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1

Lucy Clarke pushed her way through the revolving glass doors and sprinted to the reception desk, stripping off her coat and scarf as she ran. She was late for the most important meeting of her life.

“There you are! I’ve been calling you. I’ll take that—” Rhea, the receptionist, rose from her chair and grabbed the coat from her. “Wow. You look stunning. You’re the only person I know who can look good in a Christmas sweater. Where did you find that one?”

“My grandmother knitted it. She said the sparkly yarn was a nightmare to work with. Feels weird wearing it today of all days, but Arnie insisted that we look festive so here I am, bringing the sparkle. They’ve started?” She’d hoped she might just make it, but the desks around her were all empty.

“Yes. Get in there.”

Lucy replaced her running shoes with suede boots, hopping around as she pulled them on. Her fingers were so cold she fumbled. “Sorry. Forgot my gloves.” She thrust her bag toward Rhea, who stowed it under the desk.

“What was it? Trains not running?”

“Signal failure. I walked.”

“You walked? You couldn’t have grabbed a cab?”

“Everyone else had the same idea so there wasn’t one to be had.” She dropped her scarf on Rhea’s desk. “How is the mood?”

“Dismally lacking in festive joy given that we are all waiting to lose our jobs. Even the Christmas sweaters aren’t raising a smile, and there are some truly terrible ones. Ellis from Accounts is wearing what looks like a woolly Christmas tree and it’s making him itch. I’ve given him an antihistamine.”

“We are not going to lose our jobs.”

“You don’t know that,” Rhea said. “We’ve lost two big accounts in the last month. Not our fault, I know, but the end result is the same.”

“So we need to replace them.”

“I admire your optimism, but I don’t want to raise my hopes and then have them crash around me. I love my job. Companies always say we’re a family and it’s usually a load of rubbish, but this one really does feel like a family. But it’s not as if you really need to worry. You’re brilliant at what you do. You’ll get another job easily.”

She didn’t want another job. She wanted this job.

She thought about the fun they all had in the office. The laughter. Late-night pizza when they were preparing a pitch. Friday fizz when they had something to celebrate. The camaraderie and the friendship. She knew she’d never forget the support her colleagues had given her during what had undoubtedly been the worst couple of years of her life.

And then there was Arnie himself. She owed him everything. He’d given her back all the confidence that had been sucked from her in her first job, and he’d been there for her at her lowest moment. She’d worked for Arnie for six years and she still learned something new from him every day. She had a feeling she always would, because the company was small and nimble and everyone was encouraged to contribute, whatever their level of seniority. That wouldn’t happen if she moved to one of the major players.

“Do I look okay?”

Rhea reached out and smoothed a strand of hair out of Lucy’s eyes. “You look calmer than the rest of us. We’re all in a state of panic. Maya has just bought her first flat. Ted’s wife is expecting their first baby any day.”

“Stop! If you keep reminding me of the stakes I’ll be waving goodbye to calm.” Lucy pressed her hands to her burning cheeks. “I ran the last mile. Tell me honestly, does my face look like a tomato?”

“It has a seasonal tint.”

“You mean green like holly, or red like Santa?”

“Get in there—” Rhea gave her a push and Lucy sprinted toward the meeting room.

She could see all of them gathered around the table, Arnie standing at the head wearing the same red sweater he always wore when he wanted to be festive.

Arnie, who had set up this company over thirty years ago. Arnie, who had left his family’s Christmas celebrations to be by her side in the hospital when her grandmother had died two years earlier.

Lucy pushed open the door and thirty heads turned toward her.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Don’t worry. We’ve only just started.” Arnie’s smile was warm, but she could see the dark shadows under his eyes. The situation was hard for all of them, but particularly him. The unexpected blow to their bottom line meant he had difficult decisions to make. The thought of it was obviously giving him sleepless nights.

She’d seen him working until midnight at his desk, staring at numbers as if willpower alone could change them. It was no wonder he was tired.

She sat down in an empty seat and tried to ignore the horrible burn of anxiety.

“It’s a Christmas campaign,” Arnie returned to the subject they’d been discussing before she’d interrupted. “Think festive sparkle, think Christmas trees, think snow. We want photographs of log fires, luxurious throws, candles, mugs of hot chocolate heaped with marshmallows. And fairy lights. Fairy lights everywhere. The images need to be so festive and appealing that people who think they hate Christmas suddenly fall in love with Christmas. Most of all they need to feel that their Christmas will not be complete unless they buy themselves and everyone they know, a—” Arnie looked blank. “What is the product called again?”

Lucy’s gaze slid to the box on the table. “The Finger-snug, Arnie.”

“Fingersnug. Right.” Arnie dragged his hand through his hair, leaving it standing upright. It was one of his many endearing habits. “The person who advised them on product name should rethink his job, but that’s not our problem. Our problem is how to make it the must-have product for Christmas, despite the name and the lack of time to build a heavyweight campaign. And we’re going to do that with social media. It’s instant. It’s impactful. Show people looking warm and cosy. Has anyone tried the damn thing? Lucy, as you were the last one in through the door and you always forget to wear gloves, you can take one for the team and thank me later.”

Lucy dutifully slipped her hand inside the Fingersnug and activated it.

They all watched her expectantly.

Arnie spread his hands. “Anything? Are you feeling a warm glow? Is this life-changing?”

She felt depressed and a little sick, but neither of those things had anything to do with the Fingersnug. “I think it takes a minute to warm up, Arnie.”

Ted looked puzzled. “It’s basically a glove.”

“Maybe—” Arnie planted his hands on the table and leaned forward “—but running shoes are running shoes until we persuade the public that this particular pair will change their lives. There are few original products out there, only original campaigns.”

The comment was so Arnie. He was a relentless optimist.

Lucy felt the lump in her throat grow. Arnie had so many big things to deal with, but the client was still his priority. Even a client as small as this one.

“It’s warming up,” she said. “It may even cure my frostbite.”

Arnie grabbed one from the box. “It would be the perfect stocking filler. I can see it now, keeping hands warm on frosty winter nights. Does it come in small sizes? Can kids use it? Is it safe? We don’t want to damage a child.”

“Children can use it, and it comes in different sizes.” Lucy felt her fingers grow steadily warmer. “This might be the first time in my life I’ve had warm hands. It might be my new favorite thing.”

