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      Who the hell thought Christmas was an appropriate time of year to get married? There were eleven other months of the year crying out for love. April was particularly needy. As was October. But December? That bitch didn’t need any more occasions on her books.

      Look at the alternatives.

      Spring weddings were basically nature’s way of saying, ‘Let’s party!’ A time of fresh optimism, and Cadbury’s Mini Eggs. Sara was particularly fond of the latter.

      If you hated spring, what about summer? Days were longer, you could get married outside, and all your pale friends could get fake-tanned and look gorgeous as the sunlight glinted off their orange skin. You could drink Pimm’s out of big glass jugs, dance in a dusty field, or wear a crown of daisies. Summer weddings were the absolute best.

      Or what about autumn, with its hues of mustard, magenta, and rust? It wasn’t too cold, wasn’t too hot, and you could call it a harvest wedding even though you’ve never visited a farm. Your tiny nephew could carry your rings in on an equally cute Shetland pony. You could drape the reception in velvet, and wear a rustic shawl when the sun went down. Heck, you could even have a winter wedding if you really loved the cold. Just make it in January or February.

      But December weddings? When everyone was gearing up for Christmas? When there were already more than enough parties to go around, when you struggled to fit in seeing all your friends and relatives, and were already bursting with mince pies and mulled wine? It was just plain silly. Christmas was already about over-the-top celebrations. There was no need to have a wedding and gatecrash the already-well-under-way party.

      Sara Snow didn’t want to go to this December wedding especially.

      No, that wasn’t strictly true.

      She very much wanted to celebrate the marriage of one of her best friends, Nancy, and her husband-to-be, Kristian. She wished them a long life together, filled with love and happiness. Plus, after nearly two decades as a couple, it was about bloody time they got spliced.

      It was the evening portion Sara wasn’t looking forward to. Particularly, seeing one precise person. But, of course, she’d told Nancy she was fine with it. Because when one of your best friends was getting married, you couldn’t reach over, armed with a black Sharpie, and cross a name off the guest list.

      It was a few hours in the same room. They were going to come face to face at some point, so doing it with a ton of distraction was good. That’s what Sara had told herself over and over.

      And then over and over again.

      She could do this.

      She could do this for Nancy and Kristian.

      But again, why at Christmas? Why today? A time of year that had never been Sara’s romantic strongpoint, either. Three years ago, she’d moved out of her ex’s flat, when Viv had dumped her at the start of December. Two years ago, she’d snogged a woman behind the mulled cider truck at the Christmas Village Lights festival, and then never seen her again. And last year, she’d…

      Well, less said.

      The whole day was going to require grit on her part. Not only because she was still single, but also because she was 38, still living some of the time in her parents’ summerhouse (now an all-year-round house), and still trying to make her small business work. She wasn’t ready to be slapped around the face by everyone else’s stellar achievements, because she herself had none.

      “Your teeth are lovely, though,” her mum had reassured her over a chicken and avocado sandwich at lunch yesterday. “Straight. Luminous. Aspirational.”

      Everything she was not, then.

      “Plus, you bake out-of-this-world treats, particularly your Basque cheesecake and your cupcakes. You have the power to reduce people to tears with your skills.” She’d pointed to her kitchen counter, where Nancy and Kristian’s wedding cake sat on its stand, ready to be iced. “Not everyone has a talent like you do. I just know everyone will rave about it tomorrow.”

      Anna Snow was unfailingly optimistic. Some of that must have rubbed off on Sara, because she was still plugging away, chasing her dream of being a baker of note. A star baker. She didn’t need an apron from a TV show to tell her this. All she wanted was the ability to keep her head above water doing something she loved. It shouldn’t be this hard, should it?

      “Sara! Are you ready?”

      Sara snapped out of her thoughts of the day before and looked up. Her mum waved at her from the main house, their elderly Yorkshire terrier, Boss Dog, at her feet. Boss Dog, named after the dog from the movie A Dog’s Journey, barked as he always did at open doors. It was his thing.

      When Sara was home, she lived in her parents’ summerhouse, in the village she grew up in, Braxley. It was bigger than many London flats, with a lounge/bedroom, small kitchen, bathroom and its own deck. But it used to be the garden shed, hence the name had stuck.

      It made her feel like she had some autonomy over her life. Like she wasn’t a fuck-up of astronomical proportions. She clicked open the door, then stepped back when the cold hit her.

