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 DEDICATION

 


For anyone who has
ever been told they’re too soft, too sensitive, or feel too much.
As Fergus would say, your softness is your superpower. Remember
that. Embrace it. Don’t let the world make you hard.

 


And for Mum.
Always.

 



 


 


 CONTENT GUIDANCE

 


While Bucket Lists & Midnight
Kisses is mostly a lighthearted, fun
romance, it does deal with some heavy topics that might be
sensitive to some readers.

Louisa’s mother
died when she was a teenager, and her father became fiercely
overprotective. His attempts to keep Louisa safe from harm caused
her to develop severe anxiety that eventually developed into
agoraphobia. Through therapy, Louisa is managing her anxiety, but
still deals with some, particularly of the social variety. Serious
anxiety is something I’ve experienced myself, so I tried to handle
these topics with as much care and compassion as
possible.

There are also
mentions of other deaths within both Louisa’s and Fergus’s
families, and the grief they still experience.

This book also
contains mild swearing and alcohol consumption.

 



 


 


 


 CHAPTER ONE ~
LOUISA

 


“And
how does that make you feel, Louisa?”

After a decade and
a half of therapy, I’ve come to expect this question. I’ve also
come to hate it in a way; if I knew the answer, would I have
scheduled an emergency Zoom therapy session that’s costing more
than usual because it’s Christmas Eve?

I suck in a deep
breath and let it out slowly. How does it make me feel that my best
friend is leaving tomorrow to spend a week and a half in London
with her new boyfriend? Hollie will be gone for Christmas and New
Year’s Eve, which also happens to be my thirty-fifth birthday. Even
though we had an impromptu early Christmas celebration with our
other best friends and their boyfriends, it’s not quite the same.
We’ve known each other our entire lives and have always seen each
other at Christmas.

“I
feel…conflicted,” I say finally. “One part silly because we’re
adults and it’s unrealistic to expect to always be together for
holidays. One part sad because so much has changed recently and
this is one more thing. One part guilty for feeling sad. And one
part—I’d like to think the biggest
part—happy because my friends are in love and they
deserve that.”

“They
do, yes,” Dr. Woo says. “And, may I remind you, you deserve happiness too. The
conflicted feelings are natural; you’ve always struggled with
change, and you’ve experienced a lot of it over the last several
months. You’ve watched your three closest friends pair off and fall
in love. Now this.”

“I
really am happy for them, though,” I say quickly.

Dr. Woo smiles
gently. “Of course you are, but it’s perfectly normal for you to
have mixed feelings underneath. Your feelings are valid,
Louisa.”

Dr. Woo is sitting
in what I assume is her home office. This is the first time I’ve
ever seen her with her hair down; it’s usually in a neat chignon or
braid, but tonight it cascades over her shoulders in glossy, dark
waves. She’s been my therapist since I was twenty. I should have
started seeing someone six years earlier when my mom died, but my
dad wouldn’t hear of it. He wouldn’t hear of a lot of things after
my mom died. He pulled me out of classes to homeschool me for my
last two years of high school. He would only let me go out with my
three best friends and their families. Even then, I had a strict
curfew and he had to know where I was at all times and how to reach
me. He became afraid of the outside world and all its many perils
and, as a result, so did I.

“How do
you feel you’re coping with everything?” Dr. Woo asks.

“Okay,
I think?” It comes out sounding like a question. I try again. “I’m
coping well. I’ve been working, sleeping and eating well, plus
exercising daily.”

“Good,
good.” Dr. Woo nods approvingly. “Keep that up. With the holidays
looking different for you this year, I want you to be sure you
don’t shut yourself away or cut yourself off from your friends. It
would be easy to tell yourself that Evie and Stella are too busy
with their new partners, but they love you and want to spend time
with you. They’re there if you feel unsteady or need someone to
lean on. Remember that. Don’t let the gremlins in your head tell
you otherwise.”

I laugh under my
breath. When I started therapy all those years ago, I referred to
my intrusive thoughts as gremlins. The negative self-talk could
take over so easily and was tricky, wily, and sometimes downright
nasty. Dr. Woo eventually picked up the term herself, and that was
when I knew I’d made the right decision to start therapy and stick
with it, even though it was painful. These days, I only make
appointments as needed, and Dr. Woo is willing to fit me in for
emergencies, like today.

