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            Praise for Have Yourself a Messy Little Christmas
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            “Festive and bifurious! A riotously fun romcom with unforgettable, loudly proud Theo at the centre of it all. Expect swoons and hijinks, stay for the big feelings.”

            Lizzie Huxley-Jones, author of Make You Mine This Christmas

            “A  warm-hearted tale of new love and self-discovery, of dancing and daring and finding your way  home, which sparkles like freshly-fallen snow.”

            Sinéad O’Hart, author of The Time Tider

            “Delightfully romantic and messy, this book is the perfect holiday romance. Funny, tender, and  wise.”

            Ashley Herring Blake, author of Girl Made of Stars 2
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            4To all of my queer friends. I love you and the way you love.

             

            Have Yourself a Messy Little Christmas contains some content that readers may find triggering, including: internalised and external biphobia, difficult relationships with parents, estrangement from family members, one use of a homophobic slur, mention of serious childhood illness, illness and death of a grandparent.
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            Chapter One

         

         I was pretty sure that, given my sister left home for university at eighteen and never came back again, she wouldn’t be expecting ‘home’ to turn up on her doorstep five years later.

         And when the door opens and Juliet is standing there, blue eyes that match mine wide and unblinking, I shift from ‘pretty sure’ to ‘definitely, could not be surer’.

         “Um, hi… Long time no seek.” Fucking great. “Speak. Or see,” I correct myself. “I accidentally went with a combo. But both apply here I guess, so maybe I should just commit? I could start a new trend.”

         Juliet is still standing in her doorway, jaw not exactly dropped, but there’s a considerable amount of space between her frozen, parted lips. That, and the fact that she’s not said a word since opening the door of her flat, even to interrupt my pointless 8yapping, means this isn’t exactly the warm welcome I’d naïvely let myself imagine.

         “Not that that many people go five years without seeing their siblings,” I continue, in an attempt to end the uncomfortable silence that’s making my skin crawl. “I think we have quite a rare situation here, so we might not manage to make trend status. But we could still give it a damn good go.”

         Still nothing.

         “Um. Could I come in, maybe?”

         “In?”

         A word! At last! Sure, it’s only two letters – basically just a sound – but that’s OK, it’s a start.

         “Yes,” I confirm. “Inside your flat. If that’s OK. Although, even if it’s not, I might still need to. It’s kind of a long story, but Mum and Dad are now en route to Scotland and I don’t have anywhere else to go. Unless you can recommend a basically free hotel very nearby?”

         “Who is it, babe?”

         There’s a pause where my sister and I continue to stare at one another, the question just hanging there, before a woman appears next to Juliet.

         I know from my online stalking that this is Martina Cattaneo, Juliet’s girlfriend. They look right together, I think. Juliet’s bleached blond hair cuts off at her chin, Martina’s black hair is braided down one side. Juliet’s always been slim and she still looks much the same as she did at eighteen. 9Martina is softer at her edges, and Juliet fits into her side perfectly – which I see when Martina tugs her in, a casual arm around her as she smiles at me. Something in Juliet shifts at the contact – something rigid and taut in her grows more slack – I can see it. Feel it, even. I may not really know who my sister is any more, but I’ve not lost everything.

         I used to know her clothes size in every shop (God forbid feminine clothes sizing be consistent), her favourite drink (peach iced tea), what made her laugh (normally something weird I’d done) and what made her cry (usually our parents – though she’d always try and hide that from me the best she could).

         Now, I only recognise her partner from the pictures I hunted out, and this home they share together is entirely unfamiliar to me. I think of all the hours they must have spent here, just going about their daily domestic habits and routines – none of which I’ve been witness to. That fire in me, that’s ever-present despite all my best efforts to douse it, flares up at this thought, fierce and hot. I dig my nails into the palm of my hand and try not to let anything show in my face.

         “I’m Martina,” she says. I dig my nails in further as I resist the urge to say, ‘I know.’ She looks between Juliet and me, a slight crease appearing on her brow. “Who are you?”

         Before I can speak, Juliet forces some words out. “This is Theo.”

         “Theo?” The crease deepens. “Theo… Oh, shit, 10Theo Theo?”

         “I think so?” I offer. “The one and only.”

         “Well … I suppose you’d better come in then,” Martina says. I get the sense that people rarely refuse Martina when she insists upon something. Juliet steps aside to let me past, warily eyeing my bag and guitar case.

         “Let me take your coat,” Martina says. “Can I get you anything? A drink? A tarot reading? No,” she says, more to herself than to me, “there’ll be time for that later. A drink?”

         “I’m OK, but thanks.”

         “All right. Well.” She gestures to the green velvet sofa (classic lesbians) and I take a seat. “Now.” Martina looks between Juliet and me,  a bemused smile lurking at the edges of her mouth. “Talk. We were not expecting you, Theo. I’m glad to meet you, don’t get me wrong, I’ve always wished that … but Juliet… Well.” She shakes her head, fixing her stare on her partner. “Juliet, would you care to take over?”

         “What are you doing here, Theo?” The words come out harsher than I’d ever imagined her saying. I feel them scratch against my formerly hopeful heart, scoring the edges like sandpaper.

