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            Friday November 25th

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know, I don’t want a lot for Christmas.” That was me, Tori Hammond saying that. Lover of all things Christmas and festive. Even I couldn’t believe the words were coming from my mouth, but they were definitely mine.

      “Thank you, Mariah.” That was my best friend Holly replying.

      I pulled my thick grey scarf around me and shivered in the early evening air. We were sat on our bench at the top of our hill, looking up at the charcoal sky. It had been our hill since school, where we’d met 16 years ago. As teenagers, Holly and I had sat and discussed boys here because we thought that’s what we were meant to do. Now aged 27, we sat and bemoaned women and pretended our world had evolved.

      Behind us was a path lined with bare chestnut trees, their leaves long since dropped. Ahead of us was the smudged outline of the city, fogging up with every breath we took.

      “No, I mean it,” I said, my breath a ghostly circle swirling in front of me. “I don’t need any new clothes or shoes, jewellery or perfume. My mum keeps asking me what I want, and I don’t know what to tell her.”

      Holly rapped her knuckles lightly on my skull. Her long legs were crossed, her green duffel coat done right up, her short dark hair peeking out of her hat on one side, part-shaved on the other. In the darkening light, her pointed features appeared almost sinister, but Holly was one of the kindest people I knew — she was anything but sinister.

      “Hello, Earth to Tori — is that you or have you been taken over by some alien invaders? You love Christmas! You’re the biggest Christmas lover I know.”

      I shrugged. “And that hasn’t changed — Christmas is still my most favourite time of the year. I just don’t want any big presents this time.”

      “I’ll remind you of that when I give you nothing,” Holly said. “You could tell your mum to give you a Good Gift — a goat for a family in Africa or something. My gran bought my mum the gift of sight for five children last year.”

      I turned my head. “How did she react?”

      Holly smiled her lopsided smile. “Mum said it was a nice gesture, but a bottle of gin to go with it wouldn’t have gone amiss.”

      I smiled as I turned to face front again, looking out over the city skyline that was twinkling in the inky gloom before me. “Does it mean I’m getting old? Soon, I’ll be leaving presents to open till after lunch. I might even fall asleep before opening them. Imagine that.”

      Holly nudged me with her elbow. “Does anyone in your family do that?”

      An image of Christmas Day with Mum, Gran and Aunt Ellen ripping open their presents one after the other and holding their favoured loot aloft came to my mind. They could hardly contain themselves till after breakfast.

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “Well then.”

      We sat in silence for a few moments, the air stained and blurry. The smell of flattened mud and grass filled the air, the path in front of us chilled and damp. Holly wore black jeans, a green beanie and a new pair of black and gold Nikes. She’d always followed fashion way more than I did, mainly because she had the 6-foot-2 frame to pull off any item of clothing she fancied.

      “You know what I really want for Christmas?” I said.

      Holly sunk lower on the bench. “A minute ago, it was nothing, but do tell.”

      “I want a girlfriend. Last year I didn’t have one, but that was okay because it was too soon after Amy. But this year is different. This year, I want to share my favourite time of year with someone special. I want to really enjoy the holidays.”

      I heard Holly grin — her jaw always made a noise when she did. “You want a girlfriend for Christmas?”

      “I do.”

      “Well that’s easy enough,” she said.

      I sat up and looked at her. “Is it?”

      She nodded. “Sure. We just make you a billboard, drop you in the middle of Oxford Street and away you go.”

      I scowled. “I’m being serious.”

      She smiled. “So am I.”

      I stood up and paced around in front of Holly, the nearby trees creating eerie shadows. “If I had a girlfriend, she’d have to buy me something — she’d have to think of an amazing present, wouldn’t she?”

      “Which is the perfect reason to get one.” Holly was being ironic, but I ignored her.

      I cast my mind back to the last time I’d had a serious girlfriend. Amy. For Christmas, she’d bought me a hot-air balloon ride one year, a ski jacket the next. I wanted that this year. I wanted to receive presents not bought by my mum or gran. I wanted to go ice-skating and kiss while we held hands. I wanted drunken Christmas sex. And I wanted it all now.

      “But it’s November 25th — Christmas is only a month away,” Holly said. She was far more practical than me. Holly favoured order and spreadsheets, so I could see how this sudden plan troubled her.

      I wagged a finger in her direction, twisting one way, then the other. “It involves a deadline though, and you must admit I work well to deadlines.”

      Holly nodded. “You do.” Then she cocked her head, holding up a single finger. “But I have one question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Is this all because of Melanie Taylor?”

      I paused, then bit the inside of my right cheek. “No.” It was, but I wasn’t about to admit that right away.

      “So it’s just coincidence we heard she’s getting married this morning, you think she’s an idiot, and now you want a girlfriend?”

      I bristled at the suggestion, mainly because it was mostly true.

      “It’s not to do with her — it’s just time. It’s been nearly a year and a half since Amy, and I’m ready for another relationship. I’m not talking about marriage, I’m talking about getting a girlfriend. There’s a big difference.” I turned my head to Holly as the wind whipped my hair in my face. I swiped it left. “It would just be nice to meet someone who gets me.”

      “I get you,” Holly said, spreading her palms.

      “Is that an offer?” I asked.

      Holly and I had always flirted, it was part of our make-up. But we’d been friends for 16 years now, and we both knew that flirting was as far as it was ever going to go.

      Holly grinned at me. “Do you want it to be?”

      I rolled my eyes and resumed my pacing. “You know what I mean. Yes, you get me, but I want a romantic partner to get me. I want someone to take me to dinner, have a conversation and laugh at my jokes. I want to be wooed.”

      Holly’s laughter punctured the descending gloom. “Laughing at your jokes? That’s a tall order.”

      “My jokes are legendary,” I said.

      “In your head,” Holly replied. “That one about the stick?”

      “What’s brown and sticky? That’s a classic.”

      We both laughed now.

      It had been one of those crisp, sunny autumn days that I loved, the kind that made you want to snap out of your normal life, roll up the sunshine and start afresh. Sometimes in autumn, the barren trees left me feeling empty, but today, they were lining a new path, setting me off in a new direction.

      Holly was silent for a moment, her nose pointing skywards, her cheeks flushed from the cold. She sat forward before speaking. “You’re a romantic, Tori. Always have been, always will be. But I’ll help if that’s what you want.” She crossed her legs in front of her. “How do you plan on scoring said perfect woman?”

