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Fiction Disclaimer
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Chapter One

	The loft hatch creaked open like it always did in November, a sound Arthur ‘AJ’ Joy had come to think of as the official starting gun of the season. A gust of cold air dropped on top of him before the rush of warm air started to rise into the loft. He climbed the ladder two rungs at a time, torch clamped between his teeth, until he found the pull cord to illuminate hoarder's paradise. He hauled himself up into the dust and the dark and the smell of Christmas that had somehow lingered up here since last January.

	It was a regular operation; the vast amount of Halloween decorations went back into the loft after they'd had their week on display. Ghosts, witches, skeletons, all with the additional lights and the compulsory DO NOT ENTER & ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK warning tape.

	The loft hoard did not disappoint. Twenty-plus years of accumulated Christmas - inflatable snowmen with slow leaks, a three-foot Rudolph missing an antler, tangled strings of lights in every colour a string of lights had ever been – stacked neatly in rolls on a horizontal bar, so they could be easily organised. AJ had a system, technically. The system was: dig until you find the good stuff, then forget the system existed.

	He found the big reindeer first, then the star for the tree, then - there - the crate marked ICICLE LIGHTS in marker pen so faded he'd had to write it three times over the years just to keep it legible. Forty thousand LEDs, give or take, spread across net lights, rope lights, colour-changing lights, and one string of lights shaped like tiny Santas that his eldest, Beth, had bought him as a joke eight years ago and that he now refused to retire on principle.

	One by one AJ guided the large boxes and bags down the ladder, one careful step at a time, admiring his haul of Christmas decorations, realising he still had just as much again left in the loft that had never even been used. AJ loved a good bargain when he saw one, and the years of January sales had left their mark.

	By the time he'd guided ten boxes down through the hatch and climbed down after them, his knees informed him, politely but firmly, that he was fifty-three and not thirty-three, and that the ladder was not going to get any less steep out of sympathy. He ignored them too. He had a driveway, a house, and a huge holly tree to transform.

	His phone buzzed and a quick glance showed it was his date for that night, but he didn’t reply as he had a lighting schedule to keep. The plans had been made anyway, 7pm Spoons Market Square. 

	Nobody in Wilford did Christmas lights like AJ. It had become a local tradition, something people had come to expect every year, as much an observable fact as the arrival of winter itself, supported by the queue of cars that crawled past his house every December evening. Phones out the windows, kids pressed to glass. He'd started small, the way everyone starts small - a string of lights along the guttering the first Christmas without Andrea, mostly because Beth had been six and Lucy had been four and somebody needed to make the house feel like a house that people still wanted to come home to.

	It had gotten a little out of hand since then. He was aware of this. He didn't care.

	He spent the whole grey Saturday afternoon on the ladder, remembering, not for the first time, that he was scared of heights. But the quest had to be completed.

	The ladder, the frost-hardened lawn, running extension leads he was fairly sure violated at least one electrical code, testing lights and connections, swearing cheerfully at knots, and waving at neighbours who slowed to watch him with the particular fondness reserved for a man who had clearly decided that dignity was a price worth paying for joy.

	‘You're up there again, then,’ called Trevor, leaning on his own significantly more modest single strand of fairy lights.

	‘Every year, Trevor. Every single year.’

	‘One day you're going to fall off that ladder. It's seen better days.’

	‘One day, Trevor, one day,’ AJ agreed, hooking another string along the eaves. ‘But not this year. This old wooden ladder has got another few years left in her yet. Anyway, this year we're going bigger.’

	‘Do you think you'll win this year?’

	AJ quickly climbed down the ladder before stepping back to admire the lights he'd just hung, making sure they hung perfectly and tied in with the rest of the illuminations.

	‘This year will be my year, Trev. I can feel it in my bones!’

	Trevor looked at AJ as he smiled with pride. After a year of planning, AJ had everything mapped out, from his printed planogram showing where each item would go to a carefully calculated 13-amp plug plan to ensure he had enough extension leads to power the whole display.

	‘That feeling in your bones is called arthritis. Trust me, it's been plaguing me for years. Anyway, good luck with the Christmas decorations, but I've heard your main competitor has something special planned this year.’

	Trevor gave a small salute as AJ watched him walk slowly up the street, wondering what he had planned for this year.

	Winning the prestigious local Christmas decoration competition was AJ's goal every year, but every year he'd been pipped at the post by his arch-nemesis, Trevor. Christmas Eve wasn't just the day before Christmas, when the kids got excited; it was also the day the winner of the competition was announced.

