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Chapter 1

Is it love?

I ponder the big question as I get ready for my date with Luke, while my best friend Livvie lies sprawled on my bed, nose pressed in a book, unaware that I’m in the middle of an existential crisis.

There’s a certain je ne sais quoi about poet Luke that makes me giddy with the thought of what might be. He’s so different to any other guy I’ve dated. There’s no ‘dinner and a movie’ blandness with him. Our dates are wonderful escapades that make me feel wholly alive.

Luke and I often go bookshop-hopping, spending long lazy Sundays in lesser known shops. My favourite is a moody little place down some long-forgotten laneway, where hardback books sit in rigid piles, the sultry scent of the past heavy in the air. Our footsteps disturb the dust as an elderly gent watches us through the swirling smoke of his pipe, as if time has stopped in that fusty ancient patch of London and the rules don’t apply.

I want to find that sort of paradise for myself, and maybe I’m getting there with Luke, who’s taken me to poetry slams, where he swaggers on to the stage and wins against other poets, always managing to convey so much feeling with so few words. The way he manipulates the twenty-six letters of the alphabet into something heady and wondrous quite takes my breath away.

Luke seems to take up so much space with his big ideas and brevity. It’s like he pulses with life and, by osmosis, I soak up that enthusiasm, as I’m exposed to how literature can change a mood, a life, a heart.

We’ve snuck into art galleries, hung out in libraries, and attended women’s empowerment rallies – he’s a feminist. An ally! He’s the real deal; finally, after all this time, I’ve found the type of man I’ve always dreamed of, after so many false starts with lesser men who only wanted to change me, quieten me, make me not so … loud, I guess.

Luke’s opened my eyes up to a whole new world I didn’t know existed. He’s so complex in one way and so simple in another, and he’s stolen a piece of my heart after a very short amount of time. But best of all, he doesn’t offer any suggestions on how I’d be the perfect girl if only I altered myself to fit in, to conform.

Right now, my wayward curls refuse to be tamed – a bit like me, I suppose – so I leave them wild. I finish my make-up with a dab of glittery eyeshadow and a swipe of thick mascara. ‘It’s been two months, Liv. Do you think this last-minute drinks invitation means things are about to get serious with Luke?’ I’m falling for the guy, truth be told, but does he feel the same way? Each and every failed relationship has made me that little bit warier about opening my heart. Every break-up, of which there have been many, has chipped away at my confidence. I’m always ‘too much’ for men.

She glances at me over the top of her book. ‘Yeah, I’d say so. What did his text say exactly?’

‘Meet me at The Crooked Shingle for a drink. I need to see you.’

Taking a moment to consider it, she says, ‘It sounds to me like he’s missing you. Aren’t you supposed to be going out with him to that book launch tomorrow?’

‘Yes, tomorrow night. I had to beg Magda to let me switch with Jonah for the day shift.’ I love everything about my new job at Deck the Halls Christmas Emporium, except maybe the fact that my boss is a fire-breathing dragon and my co-worker Jonah manipulates any situation to suit himself. But hey, you can’t have everything and if I get paid to sing carols while I assist customers, it’s a win for me. My previous career history can be summed up in one word: disastrous. Usually because I speak before I think. My mouth has a tendency to get me into all sorts of bother, so I’m trying really hard lately to clamp down on any idle chitchat at work and do my job to the best of my ability. I feel like I’ve found my home, amid the nutcrackers at Deck the Halls, somewhere that resonates with my passion for all things festive.

‘So that means Luke can’t wait a mere twenty-four hours to see you – he’s had to demand your presence on this fine wintry eve, eh?’ Livvie shrugs. ‘The man is smitten and who could blame him?’

I smile. ‘I hope so. We’re moving in the right direction, I think. Men are just so very hard to pin down, especially men in London, but Luke doesn’t fit that mould.’

She dog-ears the page of the book and I swear I hear bookworms the world over screaming. ‘Do you think he’s going to make it official?’

