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      Must Love Christmas: A Glasgow Lads on Ice Novel

      Garen McLaren is a bit of a mess. But so what? His curling teammates adore his manic energy, and so do the kids he teaches. And nobody does Christmas like Garen. (Snow globes in October? Why not?) He’s vowed to make this year’s holiday the best ever, despite his hot but Scrooge-y new flatmate.

      Simon Andreou is a bit of a control freak. The pressures of a new job in a new city are making his head spin. The last thing he needs is an agent of chaos like Garen for a flatmate—much less the memory of their single naked night together.

      Just as this odd couple are fumbling toward friendship, a debilitating setback steals Simon’s precious control over life and limb. To be there for Simon, Garen must learn to stop running away when things get tough. And Simon must learn that accepting kindness can be a gift in itself—at Christmas and all year through.

      This holiday season, treat yourself to this heartwarming stand-alone novel where love defies fear and gingerbread defies gravity!
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      Must Love Christmas takes place in 2016 and therefore reflects the language, technology, and attitudes of that time.
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      71 Days Until Christmas

      Garen McLaren was being abandoned.

      He tried to look cheery as he carried his best friend’s final box of belongings out of their flat—which, in a few minutes, would simply be Garen’s flat.

      Outside, Luca was waiting beside the open removal van with his boyfriend, Oliver, both of them rosy-cheeked from the effort of moving Luca’s possessions amid the brisk autumn Scottish wind.

      When Luca saw Garen approaching with the box, he turned to examine the overloaded van. “Och, that’ll never fit,” Luca said, rubbing his dark, neatly trimmed beard with both hands.

      “Sorry.” Oliver sighed and leaned his sturdy frame against the side of the van. “We should’ve moved stuff from our places separately instead of trying to cram it all into one big trip.”

      Garen shifted the box in his aching arms. “Is there room for this in your car?” he asked Luca.

      “There’s barely room for me in my car.” Luca took the box and set it on the ramp with a thud. “Shall we rearrange things to make this fit?”

      The thought of reloading the van made Garen want to curl up on the pavement for a nap. “Wouldn’t it take less time to drive back tomorrow for the last box? You’re only moving one postal code away.”

      “He’s right,” Oliver told Luca. “Unless you can’t survive one night without your…” He angled his head to read the words written on the box in Luca’s neat print. “…Curling mementos, 2010-2016,” he finished with his deadpan Canadian inflection.

      Luca chuckled. “Maybe just one night.” He picked up the box with a grunt of effort. “Wait here,” he told Oliver. “I won’t be long.”

      Garen followed Luca back up to the flat. As they entered the living room, the place suddenly seemed an empty cavern, though all the furniture remained.

      Luca set the box on the dining table and let out a sharp breath, pausing before turning to Garen. “This is so much harder than I thought it would be.”

      “Why? You’ll be living with the love of your life. You should be happy.”

      “I am.” Luca’s dark, lively eyes had begun to glisten. “But I’ll miss you.”

      “Pish. We’ll still see each other twice a week at the curling.”

      “It won’t be the same.”

      “How different can it be? You already spend most nights at Oliver’s. I’ll barely notice you’re gone.”

      Luca must have heard Garen’s voice catching on that final word, because he stepped forward and pulled him into a hug. Garen’s arms hung at his side before wrapping round Luca’s back and holding him tight. He squeezed his eyes shut as reality sank in: After five years of seeing his best mate nearly every day, he was about to live alone.

      Finally Luca let go and stepped back, wiping his face just as Garen wiped his own. They laughed together at the mirrored motion.

      Garen patted Luca’s box of curling mementos. “Must be some interesting items in here.”

      Luca smirked. “Yes, you can have a look if you like.”

      “Cool.” As usual, Luca had read his mind. “You sure you don’t need me to help you unload stuff at your new place?”

      “You’ve already helped so much.” Luca brushed a streak of dust off the sleeve of his blue wool pullover. “I feel horrible leaving without knowing how you’ll pay November’s rent.”

      “It’s my own fault for procrastinating.” Luca had given him three months’ notice to find a new flatmate, but Garen hadn’t placed an ad until two weeks ago.

      “Any new inquiries?” Luca asked.

      “Not since I checked the app ten minutes ago.”

      “I really think you should consider changing the ad wording.”

      Garen shook his head. “I want people to know what they’re getting with me. I can’t live with a homophobic neat freak.”

      “Maybe upload some new photos, then? The place’ll look bigger now without my stuff.”

      “Good idea.” The task would give him something to do tonight instead of lying on the couch feeling sorry for himself—or at least something in addition to lying on the couch feeling sorry for himself. “Away and start your happy-ever-after already.”

      His eyes sparking with glee, Luca gave Garen one last quick hug…and then he was gone.

      Garen locked the door, then returned to the living room. The afternoon sunlight was angling through the floor-to-ceiling bay window, so the place appeared warm and welcoming. To make the room look even more civilized, he cleared all of his random crap from the coffee table, leaving only the carved wooden bear statue his sister had brought him from Bulgaria.

      He took new photos of the living room, then did the same with Luca’s bedroom and the kitchen. Feeling accomplished and also thirsty, he opened the fridge.