“We need photographs that appeal to kids, or more specifically parents of kids. All those activities parents do at Christmas. Ice skating, reindeer—the client specifically mentioned reindeer,” he floundered and glanced around for inspiration, “doing what? I have no idea. Where does one even find a reindeer, apart from on the front of Alison’s sweater, obviously? And what do you do when you find one? Maybe someone could ride it. Yes! I love that idea.” One of the reasons Arnie was such a legend in the creative agency world was because he let nothing get in the way of his imagination. Sometimes that approach led to spectacular success, but other times…

There was an exchange of glances. A few people shifted in their chairs and sneaked glances at Lucy.

She looked straight at him. “I think using reindeer is an inspired idea, Arnie. Gives us the potential for some great creative shots. Maybe a child clutching a stack of prettily wrapped parcels next to a reindeer, capture that look of wonder on their face, patch of snow, warm fingers—” she let her mind drift “—aspirational Christmas photos. Make it relatable.”

“You don’t think someone should ride it?”

She didn’t hesitate. “No, Arnie, I don’t.”

“Why not? Santa does it.”

“Santa is a special case. And he’s generally in the sleigh.” Were they seriously having this conversation?

There was a moment of tense silence and then Arnie laughed and the tension in the room eased.

“Right. Well…” Arnie waved a hand dismissively. “Get creative. Whatever you think will add that extra festive touch, you’re to do it, Lucy. I won’t tell you to impress me, because you always do.”

“You want me to take on the account?” Lucy glanced round the room. There were twenty-nine other people in the meeting. “Maybe someone else should—”

“No. I want you on this. Getting influencers on board at this late stage is going to be next to impossible, and you’re the one who makes the impossible happen.” He rubbed his chest and Lucy felt a flash of concern.

“Are you feeling all right, Arnie?”

“Not brilliant. I had dinner with one of our competitors last night, Martin Cooper, CEO of Fitzwilliam Cooper. He was boasting about having too much business to handle, which was enough to give me indigestion. Or maybe it was the lamb. It was very spicy and I’m not good with spicy food.” He stopped rubbing his chest and scowled. “Do you know he had the gall to ask if I could give him your contact list, Lucy? I told him it would do him no good, because it’s your relationship with those contacts that adds the magic. The whole thing works because of you. You have a way of persuading people to do things they don’t want to do, and definitely don’t have time for.”

Lucy chose not to mention the fact that a recruiter from Fitzwilliam Cooper had approached her twice in the last month about a job.

She thought it wise to change the subject. “Finding a reindeer in the middle of London might be—”

“There are reindeer in Finland and Norway, but we don’t have the time or the budget for that. Wait—” Arnie lifted a hand. “Scotland! There are reindeer in Scotland. I read about it recently. I’m going to ask Rhea to track down that article and send it to you. Scotland. Perfect. I love this job. Don’t you all love this job?”

Everyone grinned nervously because almost without exception they did love the job and were all wondering how much longer they’d be doing it.

Lucy was focused on the more immediate problem. How was she supposed to fit a trip to Scotland into her schedule?

“It’s only two weeks until Christmas, Arnie.”

“And you know what I always say. Nothing—” He put his hand to his ear and waited.

“Focuses the mind like a deadline,” they all chorused and he beamed like a conductor whose orchestra had just given a virtuoso performance.

“Exactly. You’ll handle it, Lucy, I know you will. You’re the one who always swoops in and saves the day and you’re always great with everything Christmas.” Arnie waved a hand as if he’d just gifted her something special. “The job is yours. Pick your team.”

Lucy managed a weak smile. His enthusiasm and warmth swept you along. You couldn’t say no to him, even if you wanted to.

And what would she say, anyway?

Christmas isn’t really my thing anymore. No, she couldn’t say that. She’d leaned on them hard at the beginning, when the agony of grief had been raw and sharp. But time had passed, and she couldn’t keep being a misery, no matter how tough she found this time of year. She needed to pull herself together, but she hadn’t yet figured out how to do that. There were days when she felt as if she hadn’t moved forward at all.

But her priority right now was the company, which meant she would have to go to Scotland. Unless she could find reindeer closer to home. The zoo? Maybe she could persuade the client to switch the reindeer for a llama. Alpaca? Large sheep? Her mind wandered and then someone’s phone pinged.

Ted jumped to his feet in a panic, sending papers flying. He checked his phone and turned pale. “This is it! It’s coming. The baby I mean. The baby is coming. My baby. Our baby. I have to go to the hospital. Right now.” He dropped his phone on the floor, bent to retrieve it and banged his head on the table.

Lucy winced. “Ouch. Ted—”

“I’m fine!” He rubbed his forehead and gave a goofy smile. “I’m going to be a dad.”

Maya grinned. “We got that part, Ted. Way to go.”

“Sophie needs me. I—” Ted dropped his phone again but this time Alison was the one who bent and retrieved it.

“Breathe, Ted.”

“Yes. Good advice. Breathe. We’ve done lots of practice. I mean obviously it’s Sophie who is meant to be doing that part, but no reason why I can’t do it, too.” Ted pushed his glasses back up his nose and cast an apologetic look at Arnie. “I’m—”

“Go.” Arnie waved him toward the door. “And keep us updated.”

Ted looked torn. “But this is an important meeting, and—”

“Family first.” Arnie’s voice was rough. “Go and be with Sophie. Call us when you have news.”

Ted rushed out of the room, then rushed back in a moment later to collect the coat he’d forgotten, and back again a moment after that because he’d left his laptop bag.

“Also,” he said, pausing by the door, breathless, “I have a train set arriving here today. Can someone take the delivery?”

Maya raised her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. “A train set?”

“Yes. It’s a Christmas present for my baby.” His voice cracked and Arnie walked round the table and put his hand on Ted’s shoulder.

“A train set is a great choice. We’ll take the delivery. Now go. Ask Rhea to call you a cab. You need to get to the hospital as fast as possible.”

“Yes. Thank you.” Ted sped out of the room, knocking into the doorframe on his way out.

Maya winced. “Can they give him a sedative or something? And is a cab really going to be quicker than taking the train?”

“It’s going to be quicker than Ted getting flustered and lost,” Arnie said. “At least the cab will deliver him to the door, hopefully in one piece and with all his belongings still about his person.”

“A train set?” Ryan, the intern, grinned. “He does know that a baby can’t play with a train set, doesn’t he?”