‘I do. We’re moving from situationship to a proper committed relationship.’ I’ve been in countless situationships, which is really a kinder term for friends with benefits, or worse, as my American friends say – a booty call. I blame unrealistic Hollywood movies for this spate of non-committal men in big cities.

‘Well, you’re on the right track, Flora. He seems genuine, like he’s got a decent brain in his head.’

‘It’s his intensity that I like most. The way he knows what he wants and he goes for it. He doesn’t overthink.’

‘A little like you, then? Spontaneous is your middle name.’

‘Sort of?’ We laugh. Up until this point my love life could best be described as short, sharp and chaotic. For some reason I never seem to make it to the three-month mark with men. I don’t bat my lashes and pretend to be coy, or act haughty and unavailable. I’m just me, in all my technicolour glory – but that doesn’t get me anywhere. I quiz men on what they want out of life, early on, which tends to frighten them. But why can’t we say how we feel? And what we want? Why do we have to pretend?

I love love! I fall head over heels before it all fizzles out, time and time again. I’m always told I’m rushing things but is that true or just an excuse because the guys I date never want to settle down? Don’t want to be tied to one woman for the rest of forever?

As I near the big three-oh, I’m keen to find true love. Who hasn’t been planning their wedding since primary school? After kissing way too many frogs, I’ve made a checklist to save time and angst. It’s long, detailed and a little whimsical but it’s for the best in the long run …

That’s why Luke is special. He hasn’t blanched when I’ve subtly quizzed him while simultaneously ticking the boxes on that magical must-have perfect-man list.

‘He must be keen to take the relationship to the next level,’ Livvie says. ‘And that can only be a good thing.’

I spritz on perfume. ‘Yes, I suppose. That or he just wants sex.’

She laughs. ‘I’m sure it’s crossed his mind.’

‘Only one way to find out, I guess.’

‘I won’t wait up.’

‘I’m not sleeping at his place until it’s been at least three months! It’s all so juvenile with his flatmates hovering around, giving him the nudge and those sly winks. Not for me, that kind of thing.’ I shake my head at the thought.

‘Ignore them – they’re probably jealous! Just go for it.’

‘And I’m not adding casual sex into the mix until I know for sure he’s the real deal.’

She makes a show of being exasperated. ‘Fine, you be you, Flora, and I expect to hear all about it at breakfast tomorrow.’

‘At breakfast? Are you not listening, Liv? You know I’m not a prude but I’m also not an advocate of casual sex for the sake of it. Unless the guy is Jason Momoa’s single twin brother, then I’m not interested until I know for sure we’re solid! But if you’re asleep when I get home I’ll text you a full report, don’t you worry about that!’

Livvie gives me a hug and soon I’m heading out into the icy cold London night.




Chapter 2

While Luke grabs our drinks, I find a table by the window. Outside, sparkly Christmas lights reflect on the inky Thames, swirling saffron and jade like something out of a Van Gogh painting. It mesmerises me as the river laps and eddies, making the colours oscillate on the current.

Luke returns and sits across from me but I’m still half stuck in a daze with the beauty of the water. He clears his throat. ‘I’m glad we could catch up. I wanted to talk to you about something.’

‘So talk,’ I say holding my head in my hand while imagining various scenarios. Where we’ll live: probably a tiny flat in a warehouse conversion in Soho. Where we’ll have our first proper holiday: New York for its literary haunts? Paris for its romance? Or perhaps Greece for the sunshine and ouzo after long languorous beach days.

‘It’s been fun,’ he says in that silky soulful voice of his, ‘these last couple of months.’

I nod, barely able to form words as my heart beats staccato. Maybe he’s written a new book of poetry dedicated to us? He’s going to invite me to listen, as he reads on stage for the crowd, declaring he’s never felt this way before. Never really believed in true love until now.

‘But …’

But?

‘It’s time we call it quits, before one of us gets hurt.’

Whoa, whoa, whoa. ‘What?’