      I rubbed my hands together and breathed on them, even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good. We needed to get inside where it was warm. “I don’t know, I only just decided. But the internet seems a good place to start.” I started to hop from one foot to the other.

      “If you like weirdos.”

      “I love weirdos, you know that. I thrive on them.” Of course, I hadn’t really thought about exactly how I was going to snag my perfect mate — the idea had only come to me today after getting Melanie Taylor’s news.

      We began to walk towards the park gates, Holly towering over me. Holly’s height drew stares everywhere we walked, like now. We didn’t pay them any attention — we were used to it.

      “Anyway,” I continued. “Melanie met whatshername online.”

      Holly punched her hands into the pockets of her thick coat, her laughter a howling gale around us both. “You’re using Melanie’s relationship as a barometer of online sanity? Can I remind you Melanie is a circus freak show all on her own?”

      I nudged Holly with my elbow. “She’s not that bad — and she’s got a girlfriend.”

      Holly stopped walking. “We are talking about the same Melanie, aren’t we? The one who got so off her face at Alison’s wedding, she puked on the groom’s mum? The same Melanie who drove her car into a fence when she was on an empty road? The same Melanie who married someone and divorced them within three months?”

      I let the sentence hang for a few seconds before replying. “I know all of that — but Milly says she’s changed since she met this woman. Apparently, she’s way calmer, a different person. And Milly said she seemed happier too — happier than she’s seen her in a long time.”

      Holly scoffed again. “It won’t last. Melanie has crazy stamped through her core. She’ll find a way to fuck it up.”

      We were approaching the tall, black iron park gates now, the early evening sharp around us.

      “I disagree. I think Melanie was just waiting for the right person and she’s found her. She’s been saved. I like the thought of that. I want someone to come along and sweep me off my feet, make me see the world in a different way. And if that could happen at Christmas time, I might burst with happiness.”

      Holly blew on to her hands before putting an arm around me. “You don’t need saving — you’re fine as you are.”

      “Maybe.” I paused before continuing. “But maybe there’s someone out there who can make me the best version of myself I can possibly be — there’s always room for improvement, isn’t there?”

      Holly shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “Good,” I said. “So starting tonight, it’s Operation Christmas and you’re going to be my wingwoman, just like in a terrible 80s movie.” I stopped walking and turned to Holly who had an amused look on her face. “And I know you don’t believe me, but I’m deadly serious.” I paused. “Are you in?”

      Holly stroked her rounded chin before answering. “One month is a tight deadline to meet someone and call them your girlfriend.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “But if a Christmas girlfriend is what you’re after, together we’ll look in every street in London to find the perfect woman. Who knows, we might even find someone for me too.” Holly smiled at the thought.

      “We might both find a girlfriend for Christmas,” I said, my smile radiating just how happy that would make me. “Now that really would be a Hollywood movie ending.” I linked my arm through Holly’s as we walked on to the main road and headed back to our flat.

      “But I’d like to say again,” Holly added, “the current version of you doesn’t need any saving. You’re fine just the way you are.”

      I grinned up at her. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: your sweet talk will get you everywhere.”
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      To get online, the first thing I had to do was write my profile. I pulled up the app Melanie had success with, and after filling in all my details, I was asked for five key phrases to describe myself.

      What would my friends say? Flighty, indecisive, tequila-intolerant, brunette, good tits. I wasn’t sure I should go with that.

      What about me? I pulled out a pad and pen, then began writing. Average height and build, shoulder-length maple brown hair, loves cats, tans easily. I wrinkled my nose — I needed to make it more than just another lesbian with a fondness for pussies.

      Okay, take two. Five phrases or words. I could do this, I worked in marketing for goodness sake. I tapped my pen on my pad but my mind went blank. Eventually after a few minutes, I wrote: athletic, good dancer, blue eyes, deadline-driven, likes avocados. Deadline-driven? Honestly, I was rubbish at this. Perhaps this was why GSOH was so popular.

      I needed help. I got up and walked through to the lounge, where Holly was stretched out on the couch watching football. Holly worked as a recruitment consultant in the City, a hangover of a job from her post-university years. She had a degree in history and politics, which she’d soon realised led to precisely no jobs in the real world. So when a friend of a friend had offered her a position in his firm, she’d taken it. That had been five years ago. Now, she spent her days placing people in jobs they may or may not want and got paid handsomely for it.

      I squinted at the TV. “Who’s playing?” I sat on the opposite end of the sofa.

      Holly didn’t move her gaze from the screen. “Us and Chelsea.”

      I tapped my foot a few times before speaking again. “So you know my profile?”

      Holly didn’t respond.

      “Hols?”

      She ignored me again.

      “Hollister?”

      She looked at me. “Your profile.”

      “Yeah — can you help me?”

      “At half-time.”

      “Okay.” I stood up, biting my fingernail. “You want a cup of tea?”

      “Please,” she replied.

      Our shared flat had white walls and a laminate floor, a blank canvas to decorate. However, because we were renting, we couldn’t do that without our landlord’s permission so we kept it minimalist. One corner of our living room held the L-shaped sofa and TV, one corner a small white dining table and chairs. The kitchen took up another corner, and we also managed to fit in a small desk. Surprisingly, the room still felt spacious.

      At half-time, Holly slurped her tea while thinking of five key phrases to describe me. “How about annoying, interrupts football matches, drinks wine too fast, prone to hiccups, perky breasts?” She waited for my response.

      “I predicted you’d mention my breasts.”

      “They’re worth mentioning,” Holly said. “I’ve always told you, I’ll exchange some of my height for some of your breasts. Seems a fair swap.”

      I laughed. “It would be — but it’s not helping to write my profile, is it? And I’m not mentioning my breasts — that seems desperate.”

      Holly raised an eyebrow in my direction.

      “I am not desperate!”

      Holly grinned as a train rattled by on the track just outside the window.

      Our flat was in a shabby chic, up-and-coming area. South-facing, it was baking hot all year round, which meant we had the windows open constantly. It was also noisy, built right next to a train track. Hence when a train passed by, it was best to shut up until it’d passed if you wanted to be heard. We both stared at the train full of people heading into the city. Once the train was out of earshot, we refocused.

      After a couple of minutes, Holly clicked her fingers together. “Got it — how about this: Christmas cracker seeks possible Mrs Claus. Must love Christmas, tinsel, ice-skating and mulled wine. Post-Christmas activities also considered on application.”