“I suspect it will be Ted playing with the train set,” Arnie said. “Now, exciting though this is, we should return to business. Where were we? Fingersnug. Lucy? Are you on it?”

“I’m on it, Arnie.” She’d find a way to show it at its most appealing. She’d put together a last-minute Christmas campaign. She’d find a reindeer from somewhere. She’d pull in favors from her contacts, content creators with high profiles and engaged followings who she’d worked with before. She’d find a way to handle it all and try not to think about the fact that her job was occasionally ridiculous.

Arnie cleared his throat and Lucy glanced at him.

It was obvious from the look on Arnie’s face that they’d reached that point in the meeting everyone had been dreading.

“Now for the tough stuff. You all know we lost two big accounts last month. Not our fault. One company is downsizing because they’ve lost so much business lately, and the other is trying to cut costs and decided to go with someone cheaper. I tried telling him that you get what you pay for, but he wasn’t listening. It’s a significant blow,” he said. “I’m not going to pretend otherwise.”

“Just give us the bad news, Arnie. Have you made a decision about who you’re going to let go?” Maya, always direct, was the one to voice what they were all wondering.

“I don’t want to let anyone go.” He let out a long breath. “And not just because you’re a fun bunch of people when you’re not being annoying.”

They all tried to grin.

“Thanks, Arnie.”

“And the truth is that to win accounts, we need good people. To staff accounts, we need good people. But I also need to be able to pay those people and unless we bring in a significant piece of business soon, we’re in trouble.” He rested his hands on the table and was silent for a moment. “I’ve never lied to you and I’m not going to start now. This is the most challenging time we have faced since I started the company thirty years ago, but all is not lost. I have a few new business leads, and I’m going to be following those up personally. And there’s something else we’re going to try—speculative, but worth a shot. It’s major. If we could land that, then we’d be fine.”

But what if they weren’t fine?

Lucy thought about Ted and his new baby. She thought about Maya and her new flat and how scared she’d been taking on the responsibility of a mortgage. She thought about herself, about how much she loved this job and how badly she needed to keep doing it. In the early days after she’d lost her grandmother, work had given her a reason to get out of bed in the morning. Her job was her source of security, both financial and emotional.

It was the most important thing in her life.

She felt her chest grow tight.

She couldn’t handle more change. More loss.

She gazed through the glass of the meeting room, forcing herself to breathe steadily. From her vantage point twenty floors up she had an aerial view of London. She could see the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral and the River Thames winding its way under Tower Bridge. Three red London buses nosed their way through traffic, and people scurried along, heads down looking at their phones, always in a hurry.

A lump formed in her throat.

If she had to leave the company, would it mean moving?

She didn’t want to move. She’d been raised here, by her grandmother, who had loved everything about London and had been keen to share its joys and its history with her granddaughter.

Do you see this, Lucy? Pudding Lane, where the Great Fire of London started in 1666.

They’d visited the Tower of London, Lucy’s favorite place. They’d strolled through the parks hand in hand, picnicked on damp grass, fed ducks, rowed a boat on the Serpentine. Her annual Christmas treat had been a visit to the Royal Opera House to watch a performance of The Nutcracker. Every street and every landmark, famous and not so famous, were tangled up with memories of her grandmother.

She loved London. She belonged here. Sometimes it felt as if the city had wrapped its arms around her, as her grandmother had in those early days after her parents had died.

This time of year was particularly tough. It was impossible not to think about her grandmother at Christmas. Impossible not to wish for one more day with her, walking through the city looking at the sparkling window displays, and then sipping hot chocolate in a warm café. They’d talked about everything. There wasn’t a single thing Lucy had held back from her grandmother, and she desperately missed that. She missed being able to talk freely, without worrying that she was a burden.

Unconditional love. Love that could be depended on. That was what she missed, but that gift had been ripped away from her, leaving her feeling cold, exposed and alone.

She sat, made miserable by memories, and then caught sight of Arnie’s face and felt guilty for being selfish and thinking about herself when he was going through hell. He was worrying about everyone’s futures.

They had to win a big account, they had to.

Arnie was still talking. “Let’s start by looking at the positive. We are harnessing the power of social media and changing the way brands reach their customers. We are experts in influencer marketing. We are changing consumer habits—”

Lucy made a few notes on the pad in front of her.

In less than a minute she had a list of about ten people to call who might be able to help her with the Fingersnug. People she’d built a relationship with. People who would be only too happy to do her a favor, knowing that they’d be able to reclaim it in the future.

“We are raising our profile. And on that note, a special shout-out to Lucy, our cover girl.” Arnie gestured to the latest edition of the glossy marketing magazine stacked on the table. “The Face of Modern Marketing. Looking good, Lucy. Great interview. Great publicity for the company. If any of you still haven’t read it then you should. Lucy, we’re proud of you and for the rest of you—let’s have more of this. Let’s get ourselves noticed.”

There was a chorus of “Go Lucy,” and a few claps.

Lucy gave a self-conscious smile and glanced at the cover. She barely recognized her own image. She’d spent an hour in hair and makeup before the photoshoot and had felt completely unlike herself. On the other hand, feeling unlike herself hadn’t been a bad thing. The Lucy in the picture looked as if she had her life together. The Lucy in the picture didn’t stand in front of the bathroom mirror in the morning hyperventilating, worrying that her control was going to shatter and she was going to lose it in public. She didn’t stand there feeling as if her emotions were a ticking time bomb, ready to explode without warning. Anxiety had plagued her since she’d lost her grandmother. She felt as if she was on the edge, navigating life with no safety net.

And now it was almost Christmas, and if ever there was a time designed to emphasize the lack of family, it was now. The worst thing was that she’d always adored Christmas. It had been her absolute favorite time of the year until that horrible Christmas two years before when she’d spent Christmas Eve and Christmas Day in a vigil by her grandmother’s hospital bed. Now Christmas wasn’t tinsel and fir trees and wrapping up warm to listen to carol singers. It was beeping machines, and doctors with serious faces, and her grandmother’s frail, bruised hand in hers. Massive stroke, they’d said, but she’d hung on until December 31, before finally leaving Lucy to face the new year, and all the years ahead, without the person she loved most. The person who had taken on the role of both parent and grandparent. The one person who knew her and loved her unconditionally.

