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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is it you want this project to do for the company, Cinnamon?” Every time Morgan said the woman’s name, she craved a cinnamon bun. Like, seriously. However, she was in the middle of a work meeting. It wasn’t the done thing.

      She glanced at Cinnamon, her face folded in thought. With her blonde hair, white skirt and white jacket, she looked like you could pick her up and put her on top of your Christmas tree. All she needed was a pair of wings. However, in this meeting, she’d displayed admirable fighting qualities. There was no way Cinnamon would allow herself to be a tree-topper. She preferred to be on ground level, in the thick of it.

      “I want it to get our name out there. To truly make this the brand on everyone’s lips.” Just like the taste of those rich, sweet buns were on Morgan’s.

      Cinnamon raised her left eyebrow, asking if that was the right answer.

      Morgan adopted her best poker face. She wasn’t here to give answers. She was here to facilitate. At least, she was for the next seven minutes and 54 seconds.

      “And you, Antonio. What is it you want?”

      Antonio shot Cinnamon a withering look, then turned on his charming smile for Morgan. “I also want what’s best for the company, just like my colleague.” He kept his eyes firmly on Morgan. “But if we do it my way, we’ll get quicker, more agile results.”

      Morgan had to hand it to him. Antonio knew the right buzzwords to use. But it wasn’t going to win any points in this room.

      “Agile results?” Contempt laced Cinnamon’s words. “This is what I’m talking about. Stop speaking in riddles, Antonio.”

      Morgan raised a hand, looking from one to the other. “We’ve only got a few minutes left, and I think you’ve had time to air your points of view. You’ve both got valid concerns, but let’s leave it there. You can each write the three things you’ve taken away, and the three things you want to keep discussing. Then we’ll move forward and see if we can conclude when we get back in January.”

      Cinnamon drew in a long breath and shook her head. “I’d rather get this sorted before the Christmas break so it’s not bugging me all holiday long.”

      Morgan folded her arms across her chest. “You can, if you both do the homework and get in a room without me. In fact, there’s nothing I’d like more.”

      “We tried that before you stepped in to mediate. There’s a reason you’re here.” Antonio gave Cinnamon a pointed look.

      “Maybe you’ve come further than you think in the past three days we’ve been talking,” Morgan countered. “Maybe you could work it out just the two of you now.”

      Cinnamon sighed. “You’re asking for a Christmas miracle.”

      The timer on Morgan’s phone buzzed, and she stabbed it with her index finger to silence the beeping. “Okay, that’s time. Great work today. If you two could find it in yourselves to work out a compromise, it would make everyone in this office believe in Christmas magic. Including me. I’d love to stay around and help,” (she was lying), “but I have Christmas plans, and I have to get all the way home to Devon to do them.” She picked up her grey leather backpack and began packing up her laptop, wires and notepads. “If you manage it, you’re doing me out of work, but it’s money I’m prepared to lose.” She paused. “Why don’t you go for a mulled wine together and hash out the details?”

      A strangled sound emerged from Cinnamon’s mouth. “Is that an approved tactic from the mediation handbook?” She didn’t look convinced.

      Morgan gave her a sweet smile. “Nope, it’s a life tactic. A glass of wine makes most things better.” She shrugged on her navy-blue peacoat and pulled back her shoulders. “Merry Christmas, you two. I hope to not see you in the New Year.”
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        * * *

      

      Morgan strode down Argyle Street, then pulled her scarf closer around her neck. The wind had teeth today. Would it be any better back home? It had to be. Four hundred and eighty-two miles, plus a few curled vowels and strident consonants separated Glasgow and her home town of Dartmouth in Devon, but it might as well be another galaxy. Yes, she’d grown up there, but Morgan hadn’t lived in Devon since university. But she was going home for Christmas, just like always.

      Ahead, an illuminated reindeer towered over last-gasp shoppers determined to find that perfect gift. Morgan could feel their panic as the days to buy diminished. Conversely, all her shopping was done. What had her school report said all those years ago? ‘Morgan is always prepared, always ready’. Not much had changed in the two decades since. Was that a sad state of affairs? The jury was still out.

      Morgan breathed in the smell of roasted chestnuts from a cart across the street. She stared up at the liquorice sky, the surrounding air crispy. The forecast was for light snowfall. She screwed up her face as her stomach twisted tight. Light snowfall she could deal with. Heavy snowfall that would ground her plane? Not so much. It happened often enough in Scotland for it to be a concern. But she wasn’t going to focus on that. The power of positive thinking was what she preached in her job. That would get her home, too.

