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Deck the Halls with Blurry Budgets
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Evelyn


Evelyn sat forward in her chair, staring at her laptop. Squinting, she closed her left eye and tried to concentrate on the screen. Still blurry. 
Closing her right eye and focusing with her left eye yielded the same result.
“I’m not wearing those bloody glasses,” she mumbled to herself.
“Can I ask why you’re winking at your laptop?” Maggie asked as she walked into Evelyn’s office, sitting herself ungracefully into the chair opposite her boss. “I hope you’re not having video sex,” she added with a smirk.
“The chance would be a fine thing,” Evelyn answered, still trying her hardest to get her uncooperating eyes to focus on the number in front of her. “Anyway, I’m not sure what kind of video sex you’re used to, but I can’t say winking would really get the job done.”
“How should I know what you’re into?”
Evelyn pushed back from her desk and rested her head on the back of her ergonomic chair. “When would I find the time to have video sex? I’m here all the time.”
Evelyn Crawford had been thrust into the CEO spot two months ago when her father, Richard Crawford, CEO and founder of Crawford’s Pet Supplies, announced he was off on a world tour with his new floozy, Lyla, and shouldn’t be expected to return anytime soon.
“You don’t have to be here all the time, Evie,” Maggie stated.
It wasn’t the first time Evelyn had heard those words from her assistant, and it wouldn’t be the last. Truth be told, Evelyn did need to be there twenty-four seven. Her father had buggered off at the busiest time of year, dumping Evelyn in the deep end.
Now, Evelyn loved her dad dearly, but sometimes his laid-back attitude really clawed at her nerves. How he’d built a multi-million pound pet supply empire was anyone’s guess. Evelyn always thought it had been her mother who was the real brains behind the operation.
Roslyn Crawford was a magnificent woman. The world was a much darker place without her, especially for Evelyn, who had always been close to her mum. It was nearly three years since Roslyn passed away from cancer. Richard had grieved, Evelyn knew that, but she found it in poor taste that he seemed to replace her mum so easily. Lyla—the floozy—was half his age and clearly in it for the money.
Evelyn shook her head, dislodging Lyla and her dad from her mind. There wasn’t enough space for them to take up residence, not when she had a company to run. With Christmas around the corner, there was a mountain of work to get done.
“There’s a lot to get done, so lay off, Mags,” Evelyn grumbled.
Maggie Peach was one of Evelyn’s closest friends. As soon as Evelyn had taken up the mantle as CEO, she’d contacted Maggie and begged her to work as Evelyn’s personal assistant. Maggie had been a receptionist for five years in a small law firm and Evelyn knew she was ready for something different. Maggie jumped at the job offer, and, as they say, the rest is history.
“Yes, there is a lot to do, but overworking yourself isn’t going to get anything done faster. In fact, you’ll do a terrible job and I know that’s not what you want.”
“I’ll finish by ten tonight, I promise. I need to complete some things for the Christmas line.” Evelyn was coming to hate the festive season. All it did was put her under more pressure.
As well as the work she had to wade through, Evelyn knew she had to keep the board happy. Her father hadn’t consulted them at all about her appointment as the new CEO. Evelyn wasn’t stupid. She knew there were a couple of board members who were pissed she’d got the job. Her job security would never be in question, not when her dad owned fifty-one percent of the company, but that wouldn’t stop the board causing problems for Evelyn if they so wanted.
Christmas was the company’s golden goose. Every pet owner in the UK went bonkers for cute sweaters, new toys, and treats. Crawford’s had a stellar reputation for quality products at reasonable prices—no wonder they were the number one pet supply store in the entire country.
This would be Evelyn’s first Christmas in the big chair, and she didn’t want it to be her last. Even though she hadn’t asked for the job, she wasn’t about to mess it up. Evelyn took pride in her family’s hard work and the company they had built. Evelyn herself had started at the company straight out of university, officially. Unofficially, she’d been coming to the office since she could walk with her mum and dad.
So, as much as she was irritated at her dad, she wanted to make him proud. Her mum, too.