“I
promise not to listen to them,” I tell her.

“Good.”
I can’t see what she’s doing, but I hear pages rustling and the
tapping of a pen on a hard surface. “How are things with
Fergus?”

My cheeks heat at
the mention of my friend-turned-crush. He was friends with Hollie
first, and she invited him to Thanksgiving at Evie’s parents’ place
in October. He became part of our expanding friend group after that
night, and we’ve spent a lot of time together since. I’m normally
painfully shy and nervous around men—I tend to either clam up or
babble, all while sweating and experiencing a non-stop internal
diatribe from the gremlins—but it was different with Fergus from
that first night. There was something about him that put me at
ease, even while butterflies used my stomach and esophagus as a
playground.

“Nothing has changed, if that’s what you’re asking,” I say.
“He’s been good to me and for
me. Just like my other friends.”

Dr. Woo makes a
hum of acknowledgment. “And you’re still certain he doesn’t return
your romantic feelings?”

I swallow a sigh.
“I’m sure. He would have said something by now or made a move.” As
much as I wish the sexy Scotsman saw me as something other than a
friend, it’s clear he doesn’t, despite what my friends keep saying.
It’s fine, though; Fergus is kind and thoughtful, attentive and
sweet. Not only do I feel at ease around him, I also feel more
confident, like I’m able to do more of the things that once
frightened me. He’s aware of my anxiety and my limitations, and
he’s been patient and encouraging, which isn’t something I can say
about everyone that’s come in and out of my life over the
years.

After a few more
minutes, Dr. Woo and I wrap up our session. We wish each other
happy holidays, and I thank her profusely for seeing me on such
short notice.

“I’d
like you to make another appointment in the new year, preferably an
in-person one,” she says. “A follow-up to see how you fared over
the holidays.” She shifts in her chair, and I think she’s going to
say goodbye and disconnect, but she hesitates. “I want you to
remember how strong you are, Louisa. How far you’ve come. I can see
a change in you since our last meeting, and I’m proud of the work
you’ve done and the ways you’ve continued to step outside your
comfort zone and take chances. I’d like for you to keep that in
mind over the next week as your birthday and the new year approach,
and find new ways to continue your growth. Spend some time with the
people you love, but try to do something unexpected too, okay? I
believe in you.”

I’m teary eyed as
I thank her. She wishes me a happy early birthday, and we
disconnect.

Do
something unexpected. For some reason, my
mind goes straight to Fergus. I’ve toyed with the idea of asking
him out, but the very thought of it makes my stomach hurt and my
throat close up. If he said no, I’d be mortified, and I’m not sure
I could handle the disappointment and inevitable awkwardness that
would likely affect our friendship. I’ve only known Fergus for a
couple of months, but he’s a bright spot in my life, and I’ve come
to rely on him.

I get up from the
couch and pace around the living room. When my phone pings, I
assume it’s Hollie with more instructions for keeping an eye on her
house while she’s away with Spencer. My heart gives a strange
little squeeze when I see the text notification is from
Fergus.

Lulu,
are you busy right now? Can I come over for a few
minutes?

As I
type out my response—Sure, come on
over—I can’t help wondering if this is a
sign from the universe, a nudge to take action. I
have been known to
hesitate, after all. With my birthday only a week away, I’m going
to need to muster every last ounce of courage if I want to
accomplish Dr. Woo’s suggestion of doing something
unexpected.

 



 


 


 CHAPTER TWO ~
FERGUS

 


I pull into the
tiny parking lot behind the row of shops where Louisa’s apartment
is. From here, I can see the lights on in the living room of her
apartment directly above Stitched With Love. The string of colorful
lights I hung around her windows earlier this month are
illuminated, and I can just make out the glow of her small
Christmas tree inside. I wonder if she switched them on for my
benefit when I asked to come over, since I doubt she’s feeling all
that festive tonight.

At our group
Christmas celebration two days ago, I kept a close eye on Louisa
and, despite her attempts to hide it, I could see the lingering
sadness in her eyes when she thought no one was paying attention.
She’s a creature of habit, our Louisa, and having her closest
friend take off to London at the last minute must be throwing her
for a loop.