	There used to be around twenty people entering the competition, but those numbers had dwindled over the years. These days, it was pretty much a two-horse race, and everyone knew it. The competition had even earned itself a new name among the locals: The AJ and Trevor Christmas Battle!

	‘Bring it on, Trev! Bring it on!’ he shouted.

	Trevor simply lifted a hand in acknowledgement and disappeared around the corner.

	By the time the light faded - properly faded, that four o'clock dusk that arrived in Nottingham like it had somewhere better to be - the house was humming. Not literally, though occasionally, if you listened, there was a very faint electrical hum somewhere behind the icicle lights that he'd been meaning to look into for three years.

	He stood at the end of the drive with his hands in his pockets, breath clouding in front of him, and looked at what he'd built.

	Warm white along the roofline. Colour in the hedges. The big star, slightly crooked, over the porch. A path - his path, the one the girls used to call ‘Dad's runway’ when they were small enough to run up and down it in wellies - lit end to end in soft gold, guiding

	 you from the pavement to the front door like the house itself was glad you'd come.

	It was only the 14th of November, what other people would call way too early for Christmas lights to go up, but if the Christmas Market in the City started in the next few days then it was time for AJ to put his lights up too!

	It wasn't finished. It was never finished until at least the second week of December, and even then he'd find some corner of guttering that wanted just one more string. But it was enough, tonight, to make his chest do the thing it always did this time of year - that swell of something that felt almost like grief and almost like joy and had never quite resolved into being only one or the other.

	‘Merry Christmas, house,’ he said, and went in to put the kettle on.

	His phone, when he finally looked at it, had two missed calls from Lucy and a text from Beth that just said: Dad. Please tell me you didn't do the roof by yourself again.

	He typed back: Fine. I won't tell you.

	AJ: It's tradition. I'm alive. Kettle's on.

	Beth: One of these years you're going to fall and we're going to find out via the Facebook group before you even call us. And lets us know how the date goes. 

	She wasn't wrong, and he wasn't going to admit that either. The Wilford & West Bridgford Community Page had, over the years, become something between a neighbourhood watch and a fan club for his lighting habit. Throughout December, AJ and Trevor regularly posted updates of their displays as they took shape, sharing photographs of new additions and giving followers a glimpse of what they had planned. The comments came thick and fast, with locals debating whose display was best, offering suggestions, and occasionally stirring the pot by declaring one of them the clear winner before the competition had even finished.

	The rules were simple. There was only one: be better than the rest. There was no time limit, and anyone wanting to take part simply had to add their name to the competition list on the community page. 

	He made tea. He ate beans on toast standing at the counter because there was no one to sit across from and he'd stopped pretending that bothered him, mostly. He thought, not for the first time, that the house was very good at Christmas and rather less good at the rest of the year, and that this was probably a metaphor for something he didn't have the energy to examine tonight.

	He exited the door and jumped into the taxi waiting outside, the driver admiring the lights. 

	‘Where too mate?’

	‘Spoons Market Square, or as close as you can get please.’

	‘You getting ready for Christmas then?’

	AJ thought that must be the most stupid question going but he was polite. ‘Yeah. Just testing them before I put them up properly for Christmas.’

	There was no follow-on reply from the driver, he just waffled on about football that day. Notts County’s performance and across the River Trent, how Nottingham Forest would perform too for their Sunday match. 

	The car pulled up at a bus stop on Kings Street, blocking the bus from pulling in. The driver seemed oblivious to the loud horn blaring behind him as the frustrated bus driver tried to unload his passengers and keep to schedule. 

	‘That’s £12 mate, cash or card?’

	‘Cash, I only have £15, have you got change?’

	The driver took the notes. ‘Sorry mate don’t have any loose change to give you.’ He just sat there waiting for him to give in and let him keep the change. Then there was a knock on the window, another passenger had booked this car and was waiting to get in. 

	‘Keep the change.’ AJ said as he stepped out the car. 

	‘Thanks, mate, have a good un.’

	The cold air bit, as AJ walked down Kings Street towards Market Square, taking in the final build of the Christmas Market, the stalls, the bars, food stalls, the huge Christmas Tree, dwarfed by the gigantic Big Wheel. Then the raised ice-skating rink that towers above all the stalls and bars. This is a regular place as his daughters have worked on the ice rink for the last couple years as skate marshals, ticket scanners and general customer service. It’s a cold job but they enjoyed it and made them some spending money. 

	As he crossed the tram tracks in front of Spoons (Wetherspoons) he looks up and sees a woman waving frantically, while holding her phone up then pointing to it. AJ grabs his phone and reads the text message.