      “Gimme five minutes!”

      Her mum gave her a thumbs-up, then retreated, too.

      The cake had already been iced and delivered to the pub for the reception later. Sara walked through to her small, Scandinavian-chic bathroom for her final makeup inspection. She wore a dress borrowed from the bride’s sister, a last-minute replacement after Nancy got bored of Sara moaning about her default winter wedding outfit. It was pale green and had its own embroidered jacket. In other words, dead posh.

      “Trust me. This one kills at weddings. I don’t know the science behind it, but it’s got my sister laid at two different receptions,” Nancy had told her last night.

      Sara had wrinkled her nose. “Did she take it off before she had sex?” She’d held the dress at arm’s length.

      Nancy had taken a moment. “Probably.” She didn’t sound convinced. “But it’s been dry-cleaned, and that gets everything out.”

      Not that Sara thought for one moment she was going to get laid at one of her oldest friend’s weddings.

      “Plus, there’s the other elephant in the room,” Nancy had added, arms folded.

      Sara had raised her hand. “We’re going to be fine.”

      “You’ve had no contact in a year.”

      Sara had shrugged like it meant nothing. “We’re adults.” Technically true. “It’s your wedding. We’ll say hi and go about our business. Nothing to see here.”

      “She’s raking it in, I heard?”

      Sara had heard that, too. She’d forced herself to unfollow Beth when all her updates had involved flash holidays with a particularly gorgeous girlfriend. “Also, very coupled-up.”

      “The last time you checked. She’s coming alone. She didn’t ask for a plus one.”

      Sara had told Nancy to stop drinking wine and go to bed. Then she’d made her way back to the summerhouse and hardly slept a wink.

      Nancy wasn’t wrong. Beth was the elephant in the room.

      The one who Sara had slept with last Christmas.

      The one who got away.

      Also, the one who kept coming back.
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        * * *

      

      “Sara Snow! Look at you! You look incredible! Still with that smile!”

      Grace Weller had been their class captain at school. The girl most likely to succeed. She was now a doctor at the village surgery.

      “Good to see you, too.” Sara gave her a hug, careful not to smear her makeup on Grace’s cream jacket.

      “Can’t believe Nancy’s married, either. She was always so dead set against it, until Kristian eventually asked! But you’re still holding out, fighting the good fight.” She raised a fist to go along with her last statement.

      Sara gave her a tepid smile, and glanced over her shoulder. Beth hadn’t been invited to the ceremony and reception, just to the evening portion of proceedings. But it was approaching 7pm, and evening guests were starting to drift in. The ceremony, the meal, and toasts had taken her mind off their impending reunion. But now, it was like a neon sign flashing in front of her eyes.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need the loo.” She squeezed Grace’s arm as she moved past her, then skirted through the maze of tables. The wedding reception was in an old pub in the country, with many nooks and crannies to get lost in. It being December 23rd, the whole place was decorated for Christmas, every surface covered with tinsel, fake snow, or glitter. Sara loved her friend, but her opinion of Nancy’s wedding timing still stood.

      When she got to the loo, Nancy was at the basin, resplendent in satin ivory, her exposed back showing off her hours of gym work. When she spotted Sara in the mirror, she spun around.

      “Thank god!” She blinked, her eyes shiny. “Can you see if I’ve got something in my eye? A lash or something? It’s driving me insane and I don’t want to rub it in case it causes a makeup avalanche on my face.”

      Sara stepped into her space and assessed Nancy’s red eye. “I can’t see anything obvious. Just pull your eyelid and blink rapidly. That normally does the trick.”

      Nancy did as she was told, while Sara leaned against the basin.

      “How are you liking your wedding so far?” The throb of conversation hummed beyond the thick wooden door, but in here, they were briefly, miraculously, alone.

      “Not as bad as I feared. Kristian cried at the vows obviously because he’s a massive sap, but I don’t mind the attention. What I don’t like is all the hugs. I should have told people no hugs. I don’t know why everyone feels like they can touch the bride, but they do.”

      She blinked rapidly again, then held out both palms as if stopping traffic. “I think that might have done the trick.” Nancy washed her hands, glancing at Sara in the mirror. “What about you? Did you enjoy the meal?”

      “Best one ever,” she lied.