         “As I said, it’s kind of a long story.”

         “Cool. Make it short.”

         I swallow the tightness down and take a deep breath. “All right then.”

         Here goes absolutely nothing.
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            Chapter Two

         

         “I would never wish for my grandpa to be ill, and I’d obviously rather he was the picture of health and had never had so much as a sniff le, but I’m also not one to waste an opportunity when it’s been presented to me.”

         My best friends Katrina and Esther are looking at me, a mixture of affection and ‘for fuck’s sake’ on their faces. Kat’s the first to break. “And what opportunity would that be?”

         “So, you know how last night I had to come straight home from sixth form because my parents said they needed to talk to me about something?”

         “Yes – I guessed they were getting divorced but then Kat said that they’re ‘too physically affectionate to not still be actively shagging.’”

         “EW.” I turn to Kat. “That’s disgusting – I don’t want to think about that. And I’m a little alarmed that you’ve been monitoring the amount of physical 12contact my parents have been engaging in.”

         She shrugs. “I’ve been looking out for couples to interview for my page – I thought your parents might be good candidates.”

         Kat runs a feminist, inclusive sexual health page online – she went to a very strict all-girls Catholic high school and this is her way of rebelling.

         “First of all, still gross. Secondly, given that my parents are already worried you’re going to tempt me into engaging in copious amounts of sex just by our association—”

         “Which you’d already started having before you met me,” Kat butts in.

         “Which they don’t know about,” I say, glancing over my shoulder to confirm that my bedroom door is still shut. “Also, copious is a bit of a stretch. But anyway, with all of this in mind, I strongly suspect that they wouldn’t be thrilled by the idea of being interviewed by you for a podcast or video about their sex life. And, for that matter, NEITHER WOULD I.”

         “We were meant to be discussing why Theo isn’t going to look a gift sick grandfather in the mouth,” Esther reminds us.

         “Oh yes, thank you. So my grandpa’s sick, which is very sad.” I do pause here to spare a genuine wish that he’s OK – I love my grandpa and I really don’t wish him ill. Literally. “And my parents, anxious people that they are, simply have 13to drop everything and go be with him. However, he lives in the arse end of nowhere in Scotland – that’s part of why they’re worried – and I don’t really fancy spending Christmas in a place where the livestock to people ratio is even more skewed than it is here.”

         “Then what’s the plan?” Esther asks. “There’s no way your parents will let you spend Christmas here on your own.”

         “Oh, I have no interest in staying here either. You know I don’t cope well unsupervised and besides, I’ve got my sights set on an adventure somewhere new.”

         There’s a pause. I sigh when neither of them begs me to continue. “I’m going to spend Christmas in Manchester with Juliet.”

         “Oh my God!” Kat’s spine straightens with excitement. “You’re back in touch with her?”

         “Um, no, not exactly. Still haven’t heard from her. But my parents don’t know that.”

         Kat looks intrigued at this. Esther closes her eyes before saying, “There’s no way—”

         “Listen, my grandpa’s ill,” I interrupt. “They’re always nervous about me being around sick people, they’d be especially nervous about me being stuck up in the moors or whatever without a hospital nearby. And I’m fully prepared to go with ‘It’s nearly Christmas – please don’t make me spend it being miserable up in Scotland when instead I could be having a lovely family reunion in the big city’, where – 14and I won’t be telling them this part – I intend to have a marvellous time going ever so slightly off the rails.”

         “Let me get this straight,” Esther says. “You’re planning on taking advantage of your parents’ anxiety about you getting sick again to manipulate them into letting you go stay in Manchester with the sister you’ve not spoken to for—”

         “Five years, three months and two days,” I supply helpfully.

         “Yes, that, then bank on the fact that she’s thrilled to see you, takes you straight to her guest bedroom and gives you a stack of guest towels, a spare toothbrush and a set of tiny toiletries she stole from a hotel, and then you intend to…”

         “Make everything right with Juliet and enjoy living in the city, go out dancing every night and kiss as many girls as I can,” I finish for her.

         “Are you well?” Esther says, shaking her head. “Are you sure you don’t have a fever?”

         “Don’t let my parents hear you say that, I’ll have a doctor’s appointment booked within the hour.”

         “For what it’s worth, I also think you’re batshit,” Kat says. “But in a very charming way. So I say go for it, and if it works, send me billions of voice notes about literally everything that happens.”

         “I’ll just tuck my phone in my pocket and leave you on speakerphone so you can hear the whole thing.” 15

         “Excellent. Make sure you pack portable chargers.”

         “You won’t be packing anything,” Esther says firmly. “Because there’s no way it’s going to work.”

         I arrange my features into an expression of mock scorn. “Oh, ye of little faith. The plan’s already working perfectly. I started it this morning, talking about how it would be such a shame to miss so much school. I’ve looked it up and it’s only a forty-minute train ride from Manchester and I could easily do that on the days I have to be there, and there’s only two weeks left until we break up for Christmas anyway. And I’ve also said how lonely it would be for me up in Scotland with no one I know nearby except them. And–” this is the bit I’m most proud of – “I’ve found Juliet’s address.”