	Sara: Got a seat upstairs in the window, I’ll have a large dry white wine – along with the usual smiley face emoji and a couple of love hearts. This woman was well and truly into AJ, yet this was their first date. AJ looks up and gives a thumbs up, heads inside and straight to the bar. Its quieter than normal, but then it’s the middle of the month, payday is still a couple weeks away for many people and the expense of Christmas does make people cut back a little in November, the only month in Nottingham when you could potentially save a bit of money. October is now taken up with 10 full days of Goose Fair, once the largest travelling fair in Europe, now over 740 years old. First being listed back in 1248, mainly as a livestock market located in the Market Square, but over the centuries its changed. Now it’s full of family rides, thrill seeking rides, hot dogs, candy floss and a vast mixture of other attractions. Loud music, laser nightclub lights, smoke machines and the smell of diesel engines in the background. 

	AJ Arrived at the bench table and placed the drinks on the bench and sat next to sara. She smiled, leaned in for a kiss on the cheek, but the interaction didn’t go well, as both went to kiss the same cheek then pulled away and then they both went for the other cheek, which ended up with no kiss and just a little giggle. 

	‘Hi, I am AJ.’ He holds out his hand and Sara instantly grabs it and holds it tight against her knees. 

	Now this was the point where the first impression would be the make or break of what could happen going forward. AJ had never heard her voice, only seen pictures of her and read her texts which were a mix or proper English spelling, punctuation along with a few message in text slang. But he had never heard her speak, would she sound, soft, loud, squeaky? How would her laugh be? Would she laugh quietly, loudly, like a donkey, or a piggy snort laugh. It’s all anchored on these next few seconds. 

	Sara smiles, shrugs her shoulder and gives a little smile before taking her drink. A small sip to start with, moving her lips around to savour the wine, then back for a larger second swallow. As she places the glass back down AJ was eagerly waiting for that moment of truth. 

	‘Hi, I am Sara.

	AJ smiles. So far, so good. 

	‘Sorry if I come across all touchy-feely or odd, but I get really nervous on first dates, which tends never to lead to a second date. Shall we try that welcome kiss again?’

	Her voice wasn’t what he expected. Although she was nervous, her voice was confident and smooth. He looks at her deep green eyes, surrounded by black mascara and a mix of blue, purple and green eye shadow, all perfectly blended into one another, so you can still see each colour. A nice ombre effect.

	‘Yes, of course. You go for this cheek and I’ll follow your lead.’

	They lean into each other, and this kiss on the cheek is warm and smooth, her perfume gently hitting his nostrils. Her smell, her odour, makes him take a long sniff to savour the moment.

	‘Wow, that’s a great perfume. What is it?’

	‘Thank you, it’s called Ghost.’

	‘Was it a gift?’

	‘No, I don’t get gifts. I have to buy everything myself, for myself.’

	AJ looks at her again. She looked good, felt soft. From her messages, he knew she had never been married, never had kids, and was an only child. She was the last of her family, with no grandparents or siblings, and only her mum was still alive.

	So why was she still single?

	Everything AJ had seen so far hadn’t raised any red flags.

	It must be her laugh!

	There was something timeless about Sara's clothes. She could have walked out of a photograph from the 1960s and somehow still looked bang up to date. Nothing was skimpy, nothing was hanging out, and she never seemed to need to show half her body to get noticed. Yet somehow, she looked sexier than most of the women AJ saw wearing considerably less.

	Beautiful long hair, naturally perfect teeth, that smile...

	It was almost unfair.

	She must have Italian somewhere in the family.

	As the first drink came to an end, AJ suggested that they go somewhere a bit classier. Together they stand from the seats, Sara spins around her knee length dress flows out in perfect synchronisation with her long dark brown hair. 

	‘Here, let me get your coat for you.’

	‘Wow and you’re a gentleman too.’ She says.

	As they head towards the stairs, Sara grabs AJs hand, looks at him smiles, ‘Hope you don’t mind, these heels can be a bit tricky on stairs.’ 

	‘No, help yourself, I don’t mind at all.’ 

	The slow walk down the stairs, she was gentle, graceful, almost that Breakfast At Tiffany’s vibe, classic Audrey Hepburn grace. 

	They headed out towards the main tram lines, turned right and headed up to Hockley. 

	‘Where do you want to go Sara?’

	‘I know its not classy, but Penny Lane, I love the seaside vibe in there, Donkey Derby, old arcade machines, inflatable mascots on the cocktails, it’s all just a bit of fun. But I rarely get to go.’ And there it was, a hint of the laugh he had been waiting for!