      She shifted her bag on her shoulder and felt in her coat pocket. Her phone was still there. She’d lost it twice this year, having never misplaced it before in her life. She had no idea what she’d done to offend the phone gods, but the upshot was she constantly checked her pockets now. She wasn’t going to lose another one. If nothing else, it was a mighty expensive habit to foster. She took her hand away, and her phone vibrated. She retrieved it. Her sister’s name flashed up on-screen.

      “Hey sis.” Morgan walked left to avoid an oncoming loved-up couple who weren’t going to unlink their hands for anyone. What was it on pavements with couples and their territorial rights? It always irked her.

      “Hey yourself,” Annabel replied. Morgan could picture her younger sister at their parents’ large marble kitchen island, her dark hair tied up in a messy bun. She also knew her sister’s belly would be touching the counter first, too. “Just calling to check everything’s still okay for tomorrow? Mum is beside me, making pastry for mince pies and fretting. She wants to check you haven’t agreed to fix the problems of any more companies as you normally do?”

      Morgan smiled. Her job was relentless and there were always more relationships to be fixed and training to be given, but she’d carved out this Christmas holiday and made it clear to everyone that she wasn’t available from today. She was having a proper festive break. What’s more, she was going to spend the first week solely with her family. She couldn’t wait.

      “Nope, no last-minute Christmas emergencies. Only that I still haven’t got a present for Josh. What would he like?” Her sister’s husband was a cycling freak, but Morgan had exhausted most cycling paraphernalia on previous birthdays and Christmases. A bike-wheel clock. Personalised bike tool kit. Leather, monogrammed bike coffee holder. Plus, there were only so many cycling-related socks, mugs and T-shirts a man needed.

      Annabel sighed. “Nothing. He knocked me up and now my ankles are like puff pastry tarts, so he deserves nothing. Gruel. A vasectomy. You choose.”

      Morgan smiled. Her sister was never one to mince words. “As a relationships specialist, I have to tell you that’s not a great starting point for a happy home.”

      “Bite me.”

      “Okay, a bottle of whisky it is.” Morgan knew that would make Josh smile.

      “And he still gets to drink,” Annabel huffed. “Pregnancy is a special form of torture, you know that? Whoever thought it up had just been dumped in the worst way by the worst woman ever. And it was definitely a man.”

      “But in the end, you get a cute little bundle of wonder. Did I mention I’ve bought lots of presents for Bump?”

      “Aww,” her sister replied. “I would say you shouldn’t have, but I’d be lying. Buy Bump another gift and forget Josh. That’s my vote. Or buy him whisky and I’ll drink it once I’ve birthed said bundle of wonder. I’ll hide it under the bed. The whisky, not the baby. You are in the right place to bring me the best, after all.”

      “You see? I knew you’d find the silver lining.” Morgan looked left, then right. Both sets of lights were on red, and the main road was clear. She made a dash for the cab rank on the other side.

      Just as she moved, she saw something dark moving towards her out of the corner of her eye.

      She stopped, then focused fully right.

      By that time, the cyclist was almost on top of her. No lights on, and the rider wearing no hi-vis clothing.

      Morgan jerked backwards as the cyclist swerved around her. She just about avoided the collision, but in the melee, her phone leapt from her hand. To her left, a car slowed as Morgan let out a squeal. She rushed to the other side of the road where her phone lay in the gutter, spinning.

      Fucking cyclists.

      Josh was getting whisky, no argument.

      Her heart thudded in her chest as she bent to pick up her phone. Sweat broke out on the back of her neck. Damn it all to hell. The screen was smashed. Frustration boiled in her as she stepped onto the pavement before another bike mowed her down. She held it up to her ear just in case her family were still on the other end.

      “Hello?” Nothing. Now they were sure to think she’d expired on the mean streets of Glasgow. Her family didn’t understand her motives for living so far away. If she carked it here too, they’d never forgive Scotland.

      She dropped her phone into her bag and stood in the queue for the cabs. On December 21st, with everybody laden with shopping bags, it wasn’t a short line. She should get the bus. But it was too cold, and this week had been too long. Plus, she’d just nearly died. She deserved a cab. Her friend Crystal would tell her to walk. Then again, Crystal was born and bred here, and still didn’t own a coat. It was the Scottish way. Morgan was always the soft southerner.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was in the back of a cab, the driver asking which football team she supported. She didn’t think Plymouth Argyle was going to raise his interest. Morgan’s mind wound forward to tomorrow. To her plane ticket being digital, and so on her phone. Could smashing her screen have happened at a more inconvenient time?

