘Phoebe, are you alright?’ Adam asks. ‘You’ve turned rather a funny colour.’

      I swallow and it gets stuck in my throat. I look down at myself, cringing as I realise I’m still in my work clothes, makeup up sweated off, hair bunched up under my woolly hat.

      Do not cry, Phoebe. It’s been over for a year, you goon.

      ‘My ex,’ I tell Adam in a strangled voice. ‘At the bar, with who I am assuming is his new girlfriend. Don’t make it obvious that we’re talking about him. Don’t look.’

      ‘The ex from last Christmas?’ Adam asks, very casually casting his eyes around the bar until he spots Mitch.

      ‘Yeah,’ I say, my stomach twisting. ‘I should be over it by now. I just feel so angry at him for stringing me along for a year and but also attracted to him, which makes me feel even worse. Like I’m an idiot.’

      ‘There are no rules when it comes to heartbreak.’

      ‘Christ. His girlfriend’s gorgeous. Of course she is.’

      ‘You’re gorgeous, Phoebe. In fact, I think you’re —’

      ‘She looks like the fairy on top of the Christmas tree.’

      ‘You’re smart too. And you take no shit.’

      ‘Argh, this is horrid. He keeps looking over.’

      ‘You know what you need to do, right?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You need to make him jealous. Show him that he really fucked it up the day he messed you around.’

      I take a large gulp of my drink and yank off my hat, smoothing down my hair self consciously.

      ‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘I don’t know how to make him jealous.’

      ‘Just flirt. With me. He’s looking right this way.’

      ‘I’m terrible at flirting.’

      ‘Well, I happen to be rather good at it.’

      ‘We made an agreement that you weren't allowed to flirt with me.’

      Adam raises an eyebrow. ‘Well, this would be fake flirting.’

      ‘I don’t know…’

      ‘Do you want him to wish he’d never upset you? That he’s a damn fool for losing you?’

      I glance over at Mitch. Holding hands with the Christmas fairy woman, he heads over to a tall poseur table by the door. He glances at me once more, making my heart pound out of my chest. Thirteen months he let me think he had proper feelings for me. And to try to make that stupid insulting pact with me on Christmas Day?

      ‘Yes,’ I say to Adam, necking the rest of my drink. ‘Yes I do.’

      Adam’s eyes sparkle with mischief. ‘Well, dear Phoebe, let me show you my ways.’
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        * * *

      

      Another drink in and it turns out that I might not be too bad at flirting after all. A lot of it is just touching the other person a lot, giggling, leaning in close and also touching yourself on the neck or the hair or the collarbone.

      Adam nestles in close and whispers into my ear. ‘Whispering can be a good flirty technique too.’

      His breath tickles my neck and sends a tingle to unexpected places. But that’s just basic ASMR. It could be Horace the creepy IT guy whispering to me and I’m sure that would give me unwanted tingles too.

      ‘Should I whisper back?’ I ask Adam, swaying a little to the left as the vodka makes itself known in my bloodstream.

      ‘Sure,’ Adam shrugs.

      I lean in to his ear and notice that up close he smells like Bondage, which makes me giggle and also recoil a little.

      ‘What is it?’ Adam laughs at me laughing.

      ‘Bondage.’ I pull a face.

      ‘I usually smell amazing. Very manly and fresh.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Okay, Mitch is looking over. Whisper something to me.’

      I lean in again. ‘Spssssss spssssss blah blah blaaah.’

      ‘It has to be something real, Phoebe. You have to actually say something.’

      ‘Why? Mitch can’t hear what I’m whispering.’

      ‘You want it to look authentic, don’t you?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Then you have to whisper something real. Tell me a secret.’

      I lean in for a third time, feeling the heat of Adam’s neck, warm on my cheek. I swallow, feeling more than a little tipsy now.  ‘I sometimes worry I’m not a nice person or that I’ll never be happy.’

      Adam looks at me for a long moment. I wriggle in my seat at his intensity. Why on earth did I spill something so genuine? I didn’t have to do that. Stoopid vodka.

      ‘Sorry, that was a weird thing for me to say.’

      Adam’s face is very serious. ‘No, not weird. I used to feel pretty much exactly like that.’

      ‘You did?’

      Adam sighs, taking a gulp of his drink. ‘I was pretty depressed a few years ago. I found a therapist and started medication and I’m much happier now.’

      ‘Wow.’

      ‘Yeah... Although, I’ve got to say this past few weeks have given me a bit of a wobble.’

      ‘I bet. I’m sorry things have been shit with you too. And here I am being a grump all day. That can’t have helped.’

      ‘Today was the most fun I’ve had in ages,’ Adam says, his eyes searching my face so intensely I have to look away for a moment to gather myself.

      ‘The thing with me is I know I’ve been blaming the way I feel on my breakup last year,’ I say eventually. ‘But… the truth is, I was feeling this way for a long time before that… It’s kind of become the norm.’

      ‘It will get better.’ Adam smiles at me. ‘I know it will.’

      We go quiet for a moment, both lost in our own worlds.

      I hold my glass up to Adam. ‘Well, I guess it’s a Merry Christmas for us!’

