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        After a string of disastrous dates and losing her job at a top London hotel, Ruby Penrose retreats to her hometown in Cornwall. Her dreams of becoming a screenwriter have been shattered, Christmas is around the corner, and she’s feeling lost and unsure what’s next.

        Reality TV star, Jake Woodhouse, escapes to a remote Cornish cottage, seeking solitude after a very public heartbreak. With only his stubborn bulldog, Sherlock Bones, for company, peace and quiet is all he wants.

        But when Ruby and Jake are brought together by the magic of the festive season and the charm of the Little Cornish Gift Shop, they discover it is possible to learn to trust again, and that friendship can be the most valuable Christmas gift of all.
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        Ruby Penrose looked up from the pasta salad she’d been toying with, and peered around the staff canteen at the central London hotel where she’d worked for the past two years. It was a very white room, from the white walls and ceiling, to the white tables and chairs to the white clothes that the serving staff wore. The only thing that broke up the sheer expanse of white was the small artificial Christmas tree standing on a table next to the window.

        Ruby looked at the tree as if seeing it for the first time. Its spindly branches hinted at its age and suggested that when it was packed away following its annual appearance, it probably wasn’t done carefully. Some of the branches supported baubles that must have seen their first Christmas back in the 1970s, and there were two lengths of patchy gold tinsel draped carelessly around the upper branches. It was a sorry affair and it made her think of how beautiful her nanna’s Christmas tree had always been. It stirred a longing in Ruby that she’d felt several times over recent weeks; it was a longing to go home to Cornwall. She’d managed to book some holiday time from her job as a room attendant in January, but that seemed a long way off.

        As Mariah Carey’s All I Want for Christmas filled the canteen, drifting from the speakers set high in the corners of the room, her homesickness intensified. Christmas was meant to be a time for families, but Ruby had picked the short straw on the December rota, so she wouldn’t be seeing hers.

        She abandoned her salad and picked up her mug instead and she sipped the warm, comforting drink. Good coffee could always lift her spirits, even at times like this.

        And she’d need it because she had a busy afternoon ahead…
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        Ruby was polishing the large bathroom mirror of one of the deluxe suites, whilst trying to avoid looking at herself in the mirror, but it was difficult. Every so often, she caught sight of a woman she barely recognised. Her long brown hair was scraped back in a bun at the nape of her neck, her face was pale and devoid of any makeup, and her cheekbones were sharp now that her face had lost the fullness of her early twenties. Not that she was old at twenty-eight, but working long hours and earning minimum wage meant that she didn’t have much money left for groceries or luxuries. Her eyes also seemed to have lost something, but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was.

        Still, she had a job and most of the time she didn’t mind it because she got to plug in her earphones and sing along to her favourite music – from Whitney Houston to George Ezra to Coldplay – and while she worked, she often wrote stories in her head.

        She stood back and ran her eyes over the mirror to check for smudges, but it was all clear, so she turned to the bath and the toilet, suppressing a sigh at the state of the toilet bowl. No one could ever describe this as glamorous work…

        Just as she was about to plunge the toilet brush into the bowl, she paused. Over Whitney’s perfect voice, she’d heard something else. She pulled out her earphones and listened.

        ‘Ruby?’

        Someone had called her name. She hurried through to the lounge.

        ‘Mr Fitzpatrick?’ Her tone conveyed her surprise.

        ‘Ah, there you are.’

        Geoffrey Fitzpatrick frowned at her, his mouth a prim line in his grey face, his small blue eyes flickering around restlessly. He must have had management training at some point in his career, but he still seemed unable to make eye contact with the hotel employees.

        ‘Ruby, I need to speak to you.’

        ‘Okay…’ Ruby held up her hands, still encased in yellow rubber gloves, one holding a bottle of bleach and the other a toilet brush. ‘Can I just return these to the bathroom?’

        He wrinkled his nose at her hands and nodded. ‘Be quick!’

        Ruby went back to the bathroom, where she set the bleach and the toilet brush back in her cleaning box, then peeled off the rubber gloves. She scrubbed her hands, dried them, then smoothed back the strands of hair that had come loose as she’d given the toilet a vigorous scrubbing.