      She made a quick mental to-do list in preparation for her midday flight.

      1. Get to the phone shop and get her screen repaired.

      2. Email Ryan and tell him to have a stern word with Cinnamon and Antonio.

      3. Borrow her neighbour Harry’s phone to call her family and tell them she wasn’t dead.
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      Ali Bradford waved her arm to get served. The guy behind the bar looked through her every time, only serving the women with long hair. Blondes especially, she’d noted. The world wasn’t a fair place, particularly for a thirsty short-haired lesbian surrounded by office Christmas parties. Ali hadn’t gone to her own. This was her makeshift party with her friends before she headed home. At least, it would be if she ever got served.

      Behind the bar, the pretty bar staff were still resolutely ignoring her like it was some sort of sport. She was just about to turn and tell her friend Sasha to try instead—she had long hair, after all—when the man beside her pointed the nearest bartender in her direction.

      Ali blinked. “Thank you.” Apparently, chivalry was not dead yet. She ordered a Peroni for her, a Coors Lite for Sasha, and a Soave for Tobias (“criminally underrated” according to him). She flashed her card at the terminal, picked up the drinks, and walked back to their booth.

      When she got there, Sasha frowned at Tobias. “It’s got to be Christmas trees, right?”

      Tobias shook his head, his dark fringe flopping in his eyes. “Nope.” He put his right cheek in the palm of his right hand and tilted his head to their friend. “Guess again.”

      Sasha pursed her lips, then snapped her fingers. “Advent calendars.”

      “Wrong!” Tobias loved guessing games, while Sasha hated them. He took his wine from Ali’s hand, “Thanks hon!”, then trained his gaze back on Sasha.

      “What are you two talking about?” Ali slid into their booth. She pushed their pile of coats against the wall, giving herself more room on the red leather seat.

      A cheer erupted from the booth behind.

      She hadn’t drunk enough for this bar.

      “What festive tradition we got from the Dutch,” Tobias told her. He drained his previous glass and gave Sasha a smug grin.

      “And obviously, I’m hating every minute,” Sasha told her.

      “Obviously,” Ali replied.

      The music in the bar changed to Wham’s ‘Last Christmas’, and an accompanying cheer went up all around. She tried to ignore the table behind, but it wasn’t easy. Ali put a hand on her beer. Every time they slammed their table, her beer vibrated.

      Both Tobias and Sasha temporarily paused their chat as their eyes widened at whatever was happening behind Ali. When she twisted to look, their booth neighbours stood on their seats, belting out the words to the Christmas classic as if they were George Michael. Ali didn’t want to be the bearer of bad tidings—you only brought good tidings at Christmas, right?—but they were more on the level of Andrew Ridgeley than George.

      “Is the tradition we inherited getting pissed up at Christmas parties and murdering the classics?” Ali turned back to face her friends.

      Tobias snorted. “No, but good try. I think we made that tradition up all by ourselves.”

      Sasha shrugged, then sipped her beer. Last year, she wouldn’t have been seen dead drinking it, but the low-calorie version had made it acceptable now. “I give up. And I hate you. Tell us.”

      “The tradition we got from the Dutch is leaving out milk and cookies for Santa.” Tobias grinned like it was obvious all along.

      “We’d never have guessed that!” Ali slid her fingers under the table to check her bags were still there. They were. All her last-minute Christmas shopping done today, before the long trek home started tomorrow. It was at this time of year she envied her Scottish friends. Their families lived in the same city. Her family lived almost as far away as you could get in the UK, without falling into the sea.

      The song ended, and a cheer went up.

      Ali turned to see one of their neighbours now in a heap on the floor. One too many festive sherries. She had it all to look forward to back at the family pub, too.

      “Ready for your long trip home tomorrow? Final Christmas before your big move?” Tobias’s question snagged her attention back to the here and now.

      “No.” She wasn’t even packed yet. “I still have to wrap my presents, so I can’t stay long.”

      Sasha rolled her eyes, then tapped a finger on Ali’s wrist. Sasha’s fingernail was painted matte white. “Wrapping presents tipsy is part of Christmas. Stay for another drink, live a little. We won’t see you much next year after you head to New York, will we?”

      Ali glanced out the window, where the promised light snow flurries had begun. She gritted her teeth and hoped the airport did the same to the runway.

      “You’ll see me plenty. I don’t go until mid-January.”

      But first, she had to get home. This Christmas was going to be strange, but she was determined to make it as near to normal as possible. Even if it was impossibly different already.

      “What time’s your flight?” Tobias asked.

      “Midday.”