      Adam laughs his weird loud laugh and it’s so very loud and so deep from his belly that it makes me laugh too. And despite the fact that it’s Christmas, that Mitch is here with someone else, that all this flirting is fake and that I’m only hanging out with Adam so that I can impress my boss – I realise something… I’m actually having a really good time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 8:45 p.m.

      

      ‘My bladder is so full of vodka and Diet Coke, but I don’t want to walk past Mitch to get to the toilet,’ I moan to Adam.

      ‘Well, it’s either walk past him or piss yourself in his vicinity.’

      ‘Good point, succinctly made.’

      ‘Just hold your head high and stride past. For all he knows, you are dating me – the hottest man in all of Notting Hill.’

      I raise an eyebrow. ‘Handsome, yes. But I wouldn’t say hot.’

      ‘Ouch.’ Adam frowns. ‘I thought my flirting was very hot.’

      ‘Fake flirting.’

      ‘Whatever.’

      ‘I’m going for a wee now.’

      ‘So go.’

      ‘I’m going.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘Good.’

      I stand up from the chair, and trying not to sway with tipsiness, I do as Adam says and hold my head up high, walking past Mitch and his new girlfriend. Then, of course, I stumble on the way because I am holding my head up high and not looking where I’m going. I throw Adam a dirty look for the bad advice to which he laughs and gives me two thumbs up.

      Once I’m done in the loos, I walk back out through the flock wallpapered corridor towards the pub and there, blocking the doorway, smiling at me as if we’d never been apart, is Mitch.

      ‘I’d forgotten how beautiful you are,’ he says, in that deep voice that used to drive me crazy, even when he was talking about something dull, like tennis or traffic. And now he tells me I’m beautiful when I have hat hair and a slightly snotty nose and am bundled up in my super puffy shiny black puffa jacket that makes me look a teeny bit like a bag of recycling.

      Shit. How the hell am I going to get out of this corridor without falling apart. How, after a year, can he still make me feel this way, make me feel sad that we’re not together. That I wasn’t enough for him?

      ‘Good morning, Mitch,’ I say very professionally, before realising that it’s the evening and I am a knucklehead.

      ‘Good morning, dweeby.’

      My heart lurches at the use of his daft nickname for me.

      I walk towards him, willing my knees not to shake. ‘It was very nice to see you. All the best to you and yours. Goodbye.’ My voice wavers. I try to get through the door but Mitch blocks my way and I sort of bump into him chest to chest.

      ‘Let me out, Mitch,’ I say, avoiding his eye.

      ‘I just want to say hello, is all.’ He presses a hand to my cheek and I expect my whole body to come alive at his touch like it always did, but today that doesn’t happen.

      ‘That your girlfriend out there?’ I ask.

      Mitch runs his thumb down towards my chin. ‘Fiancée. Sophie. She’s great. Works next door in the hair salon. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have come to this pub. I’m glad I did now…’

      ‘Wow. Engaged. Congratulations.’

      ‘Well, it’s been fourteen months, I owed it to her.’

      I takes me a few seconds to realise what he ‘s just said. Mitch seems to realise at the same time. To his credit, he flushes slightly in the cheeks.

      ‘I meant, um, eight months.’

      ‘Don’t lie to me.’

      ‘Uh…’

      ‘Fourteen months ago, we were together,’ I say, my heart beating hard enough for me to hear it in my head.

      Mitch rubs the back of his neck. ‘You and I weren’t, you know totally exclusive.’

      ‘We never put a name to our relationship but we were sleeping together for over a year! Felt pretty exclusive to me.’

      And then something else occurs to me. ‘Wait... Oh my God. You knew!’

      ‘Knew what?’

      ‘You knew that making that pact would upset me. Make me end things with you.’

      Mitch holds his hands up, feigning ignorance. ‘What pact?’

      ‘You fucking know what pact. If neither of us have found true love by fifty we’ll get married? You knew I loved you, that I was all in. You’d already met someone else and you were too chicken shit to tell me. You wanted me to end things with you.’

      Mitch sighs. He doesn’t bother to deny it. ‘I didn’t want to hurt you,’ he says weakly.

      ‘So you made me end things, just so you could keep your conscience. Not feel like the bad guy. The cheater. On Christmas Day, no less!’

      Mitch is starting to look a little less sure than he was a few moments ago. ‘Listen, I don’t think now is the time to talk about this. Do you still have the same number? It would be a neat idea to get a drink sometime. Let me apologise for being such a jackass. I was different back then. An idiot. Seeing you again now, looking so happy with another man…’

      He reaches his hand out again, and this time I sharply bat it away.

      ‘Oww!’

      I stare hard at Mitch’s beautiful face and  it occurs to me that he is a dirt bag and a coward. He cheated on me, couldn’t even admit it and now he’s trying to cheat on that innocent woman out there. And yes, his torso and arms and bottom might be very sexy, but his heart is very much lacking. Why did I not realise this? I’ve wasted a year of my life feeling angry at myself for not being enough for him and angry at him for the way he ended it. Truth is, he did me a favour. He’s a moron! He is a total moron! And, oh my goodness, I don’t have to see or think about him ever again.