The previous year she’d forced herself to celebrate Christmas, although maybe celebrate was the wrong word. She bought herself a tree, and she decorated it with all the ornaments she and her grandmother had collected over the years. I’m doing this, Gran. You’d be proud of me. But it had been hard work, the emotional equivalent of running a marathon uphill in bare feet. Christmas had always been a magical time, but now the magic was gone, and she didn’t know how to get it back. The truth was she was dreading it, and given the choice she would have canceled Christmas.

Panic rose, digging its claws into her skin.

“This is the point where I’m going to challenge you all,” Arnie said. “Do I believe in miracles? Maybe I do, because I have my eye on one of the biggest prizes of all. One piece of new business in particular that would solve all our problems. The biggest fish in the pond. Any guesses?” He glanced around expectantly. “Think sportswear brands. Think fitness and gyms.”

And now she had a whole new reason to panic.

Not sports. Anything but that.

She was intimidated by gyms and she had no reason to wear sportswear. Her exercise regime involved racing round London meeting clients and influencers, and scoping out new cool places to include in their visual campaigns.

Wishing Ted was here because it was right up his street, Lucy scrolled through the big brands in her mind, discarding the ones she knew were already locked into other agencies.

One stood out.

“Are you talking about Miller Active? The CEO is Ross Miller.”

“You know him?”

“Only by reputation. His family own Glen Shortbread.” Her grandmother had described it as comfort in a tin and it had been her favorite treat at Christmas.

“Is Glen Shortbread the one in the pretty tin?” Maya chewed the end of her pen. “The one that changes every year? Last year was snowy mountains and a loch? I love it. Delicious. I buy it for my mum every year. Just looking at it makes me feel Christmassy.”

“That’s the one.” Lucy still had three of the empty tins in her apartment, even though she didn’t have room for them. She couldn’t bear to throw them away, so she used them as storage. Two were full of old photographs, and the third held the letters her grandmother had written to her during her first year of college when she’d been homesick and tempted to give it up.

“Same Miller, different business.” Arnie rubbed his chest again. “Son Ross went a different route.”

“Rebel Ross,” Lucy murmured and saw Arnie glance at her with a question in his eyes. “I read an article—last year, I think. That was the title. ‘Rebel Ross.’ All about how he was the first generation not to go into the family business. He wanted to strike out on his own. The implication was that he and his father were like two stags fighting over their territory, although given the way Miller Active has grown I’m assuming he has proved himself by now. There was a lot about the family. Grandmother—can’t remember her name. Jane, maybe? No, it was Jean. His father is Douglas, still at the helm of Glen Shortbread. His mother is Glenda, she’s been involved with the business from time to time, although I’m not sure she still is. There are three children—Ross, obviously. He’s the eldest. Then Alice, who is a doctor, and Clemmie, who—I don’t know what she does.”

Maya was staring. “How do you remember all that?”

“I have a good memory for useless facts.” She wasn’t going to tell them the truth. That the article had stuck in her mind because she’d had serious family envy.

There had been photographs of the family estate in the Scottish Highlands, showing ancient trees and herds of deer and their baronial home, Miller Lodge, with its gardens sloping down to a deep loch. There had been glossy photos of the whole family gathered around a roaring log fire, their world-famous shortbread piled on an antique plate on a table in front of them. Who had been in that photo? She couldn’t remember. She’d been too busy gazing at their big, perfect family and envying their perfect life. They’d all been smiling. Even the dogs had looked contented. The message was that no matter what happened in life they had each other, and their gorgeous home. After she’d salivated over the picture, she’d ripped out those pages and thrown them away because no good ever came from wanting what you couldn’t have. Now she wished she’d kept them. It would have been a good place to start with her research.

“I’m impressed.” Arnie seemed cheered by her response. “Background is important, we all know that. Context. Where does a client come from? What does he need? These are the questions we ask ourselves. They’re the questions you’re going to be asking yourselves when you come up with ideas for a campaign. That’s the challenge. I’m hearing a rumor that Ross Miller has reached out to a few agencies. He wants to shake things up.”

“He’s invited us to pitch?”

“Not exactly.” Arnie shuffled some papers. “But he would, if he knew how good we were. We need to grab his attention. We need to find a way to do that. We need to be the ones to give him what he needs.”

Lucy thought back to that article. It seemed to her that Ross Miller already had everything he needed.

“Doesn’t Miller Active use Fitzwilliam Cooper?”

“Yes, but their last campaign was uninspired. That’s just my opinion, obviously, but that doesn’t mean I’m not right. Miller Active has a strong customer base, but seem unable to expand beyond that. They’re going to be shopping around in the New Year. They need us. And it’s our job—” Arnie waved a hand at the team seated around the table “—to persuade them of that fact. Over the next few weeks, I want you to come up with some ideas that will blow them away. Then we need to find a way to get those ideas in front of Ross Miller. It will be our number one priority for the New Year.”

“This is one for Ted,” Lucy said. “He lives at the gym.”

Maya leaned back in her chair. “He’s not going to be going to the gym for a while or Sophie will kill him.”

“We have to assume that Ted is out of the picture, but we can handle this without him.”

“I love their yoga pants, if that helps,” Maya said. “They’re the only ones that don’t move when you do downward dog. But somehow I don’t think I can build a whole campaign out of that.”

“We’ll figure it out.” Arnie gathered up his files and his laptop. “The timing is good. Everyone thinks about fitness in January, right? We’ve all stuffed ourselves over the festive period. Turkey. Multiple family meals.”

If only…

Lucy kept her expression neutral. “It’s true that there is a focus on health and fitness in January.”

“All we have to do is find a unique angle, and that’s what we’re good at.”

Maybe. But a sports client? Why did it have to be a sports client?

If gym membership was what it was going to take to save Arnie’s company, she was doomed.

Unless…

An idea exploded into her head out of nowhere. Maybe the perfect idea.

She opened her mouth and closed it again. Maybe it wasn’t a perfect idea. She needed to think about it, work it through in her head. But still…

She was definitely onto something.

Ross Miller hadn’t built a successful business in a competitive space by being predictable. When he’d started out there was no way he could outspend the big brands, so he’d chosen to outsmart them and that approach had seen his business grow faster than all predictions.

Arnie was right. Whatever they came up with, had to be creative and the idea bubbling in her brain was certainly a little different.

People started to file out of the meeting room, except for Arnie, who was checking his phone.