“Okay, tonight it’s ten. Tomorrow, you’re clocking out with me and we’re hitting the pub,” Maggie stated.
“Mags, come on,” Evelyn whined.
“Nope, it’s non-negotiable. Tomorrow is Friday, it’s the law.”
Evelyn chuckled, “It is not the law, you idiot.”
“I’m pretty sure it is. Anyway, stop arguing. Tomorrow, you and me and a few pints or several glasses of wine. Whatever, I’m not fussy. Oh, and one last thing—” Maggie stood and made her way to the door “—put your bloody glasses on.”
As soon as Maggie was gone, Evelyn let her head thump to the desk. How was she going to get through the Christmas season in one piece? The trill of her phone echoed through her office.
“I have to change that ringtone,” she grumbled. Without moving her head, Evelyn removed her phone from her blazer jacket and sighed. “Hey, babe,” she said, trying as hard as possible to sound upbeat.
“Where are you?” Mindy huffed. These calls were becoming a frequent occurrence. Evelyn had told her girlfriend the next few months were going to be tough, and at the time Mindy had said she understood.
Apparently not.
“I’m in the office, Min, you know that.”
“It’s nearly nine o’clock. Are you coming home tonight at all?”
“Yes, of course. I’ll be out of here by ten at the latest.”
“Ten?” Mindy screeched. Evelyn pulled the phone away from her ear. Her head was still firmly planted on her desk.
“Yes, ten. I have a budget to approve and it can’t wait.”
“Fine, but this needs to change, Ev. Seriously, when was the last time we had an evening to ourselves?”
“Last Saturday,” Evelyn answered.
“Oh, you mean the hour I got between you working on your laptop and your phone?”
Evelyn hated fighting with Mindy, but what was she supposed to say? The company had to come first for a little while.
“Min, I swear, as soon as this god-awful season is over, I’m all yours. We’ll take a trip, somewhere tropical. I just need you to support me, just for a bit longer.”
Silence filtered down the phone. Evelyn was far too tired for this, but she didn’t want to lose her girlfriend. They’d been together eighteen months and mostly it was good. This was just a blip.
“I support you, Ev, I do. I just want a little more time with you. Is that so bad?”
Evelyn’s stomach dropped. Of course it wasn’t a bad thing. They should spend time together, but it just wasn’t possible at this exact moment in time.
“Just a few more weeks, okay? That’s all I ask.”
“Fine, I’ll see you later.” Mindy didn’t wait for Evelyn to reply before ending the call.
“Great,” she huffed to no one.
It was almost eleven thirty by the time Evelyn crawled into bed. Mindy wasn’t waiting for her. Hours later, Evelyn was jolted awake by a very drunk Mindy stumbling in the door.
“Baby, you’re home,” Mindy crowed far too loudly. Evelyn flipped over her phone, noting the time.
“Jesus, Min, it’s half three. What the hell?”
“Oh, hush. I just went out with a few friends. It’s not like I had anything else to do.”
Evelyn was not about to get into it again with her drunk girlfriend. “Can you just come to bed? I’m wiped and I still have a full day’s work tomorrow. Sorry, scratch that: in three hours.”
Mindy didn’t seem to be paying attention…or she was ignoring Evelyn. Ten loud minutes later, Mindy finally crawled into bed and promptly started snoring. Evelyn lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. There was not a cat in hell’s chance she was getting back to sleep now.
Turning her head, Evelyn studied Mindy. The light from the bathroom, which Mindy had left on, illuminated the room. Her short black hair was sticking out in all directions. Her lips were slightly swollen. Screwing her eyes shut, Evelyn tried not to think about the reason her girlfriend had swollen lips.
Not for the first time, Evelyn questioned their relationship. Mindy was eight years younger than her. They’d met in a bar, and Evelyn had been swept away by Mindy’s energy. They’d dated for a few weeks before making it official. A year later, Mindy moved into Evelyn’s penthouse.
Their lives were good. Not great. Evelyn struggled with Mindy’s need to go out all the time, but they got by. Getting by wasn’t the standard a relationship should be based on, but Evelyn hated being alone. At thirty-five, she thought she would be married, possibly with a dog of her own. Evelyn didn’t want children, but a house full of pets would be perfect.