      A wave of relief floods through me and it feels like a lovely hot, refreshing shower on a cold day. At last! I lift my chin.

      ‘I’m leaving, Mitch. Now get the fuck out of my way.’

      ‘Phoebe, come on. I was a fool back then.’

      ‘And an even bigger one now! Move!’

      Shaking his head forlornly, Mitch steps aside.

      I push open the door to the bar area and before I walk away, I turn back and look him up and down. ‘Mitch Birch is the stupidest name I’ve ever heard.’

      I watch his face fall while he considers his stupid name, and feel a bloom of happiness inside my chest. Mitch is a dick. He was always a dick and I was so blinded by emotion that didn’t see it until right now. This feels like closure. It’s a miracle. A Christmas miracle!

      Before Mitch can gather a response to my statement, I march back out into the pub and up to his fiancée.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she asks, tilting her head to one side. I stand there for a second, I’m about to tell her about Mitch coming on to me just now. But it’s Christmas Eve. He already wrecked Christmas for me last year. I don’t want to be the one to wreck it for her. Mitch says she works in the hair salon next door. I’ll go in the New Year and tell her then.

      ‘I, uh, like your coat,’ I say instead. ‘I just thought I’d tell you.’

      She looks down at her perfectly ordinary black woollen coat. ‘Um, thanks!’ she says with a smile. ‘It’s from River Island!’

      ‘Cool! Bye!’ I spin on my heel and hurry over to Adam, noticing out of the corner of my eye that Ellie and Jim are snogging up against the wall by the bar. Oh jeez. Well there’s a topic of conversation for us to start with when we hang out.

      At the table I neck the last of my drink, wiping my mouth with my hand. ‘We have to go now,’ I say. I grab Adam’s wheelchair before he can protest and, zooming through the crowd of revellers, we exit into the dark, snowy night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Eve 9:05 p.m.

      

      It’s almost like a blizzard outside which means that pushing Adam’s wheelchair, plus the bags, plus the Christmas tree, plus the crutches through large piles of snow, leaves me so breathless that I can barely talk the whole way back to Adam’s house. I manage to puff out a brief version of what happened in the corridor with Mitch, to which Adam cheers and laughs, especially when I tell him what I told Mitch about his dumb name.

      We finally, finally reach Elgin Crescent and Adam’s flat. There are few steps up the to the big red front door, so I first help Adam up and onto his crutches and then support him until we open the door and he is safely in the hallway. By the time I’ve carried the tree and the shopping bags up, I’m all sweaty and gross, despite the freezing weather.

      Inside the townhouse, I head into the living room to say goodbye to Adam and notice that it has definitely not been decorated by Marcy. Her usual soft and elegant  muted style is not apparent here but the room is still gorgeous with high stark white walls, large colourful abstract art hanging above an original black fire place and a massive blue sofa placed haphazardly on a red Persian rug.

      ‘You want a drink?’ Adam calls from the kitchen. I head in to the small, neat kitchen to find him leaning on a crutch with one hand and using the other to pull a bottle of beer out of the fridge.

      ‘No more alcohol for me,’ I say, still feeling the effects of all the vodka I drank in the pub, not to mention the adrenaline from my encounter with Mitch and the odd sense of jubilation it gave me. ‘I should probably head off anyway,’ I say with with a self conscious wave. ‘Got to get those noodles, you know?’

      ‘Ah yes. Your noodles.’

      We stare at each other for a second and I notice a little glisten of melting snow on his curls and his stubble. I have a strong urge to touch it.

      Yes. Definitely no more alcohol.

      Adam reaches his hand out for my hand. I jump at his touch, feeling a funny feeling where funny feelings have not occurred for rather a long time. About a year, in fact.

      ‘You’re bloody freezing,’ he says, squeezing my hand a little. ‘At least a warm drink before you go? Hot chocolate?’

      I peek at my watch. A hot chocolate does sound lovely and Tesco will still be open in twenty minutes. And, I don’t know, going home alone to my flat somehow doesn’t seem quite as urgent as it did this morning.

      ‘Sure.’ I smile. ‘Thanks. Can you manage?’

      Adam grimaces as he wobbles slightly on his crutches. ‘I might need a little help.’

      I pull off my snow covered puffa jacket and, following Adam’s directions for where everything is, I start to make the hot chocolate, boiling the milk in a pan and spooning the hot chocolate powder into a couple of big handmade blue mugs. Adam switches on a little vintage looking radio. It’s playing Christmas songs.

      ‘Shit, shall I turn it onto another station?’ he asks.

      ‘No. No, it’s alright,’ I say. Michael Bublé croons away and I find it charming, rather than annoying. Was Michael Bublé’s voice always this melty? Why am I only just noticing it now?

      ‘You forgot the squirty cream,’ Adam points out.

      ‘You have squirty cream? In your house, like generally?’ I goggle.

      Adam goggles too. ‘You don’t? Hot chocolate is rubbish without squirty cream.’

      ‘I agree, but you usually only have squirty cream when you get hot chocolate in a café. It seems so over the top to have your own personal supply at home.’