      There on the top shelf was a brand-new four-pack of his favorite IPA—a red ribbon tied round the handle—and a note in Luca’s handwriting. Two hearts flanked the word Enjoy!

      Luca had also left behind the rest of his takeaway pad Thai from the previous night. That was Garen’s next meal sorted, then.

      He brought the food and a beer to the dining table in the living room, intending to choose new photos to upload to his Flatmate Wanted ad.

      But Luca’s Curling Mementos 2010-2016 box beckoned him. Garen unsealed the packing tape, then flipped back the flaps.

      At the top of the box was a framed photo of Team Riley—or “Team Smiley,” as their fans called them—taken just before the start of the Scottish Men’s Curling Championship. Garen and Luca stood in the center, flanked and dwarfed by their brawny front-end curlers, David and Ross. A grinning Oliver stood beside them as their coach.

      Garen dug deeper into the box, traveling back in time. Here were Luca’s three consecutive Curler of the Year awards from Shawlands Rink, where Team Riley were based. Last year, Garen himself had won the honor in a shocking upset. He’d often wondered if Luca had asked the awards committee to give it to Garen. That was the sort of friend he was.

      Arriving at the bottom of the box—the early days of Team Riley—Garen found a photo of himself, Luca, David, and Ross after they’d placed third in the national university championship.

      He pulled out the photo and examined the space between his body and Luca’s, mere days before their breakup. On the ice, their chemistry had never faltered, but here on the podium, holding up their bronze medals, there was the hint of a disconnect. In the photo, Garen was beaming at Luca while Luca beamed at the camera. Awkward, that.

      He let out a long, slow sigh as he began putting the items back in the box. Like most of Garen’s relationships, his affair with Luca had lasted roughly three months. Since then, Luca had dated sporadically before falling in love with Oliver two years ago. Meanwhile, Garen had continued his rollercoaster routine of diving into relationships hard and fast, then scrambling out of them even faster when things got difficult. Now he was nearly twenty-six and no closer to long-term love than he’d been at nineteen.

      At least he’d found a true friend—and the world’s best flatmate—in Luca Riley. Who else would put up with Garen’s literal and metaphorical rubbish?

      He had to find somebody. He couldn’t afford this place alone.

      Garen opened the Gumtree app and replaced several photos with the ones he’d just taken. Then he examined the text:

      Slobby gay curler seeks flatmate who’s not fussed about any of those things. I’m not perfect, but this flat in Glasgow’s West End certainly is. Fully furnished with most mod cons, including dishwasher. Gorgeous view of Kelvingrove Park. Secure entry, lift, central heating, free use of launderette in building. Pets welcome!

      As Garen ate his pad Thai, he considered removing the bit about his lack of tidiness. But surely some people preferred a laid-back flatmate who understood that a dish could sit unwashed in a sink overnight without spawning the apocalypse.

      Maybe that wasn’t the problem. Maybe it was the ad’s final line:

      PS: Must love Christmas.

      He could easily delete that bit. But it would be hell to live with someone who would bah-humbug his annual merrymaking. Garen needed Christmas more than ever this year—the whole country needed it, what with the doom of Brexit now hanging over their heads. For just one month out of twelve—or maybe a bit longer—he needed to believe wishes could come true.

      Wishes. “Ooh, that’s it.” Garen jumped up from the table, dropping his fork into the takeaway container. As he hurried toward his bedroom, he heard the fork clatter to the floor behind him.

      He yanked open the bottom drawer of his bedside table, his “repository of randomness,” as Luca called it. He shoved aside three pairs of semi-broken earphones—their wires locked in a strangle-fight—half a dozen ticket stubs, a long-expired tube of mentholated pain-relief gel, and several random bits of plastic and metal that probably belonged to something important.

      Finally he spied his lucky penny, the one he’d picked up on the subway last month—facing heads up, of course, because the opposite was bad luck.

      Garen slipped the penny into his front jeans pocket, then put on his jacket and went out into the crisp October evening. Tugging up his hood to keep his hair from blowing into his eyes, he crossed the narrow street into Kelvingrove Park, where the low rays of sunshine glowed against the autumn foliage. Within a few minutes he arrived at the grand old Stewart Memorial Fountain and its four soaring spires of water.

      Garen nodded a greeting to the Lady of the Lake, whose statue stood atop the towering round fountain. Arranged below the Lady at various levels were statues of unicorns and lions, carvings of coats of arms, and bronze plaques representing each sign of the zodiac. The whole structure was a bit over-the-top, like a comic book in fountain form, but Garen rather fancied it.

      As the wind blew harder, sprinkling him with cold drops of dancing water, Garen circled the fountain clockwise, touching each of the bronze cherub statues on its shiny wee head. Finally he stopped in front of the plaque featuring a centaur for Sagittarius, his own zodiacal sign.

      Garen pulled the 1p coin from his pocket and closed his eyes. I wish for a good flatmate before the end of the month. He opened his eyes, then added, Preferably not a morning person.

