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Chapter One
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This is not the way I want to end another year. Holly sat at her desk full of unwanted Christmas cheer. A singing Santa Claus that swayed his big butt to A White Christmas, Elvis style and tacky red and green tinsel draped over her computer monitor that moulted onto the keyboard. For the last two years she had worked at The World newspaper offices in London as a junior writer, but lately she’d been suffering from a severe lack of job satisfaction since being given the agony aunt section. She cursed the day she mentioned her counselling course to her boss as all she wanted to do was write real, human-interest stories, not give advice to middle-aged men on dating. 

She slumped over the desk, staring at her screen. She reckoned she’d read the same line at least a dozen times but felt too comfortable to move to do anything her boss considered “work”. Lunch break wasn’t for another hour and despite her best efforts, the article she was reading bored her senseless, even though she had spent most of the morning writing it. With her left hand resting under her chin, she figured she’d chill until she had to get up from her sumptuous leather seat. 

It wasn’t long before she began to drift off to sleep, when the ping of a notification snapped her back to the day job.

“URGENT” 

‘Now what do you want, Lewis?’  

Sitting up, she covered her mouth to stifle a yawn and brought the cursor to click open. 

“JINGLE BELLS, JINGLE BELLS, JINGLE ALL THE WAY,” blasted from the speakers, making her jump so hard, she pushed her leather chair backwards and toppled over the side, falling onto the wooden floor. The office erupted into fits of laughter, but she failed to see the humour. Having worked at the newspaper for the last two years, she thought her colleagues would’ve outgrown their childish behaviour by now. It wasn’t like she was the new girl anymore.  

‘Bloody hell; Holly, are you alright?’ asked a concerned Emily, with an outstretched hand.  

Emily had been Holly’s friend since she began working at The World. They often referred to each other as the sister they never had.  

Holly scoffed. ‘Do I look it? And you can wipe the smirk from your lips too,’ she huffed, accepting her help. Jingle Bells continued to play, and on the screen was a countdown calendar for Christmas.

Lewis, the office joker rushed around the labyrinth of desks to her aid, but stopped short when he saw she had her hands on her hips with a look that was potentially lethal.

‘It was just a joke, Holly Green,’ he guffawed, but step back slowly towards his desk with his hands held in the air. 

‘Look, isn’t taking the piss out of my name wearing a bit thin with you? Every bloody Christmas you make the same jokes, Lewis. Are you that dumb you can’t come up with something more original than a calendar to annoy me on the first of bloody December?’

Now everyone’s eyes were on Lewis, and they laughed even harder at his expense.

Lewis’s face flushed as red as Santa’s rosy cheeks on the picture behind him. 

‘I pity anyone receiving a gift from you, you must be so boring,’ she continued and bent down to pick up her chair. ‘And yes, Holly Green, that’s my name; don’t wear it out.’

A welcomed round of applause broke out around the room. Holly mockingly bowed and sat back down at her desk, wondering if she’d ever get a promotion. Writing the daily agony aunt section was becoming tiresome. She needed something exciting in her life.

. 

‘Lunch break, Holly,’ said Emily, poking her arm. ‘Do you want to go to the coffee shop or canteen today?’ she yawned, stretching out her arms. 

‘Is it lunch already? I’m surprised it flew by to be honest.’

‘Still bored of writing the agony aunt page, huh?’

‘You bet. Surely there’s got to be more to life than reading about other people’s problems for a paltry wage.’

‘Well, why haven’t you asked Vivien if she has something else for you?’

‘I guess I could ask. I’ve been too comfortable for a while, you know, just grateful for a job, but now...’

‘Come on,’ said Emily getting up from her seat. ‘Let’s eat first. So what’ll it be, café or canteen?’ 

Thinking about the morning’s entertainment courtesy of Lewis she decided she’d go to the canteen. Besides, it was raining and the only way to get over the humiliation was to face it head on.  

‘I’m not going to show them he got the best of me.’ She picked up her handbag from under her desk and stood up, hitching down her skirt as she did so. ‘I’m not saying that he did, you know.’

‘Oh I know,’ Emily snorted with laughter. ‘He’s just the office joker, even if his jokes are so bad, they shouldn’t be considered jokes.’  

They walked together down the corridor to the escalator to take them to the third floor. The door was about to close, and Holly shouted for them to hold the door, but an annoying, smirking, Lewis mockingly waved at them just as the door slammed shut. 

‘Did I tell you how much that guy annoys me?’ 

They both looked at each other. 

‘Many times,’ they replied in unison and then began laughing as the headed for the stairs.  
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AT THE CANTEEN, CHRISTMAS was in full swing. Holly joined the back of the long queue and looked up at the chalkboard on the glass counter. 