Lucy stood up and headed to the coffee machine. She poured two cups and took one to him. Now that she was close, she could see that his face was pale. “Have you taken something for that indigestion? Maybe I shouldn’t give you this coffee.”

“Give me the coffee. The indigestion will pass, I’m sure.” He took the coffee and caught her eye. “What?”

“I’m worried about you.”

“Why? I’m fine. Never better.”

It was tough, Lucy thought, keeping up an act. No one knew that better than she did.

“Everyone has gone. It’s just you and me. You can be honest.”

His shoulders sagged. “There’s no fooling you, is there? I’m worried, that’s true. But all we can do is our best. I’m going to reach out to a few more contacts this afternoon. It will be all right, I’m sure it will. Next year will be better. It has to be better.”

“About Ross Miller—”

“Don’t worry. I know sport isn’t your thing,” Arnie said. “It was just an idea. Grasping at straws. Even if we came up with an idea that was a game changer, Ross Miller is a tough cookie. I doubt he’s going to give us a meeting or agree to hear our pitch. He has always used the big names. We’re not on his approved agency list.”

“Then we need to get ourselves on that list.”

She was not going to give up. And she wasn’t going to let him give up, either.

“We can do this, Arnie.”

“That’s the spirit.” He managed a smile. “You’re not to worry. If the worst happens, I can make some calls and you’ll be in another job before the day is out.”

“I don’t want another job.”

“I know.” He put the coffee down untouched. “You and I go back a long way, Lucy. And frankly that makes me feel worse. We have so many loyal and wonderful people in this company and I’ve let you down. We should have spread our net wider. We relied on a few big accounts, instead of taking on multiple small ones. It has left us vulnerable, and that’s on me.”

It was typical of Arnie to take responsibility. Typical of him to blame himself and not others.

“You’re not responsible for the economy and world events, Arnie. You’re brilliant.”

“Not so brilliant.” He gave a tired smile. “Anyway, enough of that. How are you doing, Lucy? I know this is a difficult enough time of year for you without all these additional worries.”

“I’m doing fine, thanks.” Now she was the one putting on an act, but that was fine. The last thing he needed was to listen to her problems on top of everything else. “You’ve been working too hard. Maybe you should go home.”

“Too much to do.” He rubbed his hand across his chest again. “I need to make some calls. Start putting together some ideas ready for January.”

“Right.” But if major agencies were going to be pitching to Miller Active in the New Year, they needed to get in front of Ross Miller before that. He was known to be a workaholic. Surely he wasn’t going to waste time partying around the Christmas tree?

She left the room and when she glanced back she saw Arnie slumped in a chair at the head of the long empty table, his head in his hands.

Feeling sick for him, she headed to the watercooler. She was going to do whatever she could to fix this, and not only because this job was the one thing in her life that was good and stable.

Maya was leaning against the wall, swallowing down an entire cup of water. “Sorry.” She stood to one side when she saw Lucy. “Fear makes me thirsty. I’m pretending this is gin. What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to go after new accounts, starting with Miller Active. What we’re not going to do is panic.” At least not outwardly. She was keeping all her panic carefully locked inside.

“If you’re serious about Miller Active then you should be in a panic. Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with? Ross Miller has a black belt in three different martial arts. He can ski. He’s a killer in the boxing ring. He sailed across the Atlantic. He has muscles in all the right places.”

“When have you ever seen his muscles?”

“In photos.” Maya put her cup down. “He did some fitness challenge for charity last summer—trust me, I would have handed over my credit card happily.”

“You have nothing but debt on your credit card. And what does any of this have to do with pitching?”

“I love you to bits, but your exercise program is couch to kitchen. Is there any chance I can turn you into an exercise fanatic before January so we can increase your credibility? Or give you any credibility at all?”

“I don’t need to be an exercise fanatic.”

Maya frowned. “Why? This is a fitness account. Sportswear. The brief is to expand their customer base. No offense, Lucy, but do you even own yoga pants?”

“No. But in this case it’s going to work to my advantage.” Lucy helped herself to water. “Think about it. Ross Miller wants new customers. What is the profile of a new customer? Not someone like Ted, who is already a convert. It’s people like me, who would never go near a gym. What would it take to make me buy a pair of sexy workout leggings and show up for a morning weights session?”

“I honestly can’t answer that,” Maya said. “Knowing you, I’m guessing it would take something major.”

“The Miller account is major.”

“Lucy, I’m your biggest admirer but be realistic. The major agencies are pitching. This is the big time. How would you begin to compete?”

“By being smarter than they are, and by getting ahead of them.”

“But it’s Christmas.”

“Exactly. It’s the perfect time to work.”

“For you, maybe, but not for most people. And probably not for Ross Miller.” Maya hesitated. “Look, about Christmas—I’ve already told you, you can come and spend it with Jenny and me. It’s our first Christmas in the new place. Jenny’s mother is joining us, and her brother. Not her dad because he still can’t bear seeing the two of us together and I don’t want to spend Christmas with a knot in my stomach.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ve never been happier, that’s the truth, and if some family tension is the price I have to pay then I’ll gladly pay it. And we’d love to have you.”

“It’s a kind offer and I appreciate it, but no thanks.” She knew Christmas would be rough. She didn’t want to inflict her misery on anyone else, and pretending to be fine when you weren’t fine became exhausting after a while. Her Christmas gift to herself would be to give herself permission to feel horrible.

Maya sighed. “Lucy—”

“I’m fine, honestly. I’m going to be busy with work.” She didn’t mention her conversation with Arnie. If the team knew how worried he was, they’d worry even more than they already were. What was the point of ruining everyone’s Christmas? It would be better for the team to return from their holidays well rested and optimistic. “I’m going to come up with a plan to get us in front of Ross Miller.”

“I can’t bear to think of you on your own and working over Christmas.”

“I’m thrilled to be working. It will make the whole thing so much easier.”

This would be her second Christmas alone. Third, if you counted the one she’d spent with her grandmother in hospital although Arnie had been by her side for that one. She’d survived the others. She’d survive this one. Work would be just the distraction she needed.

“Lucy—”

“Christmas is just one day, Maya. This year I’m going to be too busy even to notice it.” She’d been dreading Christmas, but at least now she had a purpose. “I’m going to find out everything there is to know about the Miller family and Ross Miller in particular, and I’m going to secure a meeting with him before the other agencies have even swallowed their first helping of turkey. And then we are going to knock him dead with our brilliance.”