Finally, Mindy’s snoring became so loud Evelyn had to leave. Grabbing a quick shower, she made herself a coffee, snatched up a protein bar, dressed in her usual pantsuit, and called a car to take her back to the office. If she wasn’t going to sleep, she might as well get some work done.

      [image: image-placeholder]
Coffee should be listed as an essential food group on medical websites or something, in Evelyn’s humble opinion. Without it, she would crumble into a useless heap within minutes of waking up. The thing is, though, Evelyn liked good coffee. The machine in the office kitchen produced black sludge. It was only just turning six a.m. though, so unless she wanted to leave the office and trek to the nearest coffee shop herself, Evelyn was stuck.
After forcing said sludge down her throat, Evelyn cracked her neck and readied herself to tackle the bloody Christmas decoration budget. It was fast becoming the bane of her life.
As the hours slipped by, her mood grew dark. All this extra work for one goddamn holiday. Why did they need to spend all this money? New decorations for each store? No way. Evelyn put a strike through that. Real trees? Nope, plastic would do fine. And who the hell thought to ask for an extra five hundred pounds for staff Christmas parties?
The board was going to pitch a fit if she signed off on any of that. On the other hand, if she looked to be cutting back on the company’s most important quarter, the board would also find fault. The working day hadn’t even officially begun yet, but it already felt like she’d done a full day’s grind.
“What time did you get here?” Maggie asked, standing in Evelyn’s doorway holding two cups of take-away coffee.
“Around four.” Evelyn didn’t need to look up to see Maggie shaking her head in disapproval.
“I’m sure Mindy was thrilled with that.”
“Mindy rolled in at half three and woke the whole building up with her snoring.”
“She went out until that time? On a Thursday?”
“Yep.” Evelyn didn’t want to have this conversation, not again.
“And you’re okay with that?”
Throwing her glasses—that she had reluctantly put on this morning—onto her desk, Evelyn massaged her temples. How she wished she had a bottle of Baileys in her desk drawer. Today was definitely an Irish coffee kind of day.
“I’m not her mother. She’s her own woman. It’s not for me to tell her what she can and can’t do, Mags.”
“I get that, but come on, Evie. What’s this, the fourth night in a row she’s been out?”
It was the fourth night in a row, but Evelyn didn’t have the right to moan. Not when she’d been burning the midnight oil for the past two months. It was hardly fair to ask Mindy to wait around the penthouse all night for her.
“Mindy likes to party. It’s just who she is.”
Maggie scoffed. “Whatever, Evie, but you don’t fool me.”
What did she mean by that?
“Maggie, can we leave it, please?” Evelyn looked at her best friend, her eyes pleading for her to let it go.
“Fine.” Sliding a coffee over to Evelyn, Maggie waltzed to the door. That woman really liked to make an entrance—and exit. “Don’t think I have forgotten about tonight. It’s you and me, and a slew of alcoholic drinks.”
There was no way Evelyn was going to piss off Maggie anymore, so she nodded and gave a tight smile. Getting blasted wasn’t the best idea, but hell, if she had to choose between a raging hangover or Maggie’s ire, she’d choose the former every time.
Five o’clock rolled around and Evelyn felt as if she’d been run over by a truck. Her mind and body were tired, and now she had to go to a pub and pretend to enjoy herself. Evelyn hadn’t always been like this. In fact, she was often the life and soul of the party. That’s why Mindy had been so attractive to her. They shared an enjoyment of socialising, dancing, and drinking. Obviously, things had changed rapidly for Evelyn when she became the boss. Now all she wanted to do after work was don her fuzzy slipper socks and fleece hoody, grab a glass of wine, and watch mind-numbing TV.
Maggie swept in, closing Evelyn’s laptop. “Let’s go, missy.”
After being swivelled around by her overzealous friend, she found herself being yanked out of her chair.
“Coat on.” Maggie ordered.
Laughing at how ridiculous Maggie was behaving, Evelyn did as she was told. “You’re buying,” she commented, walking out of her office and towards the lift.