      He tossed the penny into the fountain so it would plop into the water beneath the centaur. But as he let go, a gust of wind blew the coin leftward. Drawing an imaginary line toward the fountain, he discovered the penny had landed in the section belonging to the goat of Capricorn.

      Garen searched his pockets for another coin, but unsurprisingly there were none.

      “Close enough,” he told the Lady of the Lake, then turned for home with hope in his heart.
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      70 Days Until Christmas

      Simon Andreou was on the wrong street.

      Standing at the junction, he checked his phone again. The enthusiastic email from his prospective flatmate, Dr. McLaren, said the property was on Parkgrove Terrace. But Simon could have sworn the original ad had said it was on the adjoining Royal Terrace to his right.

      He shrugged and turned left onto Parkgrove. There was little difference between the two streets, since both ran alongside Kelvingrove Park. As Simon made his way down the pavement, he saw people running along the park’s jogging path on the other side of the wrought-iron fence. His feet longed to join them.

      Simon checked his watch as he arrived at the tan stone building’s front entrance: fifteen minutes early, he noted with satisfaction. He straightened his tie, smoothed the cuffs of his blue dress shirt, then pressed the 7 button next to the broad red entry door. While he waited, he carefully folded his new leather jacket over his arm, taking care not to crease it.

      “Hello?” came a man’s singsong voice through the speaker.

      “Yes, this is Simon Andreou. I’m here about the flat.”

      “Fuck, already? I mean…great! Just a—shit, just a minute.”

      The speaker went silent. Simon waited a few moments, then turned to survey the quiet street.

      After visiting four Glasgow flats in six hours, it looked as though he’d saved the best for last. The location was ideal. It was reasonably close to his new job in City Centre—not to mention pubs, restaurants, and shops—but this park would provide a serene haven from the urban bustle. In fact, the area’s ambience called to mind his favorite parts of Liverpool. Maybe he could feel at home here.

      After more than a minute had passed, he pressed the button again.

      “Hiya,” came the voice from the speaker. “Sorry about that.”

      “I’m a bit early.”

      “Yes, you are. It’s fine. Just don’t expect…anyway, it’s the top floor.”

      The door unlatched with a buzz. Simon pulled it open, then paused. Hadn’t the ad said the flat was on the middle floor?

      At the top of the staircase, the door marked 7 was slightly ajar. Simon knocked anyway.

      The thump of rapid footsteps approached. “Coming!” The door jerked open, revealing a twenty-something man wearing a Deadpool apron and holding a turquoise feather duster. His sandy hair was pulled into a messy bun atop his head, revealing a fair face, square jaw, and pale blue eyes.

      “Well, hiya,” the man said, releasing a broad grin that lit up the dim entryway.

      This was the strangest-looking physician Simon had ever seen. “Doctor McLaren?”

      The man tilted his head, looking confused. “Call me Garen.” He shook Simon’s hand. “Come through, come through. Care for a cup of tea or a fizzy drink or anything? I’ve also got beer if you’re in that sort of mood.”

      “No, thank you.” Simon followed him into a long hallway with rooms on either side, the design typical of most flats he’d seen.

      Garen beckoned him into the first room on the right, a large lounge framed by matching beige sofas. On the far end, a dining table sat beside a bay window. The room was tidy but felt lived-in, exuding a casual warmth.

      “It’s nice,” Simon said, because he had to say something.

      “Furniture’s a bit bland for my tastes, but it came with the flat, so I cannae complain. Sometimes I still do, though,” Garen added with a melodic titter. “Sorry, I tend to babble when I’m nervous. But also when I’m not nervous, so…” His voice trailed off as he twirled the feather duster by the cord at the end of its handle.

      Simon noticed that the built-in bookshelf against the far wall was half empty. “Your flatmate’s already gone?”

      “Mm-hmm. My best friend and I lived together five years—four years elsewhere and a year in this place. He moved in with his boyfriend yesterday.”

      Simon detected a wistful note. “Will it be odd, living with a stranger?”

      “Nah, I’m adaptable.” Garen tucked the duster under his arm. “Besides, you’ll not be a stranger for long, Simon.”

      The cadence of Garen’s words reminded Simon he’d always had a weakness for Scots. He tried to return the warm smile but felt his own mouth form an awkward contortion.

      Garen didn’t seem to notice. “There’s much more!” he said as he swept by into the hallway. “Here’s the master bedroom, which’ll be yours,” he said, flourishing to the left. “It’s got a walk-in wardrobe.”

      Simon stepped inside, noting the queen-size bed that would easily accommodate his long legs. “You’re not moving into this room?”

      “Too much bother to shift all my stuff. By the way, there’s no designated parking, but Luca usually found a space on the street.”

      “Haven’t got a car.” Simon opened the wardrobe, chuffed at the wide, empty space. He could install a breathtaking custom organizational system in there. “Will I need one in Glasgow?”

      “I’ve not got one,” Garen said. “There’s plenty of public transport, plus we’ve got Uber now.”

      Simon crossed the hallway into the bathroom. “This is massive.”

      “The building’s original owner used a wheelchair and lived in this flat. That’s why there’s a lift. Those grab rails next to the toilet come in handy when one is hammered or hungover, by the way.”