“I’m assuming you don’t mean that literally.” Maya didn’t look convinced. “The competition are big players. They’re motivated.”

Lucy thought about Arnie, sitting with his head in his hands. She thought about Ted and his new baby. About Maya spending her first Christmas in her new flat. She thought about her own situation. “I’m one step further on than motivated. I’m desperate.” Desperate for Arnie. Desperate for her colleagues. Desperate for herself.

“That’s all very well,” Maya said, “but how are you going to get yourself in front of Ross Miller?”

“That’s something I’m—” Lucy stopped as she heard Rhea shout her name. She turned. “What?”

“Come quickly!” Rhea was breathless and pale. “Arnie has collapsed. The paramedics are on their way. Oh, Lucy, this is terrible.”
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Glenda

“She’s bringing him home!” Glenda burst into the kitchen. Was this the best news she’d had all year? Very possibly. “Did you see the email?”

“I’m eating breakfast. I never check my emails when I’m eating breakfast. It’s bad for the digestion.” Douglas put his spoon down. “Who are we talking about?”

“Alice! Alice has invited Nico to spend Christmas with us.” And already Glenda’s mind was racing ahead. “I’m excited.”

“You’re excited to have another mouth to feed?”

“I’m excited because our workaholic daughter is finally in a relationship. And all the signs are that it’s serious. She has never brought anyone home before. Do you know what this means? At last there is something in her life other than work. Someone. I’ve been so worried about the lack of balance in her life. This is significant, Douglas.” She knew she worried far too much about her children, but she couldn’t help it. And she knew Alice. Her eldest daughter was single-minded in her relentless pursuit of perfection. She’d been the same as a child. The mere thought of failure had made her study into the night until Glenda had been forced to intervene.

“Workaholic?” He frowned. “You say it as if it’s a failing, but there’s nothing wrong with hard work.”

“There is when it’s to the exclusion of everything else. Balance, that’s what a person needs. But I don’t blame Alice for the way she is. Ross is the same. It’s in their DNA.” She gave him a pointed look, although she had to admit that since his heart scare a year earlier he’d slowed down a lot. He’d lost weight and started exercising. It would have been good if he’d also reduced his working hours, but she knew that was asking too much.

“You’re blaming me? Clemmie is mine, too, so how do you explain that?”

“She takes after me.” Glenda gave him a smile. “I’ll put them in the Loch Room. I’ve been planning a makeover for that room for a while. Do you think Fergus could help me turn it around in a week?”

Douglas grunted. “The boy is a carpenter, not cupid. And he is busy finishing off his own house, and also our stable block.”

“This takes precedence over your stable block. And he may be a carpenter, but he can turn his hand to anything practical, you know that.” She picked up her phone and typed a message to Fergus. “I’m sure he’ll help. We’re practically family. He and Clemmie were inseparable growing up.”

“That was years ago. They’re adults now. And what’s wrong with Alice’s bedroom, anyway?”

“Her bedroom isn’t big enough for two. They’re going to want privacy. Space to spend time alone together.” Glenda sent the message and put her phone down. “And it’s not as romantic as the Loch Room. I want their stay to be perfect. Why didn’t I do something about it in the summer?” She was cross with herself for not pushing ahead with something she’d been meaning to do for ages. “This is a special occasion. We need something grander. I can’t wait to meet Alice’s boyfriend. What do you think he’s like?”

“Tolerant,” Douglas said, “if he’s with our Alice.”

She ignored that. “He’s a heart surgeon. I never know what to say to surgeons. I hope he isn’t arrogant. Remember when I talked to that one about my eyes when I was having all those problems? He made me feel about six years old. So patronizing! I hope Nico isn’t intimidating. What if he doesn’t like us? Or the lodge?” She glanced around, trying to imagine how a stranger might see her much loved home. Why was it that when you lived in a place the imperfections melted into the background? There were scratches on the kitchen table, and a small dent in the wall, a legacy from that time Ross had once ridden his bike indoors. It was a home that was loved, and lived in. The place had nurtured her family and she would no more criticize its appearance than she would her own face. A wrinkle? A silvery hair? It was all part of life. Or so she’d always thought. Now she wasn’t so sure. She wanted it to look its best. They redecorated from time to time, but there were always more important demands on the family’s time and finances. The house was big, old and drafty and swallowed money as if it were permanently thirsty. “Will he mind chaos do you think?”

“If he’s dating Alice I doubt it. That girl doesn’t know the meaning of the word tidy.”

“She’s thirty, Douglas. A woman. A doctor. Responsible for lives.” And she was proud of her for pursuing her dreams. Alice had always wanted to be a doctor. As a child she’d operated on dolls and run clinics for her siblings. Glenda had lost count of the times she’d had to unwrap bandages from Clemmie’s limbs. And like everything else in Alice’s life, once she set a goal for herself she didn’t deviate. She focused on what she needed to do to achieve that goal, and she did it whatever the cost.

It was so different from her own experience. She’d married Douglas when she was eighteen and had started working for Glen Shortbread right away. It hadn’t entered anyone’s heads, not even hers, that she might do something different. It was a family business and she was family. She’d chosen to stop working after the children were born, a decision she’d never regretted.

Douglas peered at her over the top of his glasses. “Maybe she is a doctor, but she’s family, which means I can speak the truth. And the truth is that I hope when she’s seeing patients she is more organized than she was at home, or her patients don’t stand a hope.”

“I’m sure she is, although I do know what you mean.” It was sometimes hard to see your child as an adult. Hard to imagine their Alice making life-and-death decisions. She had a clear vision of her daughter with braces and pigtails. But the one thing she’d always shown was fierce determination. I can do this myself. Don’t help me.

“It will alter the dynamic, having a stranger here. Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“He’s not a stranger to Alice and hopefully he won’t be a stranger to us for long, either. It will be fun. I love Christmas and the fact that one of our children is finally in a serious relationship is the icing on the cake. Which reminds me—” she grabbed a pen and a scrap of paper from the messy pile at the end of the table and started scribbling notes for herself “—I still need to ice the cake. And I’ll need to order a bigger turkey.”

Douglas watched her. “How serious do you think this is? Do I need to put on my stern father act? Ask him his intentions?”