      He held up his beer. “A toast, then. To us all having a merry Christmas. But especially me, living it up in Ali’s flat. Me, Snowy, and The Holiday on repeat.”

      Tobias was cat-sitting for the next week while Ali was away. If he survived and didn’t kill her cat or burn her flat down, he was moving in permanently next year.

      She clinked his beer, but held him in place with her stare. “It’s a very serious business looking after Snowy. She’s a delicate creature, like her owner.” Ali paused. “And I hate to reiterate this, but I fear it needs saying. No having sex in my bed while I’m away.”

      Tobias gave her a butter-wouldn’t-melt look. “Only with myself, I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Ali wrinkled her nose and filled Snowy’s bowl full of Whiskas, ignoring the grim smell. Then she got Snowy’s biscuits and rattled the metal tin. Sure enough, her cat appeared in the kitchen in seconds.

      “You’re always here for your biscuits, aren’t you, girl?” Ali bent to stroke Snowy’s pure white fur as her cat purred at her feet. Then she put her food on her mat, and Snowy’s attention was fully consumed as she got stuck in. She wasn’t to know this was the last day she’d get to have breakfast with her owner for a week.

      Ali walked across her black-and-white chequered kitchen and stared out through her patio doors at the snow-covered grass beyond. It was perfectly festive. She’d love to spend a Christmas here one day. She had a cat, she had a home, but she’d like a girlfriend to share them with. Also, an excuse to stay here. Not that she didn’t love going back to Devon. But she’d like just once to not have to rush around for the holidays. To stay where she was and enjoy the home she’d made. Maybe next year. Or perhaps then, she’d still be in New York City. Her future was wide open.

      Snowy’s warm body pressed against her left calf.

      Ali crouched down and stroked her. It was an uncharacteristic display of love. Maybe she could sense she was about to be abandoned.

      “You going to be a good girl for your Uncle Tobias while I’m away? But not too good. Wake him up with a dead mouse in the bed one morning. Get it over with when I’m not here.”

      Ali picked Snowy up and kissed her neck.

      Unimpressed, Snowy wriggled out of her arms and went back to her food.

      Ali glanced up at her kitchen clock: 7:30am and she still hadn’t packed. She swept up her pile of clean clothes from the kitchen table and took them into her bedroom, where her suitcase was already open. She put the clothes into one side, then pulled open the underwear drawer of her solid teak 1950s dresser she’d picked up in a second-hand shop around the corner. Finneston, Glasgow’s hipster district, was full of such treasures. When she turned back with five pairs of knickers in one hand and socks in the other, Snowy sat in the other side of her case. Ali laughed. What was it with cats and suitcases?

      “You’re not coming with me. We already had this conversation, remember?”

      Her phone beeped, and she saw a message from Tobias.

      It’s tomorrow you’re leaving, right?

      Fucking idiot.

      Today, and you know that.

      That’s right. Today’s the day I get the key to my Christmas Shag Palace. I’ve already had a word with Snowy. She says so long as I bring her a parade of pretty ladies to rub herself against, she’s all for it.

      Ali rolled her eyes.

      Are you even out of bed yet?

      Tobias lived two floors above with two other flatmates. Which made him living here easy, as he didn’t have to worry about forgetting anything.

      I’ll be there in 20 mins. Put the kettle on.

      Ali threw her phone on the bed, then picked up a distinctly unimpressed Snowy. She’d had the vague hope her clothes wouldn’t be covered in white fur when she went home, but that dream had already sailed. “It’s a good job you’re cute, isn’t it?”

      She walked around her bedroom, going through the list of things she needed. Jumpers. Jewellery. Perfume. Foundation to cover up the bags under her eyes. Her new reindeer-print shirt to impress her mum on Christmas Day.

      Her phone rang, and she furrowed her brow.

      She picked it up without looking at the screen. At this hour, it could only be Tobias again.

      “I’m still leaving today. And no, you still can’t have sex in my bed.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I’m not sure who that was directed at. Definitely not your mother.”

      Heat warmed Ali’s cheeks. “Shit,” she spluttered.

      “Still not very eloquent, I hate to tell you.”

      “Sorry, I thought you were Tobias.”

      “Tell him your mum says he’s not to have sex in your bed, either.”

      Ali laughed. “I will. Why are you calling? I’m going to see you in a few hours.”

      “I was just watching that lovely BBC weatherman—he’s gay you know, I can tell—and he was talking about snow in Scotland. I just wanted to check your flight was still okay?”

      Ali walked over to her window and moved a space between the blinds with her thumb and index finger. A light snow covering, but it was far from a winter wonderland. “It stopped snowing last night, so it should be fine. If anything changes, I’ll let you know.”