         Esther’s eyes close again, her fingers pressed to her temple. “Do we want to know how you managed that?”

         “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice. You know I’ve told you that Juliet and her girlfriend are really involved in the queer scene in Manchester? Well, they run these themed supper clubs for queer people at their house. They don’t publicise their address or anything, but all it took was making up a person online and messaging to say they wanted to come. I paid the fee – it was pay what you can, and I was very generous because I felt bad about the whole situation—” 16

         “Catfishing and standing up your sister,” Esther contributes.

         “Yes, and she sent the address. Although I’m only guilty of the catfishing – I won’t be standing her up. It’s next week and I intend to be there.”

         The conversation is rudely interrupted by the church clock ‘bonging’ six times.

         “I’d better head home,” Esther says. “I promised I’d cook tonight.”

         “And me. Not the cooking part, no one wants that, but I’ve got work to do.” Kat scrambles up off the floor after Esther. “If you catch your parents in a good mood, do me a solid and ask how they’d feel about the interview.”

         “I absolutely will not. I need to capitalise on their good mood for my plan, and I also need to be able to look them in the eye for the rest of their lives.”

         Kat sighs. “Every day I curse the fact that more parents are not like Stanley Tucci in Easy A. Stan would absolutely go on my podcast. And I bet he’d give me the goods too, that’s a man who knows how—”

         “NOPE. Can we just get through one day without you sexualising Stanley Tucci or whoever else you’ve decided is your DILF of the day? Just one.” I stand up and start pushing her out the door.

         Kat throws her head back in a cackle. “Thanks for the new segment idea.”

         Esther sighs, following her out. “Anyway. Good 17luck with manipulating your parents. Let us know how it goes.”

         “I’ll send you the victory message later.”

         Esther’s expression makes it clear that she doesn’t think I will, but – bless her – she refrains from saying so. She’s had to be the sensible one in our friendship group ever since I snapped (internally) and decided that being the golden child was probably going to kill me and it would be better for my mental health to give a great many fewer fucks. To my parents I’m the same ‘perfect’ girl, but to everyone else, there was a definite shift. And I’d very much like to continue that shift outside of this town, where there’s no one to report back that I’ve stayed out until the morning getting up to an assortment of activities that my parents definitely wouldn’t approve of.

         Plus, I’m sick of feeling like the only queer in the village. My bisexuality may have come as a bit of a surprise to me – and I’m sure it would come as a very large surprise to my parents if they ever found out – but I’m done processing now and I’d really quite like to meet some people who aren’t just the same boys I’ve known since I was four.

         “Hi darling.” My mum looks up to greet me as I enter the lounge after saying goodbye to my friends, and I figure there’s no time like the present to set the wheels in motion. “Are you OK?”

         She looks stressed. I’ve heard her making calls about my grandpa, and she’s got the slightly wild 18look in her eyes she normally gets when I have a temperature or come home late. That one strand of hair she’s always twisting is locked in a curl that stands out against the rest of her pin-straight long bob.

         “I actually wanted to talk to you guys about something,” I say.

         “Of course.” My dad pivots round in his chair,

         locking in on me instantly, glasses moving down from his head to his eyes. It’s a lot being the only person in the house for them to worry about – I’m glad they care, but all the attention can be a little stifling. A lot stifling, even.

         “So, I know you’re heading up to Scotland soon—”

         “Oh yes,” Mum says. “I’ve told your grandpa that we’ll head up there Friday night. Then we can assess the situation over the weekend and hopefully get carers sorted the following week, if we need them.”

         “That sounds like a good plan. I was just wondering, though … whether I should be part of it.”

         My parents’ eyebrows contort in question.

         “I’ve been thinking, I really don’t want to miss any school with my exams so close, and I think I’d be nervous being so far away from everyone I know. I’ve got everything I need here, you know?”

         Mum nods at this.

         I feel a bit sick – I know I’m manipulating her anxiety about my health and I’m not such a terrible 19person that I don’t feel guilty about that.

         My not-so-tragic backstory is that I had a really bad case of meningitis when I was a toddler (not that there’s ever a ‘good’ case of a potentially life-threatening illness). I was in hospital for a while, I nearly died a couple of times and even though I recovered completely, my parents never quite did.

         It must have been horrible. I only have vague memories of long corridors and incessant beeping and crying about being prodded and jabbed, but my parents remember it all. And, incidentally, they’ve never let me forget it either.

         Juliet got to go off and explore places, but I had to stay by my parents’ side so they could make sure no one coughed on me or I didn’t injure myself. It made me feel weak and useless, even as I was growing and getting stronger with every birthday. I knew that my parents were worried about me dying, and so so was I.

         I remember, I was about nine years old, and my dad had dragged me home early from a birthday party because my friend’s mum had just told him that her son had had a nasty chest infection earlier in the year.

         I went straight up to my bedroom when we got back, plonked myself down on the carpet under my window and started crying in the kind of way that you didn’t know you’d been storing up.

         Juliet, then about fourteen, came in and sat down 20next to me. “What is it?” she asked.