“You do not. You are not going to do anything embarrassing. No getting out the baby photos. No telling Nico about that time Alice fell off the stage during the school play, or how she fought with her brother.” She glanced up from the list she was making. “For once in your life you are going to behave yourself, Douglas Fraser Miller.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” He paused. “And I feel obliged to point out that it was you who caused chaos two Christmases ago when you reminded Alice that when you were her age you’d already had two children, and that you were always available to help with babysitting.”

“That wasn’t my finest moment.” Glenda cringed at the memory. “She stormed out, do you remember?”

“I do because I was the one who had to fix the painting that fell off the wall when she slammed the door.”

“It was your fault. You poured me a gin and tonic that was more gin than tonic.”

“It was Christmas.”

“And I ended up saying things that normally I just think. Like how much I would love to have grandchildren.” Remembering made her want to rewind the clock. “I cannot believe I said that aloud. This Christmas I’m not going to touch a drop.”

“That will be boring.” Douglas was studying her. “Are we talking wedding-serious, do you think?”

“I don’t know, and I’m not going to ask. I’ve learned that lesson.” But that didn’t mean she didn’t care, of course, because what parent didn’t want to see their child settled with their own family, whatever shape or form that took. She put her pen down. “Times change, don’t they? These days people don’t need a piece of paper to say they’re committed.”

“If you’re committed you’re committed. Why not formalize it?”

“They might argue that if you’re committed, you don’t need to formalize it. If we’re putting them in the Loch view room, I’ll need to buy new bedding. The place can be chilly in winter.” She made a note for herself and noticed she’d already filled more than half the paper. “And I’m going to cover the cushions on the window seat. I bought the fabric last year and never got round to it. And I have new towels for the bathroom.”

“You’re not running a five-star hotel, Glenda. Why can’t they just take us as they find us?”

“Because they’re not random callers. They’re family. I want them to love being home.”

“Home is about family, not a fluffy bath towel.” His tone was rough. “And what are you hoping for? That one of our children will decide that misty mountains and the still waters of the loch are more appealing than those crowded, noisy London streets? You’re trying to tempt them to stay for good?”

He knew her so well.

“Are you telling me you wouldn’t be delighted if that happened, too?”

“I would. But it isn’t going to happen. The three of them have made their choice, even our Clemmie, who was always such a home bird.”

And of all her children, she worried most about Clemmie. “Remember that sleepover when I had to fetch her at two in the morning because they were all watching horror movies and she was scared out of her wits? I was surprised when she chose to go to London.”

“The others are in London.”

“That’s different. Alice wanted to be in a London teaching hospital. Ross needed to be in the city, too. That all makes sense. But Clemmie? She could have been a nanny anywhere. Why London? It doesn’t seem like her, somehow.” She’d often wondered what had triggered that decision. Keeping up with her siblings? That was something she’d always done. Or maybe something else. Glenda had her own thoughts about that, but she kept them to herself. “I always thought she’d be the one to stay close to home. Why are you scowling?”

“Because you’re reminding me that we’re a family business. Six generations,” Douglas said. “So why is it that none of my offspring want to work in this business?”

“Because times change. They needed to make their own choices. Make their own mark on the world.”

“I know all that,” he grumbled. “Doesn’t mean I can’t sometimes be upset about it. It’s not as if Ross isn’t interested in business. He is. Just not mine.”

She was sad for him because she knew how much he would have loved to have Ross working alongside him. And she would have liked that, too, because then maybe Douglas wouldn’t have worked so hard.

“Ross is happy. That’s what matters. And his choice of business makes sense. You know how interested Ross has always been in sport and fitness. All those climbing courses he went on as a child. Sailing lessons. Any excuse to get out there and do something active, and Ross grabs it with both hands.”

Douglas glanced at her. “And gives you sleepless nights worrying.”

“Maybe, but that’s my problem not his.” Glenda pushed the bowl of fresh fruit salad toward her husband. “Now finish your oats and stop pretending to be fierce or I’ll call Dr. Hammond and he will lecture you about your blood pressure.”

Douglas picked up his spoon without enthusiasm. “What does he know about anything?”

“He knows a great deal. As do you. You’re a clever man. If you stopped scowling, you’d be handsome.” She stood up and walked around the table. “Please tell me you’re not going to do this again, Douglas.”

“Do what?”

She wrapped her arms round him and kissed him. “Ruin Christmas with your passive-aggressive comments.”

“I’ve never ruined Christmas. It’s my favorite time of year. The whole family together. And I’m never passive-aggressive. I’m direct. I say it how it is.” He rubbed her hand gently and Glenda sighed.

“No. You say it how you wish it was. Not the same thing.” It was hard for him, she knew that. But it was also hard for Ross. And hard for her because she was always in the middle. The peacekeeper. “You make him feel guilty, Douglas, but he’s doing what he loves.” She straightened. “You lived your life, and now you have to let him live his.”

“Why are you putting it in the past tense?” He poked at the contents of his bowl. “I’m still living my life, and I intend to keep on living it. That’s why I’m chewing oats and fruit and not sinking my teeth into bacon and black pudding.”

“I know.” She placed a bowl of yogurt next to him and saw him shudder. “And I know how much this business means to you, but Ross’s business means a lot to him, too. He’s made such a success of it, but have you ever told him that?”

Douglas picked apple out of his bowl. “Too much praise makes a man complacent. Imagine what he could do for this place if he put all that energy and expertise behind Glen Shortbread. I’d be able to retire.”

She sat down next to him. “You’d hate to retire, but I do wish you would reduce your hours.”

“How am I supposed to do that? The business needs me. And we’re not going to talk about that now. Why is there chopped apple in this fruit salad? I hate chopped apple.”

His smile was a little more strained than usual. Another person might not have noticed but she’d known him since he was ten years old and she knew every expression.

“Is the business in trouble?” Over the years they’d shared the good and the bad. Since she’d stepped away from the business, she only knew what he shared with her.

He gave up on his fruit and reached for his coffee. The one cup a day he allowed himself. “No. But things are changing. The way we run the business is changing.” He took a sip of coffee. “The days of personal contact are gone. Now it’s all social media and influencers—what am I supposed to do with that? Wear a kilt and dance around a plate of shortbread? I’m out of step, that’s the truth.”

“Nonsense. You’ve embraced all the latest technology.”