      “Great,” her mum replied. “Nicole’s coming over later with Harrison. We’re all excited to see you.”

      Ali’s stomach plunged. It wasn’t a dig, that wasn’t her mum’s style.

      It didn’t matter.

      Guilt still nibbled every inch of her.

      “Stuart will pick you up from the airport.”

      Ali gulped. That was different. But this year was different, wasn’t it? She’d stayed away for too long, she knew that. But it was Christmas. All the more reason to get back. “That’s great. Listen, I better dash. Tobias is turning up any minute, and I’ve gotta get Snowy out of my case.”

      “Okay. See you soon. Can’t wait!”

      Ali smiled as she hung up. She wasn’t sure how she’d cope back home, but she was going.

      It was long overdue.
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      Morgan could hardly believe it. She’d asked the cab driver to drop her at a phone shop near the airport. He’d done just that, and she’d handed in her phone, pleading with the staff for a quick turnaround. Now, a woman with a sharp buzz cut and a smile the width of the Clyde walked towards her. She presented Morgan with her phone. Maybe the season did contain magic.

      “You’re in luck. Our repair guy was able to resurrect your screen. It’s as good as new.”

      Morgan plucked the phone from the woman’s hands and held it at arm’s length, with a reverence usually reserved for a newborn. Which it sorta was. If it wasn’t frowned upon, she’d have leapt across the counter and placed a kiss on the woman’s lips. Thirty-five minutes ago, she’d arrived flustered and desperate. Now, with her link to the rest of the world back in her hands, she was leaving as a woman restored.

      “Thank you. You don’t know what this means.” Morgan glanced at her watch. She really had to go. She had a plane to catch, family to hug. She paid her Christmas miracle worker, gave her an extra tenner along with a “Merry Christmas!”, then ran out of the store, the wheels of her sleek suitcase rumbling on the cracked pavement beneath her. She hailed another passing black cab, and heaved her suitcase into the back, breathing a sigh of relief as the driver sped off.

      Ten minutes later, they skidded to a halt outside Departures at Glasgow Airport, the driver braking suddenly to avoid an incoming cab ploughing straight into them.

      Morgan threw out her arm to stop herself from crashing to the floor. She succeeded, but also cracked her elbow on the side of the cab. She slammed back into her seat as silent swear words formed in cartoon bubbles above her head. She sucked in a long breath and held her elbow, waiting for the searing pain to stop.

      Up front, her driver yanked open his door and strode towards the other cab, shouting something in Glaswegian that Morgan couldn’t quite make out. From his frantic gestures, she guessed he wasn’t wishing the other driver season’s greetings.

      Once she could move her elbow without wincing, Morgan opened the door and got out of the cab, grateful to be alive. Her solid black Samsonite case landed on the pavement with a thump. She pushed it closer to the main building, but then realised she still needed to pay.

      A woman got out of the cab that had caused all the trouble in the first place, her feet encased in black boots that weren’t tied all the way up. She wore a green duffel coat and a mustard scarf, and her hair—undercut, longer on top, perfectly styled—held huge queer energy. Morgan studied her for a hot moment, then raised an eyebrow as the woman hauled the same black Samsonite suitcase out of her cab and placed it beside Morgan’s.

      They stared at each other for a few seconds.

      “Black Friday sale?”

      Morgan scrunched her face.

      The woman pointed at her case. “The Samsonite. I got mine on Amazon in the Black Friday sale.”

      Morgan laughed. “Snap.” There was something about this woman that looked familiar. She was sure she hadn’t slept with her—there hadn’t been enough for Morgan to forget one—but perhaps one of her friends had? But that wasn’t about to be her opening gambit. Did Morgan detect a slight accent? Her mind hummed trying to work it out.

      “See you for drinks on Friday then,” Morgan’s cab driver shouted, then walked back to his open door.

      Morgan blinked. That wasn’t how she expected the altercation between the two drivers to end. “You want to pay by card?” he asked her, before he slid back into his seat and shut the door.

      Morgan nodded, then got out her Mastercard.

      The other passenger (who Morgan still couldn’t place) held up her card, then walked over to her taxi, leaning in the window to pay.

      Morgan’s cab had a fixed pay station, which was in the back. She went to hop in, but unfortunately tripped on the step up and fell straight onto her elbow.

      Pain shot up her arm as if something had just sliced through her. She rolled onto her side and clutched her elbow again. Goddammit, why was she such a walking disaster these past 24 hours? At least it wasn’t snowing. She had to look on the bright side. In a few hours, she’d be home, eating one of her mum’s delicious mince pies. All she had to do was get up and get on the plane.