         “I’m going to die, aren’t I?” I said, leaning my head on her as I continued to sob. I looked into her eyes, sure I would see some flicker of pity, a confirmation of the fact that I thought everyone knew. I’d been sick before and nearly died. It was only a matter of time before the parole I’d been granted, for good behaviour, for always trying to be perfect for my parents, for always avoiding germs where I could, was up and I would die. I was sure of it.

         Instead, however, when I looked into Juliet’s eyes there was no flicker of pity. Quite the opposite. Her eyes rolled. “You’re not going to die, Theo. Well, you are one day, but not now. Not for a very long time.”

         This was enough to shock me out of my sobs. “I’m not? But, but … Mum and Dad…”

         “Mum and Dad are scared and they’ve made you scared too and it’s not fair. I’ve told them before and I’m going to keep telling them until they get it, OK?” I remember how stubborn she looked, how completely sure she was that I was not going to die, and something in me started to shift.

         “But what if I get sick again?” I asked.

         “Theo, have Mum or Dad ever read you The Secret Garden?”

         I didn’t understand what I thought was a very random shift in conversation, but I shook my head in response anyway.

         “Figures. Stay there, I’ll fetch it.” 21

         Over the next few days, Juliet read me the entire book.

         I remember it all so distinctly – from the conversations we had at the beginning about the horrifically prejudiced language that had me confused as to why on earth she was showing me this particular book, right up until the reason became clear.

         Near the end, Juliet took me outside. She read out the chapter where Mary convinces Colin to go out into the secret garden with her, and he gets so caught up in the magic of nature and the fact that the fresh air is strengthening him rather than making him worse, as he’d thought it would all those years, that he stands up and shouts out, “I’m not going to die! I am going to live forever and ever and ever!”

         “Do you see, Theo?” Juliet said as she finished the chapter. “You’re not going to die, silly. You just think you are. Just like Colin did.”

         If she’d told me this before we’d got to that chapter, I would have been furious. I thought that Colin was incredibly irritating and – frankly – a bit pathetic. But I did get it now. And I stood up and looked at the sky and I didn’t shout like Colin but I thought, I am not going to die. I am going to live forever and ever and ever. Or at least, for a very long time.

         I’d always looked up to Juliet. Sure, we argued like all sisters do, but mostly I thought that she was 22cool and strong and brave, and I was in awe of the way she never let our parents tell her what to think or do.

         But after that day, it was more than that. She wasn’t just brave – she made me brave too.

         When she left at eighteen, it felt like she took a lot of that bravery with her. I slipped back into my old ways, working so hard that I kept burning myself out, always being polite and courteous and never doing anything potentially dangerous.

         It took me a long time to feel brave again and, even now, I still feel like I’m playing a game with my parents, only giving them information on a strictly need-to-know basis. I don’t really feel like they know me – I’ve not really let them know me out of fear that if I did, I’d have to leave too.

         “But sweetheart,” my dad’s saying. “What would you do? You can’t be here all on your own. We don’t know exactly how long we’ll be up there. It could be a few days, it could be weeks, we just don’t know.”

         “Exactly,” I say. “And that uncertainty’s really scary for me. Besides, I wasn’t thinking I’d stay here.”

         “Where, then?” Mum asks. “You’re not staying at Kat’s, and it’d be a lot to ask of Esther’s family to let you stay without knowing when you were leaving.”

         “No, not with Esther or Kat. I thought I’d stay with Juliet.”

         The silence that falls feels incredibly loud. 23

         “With … your sister? You’ve been speaking to her?” Mum’s voice is strained.

         “Oh yes,” I lie. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but we got back in touch recently. She’s my sister and I … I’ve missed her.” That part, at least, is not a lie. “I know it’s complicated, but I really would like the chance to spend some time with her. And she offered, after I told her about Grandpa and how nervous I was about being so far away from home.”

         I can’t lie (well, I can – apparently I’m really good at it), I feel like a very large piece of shit deceiving my parents like this. But I do feel like it’s for the greater good, or my greater good anyway.

         Mum shares a very long look with my dad, then turns back to me. “This is … unexpected, Theo.”

         “Yes,” Dad says. “Where does Juliet live nowadays?” he asks oh-so-casually, like it’s not deeply bizarre that a parent would have no idea where their child resides in the country. If they’re still in the country at all.

         “Manchester. She has a flat in a really chill area, very safe,” – more lies, I have no idea what the crime rates are in any area of Manchester – “and it’d only be a forty-minute train ride to sixth form, so I wouldn’t have to miss anything. You know how stressed I am about doing well in my A levels.”

         “We do, darling,” Mum says. “But this is a big thing you’re suggesting. Forty minutes each way could get tiring.” 24

         “It would only be for two weeks, though, max. You could be back before the end of term and everything would be fine, or we’d be breaking up for Christmas anyway.”

         “You’ve not spent any real time with Juliet in person for years,” my dad adds. “It could be quite … awkward.”

         “It won’t be,” I say, with a determined jut of my chin. “And it wasn’t my decision not to spend time with her, so I think it’s really nice that she wants to make up for that now. Don’t you?”