      “It makes me sound like I might murder them in their sleep with my special Christmas ham.”

      “I disagree — it’s themed, it’s unusual, it’ll make you stand out. Plus, isn’t this quest all about finding someone for Christmas, someone to spend the holiday with? You want them to love Christmas, don’t you?”

      I paused. “Of course, but there might be a gorgeous Muslim or Jewish lesbian out there who doesn’t do Christmas. I don’t want to alienate her.”

      Holly waved a hand through the air. “You’re over-thinking it. If there’s a non-Christian dyke who likes the sound of you, I don’t think the whole Christmas deal will put her off. Plus, Christmas is cute. It’s fun, it’s light, it’s airy. Christmas spells romance.”

      Half an hour later, I was sat on my bed with my iPad, trying to work Holly’s spiel into a more workable format. But the more I thought about it, the more I was inclined to agree. This would make me stand out from the crowd. People might think I was a Christmas nut who secretly wanted to be an angel or a fairy, but so be it. It was worth a shot, and if I had no bites in a few days, I could always change it. I posted the best image of me I could find, hammered out the words before I could talk myself out of it and clicked post.

      Let the games commence.
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      My history as a lesbian Lothario wasn’t great, truth be told — but I was determined this December was going to be different and memorable. I was tired of floating in a sea of lesbian debris. This time, I wanted to take control and steer my course with confidence.

      I first kissed another woman in the school library when I was 16. Her name was Nicola Sheen and she had the smoothest skin in our class. Honestly, if Nicola walked in right now, the girlfriend search would be over because to my 16-year-old self, Nicola Sheen was the perfect woman. Tall, dark and devastatingly handsome, the fact she had a boyfriend called Craig only made me want her more. At 16, she hadn’t yet realised her true vocation was to love me.

      I became friends with Nicola when we were 14, quite late in my school career — Holly treated her with suspicion, seeing as she’d been by my side since the age of 11. By the time we turned 15, I wanted to spend every waking minute with Nicola, but had no idea why. Every opportunity I had, I texted Nicola and hung out with her, and we told each other our deepest, darkest secrets. She told me she had a crush on Craig Dale way before they got together. In turn, I told her I liked Ed Hartman. It was a lie, but I had to say something.

      When we told each other stuff like this, Nicola favoured lying together on the bed — she’d watched too many American movies, but I wasn’t complaining. Lying next to Nicola on my flowery duvet, I’d never felt so almost-content in my whole life.

      We so nearly kissed a few times, but it was always her who pulled back, always her who had a freakish look in her eyes. But then, one day in the library down the history aisle, the lines blurred. When our lips locked, the klaxon that sounded in my head was loud enough to be heard in Scotland. In that moment, I knew what the invisible struggle I’d been grappling with was, and my life changed.

      Nicola sunk into the kiss, even slipping her tongue into my mouth. I remember I groaned — why wouldn’t I? I’d been waiting for this moment for 16 years. Most straight people have their first meaningful kiss before they reach their teenage years. Mine didn’t arrive till I was old enough to get married, smoke and join the army. I’d kissed boys before, but kissing Nicola Sheen made much more sense. If she’d proposed right there and then, I’d have dropped everything and said yes.

      But she didn’t. Of course she didn’t. Instead, she pulled back, looked at me with a veil of horror falling over her face and ran out of the history aisle as if I’d just produced a gun. She avoided me for days afterwards, despite my constant texting. And when she did eventually speak to me, it was to tell me we should keep our distance from each other, because what happened could never happen again.

      However, such grand statements only played more into my love-struck hands. I was studying English literature after all, and this seemed to have all the hallmarks of a dramatic Shakespearian tragedy. Only, I was convinced our story would have a happy ending — the folly of youth.

      Three months later, Nicola announced she was pregnant. She really went out of her way to tell the world she wasn’t a lesbian. After that, she moved away and we lost touch. I knew she had a miscarriage and went to university, but I often wondered where she was and if she ever thought of me and that kiss. Or even if she’d ever had another kiss like that one. I knew I hadn’t.

      At university, I got together with a woman named Melissa. She was on the hockey team and was a real competitor at everything in life — including being the best in our relationship. She was an expert in putting me down and I was an expert at taking it, until around two years into our liaison when she decided to sleep with someone else and I was off the hook. I slept with a couple more women after that, but gave up on relationships for a while, happy to have the space to breathe.

      I stayed in Bristol after graduating from its university, taking a job in a local marketing firm that set sail to my current career. The company was a small family-run business and I loved it there — I’m still in touch with them and visit every time I head west. Three months into working there, I met Amy, who owned the pet shop next door.

      And after Nicola Sheen, Amy was my second significant love.

      Everybody loved Amy — my mum, my friends, my colleagues — everyone. There really was nothing not to love. She owned her own business, loved animals and was one of the most caring people I’d ever met.

      After a year, I moved into her neat three-bed terrace, the floors covered with Amy’s carpets, the walls with Amy’s artwork. After two years, Amy started making noises about having children — at 35, her biological clock was booming. At 24, mine was not. A year later, Amy proposed: one knee, roses, diamonds, the works. I accepted, we told the world, and the world embraced us as one.

      Only I couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t close my eyes without thinking about getting married and having children, all before I knew what I was doing with my life. Before I was ready. I was only in my mid-20s, and suddenly, my life had been thrown into fifth gear.

      After three months, Amy asked if I still wanted to get married.

      I told her I didn’t know.

      That was enough for her.

      We split up two months later amid a backdrop of tears and what-ifs. I couldn’t stay in Bristol, so I handed in my notice and moved into Holly’s spare room in east London. Moving in with her was the perfect choice because Holly had known me for over half my life. She knew I loved Mexican food, garlic mayonnaise, and cats. She knew I’d still worn knee-high socks at High School far later than it was considered cool to do so. She’d held my hair when I vomited after drinking too many pints of Snake Bite on my 18th birthday. Aged 25, London and Holly were the far better option — better than being married with kids.

      So yes, love. It’s come my way twice, and if I’m honest, I sometimes wonder if I’ve used up my lot. Should I have married Amy and stayed in Bristol? I might already be a mother — I knew Amy was.