      The cabby turned his face near to the Perspex screen. “You picking a fight with yourself there, missy?”

      Morgan chuckled. It looked very much like she was. She struggled to her feet, paid the man, then jumped out, slamming the cab door.

      She hoped the mystery woman hadn’t noticed any of that. If she had, Morgan would never know, as the pavement only held her case, and nothing else.

      The other woman had paid and left.

      Disappointment scratched in Morgan’s chest.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan was one of the first on the plane, having bought speedy boarding with her ticket. She hated queueing, and anything that nixed it got her vote. The flight wasn’t long, but she was all for making travelling as comfortable as possible. It came from a childhood spent camping in the rain in Devon and Cornwall. Travel and holidays to Morgan meant getting as far away from that image as she could. She edged her way along the narrow aisle, smiling at an older gentleman just taking off his flat cap two rows ahead. He was the type of man who’d play the granddad in an ITV Sunday night drama.

      “Going home for Christmas?” he asked as he unwound his grey scarf.

      “I am. You?” She bet this entire plane would say the same, so it was a pretty safe guess.

      “Going to see my daughter and her family,” the man replied in a broad Glaswegian accent. “They’ve moved to Devon. Couldn’t get farther away from me if they tried. I’m trying not to take it personally.”

      Morgan smiled. Her mum and sister said the same when she told them she was staying put after university.

      She settled into her seat, flicking through the inflight magazine and food options. She’d already had breakfast at home, but something about planes always made her want to order more. At least a coffee and something to go with it. A bacon roll with ketchup? Four-finger KitKat? They both sounded good.

      “We meet again,” a low voice said nearby.

      Morgan looked up from her magazine, then blinked. The mystery woman was back, standing over her. Her face was like an art exhibit, all sharp angles and shadows, with devastating brown eyes. They crinkled as she smiled in Morgan’s direction.

      A frisson of intrigue ran through Morgan. Who was this woman? Her face rang so many bells.

      Maybe she had slept with her.

      “What are the chances of your taxi nearly crashing into mine, and then us getting on the same flight to Exeter?” If she was a betting woman, probably less than one per cent.

      Which is why she wasn’t a betting woman.

      “Slim to none.” The woman gave her a warm smile, then slid into the seat across the aisle. She unwound her mustard scarf. It looked homemade. Had her gran knitted it for her? Her mum? Her girlfriend?

      Morgan tried not to stare. She was just about to ask if they knew each other, when a family with toddlers walked through the aisle between them. When they’d gone, Morgan turned her attention back to the food menu. They didn’t know each other. She was being stupid. The woman just had one of those faces.

      “You don’t recognise me, do you?”

      Okay, so it wasn’t just her. Morgan turned and put down her menu, then stared across the aisle. Salon-ready hair, questioning smile, smooth skin and vibe. The woman looked like a TV presenter. Maybe for E4 or women’s football.

      “You look very familiar, but I can’t quite place you.” Morgan winced. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to put me out of my misery, sorry.”

      The woman smiled, then put a hand to her chest. “Ali Bradford. Nicole’s sister. We went to school together at Hawthornes Academy?” She treated Morgan to her dazzling smile. “And I’m guessing you’re going home for Christmas?”

      Ali Bradford? The last time she’d seen Ali Bradford, she hadn’t looked like this. Not even a teeny, tiny bit. She’d had longer hair, she’d been in braces, and she certainly hadn’t exuded such queer energy. Now though, Ali’s queer energy might turn the whole plane gay.

      “I am. You are, too?” It was the best sentence Morgan could string together in the circumstances.

      Ali Bradford. Her sister, Nicole, had been Morgan’s best mate throughout their school years. Ali had been the little sister, always trailing in their wake. But now, Ali Bradford was all grown up.

      “I am. Back to the homestead and all that entails.” Ali gave her a forced smile.

      Morgan had been home almost every year, but hadn’t called in at Ali’s family pub, The Rising Sun, nearly as often. She’d caught up with Nicole, but she hadn’t seen Ali in maybe a decade. Morgan had always known Ali was gay, but she’d never looked like this. Like she could fill you in on the stats for the England women’s football team, then take you out to the best sushi place and give you a night you’d never forget.

      “How long’s it been since we saw each other? Ten years? Maybe more? You look so different.”

      “Was I that bad before?”

      Had Morgan offended her? Shit. She shook her head. “Course not, just…” She couldn’t quite find the words.