         There’s another pause while my parents silently confer via the medium of raised eyebrows and chewed lips.

         “I do,” Mum says, though her tone is still hesitant. “I think it’s really nice. And I suppose, with everything in mind, that it might be better for you to be around people and to be able to go to school.”

         I can’t believe it worked. I know I put on a big show for Esther and Kat, but they know that my bravado is just that – bravado.

         “You mean I can go?”

         “I mean, given the circumstances, I think it could be a good option. If you’re sure that your sister doesn’t mind and you’re sure that this is what you want. Ideally, I’d speak to her about it myself, but—”

         Before she can think too hard about that, I say eagerly, “I’m sure. Oh, thank you, guys. You’ve no idea how worried I’ve been about it all. And I’m so 25excited to have some quality sister time too. Just make sure you ring me with lots of updates. And tell Grandpa that I love him and I’ll see him soon.”

         “We will do,” Dad says. “Well… You’re off on quite the adventure, staying with your sister in the city. You’re sure that—”

         “Oh, I’m sure.”

         I really, really am. I just have to hope Juliet is too.
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            Chapter Three

         

         And that’s how, a mere four days later, I find myself sitting on Juliet and Martina’s sofa, waiting for them to weigh in on everything I’ve just told them. Now that it’s actually come to it, I don’t feel quite so proud of what I’ve done. Doubt is creeping in around the edges of the doorframe, billowing like clouds of black dust that catch at my breath while I wait for Juliet to say something.

         Instead, Martina says, “That’s quite a con you’ve just pulled off.”

         “Thank you?” I don’t know whether she’s being complimentary or not.

         “The Theo I knew could never have lied to our parents.” Juliet says it with a modicum of judgement, but also, I think, with curiosity.

         “Yes, well, things change. People change.” I try not to let the hurt creep into my tone.

         “Obviously.” She scans me in a way that feels 27acutely confronting. I know I’ve changed a lot since I was thirteen, but I wish I knew what she was thinking, what she’s seeing in me. I selfishly hope she’s finding lots of things that are different, lots of tiny proofs that life went on without her. “So what’s the plan, Theo?”

         I thought my plan was quite apparent, having just explained it, but I’m happy to restate it. “I was sort of hoping you’d let me stay here. I told Mum and Dad I was going to be here, so then I won’t have lied to them—”

         “You one hundred per cent have lied to them.”

         “Lied to them that much, was going to be the end of my sentence,” I add stubbornly. “And also, I meant what I said to them. I do want to spend time with you.”

         Juliet’s flabbers appear to be truly gasted. “I honestly can’t believe you’ve done this. We have lives, Theo. We’re hosting a big event tomorrow, you can’t just drop in uninvited and—”

         “Well, I could hardly drop in invited, could I?”

         Oops. So much for not letting her know how I feel.

         Juliet’s been indignant this whole time, playing the role of the responsible older sister chastising the younger one for her behaviour. Now, though, her face falls flat and I immediately miss the fire. I’d rather she was angry with me than nothing at all.

         “Right.” Martina’s voice is softer now. “I think 28we should make a short-term plan. You said your parents are on the way to Scotland already?”

         “Yes. They set off after dropping me at the station. They’ll probably be in the Lake District by now. Maybe even the Borders.”

         “So there’s no point making them turn around, they need to get to your grandad. You can stay here for the night and then we’ll figure out where to go from there. Right, my love?”

         Juliet looks as though she’d like to say no, but instead she says a sullen, “I guess.” It’s moments like this that remind me that we’re definitely related. The Grey stubbornness genes are no joke.

         The next conflict that arises is about where I’m going to sleep. An airbed is retrieved from a cupboard, but where to put said airbed is apparently not a simple matter.

         The flat is made up of a kitchen/living room, the master bedroom, a bathroom and a small spare room that Juliet uses as her office and Martina to store her instruments, microphone stand, amps and other equipment that she needs for her gigs as a jazz singer.

         Martina seems really cool – she was very excited to hear about my love of music (when you turn up unannounced with only a suitcase and a guitar case, the topic comes up quicker than it normally would) – while Juliet looks uninterested, instead just faffing with the pump for the airbed. 29

         To me, the office would be the logical place for me to sleep, but apparently Juliet works late in the evenings and couldn’t possibly be disturbed by my presence.

         But Martina points out that she gets up early to do her yoga every morning in the living room, and she wouldn’t want me to have to wake up to her downward dogging.

         “I could sleep in the bath?” I offer.

         “Don’t be stupid,” Juliet says. “Just take the office. I’ll work in the living room tonight if I have to.”

         “Or you could see this as a sign to finish work at a respectable hour, and maybe instead spend time with the sibling you’ve not seen for God knows how long,” Martina says quietly.

         “Five years, three months and six days. I’m not God, I can just count,” I add.

         Martina pulls her lips inside her mouth like she’s trying not to laugh. Juliet – surprise surprise– says nothing.

         A while later, airbed inflated and covered in blankets, I’m nearly ready to settle down for the night. I’m heading out into the hallway, toothbrush in hand, when I hear hushed voices coming from their bedroom.