He shrugs. ‘We’re not right for each other.’ The words are delivered like bullets that pierce my body, pow, pow, pow. Is this some kind of sick prank? This is the guy who whispered sweet nothings in my ear in shadowy recesses of the library. The guy who said ‘affluence is a construct’ as we snuck into the gallery without paying and held hands while walking past priceless works of art.

Mortifyingly, tears sting my eyes. ‘This is a … surprise.’ One that has quite knocked my legs from under me. ‘Why aren’t we right for each other?’ I struggle to make sense of it all. How could I have read this so wrong? Again!

All along I thought he was different, better than other men, but sitting opposite me now, he looks exactly like all the others. As if he’s been struck with ennui, and dropped the soulful poet act. There’s something downright accusatory in his eyes, even. Is it me? Am I the one who needs to change? The same old pattern repeats.

Luke gulps down his drink as if he’s preparing to leave. He’s detonated the grenade and now he’s going to run for cover. ‘You’re just a bit much for me, Flora. You’re a little too … how can I put it?’ He rubs at his chin contemplatively as if we’re not in the midst of a break-up. ‘You’re zany, that’s the word. At first I thought it was refreshing, cute even, but now I’m not so sure.’ He frowns as he surveys the mascara that I can feel streaking down my face, before hurriedly reassuring me, ‘That doesn’t mean you need to change for me! There’s a guy out there who’ll adore your eccentricities, but that guy is not me.’

My sadness is quickly replaced by annoyance and I resist the urge to wallop him. ‘My eccentricities?’

He pulls a face that suggests I’m boring him with my questions, as if he only wanted to rip off the plaster and leave without all the angst of my emotions holding him up. ‘Yeah, Flora, surely it’s not the first time you’ve heard this sort of thing? Eccentric can be good, but it can also be a little contrived, you know?’

I don’t respond, because I don’t understand.

With a sigh he continues: ‘You dress like it’s Christmas every day …’

I let out a scoff. ‘I work in a Christmas shop!’

Luke gives me one of those looks that says: I’m not angry; I’m just disappointed in you. ‘Yet here we are after hours and you’re wearing a jumper that says: Sleigh my name!’

Gah, he’s the limit. ‘Because it’s so funny! And isn’t this the very essence of Christmas? To be merry?’

‘It’s November!’

‘Exactly?!’ Can he not hear himself? He’s not making any sense at all! How could this smooth-talking, silky-voiced magician with words have turned into … this, this regular run-of-the-mill, average Joe? I’m wondering if he’s in his right mind, the about-face is so sudden, so wildly different to the Luke of the last eight weeks.

‘You have high heels that have flashing Santas all over them.’ I give him a cold, hard stare but the fool just continues, ‘And your nails, are they painted in Santa jackets?’

‘Yeah, they bloody well are. Painstakingly hand-painted by Minh, my nail technician, who is an artist in her field!’ Men just don’t get it, do they? ‘So, it’s my love of all things Christmas you find so offensive? Is that all?’

‘Well, I also feel like you might be rushing ahead, when I just wanted something more casual. You’re a beautiful girl, it’s just …’ Who is this monster? Where did my intense, let’s feel all the feelings poet go?

Was he acting all along? The dating game in this bloody town is BROKEN.

‘How was I rushing ahead? You’re the one who wanted to get physical the very first night, or in guy speak is that not rushing things? Is it because I said no, and hurt your feelings? Your tiny little man ego couldn’t handle me stomping on the brakes the very first night we met?’

‘No, Flora, that was fine. My tiny little man ego is intact. It wasn’t any of that, it was all the questions about winter wonderland wedding venues, which Christmas song you’d walk down the aisle to, that sort of thing that freaked me out. That odd question about the reindeer names?!’

OK, OK, so a few of my dating foibles may have slipped out along the way, but can you blame a person for wanting to know the answers to those pressing questions? It’s not like I proposed to the guy! And these are all things that are on the checklist and must be addressed at some point, so why not now?