“Not likely. You’re loaded,” Maggie shouted after her.
The office was almost empty. Richard Crawford had implemented an early finish time of four p.m. for all HQ employees every Friday nearly ten years ago. The board—which was full of old white guys—had been super pissed, but Richard stuck to his guns and proved the board wrong. In the first year of the initiative, productivity had shot through the roof. Evelyn wasn’t going to mess with that. The more productive the office, the less ammo the snooty board members had to use against her.
Fifteen minutes later, the duo swung open the door to Penny’s Pub and Grill. The smell of fruity cocktails slapped them in the tastebuds. Penny Porter, owner of said pub and grill, was a genius mixologist. The pub still sold beer and bags of Scampi Fries, but it was famous for the cocktail menu. It was also a lesbian bar, which, let’s be honest, meant it should be put on an endangered species list.
“Evelyn? Jesus, you’re alive,” Penny boomed from across the room. The music wasn’t that loud, certainly not at the level where Penny needed to shout.
Evelyn gave a wave. She hated that every eye in the place was on her now.
“Hey, Pen, good to see you too,” she replied when they reached the bar. Penny was already mixing something up for the two women. There wasn’t a single time Evelyn had ordered a specific drink. Penny knew what her customers wanted before they did.
“Feels like a Sidecar kind of day to me,” Penny said, sliding the drinks toward Evelyn and Maggie. “So, Evie, what’s kept you away for so long?”
“Work.” Evelyn was too busy guzzling her drink to elaborate. Penny nodded and moved to serve a couple of women further down the bar.
“So,” Maggie began. “I should say sorry for this morning. Talking about Mindy like that.”
“Should?”
“Okay, I want to. It’s none of my business. But—”
“Apologies with a ‘but’ in them aren’t really apologies, Maggie.”
“You’re right. I was just going to say that I want you to be happy, that’s all. I know things are hard at work right now. I just don’t want you settling for someone because it’s easier than being alone.”
Oof, that was a sucker punch to Evelyn’s heart.
“I’m not settling,” she argued, albeit weakly.
“Really?” Maggie’s soft, understanding voice almost unravelled her.
Throwing the rest of her drink down her throat, Evelyn sighed. She’d never kept things from Maggie, and she wasn’t going to start now.
“I think Mindy cheated on me last night.” The more Evelyn thought about last night, the more obvious it became. Mindy’s lips were swollen, the kind of swollen that only happened after a hot make-out session.
“Why do you think that?”
“When she came to bed last night, I could see her lips were red and swollen. Like she’d been kissing.”
“Did you ask her?”
“Nope, she passed out and imitated a freight train. I haven’t heard from her today either.”
“That little hussy!” Maggie frowned, slamming her hand on the bar.
“Calm down,” Evelyn laughed.
“Calm down? Seriously?”
“Mags, I don’t know for sure.”
“Um…” Evelyn watched Maggie’s face pale, and her eyes grow wide. Turning to follow Maggie’s gaze—which was lasered on something over Evelyn’s shoulder—Evelyn watched as her girlfriend leaned in and kissed a very busty redhead. Mindy’s hand was caressing the woman’s hip, while the other grabbed her arse.
“Well, at least I know now,” Evelyn muttered.
“I’ll kill her,” Maggie hissed. Evelyn reached out to stop Maggie from marching over to Mindy, but she was too late. “Oi,” Maggie shouted.
Well, so much for a night out. They’d be spending their evening in the local police station if Evelyn didn’t get Maggie out of there. Disregarding the mortified face plastered on Mindy, Evelyn grabbed Maggie by the arm and dragged her out of the pub.
“She’s not worth it, Mags.” Sure, Evelyn was pissed, but she wasn’t exactly devastated.
“Evie!” Maggie protested, straining to turn back.
“No, Maggie. Enough. Come on, I want to go to Bargain Booze, grab a bottle or two of wine and drown my sorrows. It’s my prerogative and, as my best friend, you have to support that.”
“Fine, but I’m cutting all her thongs in half,” Maggie stated.