         “I still can’t believe she’s done this. It’s just so not like her. It’s weird.”

         “It’s been a while, my love. You’re different now, so is she. Maybe you could use this as an opportunity 30to reintroduce yourselves, start rebuilding that relationship. I know you’ve missed her.”

         Martina’s words cause a smile to tug at the edges of my mouth.

         “I don’t know… It’s complicated. I left for a reason.”

         My face falls. Was I part of the reason she left? I always thought it was just my parents and her needing a fresh start or something. But was it my fault too?

         No. I’d know if it was me. Juliet’s just trying to put the blame for the fact that we have zero relationship any more on anyone but herself, but she’s the one who left. I won’t let her make me feel guilty when I’m the one putting everything on the line to fix this.

         Fingers fisted around my toothbrush, I enter the bathroom, steal some of their toothpaste and begin brushing with a little more gusto than nine out of ten dentists would recommend.

         I look around the room, taking in the plants they have hanging from the shower rail, the candles on one corner of the bath, their toiletries on the other. Then I decide to be nosy – looking inside the mirrored cabinet above the sink. Inside are more products, spare toothbrushes, a pile of face cloths, nail clippers and a pot with some combs, different kinds of scissors and metal clips. One of them must cut the other’s hair. I’m betting it’s Martina that cuts Juliet’s – Juliet is much too neurotic not to stress out 31about getting it perfect and quit midway through.

         I close the cabinet and look at myself in the mirrored surface.

         Juliet had the good sense to start dyeing her hair platinum blond when she was fifteen, but I’m still stuck with a kind of mousey brown that I’ve always hated. My parents didn’t approve of Juliet bleaching her hair and, even though I thought her hair looked sick and suited our skin tone much better than the muddy brown, I didn’t want to disappoint them.

         But… An idea forms in my head.

         If I came home with different hair, my parents would probably just blame Juliet, given I’ve been in her care and they blame her for everything anyway.

         And I wouldn’t have to feel bad about that, not really, because she’s not speaking to them and she’d probably never even know about their wrath.

         I could do anything in the next day or so before I’m potentially forced up to Scotland.

         What an intriguing thought.
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            Chapter Four

         

         It takes me a second to remember where I am the next morning but when I do, I just lie on the airbed feeling surprisingly calm.

         Yes, I have no idea what Juliet’s going to say this morning and whether she will immediately send me packing and whether I’ll have to confess my sins to my parents and f ind my way up to remote Scotland to join them. But, right now, I’m in Manchester, in the same building as my sister. A sister who I’m all kinds of angry at, but she doesn’t need to know that yet.

         I want her to let me stay. And I’m very good at pretending I don’t feel things, I can do it a little while longer.

         I get dressed, hesitating for a second over my outfit choice – a sleeveless shirt, black trousers and belt, a much gayer fit than I’d ever wear around my parents – before remembering that I packed these 33clothes for a reason.

         I want to feel more like me while I’m here than I ever have done before. There won’t be any consequences to me presenting however I please and I intend to make the most of that while I can.

         I pull up the blinds, looking out at the busy main road below. The sun’s barely risen but there are already more people on one street than there ever are back in West Overstone, unless it’s the May Day parade or the Victorian Christmas festival (unfortunately both a real thing and one that I was made to clog-dance in when I was nine). No one here is going to pay me the slightest bit of attention unless I want them to. I could hide a transformation in plain sight.

         I head out into the kitchen/living room and find Juliet, coffee cup in hand, consulting a notebook at the table, Martina assessing the fridge.

         “Good morning,” I say cheerily, sliding into the seat opposite Juliet.

         “Morning, Theo.” Martina echoes my cheeriness. “Coffee?”

         “Please. I’ll get it, though, you carry on with whatever it is you’re doing.”

         “We’re hosting a supper club this evening,” Martina tells me. “I’m just checking what ingredients I’m missing before I start cooking.”

         “Oh. Right,” I say. Time to confess. “I actually knew that. I’m Wilhemina Poussey.” 34

         “I KNEW THAT WAS A FAKE NAME.” Juliet looks more animated than I’ve see her this whole time.

         “You were right, my love,” Martina concedes, head still in the fridge.

         “And that’s how you got our address, I presume?” Juliet’s eyebrow is arched in a way that floods my brain with a montage of childhood memories – my parents saying something annoying and Juliet turning to me to pull a face. A kind of silent solidarity, a defence against our parents’ neuroticism.

         God, I’ve missed that.

         “That would be correct,” I say. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know how else to get it. All my other ideas involved crime.”

         “Well, I’m glad you invented a ridiculous pseudonym.”

         My head snaps up. Does she mean she’s glad to see me?

         But then she realises how that might have sounded. “As opposed to our reunion taking place in jail when you called me up to bail you out.”

         Fine. “I don’t have your number any more, and besides, I’d probably call Kat, not you.”

         Juliet’s jaw tightens. “Right. Who’s Kat?”

         “My best friend,” I say, trying to add an edge of airiness to my tone so she doesn’t know how weird it is to me that she’s never met my closest friends. “Along with Esther. Esther’s a very sensible drummer, Kat’s 35a very unsensible sex-positive podcaster. Mum and Dad hate her.”