      Simon made a polite noise, wondering whether Garen was a heavy drinker. He himself was a lightweight when it came to alcohol, thanks to his strict training regimen.

      “Do you cook?” Garen asked as they continued down the corridor to the kitchen. “I’m useless at most dishes, but I can absolutely smash a stir fry. I hope you like them spicy.”

      “I’m more of a baker,” Simon said, wishing this man would stop assuming they were to be flatmates. He needed to weigh the pros and cons of all five flats before deciding.

      “I’d love to bake.” Garen stood beside the kitchen doorway and swept his duster in a dramatic arc, beckoning Simon to precede him. “But it takes too much concentration. I cannae measure three cups of flour without losing count.” He kept talking as Simon examined the kitchen. “And with baking you’ve gotta get everything perfect before it goes in the oven, or else you’re gubbed. At least with a stir fry I can keep adjusting till it’s edible.” He set the duster on the worktop—to Simon’s horror—then opened the refrigerator. “You sure you don’t want a drink? Luca left some kombucha.”

      “No, really, I’m fine.” Simon stopped at the sink, which held several unwashed dishes as well as a smattering of dried food stuck to its stainless-steel sides.

      “I was set to clean that when you showed up early,” Garen said. “Swear.” He tucked a stray lock of hair behind his ear and side-eyed the worktop, where bread crumbs surrounded the toaster. “The dishwasher’s brand new.”

      The mention of appliances made Simon realize what was missing. “Where’s the washer-dryer?”

      “In the basement,” Garen said. “We share a launderette with the other tenants, but it’s almost always empty, except on a weekend, and there’s no charge.”

      “But your ad showed a picture of a washer-dryer in the kitchen.” Simon pointed to one of the lower cupboards. “Right there.”

      Garen cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t recall Luca stealing any major appliances when he moved.”

      “Obviously not,” Simon said, trying not to snap. “I’m just confused because I distinctly remember the ad saying there was a washer-dryer—and that the flat was…on the middle floor.” He took in a sharp breath as all the incongruities added up. “And that it was on Royal Terrace.”

      Garen burst out laughing. “You accidentally clicked on the wrong flat?”

      “That’s impossible.” Simon pulled out his phone and brought up the Gumtree app.

      “There’s no shame. Everyone does things like that.”

      “Not me.” He examined his saved list of flats and tapped the one on Royal Terrace. “So you’re not a doctor?”

      “Maybe one day, if I ever finish my dissertation—which, to be honest, isn’t likely.”

      “The flat I wanted,” Simon said with rising impatience, “its ad said the current occupant was a urologist.”

      “I’m a zoologist, if that helps.”

      What an absolute loon. Simon saw his mistake on his phone screen: The two flats had identical rents and similar thumbnail photos. He tapped the ad for the one he was standing in:

      Slobby gay curler seeking flatmate who’s not fussed about any of those things.

      Simon’s face heated. This was the one flat on his list he’d intended not to visit. “I’m definitely in the wrong place.”

      “Are you, though?”

      “Sorry?”

      “If this was an accident,” Garen said, “it can still be a happy one.”

      Simon shook his head. A mistake was a mistake, and best undone as quickly as possible. “I’m sorry for wasting your time.” He took a step back. “I need to see if the other flat’s available. My train leaves in a few hours, so⁠—”

      “That’s bags of time. And you’re here now, so you may as well⁠—”

      “Look, I never meant to contact you. I didn’t want this place.”

      “Oh.” Garen blinked up at him like a scolded puppy. Simon felt a right dick for being so blunt.

      The hurt in Garen’s eyes turned to defiance. “Something in my ad put you off? Do you not like gays?”

      “For your information, I am gay.”

      Simon couldn’t believe he’d just said that aloud. He never came out to people after only a few minutes—sometimes not even after a few years. Maybe this lad’s motormouth was contagious.

      Garen looked pleasantly surprised. “It’s the curling, then?”

      “Of course not.” Simon edged toward the kitchen door. “I just need to live with someone tidy.”

      “Need to or prefer to?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      Garen lifted his hands, palms up. “Often what one prefers is not what one truly needs.”

      Simon paused on the threshold for a moment. “I’ll show myself out.”

      He hurried down the hallway and had just reached the flat’s entrance when he heard Garen’s voice behind him.

      “Before you leave…”

      Simon stopped, his hand on the doorknob. “What is it?”

      “Just have a wee look at this view. It’ll improve your day no matter what.” Garen entered the lounge, then peeked at him round the doorpost. “’Mon, then.”

      Simon sighed but followed him anyway. As he passed the bookshelf, he noticed a cheesy-looking statue of a snowman holding a small blackboard in one red mitten and a piece of white chalk in the other. The board read Days Until Christmas, with the numeral 70 scrawled at the top.

      He rounded the dining table and joined Garen in front of the enormous window. Afternoon sunlight streamed through cream-colored, floor-length curtains. Garen swept them aside.

      The park stretched out in front of them in all its autumnal glory: green grass, golden leaves, and red stone. On its far side rose the grand buildings of the ancient University of Glasgow, their towering spires forming majestic silhouettes against the racing clouds.