	You know they say, never judge a book by its cover. Well, this cover was perfect. Everything AJ had seen and heard about Sara had been effortless - her voice, her laugh, her grace. No snorts, no donkey laugh, no awkwardness… just a woman who seemed almost too perfect to be real. 

	The rest of the night went easily for them both, too easy at times, as both had that impression that they got on so well, that they had known each other for years. It was easy, effortless and comforting. Each of them just talking about anything that wasn’t really relative to the date. Old TV shows, comedians like Ricky Gervais and his ability to say what he wants, not caring about people getting offended. The old comedy shows they watched as kids. Just easy conversations, nothing too heavy for the first date.

	As the night came to an end AJ walked Sara to her taxi, looked at her still wondering what was wrong. Why had she been single most of her life, not finding the future she had dreamt and wished for.

	He held her hand, leaned in to kiss her cheek. 

	‘I don’t think so.’ She said gently guiding his lips towards her. 

	Landing the most gently, lingering kiss that just felt right. Not just for her, but for him too. 

	AJ walked in his house around 2am, a lot later than he normally stays out, one light on in a bedroom upstairs, all the Christmas light have turned off with the timer set for 11pm. 

	A head pops around the wall at the top of the landing. ‘Well dad, how did it go you dirty stop out.’ 

	‘Yes, it went well, almost too well.’

	‘OK, whats wrong with her?’

	‘Nothing from what I have seen and heard.’

	‘Nothing, there has to be something wrong with her!’ 

	‘Well, that’s the problem then, the problem being that there is nothing wrong with her, she’s like a 5-star Mary Poppins!’

	He kicks his shoes off, sits in the armchair putting on the TV, catching the end of a Christmas movie, thinking about Sara, before texting her, thanking her for a great night and asking to see her again on Sunday. 

	A few minutes later, his phone beeped. Sara replied, yes of course we can meet again followed by a big red heart emoji. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	‘Come on, kids, I need a hand with this Christmas tree.’

	‘Dad, give it a rest, will you? It’s only 8am!’ Beth grunted back.

	‘I have a busy day. Tree up, lights and baubles on, quick tidy-up, shower, sh - ’

	‘DAD…’

	‘Sh… shave, girl, shave. Then pop to the cemetery, place some flowers, then I have a second date with Sara.’

	‘Mary bloody Poppins, you mean. Come on, Dad, she has to have some flaws. What’s she like?’

	‘Well, she wasn’t what I expected. She’s beautiful, looks better in real life than her photos, which is unusual these days with all these filtered phone cameras. She has this timeless, classy fashion sense, a soft voice, a perfect laugh, beautiful dark brown hair…’

	‘Like Mums hair?’

	‘Similar, very similar. And she smells amazing!’

	‘Dad, you didn’t sit there sniffing her all night, did you?’

	They both looked at each other and laughed loudly.

	‘No. She had this amazing perfume on called Ghost. It just made you stop and want another sniff!’

	‘Bloody hell, I forgot to text her back to confirm our date for tonight!’

	 

	Sara lay there in bed, the sheets and duvet still looking like no-one has slept in that bed all night. She’s a clean sleeper, doesn’t move, doesn’t kick covers off, rolls over once or twice in the night, but subconsciously she still straightens the duvet in her sleep. Her eyes open, looking at her phone, waiting eagerly for that ping from AJ. Waiting for confirmation that he enjoyed her company last night, but it still had not arrived in the hour she had looked at her phone. 

	She slipped out of bed, gently catching her overweight cat Robin with her foot, which in return she got a last tap from the cat’s paw in retaliation. 

	She heads to the shower, freshens up, hair washed, teeth cleaned, fresh clothes before heading gently downstairs, followed by a series of heavy thuds from the feet of Robin. 

	‘OK buddy let’s have a look at the calendar to see what we have planned for today’. She runs her fingers across the calendar hanging on the wall to today’s date. 15th November. Nothing, just like any other day. ‘Well buddy, think I’ll go and see mum today to see if she has had a more exciting life, tell her about my date with AJ last night.’ She smiles so excitedly that she grabs Robin and gives him a huge hug, to which he had no choice before she gently lands him back on his own four feet. 

	She stands there looking at her reflection in the kitchen window, slightly distorted by the drops of rain running slowly down the glass.

	Even her own reflection tells a story, one that has no answers. A story of disappointment over the years, from only a very few - three, to be truthful - intimate relationships. The longest lasting only nine months.

	‘What do people see so wrong in me?’ she asks Robin.