         “I can imagine,” she says wryly.

         There’s a pause in which I revel in the possibility that the conversation might continue, that the ice has thawed and we can fall back into our old dynamic as easily as slipping on a well-worn and well-loved sweater.

         But then she looks back down at her notebook and I cease to exist to her once more.

         
            [image: ]

         

         I’ve drunk two whole cups of coffee (and thus am beginning to shake like a whippet facing a minor inconvenience) and eaten the toast Martina offered me by the time Juliet says anything to me again.

         “I can’t think about what to do about all this just yet. Let me get the supper club over and done with and then we’ll plan. OK?” she says, like it’s an actual question.

         “OK.”

         “Speaking of, how would you feel about helping out?” Martina asks. “I know you’re technically a guest, you paid for a ticket – or Miss Poussey did, anyway – but we’d really appreciate it, wouldn’t we?”

         “Uh-huh,” Juliet says, not looking up.

         “Sure. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

         “It would actually be really helpful if you could 36go grab the last few bits that we need from the shops. Then I can start cooking and Juliet can get on with rearranging the furniture and setting up the tables.”

         Now Juliet looks up. “We’re not sending Theo out into town. She doesn’t know where anything is.”

         Martina rolls her eyes. “It’s literally down the road, babe. You wouldn’t mind, would you, Theo?”

         “Not in the least,” I say cheerily.

         “I’m still not sure it’s a good idea. You’ve never been here before.”

         I can’t help myself. “I have walked down a road before. I arrived here in once piece, didn’t I? When did you turn into Mum?”

         My words wound her, just like I knew they would. Juliet physically recoils from me in her seat, her eyes frosting over. “Wow.”

         I’ll be sorry for that, I always am. Just not yet.

         I turn to Martina. “If you give me the list, I’ll head out now.”

         “It’s here.” She scrawls a couple of things down before passing me a piece of paper.

         I play it cool, running my gaze down the list. Carrots x 2, cashews (the BIG bag), port (whichever’s cheapest), dark chocolate x4… It all seems easy enough.

         “When you’re out the building, turn left and keep walking until you see the Aldi on the other side of the road.”

         “Cool, thanks. I’ll get going then.” Without 37looking back, I shove my feet into my Docs, grab my jacket and head out on to the mean streets of Manchester.

         
            [image: ]

         

         It’s fucking FREEZING outside. It was so icy back in the flat that I didn’t think it could be any colder outdoors. However, as the goosebumps covering my skin remind me, it is now December.

         Huh. December.

         With everything going on, I’d forgotten that it’s basically Christmas – in my book, anyway. I’m much too much of a hedonist to limit my festive enjoyment to just the twenty-fifth. If I do end up staying here for a few days, I intend to have all the festive fun I can.

         I find the Aldi and the items on the list easily enough, but it is a little overwhelming. Back home the shops do get busy – you should try to traverse the high street on market day when the old biddies come out and feel the need to be three abreast on the pavement – but it’s different here. The aisles are narrower and everyone seems to know exactly where everything they need is. They don’t take kindly to me dilly-dallying, trying to find the specific type of stuffing mix Martina wanted.

         It is kind of disarming being in a city this big – something I’m embarrassed to admit even to myself, so there’s no way in hell I’d admit it to Juliet and prove her right. 38

         I’m on the second to last aisle when I see something. Something we definitely don’t have in my Aldi back home. Something my parents would hate.

         I don’t think, I just throw it in the basket.
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         “Holy shit.” When I get back to the flat, the vibe is entirely different.

         One long table is set down the centre of the living area, a tablecloth, runner, and plates at each place atop it. There are candlesticks with alternating red and green tapers down the middle, boughs of greenery weaving in and out of them.

         And then there’s the tree in the corner of the room, taking up more space than is ideal in a not very large flat, that Juliet is winding fairy lights around.

         Martina’s in the kitchen, tossing cinnamon sticks into a giant pot of mulled wine. Just the smell of it makes me feel cosy and a little drunk.

         “Hey, Theo.” She smiles, stirring it now. “You get on OK?”

         “Fine,” I say, heaving my bulging tote bag over to her (my backpack with my secret purchase still on my back). “I got everything on the list.”

         “You’re a star.”

         “What can I do now?” I ask, looking longingly over at the tree. Decorating day was always on the first of December in the Grey household and one of my favourite days of the Christmas period when I 39was a kid. There would be music, themed beverages and lots of tinsel-based shenanigans as Juliet and I decorated the ‘family tree’ in the lounge (aka the one my mum didn’t care about being perfect and neat so all the sentimental/ugly baubles could go on it), while my parents did the big tree in the hall.

         It hasn’t been like that for a while, though.

         “You can put the cutlery out if you want?” Juliet suggests.

         “Sure.”

         No one has ever laid out so many spoons so quickly. Approximately three minutes later and I’m done.

         I sidle over to Juliet. “Can I help with the tree?”

         I wait, hopeful, as Juliet hesitates, tinsel in hand.

         “No.”