      ‘Why would you settle for less than when it’s so easy not to?’

      I blink. He’s right. Just because it’s not the norm to keep squirty cream in your house at all times, doesn’t mean it’s wrong. In fact it’s an excellent idea. I vow to pick some up from Tesco on the way home.

      ‘Mind blown,’ I laugh, squirting a generous blob of cream on top of each drink and carrying the mugs through to the living room, while Adam hops in behind me.

      I perch on the edge of the sofa and take a sip, licking the cream from the top of the mug. Adam does the same and we catch each other’s eyes while we’re doing it which is very awkward and also very… No, I’m just tipsy. And on some sort of emotional high from finally getting some sort of resolution with Mitch.

      I look away, and place my mug back down on the coffee table.

      Adam does the same and scooches closer to me.

      The pair of us say nothing. The air becomes thick with tension. I swallow hard because I am feeling things I did not expect to be feeling this morning when I woke up with the intention to get through this blasted day as quickly as possible.

      I clear my throat. ‘So!’ I say brightly in an attempt to cut short the awkwardness. ‘What did you get up to on that flight from New York? The whole crew were in love with you.’

      Adam laughs and does a faux modest shrug. ‘I’m just a very likeable guy.’

      ‘You are.’ I have to admit it. ‘But… that was insane. They were totally fawning. You must have done something other than be the most charming man on earth.’

      ‘You agree that I’m the most charming man on earth?’

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘Ha! No, we had some pretty bad turbulence on the plane and people were starting to panic. So I bought everybody one of those mini tubs of Pringles. And then I lead everyone in a rendition of  Jingle Bells.’

      ‘Who does that?’ I laugh. Who would even think to do that? Or have the confidence?

      ‘A few of the other passengers thought I was a crazy person. They did not want anyone loudly singing Jingle Bells while they sped towards their collective deaths.  But it worked. Everyone was distracted, even if they were a bit pissed off with me. I guess the crew were just grateful because they were panicking too.’

      ‘You’re odd,’ I say.

      ‘So are you,’ Adam replies.

      ‘Why do you like Christmas so much?’

      ‘Because I like to mess about and break the rules and have fun, and Christmas is the only other time of the year where the rest of the world allows themselves to do that too. And it makes them so happy! I wish the world were like that all the time, but I suppose if it were then it wouldn’t feel quite so special at Christmas. All bets are off at Christmas, you know?’

      I nod. I have to admit that I’ve been swayed by all the good cheer around me today. And by Adam. Christmas might actually be rather lovely.

      I smile to myself and am about to ask if I can get some more squirty cream when all at once Adam leans over, grabs me, pulls me up and sort of plonks me on his lap so that I’m fully straddling him. I make to clamber off him at once, but quickly realise that no…. this feels… nice.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I murmur.

      ‘Should I not?’

      ‘It’s alright.’

      ‘I’m glad.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘Good.’

      I peer into his eyes and notice that they’re even darker than normal, glinting with lust. He smiles. But this time it’s not the big disarming grin he’s been giving to people all day. But a slow, small smile full of promise and anticipation.

      Oh God. Adam Westbury is sexy. He is so sexy. How did I not see it this morning? How have I spent the entire day with this man and not climbed onto his lap already?

      ‘I’ve been thinking about you for almost a whole year,’ Adam tells me, his voice low and thick.

      ‘What? I don’t understand?’

      ‘Since I came to visit my mum in the office just after the New Year last year.’

      ‘Wasn’t I horrible to you that day?’ I squint, trying to remember meeting Adam that day. I have a vague recollection, but it’s blurry.

      ‘You were pretty rude, yeah. But you were also sad. I could see that.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, feeling regret for all of the times I’ve made him feel bad, including today.

      ‘No, no. It was quite funny actually. You startled me. I asked you out. Do you remember?’

      I gasp as it flashes back to me in a fuzzy memory. Adam asking if I wanted to go grab a drink because I looked like I could do with cheering up. Shit. I’d not slept at all the night before and was in a terrible mood. And then I exclaim out loud as I remember what I’d said to Adam in response.

      ‘Oh God. I told you to go cheer yourself up, you stuck up mummy’s boy.’

      ‘That’s right.Well remembered.’

      I bury my head in my hands. Adam takes my hands and puts them around his neck.

      ‘I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. But I could see that you were somewhere else that day.’

      ‘Why didn’t you come and see me a couple of months later?’ I ask.

      Adam laughs. ‘When someone calls you a stuck up mummy’s boy, you don’t rush to follow up. And anyway, I met Danielle that evening and we got together pretty much right away.’

      ‘I’m sad I didn’t know you then,’ I say, thinking about how much more fun the past year might have been if I had.

      ‘Today was the right day,’ Adam says. ‘The right time.’

      And then he kisses me. And I kiss him back. I weave my hands into his curls and down onto his hot neck. He firmly presses his hands onto my lower back and brings me closer to him, as close as I can get. I feel the hardness in his jeans and it makes me feel breathless. I want to rip his clothes off, rip his leg cast off. Have my way with him. Maybe Christmas Day could just be this? Me and Adam kissing and, oh my God, moving against each other like this, full of anticipation and lust.