	‘Maybe AJ saw something different. Hey, my little chubby furball.’

	There was no desperation in her thoughts, just the excitement of being noticed for once.

	‘Maybe he saw the good in me. But I need to play it cool, play it slow, but not too slow. What do you think?’

	She looks down at Robin, only to get a less-than-energetic:

	‘Meow.’

	As she fills the cat bowls with water and dried food, she thinks back to the first message she received from AJ on the dating app. Her profile photo was from a few years back, standing in front of her mum’s Christmas tree.

	Instead of the usual Hey sexy, how you doing?, or You’re gorgeous, or, even worse, the ones that went straight to the point, AJ’s message came through asking what kind of Christmas tree it was and whether it was a seven-footer.

	She’d actually laughed when she read it.

	Finally, someone who had noticed the bloody Christmas tree.

	Since then, the messages had flowed confidently between them. AJ had made it clear that he didn’t want to be texting for too long before they met. You could easily get caught in that texting trap, liking each other more and more, only to find that the real-life meeting never quite lived up to the expectations you had built up.

	So, within two weeks, they finally went on that first date.

	For Sara, it would have been sooner, but her work commitments sometimes took her away from home during the week, and the last couple of weeks had really pulled on those commitments.

	Her phone buzzes. AJs name pops up on the screen. Eagerly she opens the message. Sorry I fell asleep in the armchair last night and forgot to reply. But yes would love to see you tonight, shall we say Market Square? Left Lion?

	She instantly replies. See you later looking forward to it xx

	She looks at the time.

	Only 9am.

	Plenty of time to chill with a nice bacon and egg sandwich and watch a classic Hallmark Christmas movie to get her in the mood for her second date.

	She smiles.

	Her second date.

	She still can't quite believe it.

	 

	‘Now that’s a beautiful Christmas tree,’ AJ claims, standing back and admiring the view. A nice green fake spruce with 2000 twinkling golden lights, a hundred special baubles and thick white tinsel strategically placed around the tree, with an illuminated Tinkerbell topper.

	‘Dad, it’s the same as last year, and the year before, and the year before that too, but yes, it looks good,’ says Beth.

	‘Now to set the Christmas village up in the bay window.’

	‘So, where are you taking Sara tonight then? Somewhere nice, I hope?’

	‘I was thinking Langtry’s. They do a nice Pie, Peas and a Pint for £11 each. Nice, warm winter food.’

	‘Don’t you bloody dare, Dad. You take her across the road to that Italian place. Nice and romantic, great food, great wine. You know what they say, Dad… wine her, dine her…’

	‘Hey, we’ll have less than that from you. I am still your dad you’re talking to, but I like your thinking! Where is that Italian place?’

	‘It’s where Frankie & Benny’s used to be, on the corner.’

	‘Riiiiiiight.’

	The slow reply comes as he continues admiring the Christmas tree, moving a few baubles to new locations and twiddling with a few lights around the tinsel.

	‘Or, if it’s a show night, take her to Josephine’s Tea Rooms on the other corner, opposite the theatre. Amazing food and drink, and amazing décor. Then take her to see a show. But not the Panto, Dad. Please, not the Panto.’

	AJ turns towards her.

	‘Why not? I like the Panto.’

	‘Oh no you don’t,’ comes the reply.

	Instantly, AJ comes back with, ‘Oh yes I do!’

	They look at each other, smile and burst into laughter.

	‘What time are you meeting Sara?’

	‘We said around five at the Lions. She has to be up early Monday as she’s away next week working.’

	‘What does she do?’

	‘To be honest, I have no idea. She probably told me, but I think it has something to do with marketing, sales or something like that.’

	Beth looks at him.

	‘You really do need to listen properly, Dad!’

	 

	Sara walked through the door as the buzzer unlocks the main entrance. She turns left down the corridor and into the main seating area.

	She looks at one of the staff.

	‘Hi, how’s she been?’

	‘Hi, Sara. Lovely to see you again. Edna’s been fine. A bit quiet this week, but she’s eating and drinking okay. She’s been mentioning someone called Charles, but we can’t get any information from her about who Charles is.’

	Sara smiled softly.

	‘That’s her dad… my grandad, Charles. She used to call him Charles instead of Dad. Drove him absolutely nuts, but she adored him.

	‘Even as an adult she’d wander around the house in this wonderfully posh English voice saying, Charles, I shall luncheon in the garden today, or, Charles, would you run my barth for me please?’

	‘He always laughed, but he’d say, For goodness’ sake, call me Dad.’

	Sara spotted her mum sitting in a chair at the far side of the room and headed over, glancing at the other residents as she made her way across. 