Evelyn laughed. “Deal.”
Okay, so Evelyn’s love life had just gone up in flames, but at least she had a great friend to fall back on. Oh, and a couple of bottles of vino.
Life could be worse. Right?
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Wine, Thongs, and Reorganization Therapy
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Evelyn


Back at Evelyn’s penthouse, the first thing she did was go to the wine fridge, deposit the bottle of white she’d picked up at Bargain Booze, and grab an already chilled Pinot Noir she’d been saving for an occasion that never arrived. Well, if not now, when? She popped the cork with a vengeance usually reserved for opening board meetings. 
Maggie planted herself on a kitchen stool, surveying the enormous, chrome-and-glass open-plan kitchen like she was trying to find a reason to hate it. She landed on the barstool’s faux leather, gave it a suspicious poke, and then spun herself with a gentle push. “This place is disgustingly clean,” she said, “even for you.”
“I like things tidy,” Evelyn replied, filling two stemless glasses with more wine than the NHS recommended as a weekly allowance. “Besides, Mindy has a cleaner.”
“No, Mindy hired you a cleaner. This isn’t her house anymore,” Maggie corrected.
Evelyn set Maggie’s glass in front of her and drained half of her own in a single, practiced tilt. She set it down so hard a droplet leapt out and ran down the glass, a wine tear. “Had,” she agreed.
For a moment, the only sound was the light hum of the fridge and the occasional clink of glass as Maggie swirled her wine, eyes narrowed. Then, without any buildup: “Do you want to throw her things off the balcony? We could film it. I’ll add slow motion.”
“Too melodramatic,” Evelyn said, already reaching for the bottle to refill her glass. “I’m not giving her the satisfaction.”
“What about a bonfire? The Christmas market opens tomorrow. We could stage an effigy and toast marshmallows over it.”
“Indoor bonfire,” Evelyn deadpanned. “Very on-brand for a lesbian breakup, but I just had the upholstery cleaned. Smoke smell lingers, you know.”
Maggie saluted the logic with her wine glass, eyes still sharp. “Well, what do you want to do then? We need a ritual. Otherwise, you’ll just be haunted by the scent of her shampoo and the sound of her clomping about in those hideous mules.”
“They’re not even real leather,” Evelyn muttered.
“Even worse! My God. She’s an abomination.” Maggie topped off both their glasses. “So, what’s our move?”
Evelyn considered the question, her gaze settling on the bedroom. “I suppose I should pack her things.”
Maggie made a scoffing noise. “Oh, come on. At least stick to your word and let me cut some of her thongs in half first.”
“Only the ones she left on the bathroom floor. If they’re in a drawer, they’re safe.”
Maggie grinned, wide and sharp, the sort of grin that once got them both thrown out of a Wetherspoons for “antisocial behaviour” during fresher’s week. “I’ll need scissors.”
“Top drawer in the office.”
Maggie jumped off her stool and went on the hunt, leaving Evelyn alone with the Pinot and a growing sense of anticlimax. She should feel something—anger, grief, even relief. Instead, she felt only the cloying, familiar numbness she got after marathon budget sessions.
She tried to summon anger, to feel the betrayal properly, but all she could muster was a vague disappointment. Not in Mindy—she’d never expected much there—but in herself. She’d known, hadn’t she? Known that Mindy was wrong for her from the start. Known that the late nights at work were as much about avoiding home as they were about the business. The numbness wasn’t shock. It was relief dressed up as indifference.
There had been a moment, early on, when Mindy had asked her what she wanted from the relationship. Evelyn had said something vague about companionship, about not wanting to be alone. Mindy had laughed and said, “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.” She’d been right. Evelyn had settled for a warm body in her cold penthouse, and now she didn’t even have that.
But the apartment didn’t feel colder. If anything, it felt lighter.
She finished her glass, poured another, and drifted to the living room. The city lights glared through the penthouse windows, garish and cold. Evelyn’s mother had always decorated with soft lamplight and lush houseplants. Evelyn preferred the clean lines and hard edges. It made it easier to breathe, somehow.