      Oh my goodness. I have never been this turned on in my life. Shit. Adam! He squeezes my behind which makes me squeal in pain.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I fell over in the ice this morning and bruised my bum.’

      ‘Want me to kiss it better?’

      I pull a face.

      Adam grimaces. ’Jeez, sorry, that sounded incredibly cheesy. I’m a little nervous.’

      ‘Me too.’

      ‘You are?’

      ‘Well, I don’t often find myself sitting on the laps of men I’ve only known for a day.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      We laugh gleefully at each other and then Adam pulls me close once more. ‘Come here.’

      I’m about to yank off my woolly jumper over my head when the doorbell goes.

      ‘Ignore it,’ Adam groans, burying his face into my neck, and oh my goodness, biting it a little.

      I return to kissing him and then doorbell dings out again, followed by an insistent knocking.

      ‘I’ll just get it,’ I say, reluctantly pulling away from him, being careful not to nudge his leg.

      ‘Nooooooo!’ Adam grumbles as I hop off him and head for the door. ‘I’m not even expecting anyone. Probably some pissed people at the wrong house. Hurry back!’

      I head to the door, smiling with giddiness.

      Opening it up, I see a woman standing there. A very beautiful woman with long black hair and bright blue eyes. She’s dressed in an elegant cream coloured coat and holding a fancy vintage looking suitcase.

      ‘Oh!’ she says, when she sees me, her face crumpling a little with despair. ‘Um… is Adam here?’

      My stomach sinks. This has got to be Adam’s ex Danielle.

      Shit.

      I reluctantly open the door wider and tell her to come in. She follows me into the living room where Adam jumps off the sofa in surprise.  He’s balancing on one leg so I hurry over to support him in case he falls.

      ‘Dani. What are you doing here?’

      Danielle carefully places her suitcase on the floor and takes a deep breath. ‘I’ve just flown over from New York. Adam, I need to speak to you. We need to talk about this.’

      Adam sits back down on the sofa. ‘We have nothing to talk about. Besides, I’m busy.’

      ‘I can see that,’ Danielle hisses, throwing me an angry look even thought I am technically very innocent.

      ‘Hmmm… I should probably go,’ I say, my stomach churning at how awkward and uncomfortable this is.

      ‘Don’t go,’ Adam says softly, reaching his hand towards mine.

      ‘That’s probably for the best,’ Danielle says at the same time. ‘Adam, I made a huge mistake. We need to sort this out. I’m still your fiancée.’

      I look at Adam who doesn’t deny that Danielle is still his fiancée. He looks totally torn.

      Of course he’s torn. She cheated on him, not the other way around. Of course he still loves her. He was all in. I’m the rebound. We’re just two lonely people hooking up at Christmas because we need a distraction.

      Dammit.

      I quickly grab my puffa jacket off the stair bannister and run out of the house.

      I wait for two minutes outside, half expecting Adam to come after me and giving him a little extra time because of the whole broken leg thing. But he doesn’t follow me out.

      Stupid Phoebe. Of course he doesn’t.

      Looking at my watch, I jog to Tesco, at least hoping to salvage my noodles.

      Great. It is closed and shuttered. I yell at the sky in despair.

      How can life go from being so bad to so good and then back to so bad all in one day.

      ‘Merry Christmas!’ a drunken bypasser cries as he stumbles past me.

      Yes. Merry Christmas, Phoebe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I get back to my apartment on Lonsdale Road, my stomach rumbling from hunger. I pad through the quiet, prettily decorated living room into the small glossy kitchen and put myself a slightly gnarly looking potato into the microwave. That will have to do, I suppose. I eat the potato and when I’ve finished I have a little cry because a) the potato is the saddest thing I’ve ever eaten. And b) although it’s better that Adam and I never got started, I, to my surprise, really really liked him. And fancied him. And I’m still horny. And c) let’s face it, a good cathartic cry has been a long time coming.

      Once I’ve blown my nose and wiped my eyes of tears, I perch on the large windowsill and peer down at the excited revellers below. I think about how sad I’ve been this last year. Grumpy enough that I’ve upset other people, taken myself away from anything that might give me joy. Placed so much of my happiness on a relationship that wasn’t even real. I think about what I drunkenly whispered in Adam’s ear. That I wasn’t sure I could be happy or that I wasn’t a nice person. I may have been a bit pissed when I said those things, but I know, deep down, that they were the absolute truth. And although I feel invigorated at my sense of closure with Mitch, I know I’ve got more work to do to improve my self-esteem. A lot more work. A part of me suspects I’ll always be a hardcore bitch. I’ll definitely still keep up my shit list. And I will never ever be someone who coos at babies and cake. But maybe I’ll find a way to balance it all out too. Learn to open up a little more. Make friends. To not hold onto grudges so hard or blame myself for my parent’s divorce or the fact that they seem not to really care about me anymore now that I’m a grown-up.

      I grab my laptop from the coffee table and plonk it on my knee. Opening it up, I google for reasonably priced local therapists. I take a deep and calming breath,  save some numbers and vow to contact them as soon as the holidays are over. I’m sick of being grumpy. Today was so much fun. I want more of that. I need more of that.