“But it’s not natural for me. Not like it is for Clemmie and Alice. Their phones are an extension of them.”

“That’s why you employ a range of people, plenty of them social media savvy.”

“I know, but there’s probably more we should be doing. Do you know what they call me? Dinosaur Douglas. I suppose I should be grateful it’s not Dino Doug.” He gave a laugh and finished his coffee. “I’m getting too old for this, Glenda.”

“Not true.” It was awful to see her usually confident husband doubting himself. She covered his hand with hers.

“It is true. If my son was in the business this would be the point where I’d be stepping back. You’re right, I should be reducing my hours. I should be spending more time with you. Taking you on a world cruise.”

“Do I look like someone who would be interested in a world cruise? Don’t you know me at all?”

He gave a tired smile. “It would be nice to have the option.”

Paris, she thought. If she could go anywhere, it would be Paris.

“You should talk to Ross,” she said. “Ask his advice. He’s made a great success of his business. He might have ideas about how you could structure the management team so you can cut your hours.”

“If I raise it, he’ll think I’m putting pressure on him. Trying to make him feel guilty. Enough of that. Talking of business, that magazine is still pestering me for photographs.”

“Oh.” Glenda sat up. “That’s good. All publicity welcome.”

“Maybe. They want the whole family together. Granny. Kids. Dogs.”

Hunter, their black Labrador, rose from his position on the floor by Douglas’s chair and wagged his tail. Douglas reached down to stroke his head. “Fancy being a film star, boy? We’d have to cover up your shady past.”

Hunter pressed his nose into his hand.

Glenda remembered the day she’d brought him back from the rescue center, skinny and unloved. The whole family had been mourning the loss of Bess, their golden retriever, who had been a loyal and constant companion for twelve years. Douglas had scolded Glenda for bringing another dog into the house before they were ready, and then fallen in love with Hunter about a minute later. They’d been inseparable since. Hunter accompanied Douglas wherever he went, whether it was a hike in the hills or to the office. The only person who loved Hunter more than Douglas was Clemmie.

“When is the deadline for this article?”

“The article is written. It’s just photos. I told them the children wouldn’t be home until Christmas, but they were fine with that.” He scratched Hunter behind the ears. “Think they’ll do it?”

Glenda wasn’t at all sure. The children hated being involved in those family photoshoots. “You can always ask.”

“I’ll ask Clemmie. She never says no, and she will talk the others into it.”

“Perhaps if you explain that we need the publicity—”

“I’m not telling them that.” He glanced at her and read her mind. “Not because I’m being stubborn. They’d worry, and I don’t want them to worry.”

“Douglas—” She broke off as the kitchen door opened and her mother-in-law walked in. Jean Miller—Nanna Jean to the whole family—was eighty-six but looked ten years younger.

Douglas stood up in a gesture of old-fashioned courtesy and waved a hand at the empty space laid at the table. “Come and join us. Are you willing and able to be part of a family photograph?”

Nanna Jean patted her hair. “Providing I’m cast in the role of glamorous granny.” She took a long hard look at her son. “Why the serious face, Douglas?”

“This is the only face I own. If it looks serious then it’s because your daughter-in-law is trying to make me eat chopped apple. Grounds for divorce if you ask me.” Douglas pushed the plate with the offending apple away from him.

Jean took it. “Lucky for all of us, and your marriage, chopped apple is my favorite. Now I’ll ask you again—what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, Nanna Jean.” Glenda poured her mother-in-law a cup of coffee. She knew Douglas wouldn’t want to worry his mother. When his father had died suddenly two decades earlier, they’d both agreed that his mother should move in with them. Douglas had converted three rooms of the old lodge into separate accommodation so that Nanna Jean could be near them, but still maintain her independence. It was an arrangement that had worked well for everyone. “We were just talking about Christmas. And the children.”

Douglas gave a grunt. “Not children. Ross is thirty-two.”

“At thirty-two I’d been married for twelve years.” Jean shook her head. “Perhaps, this year, he’ll bring someone home with him. I’d like to see him with someone. It isn’t good to be alone. And I’d like great-grandchildren before I’m too old and creaky to play with them. I’ve written to Santa and asked him.”

“For great-grandchildren?”

“The little ones at school were all making their lists—they ask for a lot these days by the way—anyway, I had to think of something and at my age I have everything I need, apart from new hips of course, but I wasn’t sure that Santa’s gifts come with installation. I’ve been damaged by all those occasions when we opened gifts only to find there were no batteries, so I opted for something simpler.”

Jean always made her smile. After handing over the business to Douglas, her mother-in-law had trained as a teacher and taught for years at the local primary school. Although she’d retired decades before, she was still a welcome guest at school celebrations, particularly at Christmas. “You asked Santa for great-grandchildren?”

“I was helping out on the day they wrote their letters. They wanted to know what I wanted from Santa. What was I supposed to say? There is no Santa? It’s not my place to kill a child’s dreams.” She spread butter on a slice of toast. “I had to think of something. My letter is winging its way to the North Pole as we speak. So that’s all sorted
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I love a big family Christmas (particularly when someone else in my family
is doing the cooking), and luckily for me the festive season tends to be *
remarkably low on drama. The same can't be said of the family in this story!
Thanks to a combination of bad luck, fate, and the heaviest snowstorm

for several decades, Lucy Clarke, single, alone and definitely not feeling
festive, finds herself snowed in with the Miller family for Christmas. To be
fair, it's not the worst place to be trapped. The Miller family take Christmas
seriously, so the house is filled with fir trees, log fires, festive sparkle, and
the delicious smells of baking (which attracts the attention of Hunter, their
friendly Labrador, and Poker, their very relaxed cat), but it isn't all comfort
and joy. Lucy suddenly finds herself entangled in the complex dynamics of

this delightful and slightly eccentric family.

Despite their closeness and obvious love for each other, it seems that

everyone is hiding something. Ross, Alice, and Clemmie all have secrets

they're keeping from their parents and grandmother. Thanks to the

snowstorm, a little too much Christmas spirit, and the fact that it is i
impossible to keep anything from Nanna Jean, those secrets start to ‘%’

spill out like gifts from an overstuffed stocking.

I had so much fun with the Miller family. | fell in love with them over the
course of the book (and Lucy might have fallen in love with one particular
member of the family, too, but no spoilers here). | hope you love them as

- much as | do and that the story brings some warmth to your winter.
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