      I shook my head. No, I’d done the right thing moving east. But now, 18 months later and after precisely three one-night stands and a four-date fling, I was ready to get back in the game. I wanted a girlfriend. I’d already fallen in love with city life, which took a little time for a country bumpkin like me. Now, I was ready to fall in love for real with a living, breathing woman, rather than that mannequin in Top Shop who I always think would make a fine lesbian.

      Tomorrow night was date one. Her name was Ruby.

      If she kissed anything like Nicola Sheen, that would be amazing.
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      I was a Cancerian and Ruby was a Scorpio. According to most experts, that meant we were a match made in lesbo-heaven. If we got together, my future was set to be awash with emotional rapport, empathy, compassion and sensitivity. One site I checked last night even said we were ‘sextile’, whatever that meant. One thing was certain — even before Ruby turned up, we were destined for greatness.

      We’d arranged to meet in the West End, in a run-of-the-mill Soho boozer. It wasn’t a gay bar, but then again, there weren’t many of those left these days. Apparently with equal marriage and all the rest, we simply didn’t need gay bars any more. I wasn’t sure I agreed.

      I loved this part of Christmas — the build-up. Don’t get me wrong, I loved the day itself too, but it was the anticipation that thrilled me every year. When I was little, my parents would bring me to the West End to see the Christmas lights as an annual treat. We’d get hot chocolate, hot dogs and cinnamon donuts, and the size and sparkle of the event never failed to amaze me. Even now, years later, the sight of the West End Christmas lights still flush my insides with festive cheer. They also make me miss my dad so much, I have to stop and catch my breath.

      I’d styled my shoulder-length chestnut hair with a new product, but it felt odd, like a dry alien life-form perched on top of my scalp. However, my foundation was smoothed in, my lipstick so bright it could stop ships. I’d done a fashion show for Holly the night before and we’d settled on some tailored black trousers and a black shirt — simple, but effective. The stage was set, now I just needed my Juliet. Or Ruby, as the case may be.

      I bought myself a glass of Merlot and nabbed a table at the back of the pub. It was November 28th and already the place was overrun with Christmas spirit — by that, I mean drunk office workers. Scarves lay abandoned on the scuffed wooden floor as drinks were hoisted, ties were loosened and heels crunched on broken glass. London had come alive to celebrate the imminent birth of baby Jesus.

      I recognised Ruby straight away from her profile picture — she had crazy curly hair, so she was easy to spot. She struck me as the kind of person who was always catching her breath, always rushing, always late. She just had that aura about her.

      It was her love of tennis that had drawn me to her profile — that, and the fact she made a good joke about cats. I was desperate for a cat, but Holly wasn’t keen — I was still working on her. If I ended up with Ruby, not only were we sextile, we’d also have cats. Perhaps three of them.

      She squeezed past the crowd to sit down in the chair I pushed out for her. Ruby was carrying a pint of lager and a posh-looking laptop bag that screamed “steal me!”.

      She shook off her coat and smoothed herself down, before we smiled shyly at each other and shook hands. She had a strong handshake, not too firm, just right.

      Ruby turned out to be in the music industry. I pricked up my ears — not only cats and perfect compatibility, but also free gig tickets on the horizon. This was getting better. She was around my age but needed a better moisturising routine — the skin around her eyes and mouth was dry and drawn — but winter could do that to you. She was wearing a floral perfume that she’d clearly just reapplied, and her pink lips were rounded and glistening with lip balm. I leaned closer to get a look at the logo that was stamped liberally around her shirt.

      “Is it a squirrel?” I pointed my finger at one of the animals sitting happily on her breast. However, Ruby moved at that critical moment and my finger brushed her nipple.

      She shot backwards as if I’d just slapped her.

      I held up a hand as my cheeks hissed into red action. “Sorry — I was just pointing at the animal on your breast.” More blushing. “I mean, your shirt. Is it a squirrel?” This wasn’t going well.

      Luckily, Ruby had a sense of humour. She peered down at her shirt. “That’s a funny-looking squirrel — it was a rabbit last time I looked.” She gave me a grin. “So, is this a usual habit — feeling up your dates within five minutes?” She took a sip of her pint, never taking her eyes from me.

      I blushed a deeper shade of red. “I normally give it at least ten.”

      But after that, things took a turn for the better. One thing I didn’t have to worry about was flowing conversation. Ruby liked to talk. And talk and talk, which suited me as I was happy to listen, smile, nod and assess. Was Ruby going to be my future girlfriend? I was just happy that the chat was about celebrities, the best lunchtime salads, cats and tennis.

      “So do you have a cat?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I’d like one, but it’s just not very practical. Living in a flat-share isn’t the ideal environment for a couple of kittens, is it? When I get a place of my own, which will be in about 200 years at the current rate of progress with my finances, then maybe.” She sighed and sat back in her chair. “Until then, I’m going to be catless and sad.” She pouted to emphasise the point.

      I decided Ruby was a contender — she had an easy smile and was wearing heels, which showed effort or stupidity, depending on how you looked at it. Her hair looked like it had been dipped in sunshine and she made me feel completely at ease, which was no mean feat. Perhaps the girlfriend quest would be over before December had even dawned? Perhaps Ruby was the one to tip the balance and prove that not everyone on the internet was desperate?

      She seemed too good to be true. Why the hell was she still single?
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      Two hours later, I had my first clue as to just why that might be.

      First, Ruby was a fan of drinking and this became obvious to me just over an hour into our date. Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not a teetotal prude, far from it. However, Ruby was on to her fifth pint of lager while I was still sipping my second glass of wine. Perhaps she was nervous and deserved the benefit of the doubt? All of a sudden, that wrinkled skin around her eyes made more sense.

      Second, by her fifth pint, she also told me she’d love to introduce me to Jesus Christ our Lord. A personal introduction? I was flattered.

      “What are you doing on Thursday?” Ruby asked, her eyes glassy, her skin blotchy.

      “Why?” Nothing that involved her, I was pretty sure.

      “We’ve got a special ‘Let Jesus Into Your Life At Christmas’ evening at our church. I’d love for you to come along,” she replied.

      “Oh, I’m busy on Thursday,” I lied, smiling.

      I checked my watch. With any luck, Holly should be ringing any minute now with my get-out-of-jail phone call.