	‘Hello, Mum. Have you been thinking about Charles again?’

	Sara gives her a quick kiss on the forehead and gently moves some hair away from her eyes. She sits next to her and holds her hand.

	‘It’s me, Mum. Sara, your daughter.’

	Edna slowly turns her head and looks at Sara. She smiles.

	‘Who are you? You’re very pretty.’ Her voice was a little crackly with age but still carried the unmistakable warmth that had comforted Sara all her life. 

	Then she turns her head away again, looking at something else, humming a tune of her own making.

	The staff member walks over to Sara and sits beside her.

	‘I can see you’re upset, but like we’ve mentioned before, her dementia is getting worse. She hardly recognises us anymore, but she seems happy, singing away. She’s always clean, eats and drinks well, and she even has a sherry with her main meal.’

	She smiles.

	‘The sherry doesn’t last very long, though. She knows what that is.’

	Sara rubs her mum’s hand.

	‘Mum, I have something to tell you. I have a second date tonight. He’s really nice and polite. We had a great time last night, better than I expected. And guess what? He loves Christmas, just like we used to, Mum. Just like you, me and Dad used to love Christmas.’

	She looks at her mum.

	Edna is totally oblivious to what Sara has just said.

	Slowly, she turns her head and looks at Sara. She smiles.

	‘Who are you? You’re very pretty.’

	Then she looks away again, smiling and humming to herself.

	Sara keeps hold of her hand. ‘Love you, Mum.’ A single tear begins its slow journey down her cheek before gently falling onto her arm. 

	 

	AJ stood at the foot of Andrea’s headstone, brushing away a thick carpet of winter leaves before placing a carefully chosen arrangement into the raised stone planter.

	Geraniums for colour, lavender for its heavy fragrance, and three deep red roses nestled in the middle. It had taken him years to discover that rabbits hated lavender, and ever since, they had stopped eating Andrea’s flowers.

	He stood quietly for a few moments.

	‘Well, babe… the Christmas decorations went up on time.’

	He smiled to himself.

	‘Trevor still thinks I’m mad, Beth still thinks I’m going to fall off the ladder, and Lucy still takes the mickey out of me. Some things never change.’

	His eyes drifted to the small photograph set into the polished black granite.

	‘Oh… and I’ve met someone.’

	The words felt strange spoken aloud. For a split second it almost felt like admitting he was cheating on Andrea, but deep down he knew she’d want him to find love again.

	‘We went on our first date last night and it was great. We’re going for a meal tonight. Don’t worry, I won’t take her to our special place. That was just for you… no one else.’

	He finger raked the broken stems, fallen twigs and dead flower heads into a neat little pile before scooping them into the carrier bag. 

	‘Her name’s Sara. She’s beautiful, smells amazing, and apparently I spent half the evening sniffing her perfume if our daughters are to be believed.’

	He laughed softly.

	‘I’ll bring your little Christmas display next week, like always. Can’t have you missing out on Christmas, can we?’

	Each time he visited Andrea, AJ found himself asking questions he knew could never be answered. Yet somehow, by the time he walked away, he always felt as though he already knew exactly what she would have said… and that she approved.

	He checked his watch.

	4:30 pm.

	The bus into the city was due in ten minutes.

	‘Love and miss you, babe… until next time.’

	He kissed his fingertips and gently pressed them against Andrea’s photograph before gathering the dead flowers and leaves into a carrier bag.

	Rushing towards the cemetery bin, he threw the rubbish in, missing spectacularly as half of it bounced back onto the path.

	‘Perfect.’

	As he bent to scoop it up, he spotted the groundsman driving slowly down the main driveway, closing the vehicle gates behind him.

	‘Oi!’

	AJ waved frantically.

	The van carried on.

	He looked up and noticed the pedestrian gate was still open.

	‘That’ll do.’

	He sprinted downhill towards it just as the bus appeared at the traffic lights beyond the cemetery, sitting patiently on red.

	‘Come on… come on…’

	He burst through the pedestrian gate and straight into somebody.

	‘AGHHH!’

	He screamed.

	She screamed.

	A woman stumbled backwards against the metal fence as her shopping bag and bouquet of flowers exploded across the pavement.

	‘Oh my God! I’m so sorry,’ AJ blurted, completely out of breath. ‘Here… let me help.’

	He offered his hand and gently pulled her upright before instantly kneeling to collect the scattered shopping.

	Without warning, she bent down at exactly the same time.

	A perfect Three Stooges moment.