Gingerbread Flavoured Coffee Available Today

She scoffed. Christmas spirit was everywhere, and now left alone with her thoughts, here she was, another year at The World Newspaper still writing the agony aunt section and another year without her fiancé. What happened to all their dreams, to the plans they had made for their future? Her thoughts were becoming depressing, and she knew she needed to snap out of it.

Deciding to skip the festive coffee, she ordered a cappuccino and a cheese baguette and sat next to Emily. 

‘I didn’t mean to laugh earlier,’ she said in all seriousness while stabbing a fork into her cold salad. 

‘Forget about it. I wasn’t angry at all. I just wanted to scare him off, but I think it had the reverse effect.’

‘You certainly scared the rest of us. Apparently, he’s been talking to Jack, feeling guilty so don’t be alarmed if he comes and apologises later. You’ll never know, he may be that dull, he’ll buy you a real calendar as a way to say sorry,’ she laughed hysterically into her cup of coffee.

‘And I’ll know where I’ll shove it.’

‘It’s not a bad name though, Holly Green. I can see how people associate it with Christmas though...’

‘I don’t see the joke myself, and anyway I don’t know how I’m going to get through Christmas this year for reasons you know well,’ she said, forcing herself not to cry at the memory. 

‘Come on, Holly. I know this time of year is difficult for you, but you’ve got to try to let go sometime. Dan wouldn’t want to see you like this.’ She spooned another sugar into her coffee and took a sip.

Dan was Holly’s fiancé, a soldier who was killed during active duty. It had been a little over a year, but the feelings were still raw. Holly decided to paint a smile on her face, blanking out her friend’s words. It wasn’t that she didn’t agree with her sentiments, it was because she felt embarrassed to have put her friend on the spot again. Sympathy was the last thing she wanted. 

‘I used to get the piss taken out of me at school because of my name. I’m sure my parents decided to call me Holly because my birthday falls in December, imagine if it was Easter, would you like to be called, Bunny?’ She laughed. ‘But there you go... I’ve got to live with it.’ 

An excited commotion between the writers on the next table intrigued them enough to look over. 

‘What’s going on?’ asked Emily.

‘Haven’t you heard?’ said Brody, the head writer walking past their table. ‘The Christmas article is up for grabs. Felicity has gone into labour.’

Holly swallowed her hot chocolate too quickly, burning the back of her throat. Both girls looked at each other with shocked expressions. Emily’s eyeballs were bulging.

‘Can you believe it? Vivien has to pick another writer for the job. Imagine, Holly, writing the world’s best loved article of the year. You’d be famous.’

Holly coughed and grabbed a bottle of water out of her bag. 

‘Me?’ 

‘You’ve got to go for it, hell, beg her if you must.’

‘What about you?’

Emily waved her hand. ‘I’m happy doing what I do but you...this is your opportunity to move on from the agony pages. And boy are they agony, the pages literally scream in pissing agony,’ she laughed, ‘no offence intended.’

‘They do, I must admit. It’s so depressing writing them. Okay, so what do I do, should I go and ask her straight out?’

About to take another sip on her hot chocolate, she saw the canteen door swing open; surprised to see her boss, Vivien Walker heading towards her. She came to a standstill by a table occupied with staff writers. 

‘Could I have your attention a moment,’ she shouted. The canteen hushed and all eyes were on her. ‘I have some bad news and good news. Let’s get the bad over with first. Felicity, the girl who was writing the Christmas feature had to take early maternity leave, so the good news is, I need someone else to write it as it requires a little paid holiday.’

There were gasps and shocked faces around the room.  Emily began hitting Holly’s hand so hard. 

‘Ask her,’ she whispered. 

Holly couldn’t speak for excitement. The whole canteen came to a standstill, waiting with anticipation of who will write the famous Christmas feature.  

‘Holly, have you got a moment? I need a favour,’ she began and came towards her table. ‘I want to ask you a favour...’ 

Oh here goes, Holly thought, biting her tongue. She had a feeling Vivien was going to ask her to cover Annie’s family announcement section. It wouldn’t be the first time she favoured her for the worst writing jobs. 

‘Felicity has asked me if I’d consider giving the job to you. Now I know you’ve wanted to try your hand at something new, so I agreed with her. You’re a fine writer, Miss Green, so let’s see what you can do with this.’

Emily dropped her fork into her bowl; the noise breaking the shocked silence of the room. 

‘Way to go, Holly,’ she fisted the air amid looks from everyone. 

Stunned, Holly was unable to formulate a word. Emily kicked her leg from under the table and she came to her senses. 

‘I’d love the opportunity, Miss Walker, thank you, thank you so much,’ she got up, shaking the woman’s hand.

‘Good, well it’s a human-interest story, ten thousand’s words by the 20th and it must have a Christmas element, obviously. I’m counting on you; don’t let me or the paper down.’

Holly could barely contain her excitement. ‘I will deliver it before the deadline...’

‘Don’t rush it, you still have...’