      

      Holly forgot her emergency call.
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            Tuesday November 29th

          

        

      

    

    
      “An extra hour of pain and an extra £7 — that’s what your failed call cost me.” I scowled at Holly from one end of our grey sofa. She was lying on the longer part as usual, with the TV set to the food channel. When left alone, Holly had been known to ingest three or four hours of food programming at a time. It was a habit that needed checking occasionally.

      “Why £7?”

      “That’s how much my extra glass of wine cost me.” I paused. “I should charge you.”

      Holly spluttered as she laughed. “You could try, but I don’t think you’d get very far.”

      I sighed and spread my palms upwards. “I’m just not sure this internet dating game is for me. I mean, how can things go so wrong? On paper, she was perfect.” I sighed. “We’re on to day four now, it’s nearly December. I don’t have time to waste.”

      “You’re being unrealistic. This was your first date. The next one is bound to be better. I mean, it really has to be judging by what you just told me.” Holly was eating a packet of pickled onion Monster Munch and the smell was seeping into every square inch of the living room.

      “I know,” I said. “But it was a pretty inauspicious start.” I frowned my best frown.

      “It could have been worse — at least she was pretty.” Holly licked her fingers of Monster Munch debris. “And she liked a bit of Jesus, so what? You like Barry Manilow, everybody has their vices.” She gave me a wide grin. “Anyhow, date number two is a goer. I can feel it in my bones. What’s her name again?”

      “Anna,” I replied.

      Holly gave a curt nod. “She sounds reliable. Anna won’t let you down. She’ll laugh at your jokes, I guarantee it.”

      I didn’t look so sure. “I dunno — she sounds like a librarian.”

      Holly scrunched up her face. “And what’s wrong with librarians? Without them, the world would be in chaos. In my experience, librarians are cool, calm and collected. And they know where you left your keys.”

      “She’s not actually a librarian. She does something in the City.”

      Holly yawned, mouth wide open, arms stretched above her head. “Even better. Ordered and rich. She can sort your spreadsheets out. And if this one fails, just remember, you’ve got me to come home to. What could be better?”

      I gave her a wide smile. “Just don’t forget the phone call this time, okay?”

      “That’s the spirit,” Holly replied.
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            Thursday December 1st

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting in the staff lounge when my phone went — it was my mum. I turned down the radio, which was blaring out ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas’, the original Band Aid version.

      “Hey kiddo.” It was my mum’s standard greeting. “Just calling to make sure your December plans are in place.”

      I smiled a sad smile — Mum did this call every year now. It used to be the province of my dad, the original Christmas enthusiast and the person who had pumped the festive season into an unmissable yearly excitement-fest for me.

      Unfortunately, he’d also died on the same day seven years earlier, just a few months after my 20th birthday. An untimely heart attack on his second favourite day of the year, December 1st. Despite that though, Mum had carried on their traditions without missing a beat, even though I know how hard that must have been for her. And now, here she was, keeping the spirit alive.

      “All good — I’ll be putting up the tree and the decorations later, like always,” I said.

      “Did you get the Advent calendar?”

      I swallowed down some tears that threatened. Even seven years on, they could take me by surprise. “I did, thanks. It arrived yesterday.”

      Dad always bought us all individual calendars for the festive season, and this was another tradition that had continued even when I’d left home. Dad said he’d do it until I was married, then my wife could take over. For now, it was still Mum calling the Advent calendar shots.

      “I got you a chocolate one — got myself a picture one, though. You’re still young enough, I’ve got to watch my waistline.”

      I blinked as I pictured my dad with his chocolate calendar. He was always up first and he’d always eaten his chocolate before anyone else, like a naughty schoolboy. I always assumed he’d been hard done by as a child, but apparently not — he just loved Christmas and chocolate.

      “How you doing?” My voice was shaky, but I knew Mum would understand.

      “I’m okay,” she replied. “Some days are better than others.” A pause. “But I still love Christmas, still love all the memories we made over the years.” She rallied. “I bought your gran a calendar too. She told me I was mad, but I think she was secretly pleased.”

      I chuckled down the phone. “Like every year?”

      “Pretty much.” She paused. “So what’s new with you — job okay?”

      I nodded, even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “Yep, all fine. Job’s good, and I’m on a dating marathon to find a girlfriend by Christmas. It’s not going too well so far.”

      I could hear Mum frown down the phone.

      “Stop frowning,” I said.

      “How do you know I’m frowning?”

      “I just do.”

      A pause. “A dating marathon? Those two words don’t sound like they go together.”

      “You might be right, but I’ll let you know after date two, which is tonight.”

      Another pause — I could tell Mum wasn’t behind this plan. “Why the sudden rush to get a girlfriend?”

      “I just thought it was time, you know.” I let the sentence hang, and so did my mum.

      “And what does Holly have to say about this?” she asked eventually.

      “About the same as you — she thinks I’m being ridiculous.”

      My mum’s soft laugh landed in my ear. “Well, tell her hi from me, and tell her she’s welcome at Christmas too.”

      “I will,” I said. “Listen, I have to go. Thanks for the calendar. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but just be careful,” Mum replied. “You’re my only daughter and I worry about your heart. Listen to what Holly says, I trust her.”

      “More than you trust me?” There was a slight hint of indignation in my voice.

      “Sometimes, yes.”
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            Friday December 2nd

          

        

      

    

    
      I worked for an online marketing company in central London, and I loved the buzz of working in the capital. Based in a team of 30, I was a solid performer, a big fish in a small pond. The owner, Sal, trusted my judgement, there was a fantastic coffee machine and free pastries daily. It’s amazing what such small stuff can do for staff morale.

      I was sitting at the staff room table, working out some figures for a quote when Sal walked in. Sal used to have long, flowing red hair, but last year she’d been diagnosed with cancer and had lost it all to chemo. Now, she wore it short and it really suited her. She was also mistaken for a lesbian far more these days, but told me she quite enjoyed the added attention.

      “Morning, No. 1 Lesbian.” That’s what she called me. Honestly, without any prompting. “How’s the dating game?” Sal made herself an espresso, then came and sat opposite me at the table.

      “Painful.” I turned down both sides of my mouth in a comedy frown.

      “Oh dear, what happened?”

      “Let’s see,” I said, counting on my fingers. “Date one was with a drunk Christian, and date two was with an uptight banker who called time on our date after a single coffee — like I’m the worst catch of the century.”

      “Ouch,” Sal said. “Some people just don’t know when they strike it lucky. What was her problem?”