I hold up a hand, to make him shut his trap. ‘Listen, you’d be lucky if I even considered marrying a guy like you, damn lucky, but I’ll have you know those questions are purely meant to ferret out potentially incompatible husbands – for matrimony way, way down the track. If we both have different ideas about marriage, then there’s no point wasting time, is there? It’s not like I want to tie the knot yet, but I also don’t want to waste five years with you only to hear later you want to be married in a non-festive season in Vegas by an Elvis impersonator, while I walk down the aisle to “Love Me Tender” or something equally unsuitable.’

He grimaces. ‘Marriage, though, Flora? It’s too soon to even mention the M word!’

I cross my arms, and then realise that looks defensive so I uncross them again. ‘Yet you mentioned the S word in the second bloody hour we met and that’s OK? It should have been a big red flag, a flashing fluorescent sign screaming FAKE! You’re all the same around here, just out for casual flings, hotfooting it from one girl to the other. Well, I’m not interested in casual sex, and I am especially not interested in casual sex with someone who hasn’t considered their own wedding venue!’

I grab my handbag – my very kitsch and cute Christmas tree handbag – and leave in a hurry. More time wasted with yet another guy who just wants to Netflix and Chill. Seriously, where have all the good guys gone?

*

Back at the flat, I dramatically throw open the door and rush inside. ‘Livvie! Oh my God, he broke up with me because apparently I’m eccentric! Is that some kind of code? The new “It’s not you, it’s me”?’

Livvie lifts her head off the side of the sofa, her eyes wide with shock. ‘What? How did all this come about? What did he say exactly?’

‘Well …’ I flop beside her. ‘Basically that I’m too zany, but don’t worry, I’m beautiful and some other man is going to snap me right up, someone who’ll love my eccentricities, or some other bollocks. And I’m also moving too fast because a few days back I happened to ask him his feelings on certain festive wedding venues, and walk-down-the-aisle songs.’

‘Oh, Flora, you didn’t!’

‘I did!’

She leans her head on my shoulder. ‘Maybe you could leave that sort of questioning until the third month, at least?’

‘No, it’s best to find out who I’m dealing with straight up.’

‘OK, you keep doing you, Flora, that’s what I love about you. You always run your own race.’

‘Oh God, you think I’m eccentric and zany and needy …’

‘All the best people are.’

‘I think I’m going to give up on men for a while. Maybe forever. Instead, I’ll marry an inflatable Santa or something, like you see those people doing, getting married to their favourite bridge, or rock. Something meaningful.’

‘That sounds very sane.’

‘Urgh, well … at least I have my new wonderful fulfilling job at Deck the Halls, shop assistant-cashier in the most magical place on earth to distract me from yet another heartbreak. I bloody love it there and I know I’ll be able to get back on my feet soon and get my life back on track. And best of all, I have you by my side when life charts off course. You’re always there to right my sails …’

‘About that …’ Livvie says, sitting upright. ‘Wait, this calls for wine.’ She dashes off to the kitchen and returns bearing two wine glasses and a fancy bottle of red.

‘Oh no, the fancy wine. You’re dying? I’m dying? What’s going on!’ I can’t help but shriek. The fancy wine only comes out when there’s a disaster and we’re commiserating. If we’re celebrating we always, always have bubbles.

Livvie jumps back on the sofa sending me sprawling into the arm. ‘No one is dying. Here, hold these.’ I take the proffered glasses while Livvie opens the wine and pours a nice healthy dose.

‘The suspense is killing me, Liv, get on with it.’

‘OK …’ She scrapes a lock of shiny black hair behind her ear. ‘You know how I approached that company about my skincare collection?’

Livvie’s an aesthetician, with her own small clinic specialising in Botox and lip fillers and that sort of thing. She caters to the upwardly mobile of London who want a little cosmetic help. At least once a week she asks me to be a guinea pig, but I can’t stand the thought of needles piercing my skin and my face being frozen by some toxin, even though I can see the appeal. Livvie’ll look like a stunning airbrushed twenty-something for the rest of her life, while I’ll wrinkle year by year like the picture of Dorian Gray.