      Nancy narrowed her eyes. “Do you need the loo, or are you just hiding because it’s 7pm?”

      Sara’s blood rushed to her face, and she bit her lip.

      “You said this was going to be okay.”

      “And it is.” Sara sucked in a hot breath. “It’s just… Beth. You know how it is with Beth.”

      Nancy nodded. “I do. But you can’t hide in here all night long. It’s my wedding and we need to do bad dancing together. Promise me that?”

      “Cross my heart.” Sara made the sign on her chest. She didn’t tell Nancy that her heart was racing directly underneath.

      “Good, because I really have to get back out there. Being the bride and all. And you’re coming, too.”

      When they stepped out of the loo and back into the main bar, Nancy was immediately swallowed up by well-wishers. Then a very tall man in front of Sara moved to the left, and that was when she saw her.

      Beth Callaghan. The girl next door who she hadn’t seen for a year. Stepping back into her life, literally.

      When their eyes met across the crowded room, the noise faded out, and Sara’s heartbeat jammed inside her ears, loud and clanging. Beth wore a tuxedo with her bow tie undone around her neck, like she was a fucking movie star.

      Of course she did.

      Sara could almost feel the room turning towards her. Beth was still possessed by the energy of a thousand spotlights, all shining at once. Her emerald-green eyes still drew Sara in. She was also still 80 per cent legs, and probably still 10 per cent charm, 10 per cent miscellaneous.

      It would be easy to be sucked in, to smile, to reminisce.

      But then Sara remembered. That Beth had smiled the morning after last year. But then she’d left without saying a proper goodbye. Had moved to Spain within a month, and they hadn’t seen each other since.

      Sara was completely over it.

      She’d moved on, as had Beth.

      It was inevitable they’d see each other again, because their parents still lived next door to each other. That moment was now.

      Sara took a deep breath and walked forward.

      Better to get it over with right away before they attracted an audience.

      Sweat broke out on the back of Sara’s neck as she approached Beth. Thank goodness she had this posh dress on, which gave her a shield of confidence. But she was no match for the way Beth’s open-necked shirt popped against her tanned skin. Spain obviously agreed with her. She glowed.

      A screw turned in Sara’s chest, but she willed herself to stay calm as she came to a stop. She was going to style this one out, no matter how she really felt.

      “Of all the weddings in all the world.” Sara raised a single eyebrow to show how cool she was. Like this didn’t matter at all. She took a deep breath in an attempt to still her nerves, but they still jangled like a rail of empty coat hangers.

      The corners of Beth’s mouth twitched at the joke. “I was going to say do you come here often, but you beat me to the cheese.” She held Sara’s gaze, but then looked away, hands balled at her side. Could Beth Callaghan be jittery, too?

      It made Sara feel slightly better.

      Beth cleared her throat. “You look good.”

      But not good enough for Beth, obviously.

      Sara’s smile tightened. “You, too.” Damn, these words were hard to say. But today wasn’t about her. It was about Nancy. She had to play nice. “Tanned. You always could pull one off better than me.”

      Beth’s smile was cheese-wire thin.

      “Madrid helped. A lot more sunshine there.” Beth caught her top lip in her bottom teeth, then let out a long breath. “It’s good to see you.”

      A flare of anger shot through Sara. “Is it?”

      She closed her eyes. She had to be civil. She’d promised Nancy.

      To their left, dancers lined up on the floor, readying themselves for the Macarena. Why was it always played at weddings? The music swooped in, and they both took a step towards the window, as more lines of dancers started to flail their arms left and right.

      Beth stared at her, then jammed her hands into the pockets of her black trousers. “It really is. I’ve been worrying about it all day if that helps, but it really is.” She snagged Sara’s gaze. “I missed you.”

      Sara couldn’t help the strangled laugh that escaped from her throat.

      Beth had a really funny way of showing it.

      She stared at the floor, then back up at Sara. Her cheeks were flushed. She looked far less certain than she normally did.

      “How are your parents?”

      Safer ground.

      “Good. They were sat with your mum last time I saw them. You haven’t seen them?”

      Beth shook her head. “Not yet. The first person I met was Grace. She asked me if I was engaged yet within five seconds of seeing her.” She winced when she finished speaking.

      “And what did you say?” Sara held her breath waiting for the answer.

      “I told her the truth. I’m very much not engaged.”