      I shrugged. “No idea, but Anna did not like what she saw when confronted with me, so she bailed sharpish. Holly was so sure it would work too. I couldn’t sleep last night thinking about it — am I that bad she had to run when the froth on her flat white was still warm?”

      “And there was me going to start moaning about my life. Sounds like you need a coffee.”

      “So long as it’s not a flat white,” I said, laughing despite myself. “But let’s see what date three brings tonight.”

      “Tonight? You’re packing them in.”

      I laughed. “That’s what Holly said. She reminded me I had a duty to go out with her too. So we’re doing that tomorrow — a date-free Saturday.”

      “Good. I don’t want you turning into one of those serial daters who struggle to cope with the real world.” Sal took a sip of her coffee and sighed. She looked tired, but that’s what having two-year-old twins will do.

      “I promise I’ll get out before I turn too weird.” I paused. “Besides, I can’t do this for a prolonged period of time. I think my body might have a breakdown and I know my wallet would. Dating is an expensive pastime and I’m already exhausted. Can’t you see the amount of make-up I’m wearing today?” I circled my face and jutted out my chin.

      “You’ll get no sympathy here with tales of sleep woe. Sleep is something I fondly remember, like something from another, simpler life. Only my lack of sleep is due to two little rascals, rather than burning the candle at both ends.” A smile crossed Sal’s face as she spoke about her daughters. Then she leaned over the table and fixed me with her gaze. “But the question is, have you had a snog out of it yet?”

      I gave her a rueful smile. “Not last night, she bailed before I’d finished stirring my drink. And Ruby? Well, she tried to kiss me as we left, but she only got my cheek. Nothing passionate.”

      “But tonight could be the passionate one?”

      I shrugged. “We’ll see. She might be a raving lunatic or she might be the woman of my dreams.”

      Sal laughed. “What’s her name?”

      “Sienna,” I replied.

      Sal gave a slow nod. “Sienna — sounds like a bit of posh totty to me.” She smiled, before raising her espresso cup. “Here’s to you and Sienna — may you have a night filled with passionate kisses.”

      I clinked my imaginary coffee cup to hers.
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      December 2nd and I was already on date three — even I was impressed at the speed of my progress. Holly had already told me I had to be more choosy, but being choosy was what had got me here in the first place.

      I was still exhausted, as today had been a busy day with three external meetings. I’d tramped across half of London, and my face felt like it needed to be put on a hot wash after miles of Tube travel. About the last thing I wanted to do right now was go on a date. My ideal date for tonight would be my duvet and my bed.

      I headed to the Thai restaurant where I was meeting Sienna, which was decorated in suitably chintzy shades of gold and pink. I’d wanted to try out this restaurant for a while now as it’d been getting stellar reviews. Tonight it was packed with customers all chowing down on Thai classics with a modern twist, and the scent of coriander, garlic and chilli made my mouth water. I spruced up my make-up in the toilets before taking a seat.

      Sienna worked in the charity sector, which immediately put her on the moral high ground. She was from East London, had a cockney accent that curled at the edges and a definite orange hue. She arrived half an hour late which didn’t endear her to me, causing me to drink a glass of wine before she arrived. Couple that with my extreme tiredness and I could feel my eyelids getting heavy before she sat down.

      “Sorry I’m late, I got stuck at work.” A waft of cigarette smoke sailed across my nostrils as she unwound her massive rainbow scarf and sat down, eagerly perusing the menu. “Have you ordered already?”

      “Only a glass of wine while I waited.” I indicated my empty glass.

      “Fab — I’ll get a bottle. Was it red?”

      I nodded and she got the attention of a nearby waiter.

      So, Sienna looked like her profile picture — tick. After all the scary stories I’d heard about online dating, I half-expected one of my dates to turn up and be a man. However, Sienna was very much a woman, her low-cut top providing an invitation to her breasts — double tick. She had short, black hair and was dressed casually in trousers and a red top. She was promising.

      “So sorry about my time-keeping again. Our American office decided they wanted to chat just as I was walking out the door.” She threw me an apologetic smile as she shifted in her seat to get comfortable.

      “American office? Sounds like you’re in banking and not the charity sector.”

      She shook her head. “A lot of people think that — but the charity sector is a big, global business these days. We’re always on the lookout for donations and ways to spend the money best. Nobody sleeps, believe me.”

      Mention of sleep deprivation made me open my eyes wider. I wanted to appear as alert as possible, even though I was this close to slumping on the table.

      The wine arrived a few minutes later and we ordered our food, then settled back to get to know each other. It turned out that Sienna was born and raised in London and her parents still lived within a ten-minute walk of her front door.

      “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who didn’t move to London. I can’t imagine being raised here.” I shook my head. “That means you’ve been riding the Tube your whole life.”

      Sienna laughed. “I have. I used to take the Tube into town with my mates at the weekend and cause havoc. Still do, but I’m an adult now, so it’s overlooked.”

      I grinned at her. “Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

      “How about you? I can’t detect an accent.”

      I shook my head. “Oxford, no accent required. My mum’s a professor there.”

      “Does that mean you’re posh?” Sienna poured wine into my glass with a reassuring glug.

      “People tend to think so, but no, it doesn’t just rub off like gold dust. Besides, being a professor is a grand title with poor pay. At least, that’s what my mum always tells me when I try to tap her up for a loan.”

      We chatted for another half an hour with no sign of food. With another glass of wine in my empty stomach, I kept having to shake my head to snap myself awake. Falling asleep at the table was definitely bad manners, but I desperately needed some food to sustain me.

      A few minutes later, I excused myself to go to the loo — all the liquid had taken its toll. I sat down, sighing with tiredness, closed my eyes and leaned my head on the cool, white tiles of the toilet stall. Against my hot, red cheek they were wonderfully soothing.

      Date number three wasn’t going so bad. First, she’d ordered a bottle of wine which meant she had no intention of running away any time soon. Second, she hadn’t tried to convert me to Jesus yet. What’s more, she was attractive and seemed on my wavelength. This could be the start of something, so perhaps Sienna would be my Christmas girlfriend? Plus, Sienna was a beautiful name — I could well get used to going out with a Sienna.

      I let my mind drift off as I rested my head heavier against the reassuring toilet wall. Perhaps we’d kiss outside the restaurant later, then go on to a bar and sit closer than necessary to each other. Then perhaps we’d brush each other’s hands under the table. Kiss at the bus stop on the way home and send each other soppy messages tomorrow as we made plans for our second date and beyond. Perhaps...