‘Yes, I remember, those fancy LA types who were all very dreamy!’ She laughs at the lovey-dovey face I pull. ‘They said yes, didn’t they?’ Because Livvie is an overachiever, the clinic wasn’t enough so she formulated this amazing skincare range that somehow manages to blur fine lines better than any make-up can. She’s been looking for a company to invest in it to fund clinical trials so she can get the brand out to the world.

‘They offered me a deal. It’s the only way I can build the biz, Flora. I can’t do it alone and they have the funds to make it on a grand scale and then I’ll be rich and famous and I will buy you any inflatable Santa husband that you want!’

‘Thank you for offering to buy me a husband – that’s very sweet. But that company is in LA, which means you’ll be in LA!’ I cup my face and try not to howl. ‘Just how do you expect me to cope without you?’ I have this overwhelming feeling it’s happening again … my life is spiralling out of control. A break-up, and now my best friend moving continents, all in one evening! No, I will not become a negative Nelly! I am a strong, almost-thirty-year-old woman who will get her life in order!

‘What if you come with me?’

‘And leave all … this?’ ‘All this’ is actually all Livvie’s. ‘I have my fabulous job as a cashier to consider. People need me. Customers depend on me and my expert opinions on all things festive.’ The words fall out a little robotically as I try and hold it together for Livvie’s sake. No one wants an eccentric, zany crybaby raining on their parade.

‘I can see that. And I won’t be gone forever. It’ll be a year or so while we set things up and then I’ll be back to run the London office.’

‘Look at you, the London office. I’m dead proud of you, Liv, even if it means I’m losing you.’ For the second time in one night, my eyes go glassy with tears.

‘You’ll never lose me.’

I sniffle and snuffle. ‘When do you leave?’

‘As soon as I can but it’ll probably take a month or so to get the clinic sorted so I’ll play it by ear and book my flight once things are tied up here. I’ve started advertising for a manager. I’ve put together a remuneration package including offering them the flat as part of the deal. Obviously you’re welcome to stay too – that doesn’t need to change.’

‘But I don’t even pay rent, since I’m only staying until I get myself sorted.’ Well, that’s what I said when I moved into Livvie’s spare room eighteen months ago. Gosh, time flies when you’re in a rut.

‘Don’t worry about the rent.’ But I do worry. I’ve always promised myself I wouldn’t depend on Livvie financially. I hate that sort of thing. She’s let me live here rent-free, because my life is such a disaster, but staying here without her is another thing entirely. And I could never afford rent in central London, not even for a shoebox-sized room.

Deep down I think Livvie still thinks she owes me after practically growing up at Nan’s place. There’s always that need to ‘repay’ me for sharing my family, making her one of us. She never says so in as many words, but we’ve been friends long enough, sisters in a way, that I know her motivations without her needing to communicate them. I really wish she wouldn’t think like that though. Livvie’s home life was marred by her parents’ toxic relationship and it’s why she strives so hard – she doesn’t want to be beholden to anyone. I admire her for that. More than I could ever say. To come out of a childhood like hers and be this well-rounded, considerate, compassionate go-getter is inspiring. She had that fire in her belly back when she still wore her hair in plaits.

‘I’ll find another place,’ I say brightly, trying to fool her that worry isn’t setting in. ‘Somewhere smaller.’ Read: cheaper. I’ll have to move to the very outskirts of London to be able to afford to rent a room on my teeny wage – but at least I have a wage and that’s something to be thankful for. ‘I’ve lost my sort-of boyfriend and now my best friend all in one day. Let’s hope tomorrow is better.’

‘You’ll be OK, and if all else fails I’ll send the private jet to come fetch you.’

My mouth falls open. ‘They have a private jet?’

‘No, but it sounds like a very LA thing to say.’

‘It does! And what about your significant other? What’s he got to say about all of this?’ I can’t stand the guy; I can’t even remember his stupid name.