        What Mr Fitzpatrick wanted, she had no idea. He wasn’t her line manager; he was, in fact, the senior manager in charge of housekeeping. He usually preferred to sit in his office and get everyone else to do the dirty work. However, Barbara Farron, her immediate line manager was currently off sick – aka visiting the Christmas markets – so it seemed that Geoffrey Fitzpatrick had been forced to actually leave the safety of his office and venture into the hotel.

        Back in the lounge, she took in Mr Fitzpatrick’s expensive looking charcoal suit, his shiny black shoes and his even shinier bald head. She had it on good authority from a fellow room attendant that this man was no more than thirty-five, but he could easily have been twenty years older. It wasn’t only the fact that he was follically challenged; it was how he held himself, his mannerisms and his unhealthy complexion.

        ‘You wanted to speak to me?’ Ruby asked.

        ‘Yes… indeed.’ Mr Fitzpatrick put his hands on his slim hips, removed them and crossed his arms over his seemingly concave chest, then shook his head and steepled his fingers newsreader style. ‘Right, Ruby Penrose.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I suppose we should go to my office to do this but… ah… I’d prefer to get it done so you can finish cleaning up here.’

        ‘Prefer to get what done?’ Ruby folded her arms across her chest, not concerned with the intricacies of body language, as she had a feeling she needed to steel herself.

        ‘Ruby… I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but… we’re going to have to let you go.’

        ‘Let me go?’

        ‘Yes.’

        ‘Let me go where?’

        For a moment, Ruby had visions of being sent to visit the Christmas markets herself, of sipping mulled wine as she laughed with Father Christmas – who was really a handsome young man dressed up for the occasion – and browsed the pretty wares on display in the little wooden chalets. Then they’d go ice-skating on a frozen lake before returning to a snow-covered log cabin where they’d snuggle in front of a roaring fire and…

        ‘Not where!’ Mr Fitzpatrick snapped her out of her daydream. ‘You see, we’ve had several complaints over recent days about the poor standards of your cleaning and yesterday, a guest complained because you ignored the pile of dirty towels on the bathroom floor. They had clearly been left there for washing… as per hotel instructions for guests, but you failed to replace them.’

        Ruby frowned.

        Complaints?

        This was the first she’d heard of it.

        ‘Hold on a moment… What room was this?’

        He pulled a notebook from his jacket pocket and flipped open the cover. ‘Room 412.’

        ‘412?’ Ruby thought back to yesterday’s shift. She had been down on the rota to clean that floor, but she’d agreed to swap with Helen – a heavily pregnant single mother whose boyfriend had recently walked out on her and their children. She’d asked Ruby if she could take that floor, as more often than not, some of the long-stay guests hung their Do Not Disturb signs up so they could be left alone to work. This obviously meant for an easier shift, and Helen needed that in her condition.

        ‘But it wasn’t just yesterday that you had a complaint about?’

        He shook his head. ‘No… there have been others.’

        As he proceeded to read through a list, Ruby knew that none of them were her mistakes, but they could easily have been Helen’s. The poor woman had been exhausted recently and Ruby had even found her sleeping on one of the hotel beds last week when she was meant to be changing it. Clearly, though, Mr Fitzpatrick wanted someone to blame and Ruby now had a choice: tell him that it was Helen or lose her job.

        She took a deep breath then released it slowly, trying to ignore the sting of bleach that had lodged in her nostrils. There was no choice at all really. How could she let a single mother lose her job? Helen desperately needed the money, especially with Christmas just weeks away and a baby due in the new year.

        ‘Okay… well I’m sorry that I let the hotel down. It’s inexcusable. I’ll collect my belongings and go, shall I?’

        ‘I’d like you to finish your shift first.’

        ‘But what if I miss a dirty towel that a guest has tucked under their bed, or leave a speck of poo on a toilet bowl?’ She raised her eyebrows, stifling a giggle as his face contorted in shock.

        ‘Uh… don’t do either of those.’