      The last beats of the Macarena played out, and the crowd whooped. The next song made sure the dancefloor stayed full.

      Sara desperately wanted to ask what Beth meant, but she wasn’t getting dragged into it. Not today. Not at her best friend’s wedding. With her ex-bestie’s stare drilling a hole in her soul.

      “Sara!”

      She twirled around to be greeted by Nancy, her sister Trudi, and a gaggle of her mates who’d all been on Nancy’s hen night. Trudi grabbed her arm and pulled her into the circle as the opening beats of Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen’ barrelled around the room. “It’s about time you danced!” Trudi didn’t give her a choice.

      Sara wanted to. Knew she should. But she couldn’t just walk away when she and Beth were in the middle of a conversation. Then again, perhaps that was the smart thing to do. Nothing was going to be resolved here, was it?

      She turned to Beth, then gave her an apologetic shrug.

      Beth waved a hand in a “no problem” gesture, then turned, and disappeared into the crowd.

      Disappointment settled in Sara’s gut. Maybe it was for the best.

      Despite that, she couldn’t shake the feeling that at the first possible opportunity, Beth had walked away from her.

      Again.
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      TEN MONTHS LATER

      

      Beth Callaghan could never get bored of late October London mornings. She loved their slight chill, their laid-back vibe, and their smells. Particularly the smell wafting from The French Croissant bakery, one of the key reasons she’d signed the two-year lease on her flat yesterday.

      The lease was a gamble because it meant Beth finally staying put, but The French Croissant made it better. She stopped most mornings to get great coffee and a perfect almond croissant that always got her day off to a good start. Strictly speaking, she should be buying her pastries from within Stollards’ pastel-coloured walls, but she liked to support local business.

      The owner of The French Croissant, Françoise, passed Beth’s flat white across the top of the glass cabinet. Then she readied her tongs over the stack of almond croissants. Beth took a deep breath in and inhaled bakery, one of her very favourite smells.

      “Actually,” Beth held up a finger. “I might change things up.”

      The skin around Françoise’s eyes crinkled as she looked up. Something about them reminded Beth of her school friend, Grace. Who was still living in Braxley, three streets over from her mum.

      Also, not very far from Sara.

      But she wasn’t going to think about any of those people today.

      “You’re not going to have your usual?” Françoise’s accent was deliciously Parisian, just like her bakes.

      Beth licked her lips, then shook her head. “This Monday morning calls for a change.” She met Françoise’s gaze. “What’s your best-seller?”

      “Our almond croissants.”

      She laughed. “Okay, what’s your second best-seller?”

      “Cinnamon Roll.” She wrinkled her nose. “But I make it with a French twist - not too sweet, no icing, instead with a light glaze - because the American version is just too much.”

      “Then gimme a cinnamon roll.”

      Françoise put it in a white paper bag with a serviette, and handed it to Beth.

      “Give me an almond croissant, too. I’m splurging today.”

      Françoise handed over the goods. “For any particular reason?”

      “Because the sun’s out, and because I’m feeling like for the first time, I can maybe breathe.” Should she share her news with Françoise? Then again, she’d chatted to her more than she had to her own family over the past few weeks. She knew Françoise had lived in London for eight years, had a wife and two kids, and that she quit her finance job to start this bakery.

      Similarly, Françoise knew this was the start of a new chapter for Beth, too.

      “Plus, I signed the official lease on my flat for the next two years.”

      Françoise gave her a wide grin. “Now that is something to celebrate. Especially for me, knowing that one of my best customers is not about to desert me.”

      “Not likely.” Beth took the bag and gave Françoise a wave as her loafer-clad feet hit the street.

      When Beth arrived back from Madrid three months ago, it had felt like a backwards step. Something to be ashamed of. Another failure when it came to relationships. She’d really, truly thought that Eloise was the one. However, Eloise had other opinions she’d made very clear. Ones that included sleeping with other women. That she was still tangled in Beth’s life because she managed the care home that Beth’s Spanish grandmother lived in wasn’t ideal.

      But now, walking down Baker Street with the autumn sun basting her cheeks, it was starting to feel a little less backwards, and more simply the next step. Her job in senior management in one of the biggest department stores in Madrid was definitely the scariest job she’d ever gone into, but she’d conquered it.