      I snuggle myself onto the sofa and pull a woolly blanket over my knees. Picking up the remote control, I flick the telly on. Home Alone 2: Lost in New York. I grin to myself. I used to love this movie when I was a kid. It’s not technically a horror movie, but a kid trying to escape two grown men who want to kill him is pretty horrifying so I’ll allow it.

      I settle deeper into the plump cushions and watch Macauley Culkin outwit the newly named Sticky Bandits, laughing at the crazy hijinks and how beautiful New York looks. Soon enough, after all the walking through snow, the many vodkas, and the highs and lows of this ridiculous and memorable Christmas Eve, I drift into a deep, warm slumber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Christmas Day 9:05 a.m.

      

      I wake up after having the best sleep I’ve had in months. Despite the fact that I awoke on the sofa at 3:00 a.m. and dragged myself into bed with a hell of a crick in my neck, I’m feeling pretty refreshed.

      As I lumber into my living room I wonder whether to keep the curtains closed as I vowed to. I pull one open a tiny bit and peek out.

      Wow.

      The entire street is covered in a blanket of Daz white fresh snow. The sun is high and bright, there are families and dog walkers and hungover people mulling around, all of them chatting to each other. Over there is a young kid trying out his shiny new bicycle, being cheered on by his proud parents. Yesterday all this would have made me scoff. But today, well, it makes me smile.

      I slide the curtains open all the way and tell myself off for having been so stubborn and ridiculous about the festive season. It’s Christmas morning and I have nowhere to go, nothing to eat and nothing to do. Oh! But I do have a gift!

      I hurry over to my handbag and take out the brown-paper wrapped box that Marcy gave me yesterday. A long lost excitement runs through me as I tear open the paper and discard it on the carpet.

      Ooh! It’s quite a large jewellery box. I open it up to see a little golden key nestled on a dark velvet display pad.

      ‘A key?’ I say aloud, totally confused as to why Marcy has given me a key and what on earth it opens.

      I pick up the little matchbox sized card beside the key and flip it open.

      
        
        My part time trainee designer/part time PA is going to need her own office if she’s going to get all her work done.

      

      

      Oh my God! Marcy’s taking me on as a trainee designer? And I get my own office? I laugh out loud. This is the best gift ever! My heart leaps as I picture myself, designing amazing spaces to make people happy.

      And then it occurs to me that Marcy gave me this gift yesterday. So technically I’d already gotten what I wanted without having to accompany Adam around all day.

      But then if I hadn’t I wouldn’t have gotten to sing in the private park, or eat two hot dogs in a row, or tell a snotty bookseller that she fancied her horse, or smell every single perfume at the pharmacy, or pick out the most beautiful tree star I’ve ever seen, or gotten closure with Mitch, or kiss Adam and see the possibility that I could one day find someone to love.

      I smile sadly as I think of Adam. I wonder what he’s doing right now? Probably in bed with Danielle, the pair of them having made up with an all night sex session just in time for a perfect loved-up Christmas morning.

      I’m scowling at the very thought when my doorbell rings three times in a row, making me jump.

      Who the hell is that? Mum? Did she come back from Australia to see me?

      No. She would never do something so frivolous.

      I hurry down the hallway, my too long pyjama bottoms making me trip and stumble on the way.

      I open the door to find Adam. He’s wearing a Santa hat, red faced and wobbling precariously on his crutches. There’s a large shopping bag hanging from his arm and the tree we bought yesterday is tied to a piece of rope and resting on the ground beside him.

      ‘Fuck! It’s taken me twenty minutes to hobble one hundred metres through that snow with all this stuff. Let me in, I’m freezing!’

      Laughing out loud at the sight of him, I pick up the tree and head back inside, Adam hopping in after me.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I ask once we’re in the living room.

      ‘I missed you,’ he says, looking me up and down like he wants  to undress me right here, right now. ‘Nice pyjamas.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. What about Danielle?’

      Adam takes my hands in his, and my heart starts to flip and dance. ‘It’s over. It was over months ago. She was just the first one to do something about it. I needed to tell her last night that we were never getting back together, which is why I let you leave.’

      I nod slowly, taking it in.

      ‘I would have come over last night but Danielle and I were talking until late and I didn’t want to wake you up.

      ‘What about your mum?’ I ask. ‘Doesn’t she want you to spend today with her?’

      Adam laughs and shakes his head. ‘Well, apparently she suspected this of happening.’ He gestures between us. ‘She saw how I reacted to you last year at your office and it seems that she played matchmaker yesterday.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘So… Jemima Crossley Jones’ design emergency at the Oxo Tower?’

      ‘I think she embellished the urgency of it a little bit…’

      ‘I can’t believe it!’

      ‘It was a pretty punchy move.’

      The pair of us sit down on the sofa. I start giggling to myself.

      ‘Why are you laughing?’ Adam asks. ‘I’m all red aren’t I? Walking on those crutches and carrying a Christmas tree is no easy feat.’

      ‘I’m laughing because I feel happy,’ I say, moving closer so that I can kiss Adam’s lips. ‘And that’s a relief.’ He kisses me back and it feels better than anything has felt in a very long time.