      However, when I woke up 35 minutes later, those were not the thoughts I was thinking. On opening my eyes, I squinted into the bright light of the cubicle, clutched the toilet seat and steadied myself. I peeled my head off the wall, wincing as my neck screeched at me for leaving it at such an awkward angle for over half an hour.

      Where the hell was I? I rolled my shoulder and tried to loosen my upper body, which was stiff from lack of movement. I winced at the pain, while wiping up dribble from my chin and my shoulder with some toilet tissue.

      I clung on to the toilet roll dispenser while my brain tried to make sense of the situation. Why was I asleep on a toilet? A toilet that wasn’t even mine? And since when did I fall asleep on toilets?

      And then it came to me.

      I was on a date. I was on a ruddy date.

      But instead of sitting opposite my date, being charming and laughing at all of her jokes, I was dribbling on a toilet with my trousers around my ankles.

      I closed my eyes and exhaled. I was the world’s worst date, in widescreen technicolour. With a cherry on the top.

      And it had all been going so well.

      The last thing I wanted to do right now was get up off the toilet and face my mistake. But it was the one thing I had to do, especially if I wanted the kissing, drinking and soppy text messages to take place. All of which had seemed a pretty sure bet 40 minutes ago. But now? Not so much.

      I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes to wake myself up, then swore lightly under my breath as I remembered too late I’d applied extra mascara before the date. I was now pretty sure that extra mascara was smeared down my cheeks. I wiped dribble from my mouth again and got myself upright, pulling up my trousers and crashing into the toilet wall as I did. I stopped and steadied myself again, breathing deeply through a blurred haze. My head was foggy, like I was shipwrecked.

      I hurled myself out of the stall, staggering left, then right. I slowed my movements, allowing my body a chance to wake up — it was clearly still asleep and who could blame it? I clutched the sink in front of me, and sure enough, when I surveyed my face, I looked like a drunk, mascara-obsessed panda. Triffic.

      I splashed some water on my face and frantically tried to use some tissue to clean it up, but I only managed to smear the mascara over a wider area. I shook my head and laughed at my reflection, mild hysteria swelling inside. If Sienna hadn’t already left, she was certain to run like the wind when she saw the horror story walking towards her.

      I straightened my hair the best I could, already composing my apologies in my head. But what exactly did you say to someone when you’d left them sitting alone for over half an hour? Did you admit to falling asleep, or make up some emergency? I decided to go with the emergency option.

      I drew myself up to my full height, pulling my shoulders back as my mother always told me to. Then I pushed open the door and strode back into the restaurant with as much swagger as I could muster, only to be greeted by an empty table and a half-drunk glass of wine. I spun my gaze around the room but I had to face facts — Sienna had gone and I can’t say I blamed her.

      I sat down and exhaled, before getting the waiter’s attention as my stomach rumbled.

      “The other woman — has she left?”

      The waiter gave me a sad smile and a nod. “She go,” he said, turning his head towards the door. “And she cancel your food too.”

      Shit. This was not going to be good for my dating reputation. I put my head in my hands as my stomach rumbled again. Then I reached into my bag and grabbed my phone, pulling up Sienna’s number. I paused, my fingers hovering over the keys. Now I had the phone in my hand, what exactly was I supposed to say? ‘So sorry, I fell asleep in the toilet’? Try as I might, I couldn’t come up with a better plan. I decided to sleep on it.

      I put my phone on the table and glanced at my watch: just gone 9pm. There was still wine left, and I’d wanted to try this restaurant for a while now. Plus, I was starving as my stomach kept reminding me. I needed something to soak up the alcohol.

      I signalled to the waiter again.

      “Could I still get some food?”

      He nodded.

      I consulted the menu again, ordered and sat back. At least if the food was as good as the reviews, this night wouldn’t turn out to be a total disaster. Best to look on the bright side.

      Just then, ‘Last Christmas’ by Wham! began to flow from the restaurant speakers, presumably to rub salt in my wounds. I had nobody special to give my heart to. I was a sad, sleepy loser.

      I poured Sienna’s wine into my glass and saw someone waving out of the corner of my eye. I turned to my left.

      It was Melanie Taylor, a smile breaking out on her face as she saw me. She was sitting with what I could only assume was her new fiancée, just two tables along from me.

      Oh no, not now. Not when I looked like a starved raccoon.

      Before I could react, Melanie was on the move, reaching my table in seconds. Her closely cropped hair was sitting just-so on her head, and I wasn’t sure her smile could get any wider. Clearly, Melanie was loved up.

      “How are you?” Melanie already had her arms wide open, and her smile had changed to a concerned, pitiful expression that said ‘eating out alone again?’ I wanted to sink under the table. On top of everything, I didn’t need Melanie Taylor to rub her happiness in my face. However, I was out of luck.

      “I want you to meet my fiancée!” Melanie turned and beckoned her over with rapid hand movements. I heard a chair scrape back as I braced myself to be nice — after all, it wasn’t Melanie’s fault that love was shining on her, but not me.

      Within seconds, her new partner was standing beside her, giving me an awkward smile. Melanie Taylor had landed on her feet and no mistake. But hang on, there was something ever-so-familiar about her partner — a smile I knew, piercing almond eyes that I’d looked into before. It couldn’t be, could it?

      But before my sleepy brain could piece the puzzle together, Melanie had her arm around her girlfriend’s shoulders, her face radiating so much happiness, I felt the heat. However, my whole body heated up for a totally different reason now her girlfriend was up close and personal.

      I did know those eyes, that mouth.

      And from the narrowing of her eyes, she recognised me too.

      “Tori, I want you to meet Nic, my fiancée. Nic, this is Tori.”

      We both stared at each other and nobody said a word.

      I could see Melanie was confused, and rightly so. She’d just introduced her fiancée to one of her friends, and now neither was saying a word to the other. However, if she’d peered inside my head at that moment, she would have seen a ticker-tape parade reading ‘OMG! OMG! OMG!’ circling round my brain.

      Nicola Sheen, my first love, had just shown up at my table and she was engaged to my crazy friend. I heard the crescendo in my ears as my heart sank to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably. I wanted to stand up and shake Nicola, ask her what the hell she was doing here after all these years. And engaged to someone else.

