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      Christmas Eve 2016

      Kayla Jones awoke with a start, her heart pounding.

      Resting on her side, she frowned as she listened for whatever sound had torn her from her sleep; looking to her left, she guessed she had the answer she was looking for: Robbie’s side of the bed was empty, which could mean only one thing: he was just getting home, probably from one of the many lock-ins he was so fond of.

      Glancing over to her bedside table, she sighed as she noted the red digital numbers glowing back at her…

      3.22am.

      She covered her face with her hands, groaning into the darkness.  It was far too early for this; despite his many promises to the contrary, she was getting fed-up with his nonsense.

      Throwing the covers off, she leapt out of bed, too livid to notice the chill in the air as she crossed the room.  Opening her door, she paused as the door opposite was pulled ajar; her roommate, and best friend, Megan Bennett, appeared, looking confused and every bit as tired as she was.

      “Did you hear something, too?” she whispered, clearly struggling to focus on Kayla as she tried to come to terms with the fact that she was now awake at some ungodly hour.

      “Go back to bed, Megan,” Kayla muttered.  “It’s only Robbie.”

      Megan stifled a yawn as she ran her fingers through her unusually disheveled hair.  “I thought he was making an effort this time.”

      There was no edge or accusation in her voice, but Kayla felt the hidden meaning only too keenly. For months, people had been telling her to ditch him and move on but she had fought them at every turn.  Now, it seemed, her loyalty had been betrayed, again, and she wasn’t sure if her anger came from the fact that Robbie continued to lie to her or that, in constantly defending him, her pride had taken another hit.

      Kayla rolled her eyes, her anger having vanquished any tiredness she had felt two minutes ago.  “So did I,” she muttered.  “Seriously, go back to sleep; believe me, you don’t want to witness this.”

      Not one for any kind of confrontation, Megan eagerly turned tail and ducked back into her room, closing the door behind her as Kayla headed for the living room.  The Christmas decorations, which usually gave her so much joy, threw dark, haunting, shadows across the small room.

      It didn’t take long to figure out what had awoken her; apparently, as Robbie had stumbled into the living room, he had managed to knock over their LED reindeer, which was now lying on the floor, forgotten.  Setting it upright, Kayla wondered why she had ever given him a key to her flat.

      Who are you kidding? she thought wryly.  You were in love with him and, like an idiot, fell for all the lies he spun.

      Looking around, her eyes soon settled on Robbie now passed out on the sofa; his mouth hung open as his loud, guttural snores filled the room.  His sandy blonde hair was ruffled, sticking up at odd angles and the suit he had worn to work that morning was crumpled, his shirt now hanging open, revealing the white T-shirt he wore beneath; his jacket and tie lay on the floor at the foot of the sofa.  Even at this distance, Kayla could smell the cigarette smoke and stale beer rolling off him in waves.  At that moment, it was hard to see how she had ever found him attractive as she, finally, saw him for what he truly was: a drunk and a waste of space.

      Looking at him now, Kayla felt such intense hatred for him that she couldn’t help herself: she stepped forward and smacked his arms repeatedly until he jerked awake.

      Crying out and clearly confused, Robbie tried to grab her hands but failed miserably in his drunken state.  “Hey, what the hell are you doing, woman?” he demanded.

      “Get up, you pathetic excuse for a human being,” she spat, grabbing his shirt as she pulled him into a sitting position.  “Stop drooling on my sofa and explain yourself.”

      Robbie watched her warily.  “Chill out, Kay, would ya?” he drawled.  “I mean, God, I’ve only just got in…”

      Kayla slapped his arm again; not only had he stumbled in drunk in the middle of the night but now he was calling her by the name, he knew, she hated.  “And whose fault is that?” she demanded.  “What happened to all your promises?  I thought you were trying this time.”

      “Relax, it’s Christmas; the season of goodwill and all that…” he slurred, rubbing at his bloodshot eyes.  “And it wasn’t like it meant anything; it was just a kiss…”

      Kayla froze, his words cut into her like a knife.  A kiss?  “What?” she demanded.

      Robbie held her gaze, a rabbit caught in headlights.  “What?” he echoed.

      “What was just a kiss?” she demanded, looming over him.

      Robbie rubbed his forehead, clearly wracking his brain trying to think of a way out of this.  “Nothing!” he replied quickly, attempting to get to his feet but Kayla pushed him back down.

      “Oh no; you’re not going anywhere until you’ve told me everything.”

      Robbie sighed, dropping his head into his hands.  “There was this girl…” he started.

      But, before he could say more, another anger-fuelled blow found his cheek.  “How could you do that to me?  After everything I’ve put up with from you.”

      “I’m sorry!” he cried desperately, clutching his face.  “It was…” He reached for her hands but Kayla pushed him away; she wanted as much distance between them as she could get right now.  “It meant nothing; I was drunk!”