      The decision to move back to the UK hadn’t been easy, but when she was headhunted to become the Special Operations Senior Lead at Stollards, and Eloise dropped her bomb, it felt like the right move. The UK was home, after all. Plus, London was supremely anonymous, unlike Braxley. She preferred it.

      Her 20s had been a rollercoaster of jobs and relationships, and she’d never taken a moment to appreciate where she was and what she was doing. This time, she was determined to do that. To soak it in and open up to whatever the city had to offer. Not simply stay within a 30-minute walk of her flat, which is what she’d done so far.

      Even a car nearly mowing her down at the next set of traffic lights didn’t put a dampener on her good mood.

      She’d made a decision.

      One for herself and nobody else.

      Once she was at the office, she was going to have a coffee and a cinnamon roll to celebrate.
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      Sara and London weren’t a natural mix, even when she’d lived here. However, today she had her game face on. She was trying to ignore the fact there were so many people, and not a single one of them made eye contact. It was a world away from Braxley, where she’d mainly lived since her breakup with Viv and retreat from London three years earlier.

      When she brought it up with Nancy and Kristian, they’d told her she’d get used to it again, just as they had when they moved here. Sara wasn’t sure she wanted to. Plus, she literally couldn’t afford to. The only reason she was here was because they’d kindly allowed her to stay in their spare room in their Hackney Wick flat. She knew it was an imposition, particularly as they were still in their first year of marriage.

      “Nonsense,” Nancy had told her last week when she’d voiced as much. “My home is your home, and Kristian knew that when he married me.”

      “It’s true,” Kristian had agreed from the sofa as he yawned, stretching out his long limbs. “I knew exactly what I was getting into. A Braxley community centre in the Big Smoke.”

      This late October morning, Sara elbowed a young man in a sharp suit after he’d done the same to her, oblivious with a pair of massive headphones perched atop his pristine head. The smell of grease and warm bodies mingled in the air as she shuffled forward along the concrete floor of the tube to the escalator, then took the left-hand side, which meant she had to walk up. When she first started coming to London, she’d stood on the left, and faced the wrath of the locals. Now, she knew well it was stand on the right, or walk on the left. Think of the steps.

      At the top, she was spat out into Oxford Circus’s underground concourse, a melee of woollen hats, furrowed brows and scuffed shoes. She bulldozed her way from one side to the other like a local, eventually emerging into the crisp autumn sunshine, and the hum of yet more people and more bodies.

      Sara tapped the stout baking case she carried in her taut red bag. A bag so strong that even the mightiest bump wouldn’t upturn its contents. Her cheesecake and cupcakes were as upright as when she left the flat this morning, a modern miracle having run the gauntlet of the Victoria Line in rush hour. She strode away from the crowds, grateful to Kristian for reminding her of the back roads to use. She gulped in the fresh air after being underground for so long, and turned onto the road that ran parallel with Oxford Street, walking behind all its famous grand buildings, history carved into their tall stone exteriors.

      She passed the back of John Lewis, its Christmas window displays not on show yet. It was less than two months to the big day, the busiest time of year for stores up and down the country, but especially in the heart of the capital. It was also a busy time for her baking business. At least, it should be. However, there had been a definite lull in her orders of late, despite her social media views going up. She couldn’t quite work out what was going on, but she was determined not to give up.

      This morning, she was taking a massive punt. Nancy had told her that Stollards were selling artisan Christmas-themed cakes in their food hall. Sara could put a Santa hat or a reindeer on top of her delicious bakes. They might not be her gold-standard Basque cheesecake, but she was willing to bake whatever the retailer wanted. Hence today, she was turning up to see if someone in charge would give her a chance.

      “What’s the worst that can happen?” Nancy had told her. “They don’t taste them, then you’ve lost nothing. But if they do, they’ll be impressed. Because you are a star baker, and the world deserves to know your name. Especially since you refuse to go on that baking show which you would surely win.”

      But now the hulk of Stollards massive store honed into view, Sara wasn’t so sure. Was this a good idea? Or was it ridiculous? Maybe people did this all the time, and the staff were sick of people turning up and forcing baked goods into their gobs.

      However, Sara was desperate. It was all she could think of doing. She’d been priced out of her market stall and her London baking facility, and her online orders had stalled. She had to get her goods in front of as many customers as possible. The best place to do that? At Stollards, London’s biggest department store.