      But I didn’t. I just sat and stared. Externally, I was quiet. Inside, I was exploding like a gamma-ray.

      After what seemed like an eternity, Nicola put out her hand. “Victoria Hammond?” Her flushed face told me she couldn’t believe she was asking.

      Truth be told, I couldn’t either. I’d been waiting to hear those words and touch this skin again for over ten years. And now, here she was. I wanted to get up and embrace Nicola, feel her against me after all this time. But I knew that wasn’t social etiquette, so I stayed seated.

      “Nicola.” I shook my head. “All this time, and now you’re Melanie’s fiancée. I can’t believe it!” I didn’t mean that quite the way it came out.

      Or perhaps I did.

      Seeing her was just such a shock.

      When she touched me, it took me right back — right back to the library, my bedroom, my heartbreak.

      She nodded, still holding my hand. “Bit of a whirlwind, but yes, engaged.” She glanced up at Melanie, before refocusing on me.

      Her gaze burnt into me, and I had to remember to breathe. Nicola looked older, of course she did. Her hair was shorter, her features fuller, her body more solid. But she was still Nicola Sheen, she still owned those eyes and she still commanded that my eyes couldn’t look away.

      And of course, she had to meet me just after my failed date when I was looking like this. Thanks a bunch, universe.

      I stared at her hand, then at Melanie’s. There were no rings.

      “Haven’t got around to it yet,” Melanie said as if reading my mind. “Rings are next on the list, aren’t they, sweetheart?” She was gripping Nicola’s shoulder harder now as if she was trying to stop the situation slipping out of her control. Melanie had brought Nicola over here to gloat. Now it turned out, she was reintroducing me to my first love and I was pretty sure that vibe was seeping out of every single pore of my body.

      “I take it you two know each other?” Melanie looked from Nicola to me, then back. Her voice was too high. It scratched my skin.

      I nodded. “Went to school together. Best friends for a time, weren’t we?” I locked eyes with Nicola. My stomach dropped. Best friends, first kiss, could-have-been lovers. All I knew was the story we’d written at school had never been fully erased, nor fully written.

      “We were, but it feels like a different life,” Nicola said. And then she had the good grace to look away.

      A wave of nausea hit me as Melanie kissed Nicola on the cheek — it was as if I’d just been slapped. I didn’t even want to think about them having sex.

      I shut my eyes, and when I reopened them, Melanie had her concerned face on again. “You know, you’re welcome to come and eat with us if you’re eating on your own.” She looked like she wanted to take a jar of pity and smother it all over me.

      I glanced at Nicola, whose face didn’t alter, but I could spy alarm in her eyes — it was a look I was used to seeing when it came to her. Did Melanie know the signs yet? I doubted it.

      I shook my head. “That’s kind, but I’m just popping in on the way to meeting someone, so I won’t be long.” It was gone 9pm, so I was clearly lying. I smiled up at Melanie. Could she tell I’d rather stick pins in my eyes than have dinner with them?

      If she did, she said nothing. Instead, they walked back to their table with a promise to meet for drinks soon, Nicola Sheen avoiding my gaze.

      I couldn’t wait.

      I took a slug of wine, refilled my glass to the top and hoped my food arrived soon. I was desperate to turn my head and get a good look at Nicola, but I knew I couldn’t.

      Nicola Bloody Sheen. Engaged to Melanie Bloody Taylor.

      Holly was not going to believe this, and truth be told, neither did I.

      I hadn’t planned on getting drunk tonight, but now there seemed no other option. I downed my wine in a few gulps and ordered another large glass of red from the waiter. I didn’t care how I looked anymore or what else could happen tonight — the roof of my world was already sagging to the point of near collapse. I’d been deserted on a date, fallen asleep with my trousers down and had just bumped into my first love, who was engaged to my friend. Isn’t it ironic?

      I made a mental note to call Alanis Morissette and see what she thought.
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      Holly had to stop walking, she was laughing so much. “You didn’t?”

      I nodded. “I did. I woke myself up dribbling.” I smirked. “And it’s not funny, by the way.”

      Holly’s laughter begged to differ. “It’s kinda funny, you have to admit. You go on a date and fall asleep in the toilet? That is the stuff of legend.” She snorted. “I did tell you to slow down with these dates, but I thought you could take three in a week. Clearly I was wrong.”

      We were walking around our local park, and it was another beautifully sunny day. To our right, barren trees lined the path ahead. To our left, a group of carol singers were belting out ‘Jingle Bells’ with gusto. I dropped a pound coin into their collecting bucket as we passed and it hit the bottom with a thud.

      “You were. Perhaps I’m developing narcolepsy like in that film. Whatever it is, this is going to seriously dent my lesbian kerb appeal.” I kicked a stone and it hit a nearby tree.

      Holly chuckled, her grey woollen bobble-hat waggling as she walked. “It’s not ideal.”

      I pouted at her and sighed. “We’re into December now and the girlfriend quest isn’t improving, is it? Ruby was a dud, Anna couldn’t leave me quick enough, then on the third... well, you know the rest.”

      Holly put an arm around me and squeezed. “You’re being impatient, you just need to relax and give it time. Romance doesn’t just knock on your door — that only happens in those films you love. Romance, like anything worthwhile, takes time and you need to give it space to breathe. You might bump into Sienna again and you’ll live happily ever after. You just never know.”

      I raised an eyebrow in Holly’s direction.

      She smiled. “Long shot, but it might happen.” She paused, looking away. “Or you might get together with someone you never even thought of. Someone on your doorstep, or someone who’s just about to walk into your life.”

      I sat down on a park bench dedicated to a man called Fred — his plaque said he’d loved sitting there, and I could see the appeal. From this bench, the views of the surrounding area were laid out as far as the eye could see.

      “Funny you should say that — there’s more,” I told Holly as she sat down next to me.

      “What?”

      “Last night,” I began. “After Sienna left, I was still hungry. So I ordered some food.” I paused. “And bear in mind, this is just after I’ve woken up with my trousers down and just after I’ve smeared mascara across my face to look like a crazy raccoon lady.”

      “Good image,” Holly replied, snorting.

      I put my head in my hands just thinking about it, then started to laugh. “Yeah so, I’m sitting there looking gorgeous. Then just before my food
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This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
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PREAMBLE
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efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
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with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
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DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.
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copyright statement(s).
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
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Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
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TERMINATION
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