      Simon took what felt like the first full breath since he’d arrived at this flat. “I’d never been to Glasgow before I came for the job interview. It’s much lovelier than I imagined.”

      “Everyone says that. I suppose they’re all expecting a broken-down wasteland.” Garen gazed out over the park, his eyes now a vivid blue in the natural light. “They forget what was here before the Industrial Revolution, before the shipyards and factories. They forget it had a life before the smoke and grime, and they’re amazed it’s found a new life after.”

      Simon looked at him. Maybe there was more depth to this man than he’d thought. “Have you always lived in the city?”

      “Only since I can remember.”

      He didn’t explain, so Simon didn’t pry.

      Then Garen clapped his hands together once. “Solution! Email the urologist over in Royal Terrace, and I’ll order us a takeaway while you’re waiting for a response.”

      A warning bell went off in Simon’s head. If he ate a meal here, this place might start to feel like home, and Garen might start to feel…well, normal.

      But he wasn’t normal. This guy was the very incarnation of chaos. Anyone who’d freely admit to being “slobby” wasn’t likely to change. If Simon lived here, there’d be no end to the battles over tidying up and keeping the place free of cockroaches.

      It was then that Simon’s stomach betrayed him by offering an audible growl.

      “Sounds like a yes,” Garen said, “or at least a strong maybe.”

      Simon put a self-conscious hand over his belly. He’d not eaten since he’d stepped off the train at half past nine this morning. None of the other prospective flatmates had offered him so much as a snack, much less a meal, and they weren’t nearly so friendly as Garen. Perhaps he should give this flat and its occupant a second glance.

      Also, he was rather dying to see Garen with his hair down.

      Simon turned to him. “When you wrote, ‘pets welcome,’ did you mean any sort of pet?”
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      Garen stared with dismay at his image in the bedroom mirror. Had he really answered the door looking like this?

      “Och, the absolute state of you,” he whispered. His topknot was sagging to one side, with strands of hair sticking out in all directions, making him look like a deranged Dr. Seuss character. His forehead held a layer of dust, and his left cheek was smudged with…God only knew what. Simon must think him a complete bampot.

      Garen pulled off his shirt and flung it across the room, giving a whispered “Yas!” when it landed in the laundry basket. Then he fished a forest-green pullover jumper and a pair of jeans from the clean-washing pile.

      After dressing, he yanked the elastic out of his hair and let the unruly mane fall to frame his face, the ends dancing just above his collar. A few brush strokes later, he was decidedly VOP (verging on presentable).

      Before Simon’s arrival, Garen had planned to display his real self, warts and all. There was no point pretending to be someone he wasn’t, especially as that required a lot of energy.

      But planning to meet Simon-in-the-Abstract was one thing. Actually meeting Simon-in-the-Flesh had turned Garen’s strategy upside down. Now he desperately wanted to win this man over. So Garen would still be himself, just a more appealing version thereof.

      He slipped his wallet into his pocket and headed down the hall to the lounge, where he propped his hands on either side of the door frame and leaned in. “Ready?”

      Simon turned from the window and stopped short, staring at Garen—which was the desired effect. “You look…different.”

      “I scrub up all right.” Garen slid a hand through his hair and tucked it behind his ear. “The Indian place is just two streets over. We’ll go and pick it up so you can have a look at the area.”

      As they reached the pavement outside his block of flats, Garen said, “I would apologize for being a mess earlier, but if I said sorry every time it happened, you’d never hear any other words from my mouth.”

      “It’s all right. Cleaning is a messy job.” Simon shivered at the wind, which stirred only the short dark hair near his temple, leaving the rest of the thoroughly pomaded strands in perfect formation. He zipped his black leather jacket and slid his hands into the pockets.

      They walked side by side up the pavement toward the restaurant. Despite Simon’s long legs, his gait was measured and even, allowing Garen to keep up with him without breaking into a jog.

      It wasn’t obvious how old Simon was. His olive-complexioned, clean-shaven face was youthful, but he carried himself with that combination of caution and self-assurance that seemed to pervade those in their thirties. And unlike most men Garen’s age, he seemed at home in a dress shirt and tie.

      As they headed across the wide and bustling Sauchiehall Street, Garen noticed Simon scanning the shops and pubs with what seemed like approval. Garen was grateful for the early evening sun, which shone at a flattering angle over the buildings, lending a golden hue to their tawny stones.

      “So what’s your deal with Christmas?” Simon asked as they neared the restaurant. “I saw your countdown snowman.”

      “That was my gran’s. A lot of my decorations used to be hers. I mentioned Christmas in the ad because I’m kind of bonkers about it.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “But what do you love about Christmas?” Simon mounted the slate steps outside the restaurant two at a time. “Why’s it such a big deal to you?”

      “Dunno. I’ve never really analyzed it.” Garen lowered his voice as they entered the quiet establishment, which at half past five had yet to fill with diners. “I like how every year it’s the same, but slightly different. I like the predictability. And also the parties.”