      “More hair?” Ali raised an eyebrow. “Less queer?”

      Morgan laughed. Yes, the last time she’d seen Ali, she’d had chestnut locks halfway down her back. Not that you couldn’t be queer with long hair, of course. But Morgan totally approved of this new look. “You looked fabulous before, but you look doubly fabulous now.”

      Ali gave her a broad smile. “Smooth. I’ll take that from you, Morgan Scott.”

      Morgan beamed. She liked the way Ali said her name. Like she was someone famous. “I feel like I should have changed a little more now.” She smoothed down her blonde hair. Still the same medium length as when Ali had seen her last.

      “You’re fine as you are.” Ali held her gaze, then dropped it abruptly. She grabbed the food card from her seat pocket and studied it.

      “Have you been home much lately?”

      Ali shook her head, not looking at Morgan. “Not since summer.”

      “I’ve only been back once this year. Work’s been crazy.”

      They stopped talking for a few minutes as the plane got busier with passengers boarding. Morgan’s brain churned with all the information that had just been dumped in her lap. Her friendship with Nicole had a once-a-year catch-up vibe, and that suited them both. She’d mentioned Ali had gone to Edinburgh uni, but nothing more.

      Morgan waited for the captain to tell her staff boarding was complete before she restarted the conversation.

      “How come you’re in Glasgow?”

      Ali put her menu back in the seat pocket. “I live here.”

      She did? This was news. “Me, too. How did you end up here?”

      “I went to university in Edinburgh, but fell in love with Glasgow. I mean, there could be more sun, but you can’t have it all, can you?”

      “Especially not sun.” Morgan got up to let a person in her row into his seat. The man didn’t say thank you. “What do you do in Glasgow?”

      “I work for a software company that makes apps for hospitality. I saw a gap in the market and wanted to make my parents’ lives easier. Then I got hired to create it.”

      Morgan hadn’t expected that. “Anything I’d have heard of?”

      Ali shook her head. “Industry things. Solving problems in business.”

      “Sounds clever and worthwhile, like you’re making a difference.”

      Ali gave her an embarrassed smile. “What about you? You and my sister used to be as thick as thieves when I was growing up. I always thought you’d become a DJ or a film star.”

      Morgan snorted. “Really?” She had no idea why Ali thought that.

      Ali nodded. “You used to host the school radio, didn’t you?” Her cheeks turned pink. “Plus, you were always hosting school assemblies. Nobody could shut you up, so I assumed you’d get a job that involved a lot of talking.”

      “I did, in a roundabout way. I work with companies and people sorting out their relationships and business issues. A communications specialist.”

      “I wasn’t far off.”

      “I guess you weren’t.”

      The plane taxied down the runway, and Morgan settled back in her seat, giving Ali a ‘we don’t have to talk the whole way if you don’t want to’ smile. She rummaged in her backpack for her headphones—there was a podcast she’d been meaning to listen to about relationships, and she’d downloaded it especially for the flight. Would it be rude to plug in now she and Ali had reconnected?

      She couldn’t feel her headphones, so she lifted her bag into her lap and peered in. The flight was almost an hour and a half. Even though it was nice to see Ali, they might have used up their conversation starters already. They both lived and worked in Glasgow. She wasn’t sure where else to go.

      Although, she really couldn’t find her headphones. At this rate, she’d be forced to engage in chat for the entire flight.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. This is your captain speaking. We’ve got a slight technical hitch with the plane, so we’re going to be grounded here for a little while until it can be fixed. It shouldn’t take too long.”

      Damn. She really needed her headphones now.

      “I thought it would be snow that might ground us. I hadn’t predicted a technical hitch.” Ali gave her a tight smile.

      “The captain said it wouldn’t take long to fix. Hopefully, she was telling the truth.”

      Morgan pulled out her phone, her wallet, a packet of tissues and three pens, one without a lid. She felt around inside her bag with her fingertips, then studied them. No ink. At least the pen hadn’t leaked. She wasn’t putting it back, though. Instead, she slotted the pen in the netting in front of her. Morgan pictured her headphones on her bedside table. Probably where they still were. She sighed, put her backpack on the floor, then waved to a nearby crew member.

      “Excuse me.” She fluttered her eyelids. “I was just wondering if you had any spare headphones? I seem to have forgotten mine.”

      The air steward flashed her straight white teeth at Morgan and shook her head. Her fringe looked like it was made of Lego. “I’m sorry, we don’t carry them for short flights.” She had a Spanish accent that made Morgan smile. She once had a fling with a Spanish woman. She only had fond memories.