With my recent
purchases in hand, I make my way to the back door of the building.
After Lulu buzzes me in, I pause and use the streaky window as a
mirror to prepare my surprise before climbing the stairs to the
second floor.

Louisa opens the
door before I can knock. She stares at me for a beat, eyes wide,
and then laughs so hard she has to use the door jam for support.
It’s the best sound I’ve heard all day, and the sight of her pink
cheeks and sparkling eyes makes the itchy beard and fluffy red hat
worth it.

“Well,
hey there, Santa,” she says. “You’re a few hours early. Aren’t you
supposed to wait until after I go to bed?”

“Aye,
normally.” I step past her when she moves aside to let me in. “But
I come bearing gifts in the form of festive food, and it would be a
shame if you were asleep and couldn’t enjoy them.” I hold up the
bakery bag stamped with the logo of our favorite café,
Cravings.

Her eyes go wide
once more as she plucks the bag from my fingers and peers inside.
“Mince pies! How did you manage this? They’ve been sold out of them
every single time I’ve been there this month.”

“Santa
has his ways,” I say with an enigmatic smile, tapping the side of
my nose the way I’ve seen my cousin Hugh do when he plays Santa.
Louisa expressed her disappointment to me a week or so ago at her
inability to find mince pies at any of the bakeries, cafés, or
supermarkets in Bellevue. Since mince pies were always a holiday
tradition back home in Scotland, I filed that wee tidbit away and
kept an eye out during my travels around town. When I couldn’t find
any, I beseeched Willow Stewart, the co-owner of Cravings, to make
a special batch for Louisa, and she happily obliged. I picked them
up half an hour ago after borrowing part of my cousin’s Santa
suit.

“You
are the absolute best,” Louisa says. “Will you come in and have one
of these with me, or do you have to get back to your
sleigh?”

“I’ve
got plenty of time.” I resist the urge to say ‘I’m all yours’. I
can imagine how she’d react: a pretty blush followed by a nervous
giggle, with the wheels almost visibly turning in her mind as she
comes up with a response she won’t say out loud.

“Great.
Coffee? Tea? Hot chocolate? Whisky?” She smirks as she says the
last one; when she found out about my fondness for a good Scottish
whisky—or scotch as it’s called here—she bought a bottle to keep on
hand.

“Tea
with a splash of whisky would hit the spot.”

She tells me
she’ll meet me in the living room in a minute, so I take my time
shucking my boots, hanging up the red velvet Santa jacket and
matching hat, and removing the big white beard. I may have only
worn the get-up for a few minutes, but it was worth it to see the
grin on Lulu’s face.

In the living
room, I sit and admire the Christmas tree. It’s small, only about
four feet tall, and decorated with an assortment of colorful
baubles, woodland creatures in wee scarves and hats, and lacy
snowflakes. Before long, Louisa enters the room carrying a tray
with a plate of tarts, two cups of tea, and the bottle of
whisky.

“Did
you know children in Scotland leave mince pies for Father Christmas
instead of biscuits? And whisky is often customary in place of the
milk you lot leave here in Canada and the States.” I add a splash
of whisky to my tea and hold up the bottle in offering.

“No, I
didn’t know that,” she says, holding out her cup. “Just a tiny
bit.”

“A wee
nip,” I say. She grins and, even though she’s looking at the cup
rather than at me, the flash of her smile fills me with warmth.
“So, I spoke to Spencer earlier and offered to drive him and Hollie
to the airport tomorrow. They insisted they’d take the bus, but I
said traveling on Christmas Day was bad enough, they could at least
have a friend act as their personal chauffeur. Or
friends, if you’d
consider coming along for the ride.”

Her eyebrows lift
in surprise. “I’d love to. It’d be nice to have a couple extra
hours with Hollie.”

“That’s
what I thought. And we’d be back in time to catch the tail end of
the Christmas party at Evie’s parents’ place.”

“Wow,
you’ve thought of everything.”

I’ve certainly
tried to. This week will likely be difficult for Louisa with Hollie
gone, but I’m hoping she’ll let me step in and
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