She sighs. ‘I haven’t told him yet.’ I hope for all that is holy she ditches the new boyfriend and moves on. I can tell she’s not that into him even if she’s pretends otherwise.

We drink the bottle of red and laugh-cry our way through the evening. Losing Livvie is like losing my right arm. We’ve been best friends since we were little kids and she’s still coming to my rescue two decades and a bit later.

Who will I be without her …?




Chapter 3

The next evening when I’m supposed to be at Luke’s friend’s book launch, I sit in my Santa’s helper PJs, nursing a cup of eggnog and wondering where it all went wrong. The eggnog helps; it’s such a soothing Christmas tipple that conjures the comfort and warmth that was Christmastime at my nan’s. She was a ruddy-faced, jovial woman who never had a bad word to say about anyone, but cross her and you’d soon know about it. Nan was one of those what-you-see-is-what-you-get types, who swept up the lost and broken, fed them, housed them and set them free knowing they always had her open arms to return to if needed.

My parents were different. They were more concerned about appearances, the be-quiet-the neighbours-might-hear types – as long as outwardly we looked the goods, then all was well. My parents spent the formative years of my life telling me I wasn’t quite up to their standards, I wasn’t trying hard enough to succeed, I didn’t compare well to my siblings. Still don’t, if I’m honest. My nan’s was my safe harbour, the place I went to for love and acceptance.

I miss her dearly. She’s the reason I adore Christmas like I do. I spent every Christmas at her place, helping knead dough for homemade fruit mince pies as we sang along to carols. She let me measure out the brandy for the dried fruit mix including a tipple for her, ‘to make sure it’s not poisonous, my darling’. The scent of cinnamon and nutmeg still sends me back to that small, tidy kitchen and the image of my cheerful, apron-clad nan cackling away after two small nips, her ruddy cheeks somehow redder, her eyes watery as she claimed, ‘I love you, you know, my precious Flora. You’re different to the others and mark my words, you’re going to show them all. You’re a late bloomer, that’s all, my dear, and you know what’s so extraordinary about being a late bloomer?’

‘What?’ I’d ask, feeling a frisson of delight that Nan could see something special in me, something no one else could. Me, the average student, the girl who spent too long daydreaming, the sibling who paled in comparison. The daughter who Just. Wouldn’t. Listen.

‘Late bloomers know instinctively they have to wait for the magic to happen. And a magical life takes time. You can’t rush magic now, can you? So you let nature take its course and ignore those who try and dull your sparkle …’

I don’t know how many times we had the exact same conversation. It’s as though Nan knew I’d need reminders as I crept towards thirty, still not having ‘bloomed’. When I think of her, I’m transported back to her aga-warmed kitchen, cocooned by her love, the scent of Christmas spices peppering the air. She’d delight in wrapping presents, sitting at the island bench, while I stirred myriad pots and pans and she waxed lyrical about what she’d bought for whom and why. She made gift-giving an art form, that woman. And then there’d been the decorating of the cottage on the 1st of December every year.

Livvie and I would race to Nan’s place after school, and we’d spend the evening putting up trees. She had twelve in total, one for every nook and cranny, ranging from large to small and everything in between. We’d tape tinsel like bunting across the ceiling. Ornaments were delicately prised from their tissue-paper-filled boxes, polished and put on display wherever we could find room. And taking pride of place was the lighted grotto than Nan adored. I’ve still got that buried away in a box. I’ve got most of her decorations, and my very own collection that I’ve built up over my lifetime. Every year, Nan bought me an ornament to add to my stash, and I also invested in some more expensive ranges like Swarovski and Hallmark. Some girls invest in designer shoes, I invest in Christmas decorations! If only Nan was still here, she’d prop me up with a warm mug of cocoa and tell me my time was coming and all these bumps along the way were part of the plan …

The front door opens with a whoosh of air, snatching me from my walk down memory lane. It’s freezing for November, and I wonder if it means we’ll have an early spell of snow.