      Morgan nodded, then spotted the woman’s name badge. “No problem.” She got a box of Cadbury’s Heroes from her backpack and gave them to the steward. “These are for you, by the way. To share with your crew. Merry Christmas, Arianna.”

      From being polite but reserved, Arianna visibly brightened. “That’s so kind, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Countless work trips had taught Morgan that a box of chocolates often made a flight that much more comfortable.

      Sure enough, minutes later, Arianna returned with a packet of headphones. She leaned down, putting her mouth by Morgan’s ear. “I found these, but they’re the only pair, so keep it on the down-low.”

      Morgan grinned up at her. “What a star. Thank you.”

      Arianna left, and Morgan plugged the headphones into the phone.

      “Wow, impressive. Does that always work?”

      Morgan glanced over at Ali. “Not always, but who doesn’t love chocolates? If nothing else, I spread a little cheer. And sometimes, I get cheer back.” She raised her headphones.

      “I can see why you’re a communications specialist.”

      Morgan grinned. “Years of experience.”
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      Morgan. Fucking. Scott.

      Okay, Ali really needed to keep her cool here. Not show how much a young Ali used to worship the ground Morgan walked on. It had irritated her sister beyond belief that Ali followed them around everywhere. Her parents thought it was sibling worship. And yes, there was an element of that. But there’d been more of an element of Morgan Scott worship.

      Back then, Ali never put a label on it. She just knew that when she grew up, she wanted to be as funny as Morgan Scott. Plus, she’d always wanted to have a name as cool as hers, too. Alison Bradford was pedestrian in the face of Morgan Scott. The former sounded like a primary school teacher. The latter sounded like a film star with a row of blockbusters to her name.

      And now, here she was, on the same plane.

      Ali was doing everything she could to be calm, but it wasn’t easy.

      Of course, she wasn’t 12 anymore. And Morgan Scott was not a film star or a DJ.

      But seeing her threw Ali right back to that girl who’d always been in awe of Morgan.

      It was only in later years Ali realised the real reason she’d followed her around like a lost puppy. Morgan Scott had been Ali’s first bona fide crush. Three years older, she’d lived in a world far more glamorous than Ali could ever hope to inhabit. Morgan had cool friends (apart from Nicole), she ran the school radio, and people looked up to her. They listened when she spoke. Ali listened to everything she said, right up until Morgan left school, aged 18, and went to university. Fifteen-year-old Ali had known it was coming, but it still left her bereft.

      But now, Morgan was chatting to Ali like it was an everyday occurrence. It wasn’t. Ali might now be 35, but beside Morgan Scott, she’d forever be a stuttering, blushing 12-year-old.

      Still, Morgan had plugged in her newly acquired headphones now, so the chat portion of their flight was over. That suited Ali fine. She needed time to regroup. Were her cheeks as red as she thought they were? She was glad she didn’t have a mirror to check.

      She looked up to the front of the plane, where the crew were in deep conversation. There was also a lot of head shaking. Was this technical fault going to delay them for longer than the captain had said?

      She glanced at Morgan, who’d somehow got her brand-new headphones in a twist and was trying to untangle them.

      Ali leaned over. “Can I help? You might be good at solving relationship issues, but I’m very good at solving stuff like that.” She pointed at Morgan’s headphones.

      Morgan hesitated, unplugged them and handed them over. “That would be great, thank you. I’m not sure how I tangled them so soon. It’s a special talent.”

      Ali said nothing as Morgan passed them over.

      When their fingers touched, her breath caught.

      Twelve-year-old Ali stood on a chair and punched the air. “I’m touching Morgan Scott!” she screamed.

      Thirty-five-year-old Ali pursed her lips, ignored the wave of heat that rumbled through her, then carefully and quickly untangled Morgan’s headphones and handed them back.

      “Thank you.” Morgan’s gaze flicked up and down.

      What did she see? Ali had no idea. She curled her toes in her shoes and prayed she wasn’t the colour purple. Fifty-fifty chance. She was so glad this plane ride was short. She couldn’t be in Morgan’s space too long without saying or doing something really stupid, she was pretty sure.

      The tannoy crackled, then a voice filled the plane. The captain.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m afraid I have bad news. The aircraft isn’t fit to fly, and I’d rather know that when we’re on the ground than when we’re in the air, as I’m sure you’d agree. The upshot is, we’re going to have to deplane you, and see what we can sort out in the meantime for getting you to your destination. I know this isn’t the news you wanted, but let’s look on the bright side. At least it’s December 22nd, still three days before the big day, so hopefully that means you can all make it back to where you’re going in time for
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