Roslyn would have hated this flat. “Too cold, darling,” she’d have said, running her hand along the chrome countertops. “Where’s the life?” Evelyn had chosen every fixture, every piece of furniture, with surgical precision after her mother died. Clean. Minimal. Nothing that required care or attention. Nothing that could wilt or fade or remind her of loss.
Mindy had tried, once, to bring in a potted fern. “It’ll brighten the place up,” she’d said, setting it on the kitchen windowsill with the confidence of someone who’d never been told no. Evelyn had it removed within a week, citing allergies she didn’t have. The truth was simpler: she didn’t want anything in this space that could die.
Her mother’s house had been full of life—orchids on every surface, trailing ivy in the bathroom, a fiddle-leaf fig in the hallway that Roslyn talked to like a pet. “Plants need love, Evie,” she’d say. “Just like people.” Evelyn had rolled her eyes then, but now, standing in her sterile penthouse, she wondered if her mother had been trying to tell her something.
The city lights reflected off the glass, cold and impersonal. Evelyn turned away.
Maggie returned with scissors and a carrier bag. “To collect the scraps,” she explained.
Together, they stalked into the bedroom Mindy had claimed as her “dressing room.” Evelyn opened the door and winced. “God, it’s like a Hollister exploded in here.”
Clothes everywhere. Mindy had never met a surface she didn’t want to drape something over. She also had a preference for statement pieces, the kind of clothes that said, “Look at me!” and then screamed about it for another hour.
Evelyn started methodically pulling items off hangers and folding them into neat, soulless rectangles. Maggie immediately began rooting through drawers, making gleeful commentary about Mindy’s taste in underwear. Every so often, she’d let out a feral whoop, snip a thong in half, and fling the remains into the air. She started a running tally on a notepad.
“Thongs: seven,” Maggie reported, snipping one with tiger stripes. “Ew, eight. I hope she wasn’t saving this one for you.”
Evelyn just kept packing, not trusting herself to speak. The repetitive motion was soothing. She was in her element: disaster, meet process. She packed two large carrier bags before Maggie lost steam.
“You’re so calm about this,” Maggie said, collapsing onto the unmade bed and watching Evelyn box up another pair of Mindy’s platform heels. “I’d be smashing every bottle in sight and cursing her ancestors.”
Maggie had seen this before. After Roslyn died, Evelyn had cleaned out her mother’s office in a single weekend, methodically cataloguing every file, every photo, every Post-it note. She’d worked through the night, refusing help, refusing to stop. Maggie had found her at dawn, surrounded by labelled boxes, eyes dry and distant. This was the same. Evelyn didn’t break down—she broke things into manageable pieces.
“You know,” Maggie said carefully, “it’s okay to be upset. You don’t have to be efficient about everything.”
Evelyn didn’t look up from the shoes she was packing. “If I stop, I’ll think about it. If I think about it, I’ll realize I wasted eighteen months on a relationship that was wrong from the start. So, no. I’d rather be efficient.”
Maggie opened her mouth, then closed it. There was no arguing with that logic, even if it was heartbreaking.
“You’re not me.”
“No, you’re the Ice Queen.” Maggie pronounced it with mock grandeur, then softened. “But, seriously, Evie. You don’t have to be okay with this.”
Evelyn paused, a pair of garish metallic trainers in her hand. “What else am I supposed to be?”
“Livid. Heartbroken. Something.”
“I’ll get there,” Evelyn said, more to herself than to Maggie. “For now, I’d rather be finished.”
“Fair.” Maggie sat up and patted the bed. “Come here.”
Evelyn finished the last pair of shoes, tied off the bag, and perched beside Maggie. There was an awkward moment where Maggie clearly wanted to give her a hug but hesitated, probably fearing Evelyn would squirm away or bite.
Evelyn set her jaw. “It’s fine, Mags. I don’t need a hug.”
“You do, but I’ll allow it to be a virtual one.” Maggie raised her wine glass, and Evelyn clinked it.
“I do appreciate you,” Evelyn said, letting a little of the mask slip.