	They grabbed their foreheads after bumping into each other, hard enough to leave a mark, but gentle enough to laugh it off. 

	AJ winced.

	‘Oh my God… I’m sorry. Again.’

	‘Don’t apologise,’ came the reply, followed by a deep, infectious giggle that reminded him of Barbara Windsor - just an octave lower.

	Despite himself, AJ smiled.

	‘Don’t move - I’ll get these.’

	As he picked up the last carrier bag, he glanced over his shoulder.

	The traffic lights had changed to amber.

	‘Here you go. I think that’s everything… I’m really sorry, but I need that bus!’

	He thrust the shopping and flowers back into her hands and sprinted across the road, beating the bus to the stop by a matter of seconds.

	Before disappearing out of sight, he turned and shouted across the traffic.

	‘Sorry again! Nice to meet you. My name’s AJ… see you again sometime!’

	He jumped aboard, dropped a handful of coins into the ticket machine, and turned to wave through the window.

	The doors hissed shut as the bus pulled away towards Nottingham city centre and his second date with Sara, the mysterious woman remained standing outside the cemetery, raising a little wave that AJ never saw.

	‘Nice to meet you too, AJ,’ she whispered. ‘I’m Diana.’

	As she turned to leave, something caught her eye.

	A green Lloyds bank card lay on the pavement.

	She picked it up.

	ARTHUR JOY

	Diana looked towards the disappearing bus and instinctively waved the card in the air, but it was already too late.

	She smiled to herself.

	‘Arthur Joy… AJ.’

	Slipping the card safely into her handbag, Diana walked past the cemetery gates and headed across the road. Rather than make her way to the official pedestrian crossing, she stepped straight into the traffic, dodging between the approaching cars. Horns beeped angrily as drivers were forced to slow down, but Diana barely acknowledged them. She carried on regardless, seemingly unconcerned by the commotion she'd caused.

	 

	AJ arrives early, waiting beside the Left Lion, one of Nottingham’s most famous meeting spots. Long before mobile phones and live location tracking, it was simply where you told someone to meet you.

	It had always confused AJ which one was actually the Left Lion. Was it the lion on the left as you looked towards the Council House, or the one on the left as you looked away from it?

	To this day, he never took the risk.

	He kept one eye firmly fixed on the other lion too.

	The habit came from his very first date with Andrea. He had stood, or so she claimed, at the wrong lion for nearly thirty minutes while she waited at the other one. Andrea eventually gave up and walked across Market Square towards Yates, convinced she’d been stood up.

	Luckily, AJ spotted her disappearing through the crowds on a warm summer evening. He sprinted after her, apologising all the way across the square and insisting she’d been standing at the wrong lion.

	Andrea never accepted that version of events.

	But the argument ended with pizza, a bottle of wine, and the beginning of a love story.

	The Christmas Market was almost finished being built. Stock was arriving for the food stalls, bars and trinket cabins, all getting ready for the grand opening the following Wednesday by some Z-list celebrity who had probably appeared on Big Brother twenty years ago, or one of the latest Love Island rejects.

	AJ couldn’t have cared less who switched the lights on.

	All he loved was watching Nottingham city centre burst into life beneath thousands of twinkling Christmas LEDs.

	He spotted Sara walking past the Yorkshire Pudding stall and heading towards the Left Lion - the correct one, in his eyes.

	She glided across the rain-soaked granite paving in heeled boots, wearing a long, timeless black coat with a fake fur collar. A chunky white knitted headband covered her ears, with a large ponytail flowing out of the back.

	The moment AJ came into view, her smile lit up. Her green eyes sparkled beneath the early evening streetlights reflecting off the wet granite paving, and there was no mistaking it - she was genuinely happy to see him.

	‘Hi, AJ.’

	She leaned in for the familiar kiss on the cheek, following the successful second attempt from the night before. AJ kissed her cheek and, without even thinking, took another deep sniff of her perfume. The scent seemed even stronger tonight.

	Instantly, Beth’s voice echoed around his head.

	Don’t sniff her, Dad!

	He leaned back and smiled.

	‘My God… you smell… sorry, you look amazing. Actually, you smell amazing too. Same perfume?’

	Sara laughed.

	‘Yes, Ghost. I put a double dose on because you said you liked it.’

	‘Thank you. So, where would you like to go? Your choice.’

	Sara took his hand and gently lifts it, looking into his eyes.

	‘You know what? I’ll leave it all to you. Surprise me. I get a bit tired of having to make all my own decisions, so you pick, and whatever it is, I promise I’ll enjoy it.’

	AJ immediately sets off, pulling her behind him like an excited child who has just thought of the perfect idea.