      Garen paid for their food while Simon bought a bottle of pinot noir to accompany it. As they exited the restaurant, Garen remembered his recurring resolution not to dominate every conversation. “What about you? Are you a fan of Christmas?”

      “I like it well enough,” Simon said. “Not as much as when I was a lad.”

      “Have you got a big family with all sorts of traditions?”

      “I’m an only child, but I’ve loads of cousins who live nearby in Liverpool. This Christmas I’m going with my parents and my nan to Greece to visit family. We do it every five years.”

      “That sounds amazing.” Garen felt triumphant at having extracted three sentences in a row. Simon seemed the sort of man who was hard to get to know, and Garen relished the challenge of drawing him out of his shell.

      Not only was he curious about Simon, but he also enjoyed his Liverpool accent, though it wasn’t heavy. Maybe he was modulating the unique, musical “Scouse” for Garen’s ears, or maybe he’d learned to suppress it to appeal to the wider UK job market, which notoriously favored those with southern accents.

      “To be honest,” Simon said, “lately it seems Christmas is more trouble than it’s worth.”

      “I get that.” Garen cradled the takeaway bag as they hurried across the street. “Crowded shops, credit card bills, family expectations. But that’s all the more reason to make Christmas merry in your own way.”

      When they reached the pavement on the other side, Simon stopped and turned to Garen, his face soft and thoughtful. “What if I haven’t got my own way?”

      Garen grinned up at him. “Then you can share mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite his mistake in choosing the wrong flat, Simon decided to proceed with the interview. He told himself it was just to be polite, but he couldn’t deny Garen was starting to grow on him, in the way an offbeat TV program started to make sense after two or three episodes.

      “How do you handle the common space?” he asked as they ate their takeaway at the dining table. “Like this living room here, or the bathroom, or the kitchen?”

      Garen looked up from his plate of aloo gobi, eyes wide and seemingly guileless. “‘Handle’?”

      “Have you got a schedule for when each flatmate uses these rooms, or is it just squatters’ rights, like whoever’s there gets to stay?”

      Garen tapped his fingertips against the pale wooden tabletop, clearly never having considered the matter. “Luca and I just hung out together. Not in the bathroom, obviously, but in the living room and kitchen.” A thought seemed to strike him. “We had a system for the telly, if we wanted to watch different things at the same time. Priority was given to programs needing a big screen—sports or a film with special effects—and the other person could just watch their own thing on their computer or tablet.” He nodded proudly. “It was a good system.”

      Simon picked up the bottle of wine and refilled their glasses, though only Garen’s was empty. “What other systems did you have to keep the peace?”

      “For me, the big one is food. My leftovers go in the red plastic containers. Red means stop, as in never, ever steal my food.” He pointed his scrap of paratha bread at Simon. “You can have any other color container.”

      “Sound,” Simon said approvingly. Perhaps Garen wasn’t as disorganized as he’d first seemed to be. “It’s good to set boundaries.”

      “Anything else I’m happy to share. Like, if you run short of shampoo or soap or whatever, you can use mine.”

      Simon had an unbidden image of Garen in the shower, his hair and body covered in suds. “Erm…thanks.” He cleared his throat and picked up his phone to peek at the “30 Questions to Ask a Flatmate” article he’d downloaded yesterday. “Are you a morning person or a night person?”

      “I’m a five-forty-five person. Which happens to be right now, so congrats on that.” Garen gave him a thumbs-up.

      Simon’s brief attraction was morphing back into annoyance. “It’s important to know whether our schedules mesh. I’m a morning person⁠—”

      “There’s a surprise,” Garen murmured.

      “—so if you’re making noise late at night, that could be a problem.”

      Garen laughed. “‘Making noise’? Are you worried I’m a secret midnight trombonist?”

      “Are you?”

      “I’m quieter than you might imagine. And my job starts at nine a.m., so I’m a reluctant morning person.” He used the segment of bread to scoop up a piece of bright-yellow cauliflower. “How many more questions are on this list?”

      Simon froze. “What list?”

      “The one you keep reading off your phone.”

      Simon pushed the device away. “I’m not.”

      “Wait, are you new to this?” Garen gasped, his jaw dropping in glee. “Am I your first flatmate?”

      You’re not my flatmate. “I’ve been living at home until now.” Simon felt defensive, even he knew plenty of people who stayed with their parents past his age of twenty-five.

      Garen extended his arm across the table. “Gonnae show me the other questions.”

      Wondering if this was the first of many capitulations, Simon handed over his phone.

      Predictably, Garen laughed at the screen. “Number seven: ‘How would you prioritize the following activities: work, play, clean, and rest?’ Is this for real?”

      “These are essential compatibility issues.” Simon’s patience was running out. If Garen couldn’t take this interview seriously, how would he respect Simon’s wishes once they were living together? His quirky charm and even quirkier good looks couldn’t compensate for insensitivity.

      “Ooh, I like this question.” Garen waved the phone. “‘What chore do you least like doing?’ For me that would be dishes, especially pots and pans. Once the meal is over, food becomes disgusting and I never want to touch it again. So what’s your least favorite chore? Maybe we can divide the labor.”