“Of course you do. I’m the best friend you’ll ever have, unless you develop a sudden fondness for schnauzers.”
“Schnauzers are noble dogs,” Evelyn said, warming to the topic. “Unlike your last three exes.”
“That’s why I like you. You insult with such sincerity.” Maggie cackled, then stood up, her hands on her hips as she surveyed the remains of the dressing room. “Right. What’s next?”
Evelyn considered the closet, now half-empty. There was a void, a blank stretch of rail and shelf. “Now I have to reorganise,” she said. “It’s going to drive me mad otherwise.”
Evelyn pulled each blazer from its hanger, checking for lint, loose threads, anything out of place. Navy, charcoal, black, grey—a gradient of corporate armour. She’d bought most of them after becoming CEO, each one a small act of defiance against the board members who thought she was too young, too female, too much her mother’s daughter to lead.
Mindy had mocked her once for the uniformity. “You dress like a sexy undertaker,” she’d said, sprawled across the bed in one of her neon crop tops. Evelyn had taken it as a compliment. The board took her seriously in these suits. They didn’t see a grieving daughter playing dress-up in her mother’s company, they saw a CEO.
She ran her hand along the empty rail where Mindy’s clothes had hung. Sequins and leather and ridiculous statement pieces that screamed for attention. Evelyn’s wardrobe whispered. It was better that way.
“You know,” Maggie called from the ottoman, “you could buy something fun. A little colour. Maybe a floral print.”
“I’m not a floral print person, Mags.”
“You used to be. I’ve seen the photos. University Evelyn wore tie-dye.”
“University Evelyn also thought Jägerbombs were a food group. We don’t talk about her.”
Maggie laughed, but there was sadness in it. Evelyn pretended not to notice.
Maggie rolled her eyes. “You’re a cliché, Evie.”
“Only if I alphabetise the shoe boxes.”
“You do that already.”
“Point stands,” Evelyn said, marching into the walk-in. She pulled the first of the empty boxes down and started rearranging, her movements brisk and businesslike. Maggie followed, sat herself on the vanity chair, and provided colour commentary.
“Are you ever going to get another girlfriend, or just fill the spare room with more suits?”
“I don’t date for at least three months after a breakup,” Evelyn said, stacking her blazers by colour.
“You have a spreadsheet for your romantic life?”
“It’s on the cloud,” Evelyn said, straight-faced.
Maggie snorted. “You’re a psycho.”
“I’m organised,” Evelyn replied.
They worked through the closet, Evelyn’s focus unwavering, Maggie’s banter getting looser as the Pinot took hold. By the time they’d filled four bags and a small bin with the detritus of Mindy, both women were tipsy and a little slaphappy.
“I dare you to wear one of her dresses to work on Monday,” Maggie said, holding up a sequined cocktail number that looked like it had been designed by someone with a glitter fetish.
“I’m the CEO of a family company, Mags. I can’t show up looking like a Christmas ornament.”
“Pity. It’d shake the board up.”
“They’re shaken enough by my existence.”
Maggie grinned, clearly picturing it. “I think you could pull it off.”
“I’d rather not.”
When the last box was organised and every hanger aligned, Evelyn stood back and let herself breathe for the first time in hours. The closet looked empty, but also full of possibility.
Maggie plopped down on the ottoman, kicking off her boots. “I take it you’ll be sleeping alone tonight?”
“Alone is good.”
“If you need me, I’m a WhatsApp away. Or, you know, I’ll just show up unannounced like I always do.”
“I’d expect nothing less,” Evelyn said, allowing herself a small smile. “You’re a pain in the arse, but you’re my pain in the arse.”
“Damn right.” Maggie stood, wobbled a little, then steadied herself. “I should go before I start making calls to my own exes.”
“Do you want a cab?”
“I want more wine, but yes, a cab would be great.”
Evelyn made the call, then walked Maggie to the lift. They stood in silence for a moment.
“It gets easier,” Maggie said, tone unusually gentle.
Evelyn nodded. “I know.”
“Goodnight, Evie.”
“Goodnight, Mags.”