      Adam nuzzles his cold nose against mine. ‘You’re nice,’ he murmurs, pressing his lips to mine again.

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t have any Christmas food in the house,’ I say pulling away.

      ‘Aha!’ Adam digs into the shopping bag he brought, and after pulling out the baubles and the copper Christmas star from yesterday, emerges with a bag of dried noodles and a jar of sweet and sour sauce. ‘Found them in the back of my cupboard.’

      I laugh in delight. ‘Noodles! Perfect! But not very traditional.’

      Adam takes my face in his hands and searches my eyes. ‘Maybe it’s time to start some new traditions. Just for you and me.’

      You know what? I think he’s right.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Dear Beloved Reader,

      I hope you enjoyed this festive tale and that it warmed your cockles a little. I used to live in Notting Hill and it was lovely for me to spend time there again by way of Phoebe and Adam’s long Christmas Eve. I hope it was lovely for you too!

      If you read on there’s an exclusive early sneak peak of my next full length novel. It’s called Nora Tucker and The One  and it’s about Nora Tucker (of course) a bookish nerd from Sheffield who believes that Hollywood’s hottest young actor is her soulmate. So she goes to Los Angeles  in an attempt to convince him that they belong together… It’s quirky and funny like my other books, and with a very memorable cast of characters that I think you will love. It will be published in early 2020. If you want to be alerted when it’s released you can sign up for my newsletter right here. I don’t send out many newsletters but when I do, and I don’t mean to brag, they’re pre-tty good.

      Okay, I will let you get back to your day, or night. Thank you for reading this, and thank you if you leave a review and thank you for all your lovely emails and photos. They make me very happy.

      Until next time,

      Kirsty xxxxxxx

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Exclusive sneak peek of Kirsty’s new novel ‘Nora Tucker and The One’!

          

        

      

    

    
      CHAPTER ONE

      

      
        
        "Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same."
        -- Emily Brontë 1847

        

      

      

      My sister tells me I’ve got my head stuck in the clouds. She pulls a face when she says it like it’s a bad thing. But I think it’s a super-power. I’m an excellent daydreamer, you see. I can ping my brain to amazing, breath-taking scenarios whenever I like. I do it when I’m riding the bus or on hold with a call centre or getting a Pap test. Sometimes I daydream just for fun. I’ll cosy up on my floppy sofa with a cup of milky English Breakfast tea and stare into space while my imagination brings me all the good stuff I could ever need. In those daydreams I can be anything I want to be. Cooler, braver, wittier, the hero instead of the sidekick; basically all the things I can’t seem to pull off in real life. I don’t even need to leave the house to have a great time… It’s pretty cool. Some would say it is also pretty sad, but those people probably never had a high definition daydream in which a naked Mark Ruffalo prepares them a feast of extra cheesy grilled cheddar cheese sandwiches while telling them they have the skin of a well hydrated baby and also a most intriguing sense of style.

      My super-power especially comes in handy at my job where I work as a receptionist for Doctor Jenkins’s GP practice in the teeny suburb of Brigglesford, Sheffield, England. I must have one of those faces people want to share private things with because all the patients chat to me about their ailments.

      In great detail.

      The first year of working here I tried hard to pay attention, to listen and respond thoughtfully, helpfully. But then I discovered that mostly people didn’t really even care what I said. They just wanted someone to talk at and my responses rarely mattered. This happens to me quite a lot. A weird amount, actually. I’m one of those people who sort of blend into the background and that’s fine – we can’t all be leading ladies, imagine the chaos. And I don’t mind too much because being talked at basically means bonus daydreaming time for me. So Mr Etherington taking his damp socks off and waving his bare foot in my face to give me a good look at the fungus growing between his toes? Ping! A perfect opportunity to whizz my brain to a sandy beach somewhere exotic where I’m drinking a giant blueberry Mai Tai or riding a dolphin in a warm ocean... Judy Anne Mills giving me an oral history of every allergy she ever had from the ages of five to seventy five and three quarters? Ping! I pontificate about what would happen if a disgruntled patient suddenly burst into the doctor’s surgery and threatened to take us all hostage and how I would somehow save the day using only office supplies, leaflets about type two diabetes and my admittedly limited natural charm... Mrs Francis musing on whether she should have affair because she is fed up of her husband’s chronic impotence? Actually I’m totally present for that conversation because Mr Francis is the mayor of Brigglesford and that shit is juicy.

      Right at this very moment I’m daydreaming about finishing work and getting home as soon as possible so I can get back to the most recent Blood Money novel I’m reading. It’s this indie romance series about rich and beautiful teen vampires that I appear to have found myself, as a twenty-six year old grown-ass woman, completely obsessed with.

      As the last patient leaves the surgery, I hurriedly start shutting down my computer and placing my pens back into the plastic desk tidy on my left, eager to get home and back into the dramatic world of Fabian and Ellory, the star-crossed soulmates of Blood Money. He’s the handsome All-American nerd next door, she’s the high ranking teen vampire with perfect hair and a penchant for beta geeks. It is my exact literary aesthetic and, my goodness, I. Cannot. Get. Enough.