      The only alternative was rival department store, Penfords, which she hurried by now, its windows currently blacked out. She crossed the road to Stollards on the opposite side, who’d done their Christmas window reveal daringly early, going with a theme entitled ‘Showtime!’.

      She walked past windows featuring a Christmas tree diva, a stand-up comedian snowman, and one that showed Santa directing his troupe of reindeer, all decked out in sequins. She’d read about the fierce competition between the two stores in The Evening Standard, but Sara was only going to Stollards.

      The reason? Because her mum had told her that Beth now worked at Penfords. Beth had made her feelings towards Sara very clear by not communicating with her much in the past two years. Not even after they spent an awkward five minutes chatting at Nancy’s wedding. The day after, just like the night before, Beth had done her usual disappearing act, and that was ten months ago. The second cut hurt almost as much as the first.

      Sara took a deep breath and strode towards Stollards, its world-famous name outlined in enormous gold lettering along the side of the store.

      This was it.

      The morning that could decide whether she was destined for greatness, or the baking dustbin.
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      The one thing Beth couldn’t quite get over about working in retail was its obsession with Christmas. And yes, she knew it came with the territory, but at Stollards, it felt like Christmas was jacked up on steroids and it still wasn’t enough.

      Of course, she hadn’t told her new employers any of that when she was headhunted. Then, she’d made all the necessary noises to let them know she thought Christmas truly was the most wonderful time of the year. It wasn’t hard. She just had to transport herself back to Anna Snow’s kitchen on Christmas morning, the happiest of all her festive memories.

      When she was growing up, Sara’s house and her parents, Anna and Henry, were Christmas personified. Their house was always covered with festive lights, and Christmas morning was greeted with pancakes, Christmas cookies, strong coffee, and presents to open at the dining table. There were decorations everywhere you looked, and Beth was always included. She loved Sara’s mum as much as she loved her own. Perhaps more.

      Most kids asked Santa for presents before they fell asleep on Christmas Eve. Beth had always wished she could stay at the Snow’s house for the whole of Christmas Day. Sometimes, when her mum was single, they had. They’d always been the best Christmases. But if her mum was with someone, or her dad wanted her, Beth had to go where she was told.

      As an adult, she’d done her best to ignore Christmas and pretend it wasn’t happening. Until she went to Madrid to put her clever marketing head into creating Christmas magic, and the public had loved it. Now, Beth had unwittingly become Mrs Christmas. Hired by Stollards to whip up a festive frenzy, improve sales, and, most importantly, win the capital’s Best Christmas Windows vote.

      Her first change had been to unveil Stollards’ festive windows a few weeks earlier than usual. This had led to an uptick in publicity and an outcry of public anger that Christmas was bleeding into late summer. Beth had been prepared for that, and had softened the blow with free giveaways, claiming Stollards was just trying to spread Christmas cheer all year round. They also had a life-size statue of Buddy the Elf in the foyer that people lost their mind over. Couple that with the impressive Showtime! windows, and the grumblings had soon died down.

      She’d also made sure to hire people of different genders and ethnicities to play Santa for the store’s grotto so that all children could see themselves represented. Plus, she’d invested in demonstration windows that faced the street, and set up covered theatre-style seating outside them, along with video screens and sound. Now, passers-by could stop and learn how to wrap a present, how to choose a perfume, the best presents to buy your mum, dad or nan. They showcased the store’s products and services, and so far, it had worked a treat.

      The roles her team still had to cast were for her food and drink window, which required a couple of chefs, bakers and cocktail makers. The store’s creative director, Dimitri, was invested because he loved baking. He’d approached a couple of bakers from The Great British Bake Off and they were keen. She’d seen it work in Madrid, and she wanted to do the same for London.

      This year, Stollards’ festive performance had to be better than its rivals, who’d gained in popularity last year. She glanced across the street at Penfords, whose windows were still blacked out. Then she flicked her gaze to the window she stood beside, which housed Kermit and Miss Piggy dressed for Christmas, belting out festive songs. It’d cost a lot of money to organise, but it was one of their most Instagrammed windows. Beth was up for the challenge, and Beth was going to win.

      She walked in through the revolving glass doors, and the warmth of the food hall immediately enveloped her in a hug. She ran a hand through her short, dark hair and inhaled the scents of cheese, meats, and gently baking pies. Coming in via the food hall entrance always made her hungry.