      Kayla rounded on him, her temper flaring.  “That seems to be your excuse for everything; I thought we were getting past this,” she continued as her voice cracked and unwanted tears sprang to her eyes; she may have been used to this rollercoaster of a ride but it still hurt every time he broke his promises to her.

      “I know I did,” Robbie agreed forlornly.  “But it’s so hard, Kay.  The guys from work were going to the tracks and my horse came in so we…”

      “You were gambling too?” she demanded, barely able to hide her disgust.   She scoffed, throwing her hands in the air.  “This just gets better and better.  You know, everyone told me I had to end things with you but I stuck up for you; for some stupid reason I defended you!  I said you’d do this for me, for us…”

      “And I did,” Robbie insisted as he clambered to his feet.  “I was… I really tried, but…”

      “But what?” Kayla demanded.  “The temptation was too much?”

      Robbie moved closer, desperate now.  “Please, Kayla; please, just listen to me.  I love you…” At these words, Kayla scoffed; a pained look instantly appeared on Robbie’s face.  “I do love you,” he insisted quietly.

      Kayla shook her head in disbelief.  “If you really loved me you would have stayed sober; you wouldn’t have gone to the tracks and you certainly wouldn’t have kissed another girl.”

      “That was a mistake,” Robbie pointed out.

      “Well, it’s a mistake that’s cost you everything,” Kayla said, finally having reached breaking point.

      Robbie stared at her in disbelief.  “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I want you to out of here: now,” Kayla spelled out, her resolve strengthening by the second.  “I’ve had enough of you and I’ve had enough of finding you in the gutter.”  She sighed, shaking her head in defeat.  “I’ve just had enough of everything, Robbie.  It’s over.”

      “Please, Kayla,” Robbie begged, desperation edging his voice as he reached for her hands again.  “I just need one more chance…” he pleaded.

      Kayla glared at him, pointing to the door.  “Get out.”

      Robbie stared at her, shoulders slumped; in that moment, he looked like a lost little boy.  “But we love each other,” he implored softly.

      “No, Robbie, we don’t,” she retorted.  She grabbed his arm and pushed him towards the front door.  Opening it, she shoved him into the hall.  “I’ll send your stuff in the morning.”

      And, with that, she slammed the door on him for good.
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      5th December 2017

      “So what do you want for Christmas?” Kayla asked as she knelt down to speak to a little boy of about five years old who had finally reached the front of the line; his mother looked on, surely hoping her son would reveal his wish list, if she didn’t already know it.

      The dark haired little boy, hid behind his mother’s leg, causing Kayla to laugh quietly.  She was used to this reaction; after all, it wasn’t every day a twenty-eight year old elf approached them, complete with rosy cheeks and a giant candy cane.  She could appreciate that, for some kids, it could be a little unsettling, especially when they only wanted to see the man in red.

      The boy’s mother looked down at him, stroking his head comfortingly.  “Dylan, come on; you can tell…” She glanced at Kayla pointedly.

      Taking the hint, Kayla said, “Poppy; my name’s Poppy and I’m one of Santa’s best elves… We need to know what you want for Christmas so that Santa can make sure he brings it to you on Christmas Day.”

      A small face peeked out from behind his mum’s leg, the lure of Santa bringing him a gift too tempting to resist.  “I want a dinosaur!” he cried excitedly.

      Kayla’s eyebrows shot up and she laughed.  “Oh wow!  A dinosaur; that’s so cool!”  She paused, hating the next part of the conversation: when she had to bring a dash of reality to a child’s wish.  “But a dinosaur is pretty big; I’m not sure Santa could fit it on his sleigh…”

      Dylan shook his head adamantly.  “I saw small dinosaurs over there,” he added, pointing at the toy department to their left.

      Kayla nodded, grateful that the position of the grotto meant most kids had the chance to explore the toy department before coming to visit Santa - a great marketing ploy, if ever there was one.  “Ah, I see; well, Santa can definitely bring you small dinosaurs.  But only if you’ve been good; have you been good, Dylan?”

      Dylan nodded his head emphatically, puffing out his chest.  “I got a gold star for sitting!” he announced proudly.

      “A gold star for sitting?!” Kayla repeated in awe.  “Well, that deserves an extra special present!”  She pulled a mini polar bear cuddly toy from the basket behind her and handed it to Dylan; this was another thing Hamilton’s Department Store did so well: ply the kids with free gifts to ensure they kept coming back.  “These are only given out to very special boys and girls,” she whispered, smiling as Dylan beamed proudly back at her.  “And, when Santa asks what you got that for, you have to tell him about the gold star; got it?”

      Dylan nodded and Kayla got to her feet just as Megan poked her head out of the grotto; instead of the green waistcoat and hat Kayla wore, Megan’s
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