	‘Hey, slow down a bit. These boots don’t do well at speed in these wet conditions.’

	‘I’m so sorry.’

	He laughs and eases his pace.

	‘You’ll love this place. It’s romantic, cosy, has great food and brilliant service. A beautiful little gem right in the middle of the city.’

	As they reached the top of the street, AJ turned left. Sitting proudly on the corner opposite the Theatre Royal was Josephine’s Tea Rooms, a quaint little tearoom that felt like stepping back in time.

	The owners had designed and fitted out every inch of the place themselves, blending vintage elegance with just enough modern charm. Soft music drifted through the room, old classics playing quietly in the background as diners chatted over afternoon tea and evening meals.

	From the window seats, Nottingham unfolded like a living theatre. The matinee audience spilled out of the Theatre Royal, people of all ages crossing the road, queuing for trams, heading towards buses and car parks, while the evening crowd began arriving for pre-show drinks and dinner.

	They were guided to the only empty table left - a perfect little table for two beside the window.

	AJ pulled out Sara’s chair before gently taking her coat and hanging it on the coat stand in the corner.

	As he took his own seat, a waitress dressed in a crisp black-and-white uniform approached with a warm smile, neatly presented and impeccably polite.

	‘Good evening. Can I start you off with something to drink while you decide on your meals?’

	‘Oh, can I have the Fillipetti Prosecco, please,’ Sara replied.

	‘Is that a glass, or would you like the bottle?’

	AJ jumped in.

	‘Before you answer, I’ll be ordering a bottle of Chianti. You’re more than welcome to share mine, or if you’d rather have your own, please do. It’s my treat tonight, so have whatever you fancy.’

	Sara smiled.

	‘Well, in that case, if you insist… I’ll have the bottle of Fillipetti Prosecco. One glass.’

	The waitress smiled knowingly as she scribbled on her pad.

	‘Perfect. And are we ready to order?’

	‘You may as well take my food order too,’ Sara said. ‘Prawn cocktail, beef in red wine cobbler with a side of roast potatoes, followed by…’

	‘Don’t tell me,’ the waitress interrupted with a grin. ‘Apple & Fruit Crumble with custard.’

	Sara laughed.

	‘Oh yes, please.’

	‘Your usual, then.’

	‘Afraid so.’

	The waitress turned to AJ.

	‘And for you, sir?’

	AJ glanced at Sara’s menu, then smiled.

	‘You know what? I’ll have exactly the same as her, please.’

	‘Excellent choice. I’ll have your drinks over in a couple of minutes.’

	As the waitress disappeared, AJ looked across the table.

	‘What did she mean… your usual?’

	Sara gave a slightly embarrassed smile.

	‘My guilty pleasure is coming here once a week. I sit in that corner by the window for a couple of hours, watching the world go by and contemplating why my life hasn’t quite worked out the way I imagined when I was younger.’

	She glanced towards the empty corner table.

	‘I’ve worked my way through the entire menu… probably ten times over. This is still my favourite. The owners know me that well they sometimes ask me to taste new dishes before they put them on the menu.’

	AJ smiled.

	‘That’s actually quite an honour.’

	‘Or they just know I’ll never say no to free food.’

	They both laughed.

	‘So,’ Sara asked, ‘tell me about your life. Has it worked out the way you expected?’

	AJ noticed her smile soften.

	‘No,’ she answered quietly before he could reply. ‘Nowhere near.’

	She unfolded the cloth napkin and laid it carefully across the table, smoothing out every crease with the palm of her hand. A moment later, she folds it neatly into a different shape, almost absent-mindedly, before looking back up at AJ. 

	‘When I was younger, I wanted a career, a good group of friends, a husband and children. None of it really happened. Dad always used to say I was naturally pretty, and that it was difficult finding genuine friends because some girls became jealous before they even knew me.’

	She shrugged.

	‘I never believed I was pretty. Just… average.’

	‘School wasn’t great. We lived too far away to really socialise afterwards, so everyone else built friendships while I went home. College was the same. I knew nobody, everyone already had their little cliques, some of them were quite bitchy to be honest, so I just kept my head down, passed my exams and found a job.’

	‘How’s your friendship group now?’

	Sara smiled politely.

	‘Still not great. I can count the people I genuinely call friends on one hand… and still have a couple of fingers left over. And one of those friends is my mum.’

	AJ studied her for a moment.

	Was that it?

	Was this the flaw he'd been quietly waiting to find?

	A beautiful woman with hardly any friends, who spent Friday evenings eating alone in
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