      “Hey, Beth!” shouted Robbie from the cheese counter. He knew her by name because Beth loved cheese and often stopped by to sample his wares. He was also gay, and they’d chatted at staff drinks and shared queer war wounds.

      She gave him a wave and strolled over. A range of festive cheeses, already skewered onto cocktail sticks, sat on the counter-top in front of her. Robbie’s hair looked like a wedge of Edam balanced on his head, sprayed to perfection. Beth was in awe of it.

      “Gouda Tidings,” read the sign on one plate of cheese. “Deck The Halloumi. Manchego Mistletoe.” She suppressed a laugh. “Is this your doing?”

      Robbie held up a wedge of Santa Stilton. “It’s selling more cheese, so no complaints from customers or managers is necessary. Can I tempt you?”

      Beth shook her head. “I’ve still got my breakfast to have.” She held up her white bags. Then she paused.

      Hang on, there was only one bag.

      She held up a hand. “I think I dropped something. I’ll be right back.”

      Beth scurried off, back through the food hall, through the revolving door, and back along the outside of the department store, its 20ft-high windows towering above her. She fixed her eyes solely on the pavement. Up ahead, she spied what she was looking for. A few more strides and she scooped up the bag, and checked inside. Almond croissant, still intact. Breakfast was saved.

      She walked back towards the revolving door, just as someone else approached, head down, checking inside their large red bag.

      Someone who looked a lot like Sara, but Beth couldn’t see her face.

      It couldn’t be Sara. Could it?

      She was very much a Braxley girl.

      If she was up in London, she wouldn’t be here so early. Beth glanced at her watch. 8:25am. She shook her head.

      It couldn’t be.

      As the woman entered through the revolving door, not looking up, Beth followed.

      But whoever this was, they wore Sara’s perfume. Beth remembered the smell of Santal 33. Spice, leather, musky sandalwood, and cardamon. She’d bought Sara a bottle for her 35th birthday, as a way of reconnection. She’d been a bad friend, too wrapped up in her work, rejecting Sara’s offers of evening drinks. Sara had been so thrilled with the perfume, she’d forgiven Beth. The same could not be said ever since.

      Beth’s heart nearly catapulted out of her chest as she tried to see the woman’s face properly. Could it be Sara?

      However, as Beth walked in, she was immediately yanked backwards, the strap of her bag jarring on her shoulder.

      “What the…?” she said.

      The revolving doors stopped revolving. The whirring sound ceased. Beth looked up, just in time to see the woman who looked like Sara walk into the flat glass screen ahead with a sickening thud, then stagger backwards, clutching her head. The whole time, she never lost her grip on her bag.

      “I’m so sorry.” Beth pulled on the strap of her bag, which only succeeded in wedging it even further between the flat glass screen behind her, and the curved glass screen that surrounded them. “Are you okay?” She turned and pushed on the screen, but it didn’t move.

      They were stuck.

      And when Beth turned, her eyes widened.

      “Sara?”

      Sara’s face curdled as their eyes met. “Beth?”
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      Of all the 8.9 million people in London, she had to get stuck in a revolving door with Beth Fucking Callaghan? What had she done to deserve this? Nancy would never believe it. To top it all, her head thudded after she’d just walked into the glass screen. She better not have a golf ball-sized bulge erupting on her face. She put her bag on the floor – she hoped her cakes were still okay - and gingerly touched her head. It was hot to the touch.

      “What are you doing here? Don’t you live in Braxley?” Surprise registered on Beth’s face as Sara peered through her fingers.

      “Nice welcome. Not, ‘sorry for jamming the door and giving you concussion’?” She took her hand away, then stared at Beth’s bag, stuck in the door. “How the hell did you get it stuck, anyway?”

      Beth’s face did some mental gymnastics. “I’ve no idea. I’ve been using this door with no issues for a couple of months now. Until today.” She looked directly at Sara. “But I am sorry that you bumped your head. Does it hurt?”

      “What do you think?” Anger bubbled inside her. If Beth expected an easy ride here, she could whistle. All she ever did was cause Sara pain. The tendrils of a headache were already forming behind her eyes. “Are we actually stuck in here? Doesn’t this only happen on TV?”

      Beth looked upwards to where a red light flashed above
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