         She must see my face fall.

         “There’s not enough room for two of us and the tree in this corner. I think it’d be less stressful if I just did it by myself.”

         “Fine,” I say. “I’ll just go back to your office so I’m out of your way then.”

         “Theo,” she calls after me.

         I don’t stop. She’s not the only one who gets to leave and not come back.

         I didn’t realise how much resentment I was holding towards her until I got here. Part of me genuinely thought we’d just go straight back to normal, or maybe even that she’d see me and pull me into an 40enormous hug and tearfully apologise for everything.

         Clearly, that part of me was a fucking idiot.

         I lie down on the airbed; it lets out a sigh at the same time as I do.

         I check my phone and remember I’ve accidentally been ignoring several messages.

         My mum messaged late last night to say they got there all right, and asked if she could ring me today to see how I was. I need to reply to her but I was kind of hoping I’d have my answer as to whether I’m staying or not first, just to minimise the lying and make it less of a shock if I do have to confess everything to them.

         And then there are several messages from the chat with Kat and Esther – they’ve both been asking for updates since before I’d even arrived. But I don’t really want to message and tell them that everything’s terrible and Juliet’s acting like she can’t stand the sight of me. I wanted to be triumphant – smug, even – that my evil plans had come to fruition. I doubt I’m going to get to do that now.

         Although… I sit up, eyeing my backpack in the corner of the room. I suppose some of my plans could still work out…

         I grab my backpack and slip across the hall into the bathroom, locking the door behind me. I get out the boxes with the word ‘permanent’ written on them in big, bold, cannot be ignored letters. My favourite kind.
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            Chapter Five

         

         I have fucked up more than anyone has ever fucked up before, and yes I am including the time John Travolta mispronounced Idina Menzel’s name as Adele Dazeem, the guys who said vaccines cause autism AND the time Kat said it’d be fine to mop up the wine she spilt on the floor later and subsequently slipped and hit the floor harder than even the girl in the apple-bottom jeans did.

         I’m standing in the middle of Juliet and Martina’s bathroom, surveying the scene around me. And by scene, I do mean crime scene.

         I don’t know why I thought it would be a good idea to dye my hair blue on my own. Or maybe ‘good’ idea was pushing it, but I didn’t think it would be this bad.

         I got the bleach on fine and rinsed it all off. My hair looked and felt like straw, but I’ve heard that’s what’s meant to happen. I even did an OK 42job – I think – of chopping a couple of inches off the ends before I put the blue on. Speaking of the blue, however…

         As I look around at the splashes of dye streaked over the tiles, the floor, the sink – even the toilet seat – there are two thoughts that occur to me.

         One, it looks like Violet Beauregarde exploded in here.

         Two, Juliet is going to murder me. Possibly literally.

         Just when I think it can’t get any worse, there’s a knock at the door.

         “Theo?” It’s Martina. “Are you OK? We heard the shower going but it’s been off for a while now. You all good in there?”

         “Yes,” I say, my voice coming out high-pitched and warblier than a tone-deaf chaffinch. “I’m just…”

         I grit my teeth. “I’m just pooping. Sorry.”

         Martina takes a second and then laughs. “No worries. Sorry for disturbing you at this trying time.”

         “That’s OK! I’ll be out … soon.”

         I start trying to wipe the flicks of dye off some of the surfaces, but it only makes it worse, and my head is still covered in the stuff, so I’m pretty sure I’m just adding to the mess. Plus, one of my gloves split so there’s a chance my hand’s going to be blue forever, a permanent reminder of my hubris.

         “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter to myself, looking in the mirror at my blue egg self and thinking – not for 43the first time – that I really need to start consistently thinking things through. I have heard that other people are able to do that, to think first always and then act, but it’s always sounded like an urban legend to me. My brain is more a perpetual tug of war between chronic overthinking and bowing to the whims of impulsivity that, today, was definitely won by the latter.

         I did have the good sense to put away their towels at least so they didn’t get stained, but I’m now realising I am going to need one to dry myself, and who knows if the blue will rinse out completely?

         It’s only been fifteen minutes and the instructions did say to leave it on for twenty, but I’m not sure how much longer my poop excuse is going to hold before Martina grows either suspicious or, worse, deeply concerned about the state of my bowels.

         I turn the shower on again to warm up and am getting ready to hop in when there’s another knock at the door.

         “What are you doing in there?” It’s Juliet this time. Shit. “You’ve been holed up in there for like an hour and that’s the second time the shower’s gone. What’s going on, Theo?”

         “Nothing,” I say. “I’m just…”

         “Just what?”

         The door handle dips.

         “Theo, unlock the door.”

         “Hey, did you ever see Heathers?” I say, trying to 44distract her. “This is just like that scene.”

         “It better not be. Open the door.”

         “Oh, sorry, yes, nothing like that. Just regular bathroom activities. I should probably have gone with Frozen, upon reflection, but I really can’t stand that song.”

         “Theo.” She says my name quietly but firmly. “Unlock the door. Now.”

         What choice do I have here, really?

         I turn the shower off and stand by the door. “All right, but I SWEAR it’s not as bad
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