‘Nineteen days,’ she said, remembering the calendar that appeared on her PC that morning.  

‘Yes, so good luck...Oh one more thing. Anna already had a story in mind and was heading to some quaint village in Snowdonia. I have the details and hotel sorted for you but as for everything else, you’ll have to contact her.’

‘Did you say you want me to go to Snowdonia?’

‘Yes, and before you head on home, call into my office so I can sort you out with addresses and petrol allowance.’

‘No problem and thank you again for this opportunity.’ Her head swooned with the shock and surprise, and she sat back down worrying if she was good enough.

At that moment, the entire canteen stood and clapped her victory; and many came to personally congratulate her, even Lewis who couldn’t apologise enough. 

When everyone settled back down to their lunch, Holly turned to Emily, smacking her hand over her forehead. 

‘You’ll never guess what I forgot? In all the excitement, I forgot, today is my dad’s retirement party, I haven’t got him anything yet and mum has organised a get together for this evening.’

Emily looked at her mobile. ‘You’ve still got twenty-five minutes left for lunch, why don’t you pop out now?’

‘I could do,’ she got to her feet. ‘Are you coming?’

‘Nah, if you don’t mind. I’ll catch you later.’
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Chapter Two
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‘All finished?’ asked Emily, pulling on her coat. ‘You know, that could be your last post for the agony aunt section.’

Holly exhaled, hit the send button and relaxed back into her seat.

‘Yeah, I’ve finally finished and I hope so. But now I have to get to mum’s house for the party.’ She looked up at the big windows overlooking London. The lights of the city twinkled against the night sky. ‘Gosh, where has the day gone?’

‘Spent knee deep in other people’s problems,’ she winked. ‘Anyway, I’m officially on holiday now, so I’ll see you when you get back from your trip, you jammy bugger,’ she waved. 

‘Yeah, see you, Em. I’ll speak to you later. No doubt I’ll need an excuse to escape the family at some point.’

As she walked out of the office doors, Emily turned back. ‘Oh, and congratulations again, you deserve it.’

‘Thanks, and I appreciate your support today. A bottle of Prosecco is winging its way to you as I speak.’ 

Emily gave her the thumbs up and then closed the office door behind her.

The computer monitor shut down. The office was now empty, and Holly got up from her seat, put on her coat and headed downstairs. 

She stood in the foyer, facing the glass sliding doors and buttoned up her coat. Outside, the fierce wind blew the rain up the street. London was busy tonight. Despite the terrible storm, the traffic still whizzed by as normal, and people passed with their umbrellas blown inside out. Holly’s heart sank. She wasn’t thrilled about driving tonight, but there was no way she could miss her dad’s party. 

‘If you’re waiting for it to stop, you’ll be there all night,’ said a voice approaching her. 

‘Hi, Charlie,’ she said to the door man. ‘I think you’re right, it’s in for the night, isn’t it?’

‘I can offer you a carrier bag to cover your head,’ he said, a hint of laughter in his voice. 

‘Nah, I’m alright, thanks. I just wished I’d parked closer.’ She stepped forward triggering the sensor. The door opened and a cold draught slashed across her feet. 

‘Don’t you normally come by underground?’

‘I do, but I have a party to go to tonight, so I needed my car. Well, I’m going to brave it, so see you when I see you, Charlie,’ she hollered, dashing out of the door into the teeming rain. She held her bag over her head, but it barely covered her fringe. Just as she got to her car parked in a parking lot, she was soaked and shivering. Her phone rang and with shaking hands from the cold she reached into her coat pocket, saw it was her mother calling and put her on speaker while she fumbled in her bag for her car keys.      

‘Hi Mum, I’m just leaving work.’ She put the phone on the roof of the car. 

‘Oh good, so we’ll see you in about an hour?’

‘Yes, I may take longer if you keep on the phone,’ she laughed, pressing the fob.  

‘Oh right, sorry...’

‘Is there something wrong?’ She grabbed the phone and pressed it to her ear. 

‘No, no. I’ll see you when you get here, alright; love?’

‘Sure? Alright, see you soon.’ 

The phone clicked on the other end. Holly looked at it confusingly before throwing it on the passenger seat. Whatever could be wrong?’ she thought, turning on the ignition. 

The traffic was slow and torturous, so she turned up the volume on the radio to destress from work before she entered the crazy house. 

About an hour later she had turned into a small suburban street, looking for someplace to park. Thanks to the traffic making her late for the party, her family had arrived before her and had taken up the entire road on either side of the street. She drove along, thinking she got lucky when she found an empty spot, but as she was about to park the car, she realised it was outside old Mrs. Turnbull’s residence. Holly grimaced and saw the curtains twitch. 

‘Still an old bat, I see,’ she chuckled to herself and parked the car. 

Before she got out of her car, she could hear loud laughter and music from the white 1930’s build. Her parent’s house was set back from
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