      “Probably cleaning the bathroom, but we’re not negotiating, because I’ve not agreed to⁠—”

      “It’s a deal. You do the washing-up and I’ll clean the bathroom once a month.”

      Simon stared at him. “Once a month?”

      Garen gave an exaggerated sigh. “Fine, once a fortnight for the toilet and sink.”

      “I’ve not agreed to move in. By the way, haven’t you got questions of your own? Aren’t you curious about me?”

      “Of course I’m curious.” Garen met his eyes—only for an instant, but long enough to send a spark surfing down Simon’s spine. “I’d just rather we learn about each other organically.”

      “How do you mean?” Simon’s voice came out huskier than he’d intended. He cleared his throat again. “What would be an organic question?”

      “One that arises naturally from conversation.” He pushed Simon’s phone back across the table. “I’ll answer any question that’s not from some generic list. Ask me what you most want to know.”

      “And you’ll give me a straight answer?”

      “Mm-hm. Promise.” He started eating again. “Take as long you need.”

      Simon felt uneasy. Why wasn’t Garen interrogating him the way the other prospective flatmates had done? Was he really that trusting and naive?

      “Ooh, I totally forgot my chai.” Garen picked up the plastic takeaway cup and gave it a quick shimmy, clattering the ice within to mix up the milky tea. “Watch, this is cool.” Garen carefully slid the paper wrapper off his straw, scrunching it up into a tight accordion. Simon saw his tongue slither against the back of his lower teeth as he focused. It seemed an unself-conscious gesture, but it heated Simon’s face and neck just the same.

      Garen laid the straw wrapper on the table, dipped the end of the straw into his chai, then put his finger on the end of it, drawing a few drops up into the plastic tube. Finally he dribbled the chai onto the scrunched-up wrapper. It instantly sprang out, writhing like a worm.

      Garen beamed at him across the table. “Cool, yeah?”

      Simon didn’t know whether to laugh or run. “Yeah,” he said, one step closer to surrender. “Cool.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Simon still hadn’t heard from the doctor up the street, so, against his better judgment, he agreed to stay—at least long enough to finish the bottle of pinot noir on the sofa, once Garen had assured him the fabric was stain-resistant.

      As he eased himself onto the comfy couch, Simon found himself feeling unusually relaxed. Whether this newfound serenity was due to the food, drink, or his companion, he couldn’t tell.

      He finally thought of an original question. “You said you’ve lived in Glasgow only as long as you can remember. What did you mean by that? Where were you before?”

      “In a Russian orphanage,” Garen said.

      “Seriously?” Simon asked, then felt bad. No one would joke about something like that.

      “Technically it was a Soviet orphanage when I got there, but by the time I left it was Russian.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Like I said, I don’t remember life before Glasgow. My twin sister and I were adopted when we were barely three.” With faraway eyes, Garen watched the wine dance in his glass as he swirled it, palm cradling the bowl. “My earliest memory is arriving just before Christmas at the airport with our parents. I remember our whole new family greeting us—our gran, aunties and uncles, cousins and all—and how happy everyone was. I remember the balloons they brought.”

      The story struck a familiar chord. “That’s incredible, because my earliest memory is so similar.” Simon angled his body toward Garen. “See, when I was three years old, I had Guillain-Barré syndrome.”

      Garen’s eyes widened. “Oh no!” Then he shook his head. “I’ve no idea what that is.”

      “It’s rare. Basically your immune system gets confused by an infection—pneumonia, in my case—then attacks your nerves and leaves you temporarily paralyzed.”

      “How awful.” Garen brushed his fingers over Simon’s forearm. The gesture felt more sympathetic than flirtatious, but its brevity left Simon wanting more. “You must have been so scared.”

      “My parents were terrified—at least, I assume they were, as they’ve rarely talked about it. Most of what I know comes from my aunties and uncles. Me, I don’t remember much. I remember learning how to walk again, and I remember the first day I went up the stairs by meself—erm, myself.” Simon noticed that he was being far more talkative than usual, and that his Scouse was breaking through. He scratched his knee self-consciously, though it didn’t itch. “And I remember being at nursery when I was four, still a bit clumsy—getting my legs back under me, Ma used to say. The other kids laughed.”

      Garen made a sympathetic noise but didn’t interrupt, so Simon kept going:

      “Anyway, my earliest memory is of being in hospital, with flowers and cards and balloons everywhere—and me whole family standing next to the bed, all smiling down. Just like your family at the airport.”

      “Wow.” Garen nudged Simon’s thigh. “That’s pretty cool, that our earliest memories are of being surrounded by love.”

      Simon had never thought of it that way before. His parents had been so reluctant to discuss his illness—like it was some shameful secret—that it had often felt like a dream. But nothing could erase that one perfect image from his mind. “They say it’s worse to have GBS when you’re an adult. It takes months to recover instead of weeks.”

      “Ooft. I’m glad it’s rare. I cannae imagine what that would do to my curling career.” Garen leaned over and tapped the rugged wooden coffee table, presumably for luck. Simon wondered about the significance of the bear statue sitting there, but he wanted to keep following this conversation’s thread.

      “How did you get into that sport in the first place?”