When Maggie left, Evelyn went back to the dressing room and stared at the new order she’d created. The closet was just hers now. Her suits, her shoes, her space.
She finished the last of the Pinot Noir standing in the doorway, let the city lights glare through the window, and imagined what it would be like not to have to make space for someone else.
It wasn’t as lonely as she’d thought it would be. Evelyn caught her reflection in the darkened window—hair still perfect, makeup barely smudged despite the wine and the tears she hadn’t let fall. The Ice Queen, Maggie had called her. Evelyn wondered when that had become her default setting. When had she decided that being untouchable was the same as being strong?
Her mother had never been cold. Roslyn had loved loudly, messily, with her whole heart. She’d cried at commercials and laughed at her own jokes and hugged strangers at the supermarket. She’d built an empire, yes, but she’d done it with warmth. Evelyn had inherited her mother’s business sense, but somewhere along the way, she’d forgotten how to inherit her zest for life.
Maybe that’s why Mindy had cheated. Not because Evelyn worked too much—though she did—but because Evelyn had never really let her in. She’d kept Mindy at arm’s length, the same way she kept everyone. Safe. Controlled. Lonely.
Evelyn pressed her forehead against the cold glass and made herself a promise: the next person she let into her life, she’d let in properly. No walls. No spreadsheets. No three-month waiting periods.
She’d try to be braver, the way her mother had been brave. But not tonight.
Tonight, she’d finish the wine and go to bed and wake up tomorrow and deal with it then.
One day at a time. That was manageable.
She went to bed, the sound of snoring absent for once. It took a long time to fall asleep, but she didn’t mind the silence.
In the morning, she’d wake up and start over. Maybe she’d even have time for a proper coffee.
And that, Evelyn decided as she drifted off, was reason enough to be okay.
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Paws, Claus, and Boundary Issues
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Alyssa


Alyssa had to stop running her hand through her hair. The more she did it, the bigger her mane got. Unfortunately, it was her way of coping with stress, and, boy, was she feeling stressed. 
Deciding to close her dog rescue sanctuary Four Paws over the Christmas period, starting the first of November, was causing her all sorts of bother. Mainly from irritated parents who wanted to get their kid a puppy from Santa.
That was the reason Alyssa decided to shut the sanctuary in the first place. Alyssa was sick and tired of these poor dogs being carted back to the centre because the shine of owning a cute dog had worn off as soon as the calendar flipped over to January. Even though Alyssa and her team did the best they could to warn prospective adopters that dogs were a lifelong commitment, and that they needed love and time, it still didn’t stop the poor buggers from being returned.
Everything came to a head eleven months ago. January had just started and, sure as eggs are eggs, in waltzed a man who had adopted a beautiful collie mix called Benson. Alyssa had personally seen to the adoption—which had happened just before Christmas. The process was long and detailed, with Alyssa reiterating several times about Benson’s needs. The time and monetary considerations the family would have to give. How he and his wife would need to make sure their son understood Benson was still a young dog and therefore needed a careful hand. The training it would require for Benson to become a well-rounded pooch.
The guy—Harry—had reassured her repeatedly that they were ready and that their son was more than capable of handling a new puppy. So, Alyssa had allowed him to take Benson home after a house check had been completed. Imagine her shock and anger when Harry came back with Benson a few weeks later, stating that his son couldn’t handle the pup. That they didn’t have the time to get the dog into behavioural classes.
Alyssa had seen red. It was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Out of fifteen dogs adopted during the run up to Christmas, two-thirds had been returned. That’s when Alyssa knew she had to do something drastic. If she couldn’t talk sense into people, couldn’t get them to see the damage they caused to the animal when they so carelessly returned them, then she’d simply take the option away all together.
For weeks after her blow up, Alyssa brainstormed ideas. Even though she planned to keep the sanctuary closed, she still needed to give the dogs daily stimulation, preferably the kind that involved socialising with people. That’s when Lil, her co-manager and friend, had come up with a brilliant idea. Her dad was chummy with the CEO of Crawford’s Pet Supplies, Richard Crawford. Lil suggested contacting him to see if they could arrange some sort
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