        He turned on his heel and left the room and Ruby sighed. Two years she’d worked here and that was the thanks she got. There’d be no leaving party, no emotional farewell, and no cut-glass vase. But that was fine with her. Ruby’s time in London had been rather different to how she’d imagined it would be. When she’d gone there after graduating from Plymouth University, with a BA in creative writing, she hadn’t expected the streets to be paved with gold, but she had hoped that she’d make it as a writer. She’d nursed dreams of writing on a popular soap or even as a magazine columnist. She had written enthusiastically at first, scribbling down all of her ideas and submitting some of them to agents, magazines, TV channels and writing competitions, but nothing had come of them other than form rejection letters or complete silence. A combination of working long hours, at first in office temping jobs and then at the hotel, had left her tired and despondent, and recently she had found her ideas had dried up and the thought of opening up her laptop seemed like too much effort.

        Some time back in Cornwall might be just what she needed, and the thought of a good old Cornish Christmas with her nanna made her spirits lift.

        Yes, it was time to go home.
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        The fields flew past outside the train window, dull and sparse in winter’s grip, and the grey sky threatened rain, but Ruby felt some of the tension she’d carried in her shoulders slip away. She was going home, and as much as she might have seen that as a failure in the past, this time, it felt more like relief.

        She’d phoned her nanna after she’d got home from her final shift at the hotel and told her she was coming home for Christmas and Nanna had been delighted. Her nanna had helped her through university both financially and emotionally, only asking her once if she thought a law degree might have given her a more concrete career to follow than one as a writer, and Ruby was very grateful for her enduring support. Telling nanna that she was a room attendant – and not a successful writer – was not something that she had enjoyed doing after she’d come to London, but her nanna had been understanding and sympathetic. She had also encouraged Ruby to keep trying with her writing, telling her never to surrender her dreams.

        Ruby’s thoughts strayed to some of the people she’d encountered over the past few years, like Jordan the dashing City banker. He was gorgeous, well-educated and rich, and only three years older than Ruby. His job meant that he’d already paid off his student loans and was living the high life. He was confident bordering on arrogant, but Ruby had been attracted to his good looks and his glittering smile. They had dated for six months and she had fallen under his spell. Then, suddenly, he had seemed to tire of her, and when he had cancelled a date yet again because he had to ‘work late’, Ruby had called time on their relationship. It had hurt a bit to let go, but after she’d finished with him she could admit to herself that their relationship hadn’t been what she wanted or needed. Jordan’s tendency to refer to her job at the hotel as a ‘little job’ and to her writing as a ‘hobby’ had irritated her and she had felt able to breathe again and to be herself when he was no longer around. Within days of their breakup, Jordan had sent her a selfie of him and a minor celeb at a popular nightclub, then claimed in a follow-up text that he’d meant to send it to one of his mates. Ruby had known it was his way of telling her he’d moved on already.

        Then there had been Martin the barista. He was sweet, played the guitar beautifully and had big brown eyes that reminded her of melted chocolate. Ruby had dated him for about two months after Jordan, but there hadn’t been a spark between them. She’d wanted there to be, had tried to summon one, but she couldn’t fake it and had gently broken it off between them.

        There had been other brief relationships and dates over the past five years, but none of them had come to anything. Martin and Jordan had been attempts at finding love, but the fact that they had failed confirmed what she already knew. Ruby Penrose was not ready for love. She needed to find her own direction in life before she could share it with someone else.
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        Jake Woodhouse carried his mug of coffee over to the window and gazed out at the dramatic Cornish landscape. The sky was leaden this morning, the sea a cold, dark blue, but it was surprisingly good to be at the coast after all that time spent in London. The small cottage with its sea view, thick stone walls, flagstone floors, exposed ceiling beams and real log burner was perfect. When he’d arrived in Bothilde Bay a few weeks ago, not knowing where he would stay or for how long, he’d asked in the village if there were any rentals around and he’d been directed to the little gift shop out near the coastal path.

        The owner of the gift shop was Harriet Martin – a kindly woman who had immediately made him feel welcome. She’d told him that she did have a cottage available and that she would rent it to him for a reasonable fee, seeing as how he was alone and wanted it for at least six weeks. She’d had a recent cancellation
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