      “Unlike a lot of curlers, I’m not from a curling family. I didn’t even start until I met Luca at university.” Garen took a sip of wine. “It was the first thing in my life that made me feel truly competent.”

      Simon could definitely relate—his childhood illness had left him with the physical coordination to excel at only one sport.

      “I was never athletic growing up,” Garen continued, “so I expected to fail at curling, too. But once I sorted out my balance and leg strength, I was really good. Turns out I’m naturally flexible in ways most men have to work at.” He lowered his gaze and flashed an almost shy smile. “But not just physically. I could see potential shots that others couldn’t. Part of it was just being new to the sport and ignorant of conventional strategy, but it was also my out-of-the-box brain finally coming in handy.”

      Simon murmured a brief acknowledgment, sensing his new acquaintance’s verbal momentum.

      Sure enough, Garen kept going. “You know how in a lot of sports they tell you, ‘You’re not here to make friends’? But wherever I am, I am always there to make friends. And in curling, that’s expected. The spirit of curling means respecting your rivals, treating them the way you would treat a mate, even if deep down you don’t like them. But I like pretty much everyone.” He took a breath. “Sorry, I swear I’m trying not to blether too much. What about you? Are you the sporting type?”

      “I am.” Simon decided to have a bit of fun. “Guess which sport.”

      “Ooh, a challenge.” Garen scanned Simon’s frame, tapping the side of his glass as he considered. “You’re too slim for rugby and maybe even for football. I would say cricket, but something tells me you prefer to play alone rather than on a team.”

      Simon nodded, impressed with Garen’s perceptiveness.

      Garen’s gaze skimmed down his arms. “Your hands aren’t callused, so it’s not tennis.” He snapped his fingers. “You’re a golfer!”

      Simon laughed. “Not a chance.”

      “Really? Cos I can absolutely picture you in a pink polo shirt and plaid trousers.”

      “Thanks, I guess?” Simon gave in. “Actually, I run marathons.”

      “That’s amazing. I’ve not got the mental discipline for anything longer than a 5K. So are you in training for a race now, or is the season over?”

      “I’ve signed up for a marathon in Spain at the end of November. It’ll be me tenth. But between this job promotion and moving up from Liverpool, I’m nearly a week behind schedule.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll catch up,” Garen said. “There are loads of good gyms nearby, and of course there’s the park, where sometimes it stops raining for several minutes in a row.”

      Simon laughed again, feeling his resistance melt like candle wax, drop by drop with each warm glance from this man. The last glass of wine had definitely been a mistake.

      I should go.

      But he didn’t. Instead he emptied his glass and asked, “So how flexible are you?”

      Garen’s jaw fell slack in a surprised smile. “Well…you want to see a trick?”

      “Only if it’s better than the one with the straw.”

      “Miles better.” Garen dashed to the dining table, pulled the lid off his plastic cup, and gulped the rest of the iced chai. Wiping his mouth on the sleeve of his green jumper, he returned to the center of the living room floor. “Watch this.”

      He placed the cup on the floor, open side up, and took a step back. Then, standing on his left foot, he bent over, his right leg stretched out behind him like the tail of a drinking-bird toy. As he slowly lowered his head toward the cup, his hair swept forward, hiding his face.

      “Almost…there.” Garen’s left heel came off the floor until he was balanced on the ball of his foot. His head descended farther and farther.

      There was a rattle of ice, then Garen suddenly rose, still on one foot, spreading his arms and grinning at Simon. In his teeth he held the near rim of the cup, keeping it upright and its contents within.

      Simon applauded slowly, downplaying his awe. “On second thought, do the straw thing again.”

      “Oi, think it’s so easy?” Garen handed him the cup. “Gonnae try it yourself.”

      Simon stood, feeling the wine rush to his head as the blood flowed out. “What do I win if I do it?”

      “A million pounds,” Garen said as he flopped onto the couch.

      “Come on.”

      “You cannae do it. I’m the only adult at our rink who can pull off the cup trick. Someone of your height, with a runner’s tight calves? Nae danger. But fine—ten pounds.”

      “Deal.” Simon set the cup on the floor. “Right. Here we go.” He undid his tie and slid it off, then tossed it to Garen.

      “Wa-hey!” Garen gave a wolf whistle as Simon untucked his shirt and unbuttoned the top two buttons. “That won’t help, mate, but I still approve.”

      Simon stood on his left foot, arms out, and started to lean forward. “A tenner if I can do it?”

      “Aye,” Garen said. “And if you can’t do it…”

      Simon stopped, his balance wavering. “What do you win?”

      “A new flatmate.”

      Simon looked down at the cup. He could already tell this was going to be harder than Garen had made it look. Odds were, he’d lose this bet.

      Would that be so bad? After an awkward start, they were getting on well now—almost too well, as their camaraderie verged on flirtation. Also, there was that view of the park, not to mention a lift and an automatic dishwasher.

      Simon sighed, still on one foot. “You clean the bathroom—all of it—every week.”

      “Okay.” Garen picked up his wine glass and toasted him. “Now gie laldy.”

      Simon was pretty sure that was Scots
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