      Doctor George, one of the younger GPs emerges from his office and approaches my desk, a sweet smile on his serious face. He tugs at the collar of his starched white shirt.

      ‘Nora, hi there,’ he gives a little wave. ‘I was wondering if you’d like to grab dinner tonight?’

      George has a bit of a thing for me. In the past two months he’s asked me out three times for dinner and a movie and each time I’ve turned him down, even though I’m not exactly flush with men falling at my feet. The thing is, Doctor George is perfectly nice and perfectly kind and perfectly clever but he’s not, you know, it. And I, my friends, am waiting for it; the thunderbolt, the love at first sight, The One. I’m pretty sure that Doctor George is not The One. A person just knows these things, right? And because Doctor George is not The One I avoid dating him, even casually, because what would be the point? We’d one hundred percent eventually break up, we’d still have to work together and the whole thing would be an awkward and inconvenient mess. Why do that to each other?

      ‘Ah, I’m sorry. I have plans,’ I say with a smile. ‘But thanks for the offer!’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ George replies with a series of quick nods. ‘Okay then. Yes. See you on Monday then. See you on Monday, Kathleen,’ he calls over to Kathleen, the new admin assistant who works in the small office area behind reception.

      When he’s left the building Kathleen hurries over and goggles at me as I’m pulling on my parka.

      ‘Well, if he isn’t smitten!’ she breathes, a hand pressed to her chest. ‘And persistent! He’s very handsome, Nora. And a doctor. A very very handsome doctor. You could do worse…’

      She subtly looks me up and down in a way that, if I were more sensitive, could be insulting. I know I’m not a typical beauty, but I quite like how I look — friendly, clean, a little bit like a chunky snow white.

      I shrug, dipping my hands into woollen gloves to brace against the chilly March air outside. ‘You’re right, Kathleen, he is very handsome, but what can I say? He’s not for me. I’m looking for the cupid’s arrow. The Boom Ba Ba Boom! The shot to the heart! The thing that all those amazing power ballads talk about. Doctor George is sweet and, yes, technically way out of my league… but he’s not my soulmate. Why waste his time?’

      ‘The Boom Ba Ba Boom?’ Kathleen laughs, the lines at the corners of her eyes deepening. ‘Boom Ba Ba Booms hardly happen in real life, love. My Peter and I never had a Boom Ba Ba Boom and we’re besotted. Married for twenty one years next month, in fact.’

      ‘Wow, twenty one years? Congratulations!’

      Kathleen gives me an intense look. ‘You shouldn’t wait for too long or you could end up alone. It happens! The lady who lives opposite me is seventy eight and never had a relationship for her whole life. Now all she has is three overgrown dogs, two aloof guinea pigs and a prizewinning cucumber patch in her back garden.’

      ‘That sounds a lot like a woman living her best life.’

      Kathleen sighs and stares worriedly into the mid distance. ‘She was probably waiting for her “soulmate” too. Now I expect she’s full of regrets.’

      This is not the first time that people have scoffed at my notions of waiting for The One. My sister Imogene in particular, thinks I am a bonafide kook, that my mind has been mushified by a lifelong devotion to romance movies, TV shows and books. But I don’t care what she thinks. Finding my soulmate is the only big thing I truly want. More than a high powered career, or a swish car or skinnier thighs or any of those useless things. And I’m going to tell Kathleen why. I put my hands on her round shoulders and lift my chin.

      ‘Listen, Kathleen, you’re new here, but if we’re going to be working together or maybe even be friends there’s one thing you should know about me. I, Nora Tucker, believe in true romance. I believe that my soulmate is somewhere out there on this earth as strongly as I believe that grilled cheddar cheese sandwiches are the best food in the whole world. I believe that there is one single person with whom I’m supposed to spend my life. One soul who fits mine like a missing puzzle piece. The yin to my yang, the stars to my moon, the Kenan to my Kel. The One. And I know it seems weird to you that I’m hanging around during my prime fertile years, turning down very very handsome doctors, but I don’t want to miss my soulmate when he comes along because I’m already in a relationship with someone who I only kind of sort of maybe quite like. I want to be open, primed, ready for action. Because it is happening. I will meet the man who is meant only for me and it will be epic.’

      ‘Right.’ Kathleen’s eyes are wide. ‘Yes. Wow.’

      ‘Hmm. Was that a bit intense of me?’ I gently remove my hands from her shoulders.

      ‘It was, quite, yes.’ Kathleen does a tiny quick grimace.

      ‘Sorry. I can get a little carried away sometimes. But, jeez, is it really so crazy to believe in true love?’

      Kathleen pulls on her own coat and sort of slowly backs away towards the main entrance door. ‘No, love. It’s not. You’re certainly, um, passionate! And I hope you do find your soulmate soon. Yes. Okay... Um, I should get going…  Haveagoodweekendbye!’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ I call after her rapidly retreating form. ‘My soulmate is on his way! It’s going to happen for me! I’m certain of it!’

      

      
        
        If you want to be alerted when Nora Tucker and The One is released you can sign up for my newsletter right here!
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