‘Am I glad to be home!’ Livvie says. ‘What a day.’

‘Wait …’ I go to the kitchen and pour Livvie an eggnog before bustling back into the cosy front room. ‘What happened?’

‘Ooh, thanks.’ She sips the creamy drink and falls into the armchair by the gas fire, pulling a throw across her lap. ‘Urgh, just one drama after another. It’s like the more I try to cross off my to-do list, the more things keep being added. Anyway, it doesn’t matter, not really, it just seems endless with so much to do before I go. How was your day?’

‘Pretty good, all things considered. If not for Deck the Halls, I’d have been at home bingeing Hallmark Christmas movies and wondering why it always works out for the lovable but misguided heroine and never for me.’

‘Why does it always work out so easily for them?’ she laments.

‘I probably need to move to a small town and fall in love with the geeky librarian who is surprisingly hot when he takes his glasses off and parts his hair on the other side.’

‘Ooh, yes. Like Karl out of Love Actually. Although, he wasn’t a librarian and he was hot with the glasses.’

‘Super hot. Anyway, you do have a boyfriend even if he doesn’t quite meet the Hallmark standards.’ Livvie’s new boyfriend is a total plonker but she gets a little upset when I blurt that out.

‘Yeah,’ she sighs. ‘Anyway, enough about all that. I dragged myself kicking and screaming from the clinic because I thought we could decorate for the holidays. What do you think? A sure-fire way to cheer up our festive Flora, right?’

‘But you’re leaving in three weeks. Is there any point in putting everything up only to take it down again so soon?’ My throat tightens just thinking about Livvie leaving and me treading water while I figure out where I’m going to live. And how I’m going to function without my sounding board and the sensible one in this duo.

‘Is there any point!’ she says in a way that implies there certainly is.

‘True!’ I say, grinning. ‘Let’s do it! Let’s celebrate a pre-Christmas Christmas before you go.’

‘Fabulous idea!’

I consider where to start. ‘How about I make us a festive feast tomorrow night?’ She blanches and tries to quickly recover but I’m not fooled. ‘I’ll cook the turkey all the way through this time, I promise.’ That’s one Christmas lunch we’ll never forget.

‘As tempting as that sounds, you’re working tomorrow so how about I pick up some bits and pieces on the way home instead? Harrods have some delicious little Christmas morsels on offer already.’

‘Ooh Harrods, dead fancy. You get the food and I’ll grab the bubbles.’

‘Deal.’

‘Let’s decorate!’

We go to my room and unearth my collection from under the dusty recesses of the bed.

‘What’s with all the Quality Street tins? Are they filled with baubles or something?’ she asks.

I blush. ‘No, they’re empty. I like to eat away the heartache when I have a break-up – you know how it is.’

‘Going by the number of tins, that’s a lot of break-ups. Are you including first and only dates in these … break-ups?’

‘Of course! It’s another reason to sit with my feelings.’

‘Right.’

‘It always pays to reflect.’

‘I’m sure it does.’

‘OK, so let’s put up the tree first.’

We spend the next hour drinking eggnog, decorating the tree and swapping memories about growing up together. Soon talk swings back to my nan, who loved Livvie like a granddaughter too.

‘I miss her,’ she says, holding a mini picture frame ornament in the palm of her hand. The photograph housed inside is of me, Nan and Livvie, faces squished together, laughter in our eyes. ‘Christmas has never been the same since, has it?’ Her voice breaks.

I pretend to study my nails as if they’re fascinating, not wanting to give in to tears but knowing it’s inevitable. ‘We’ve made the best of every Christmas since, Liv, haven’t we? But you’re right, it’s not the same and I don’t think it ever will be.’ Despite my many years of tutelage in Nan’s kitchen, I can’t re-create any of the food she made without poisoning people. We can sit around a warm oven, laugh and joke and sing, but there’s still that key element missing – Nan. But while it makes me sad, I always feel grateful too. Not everyone gets to have a nan as loving as mine had been, and I’m glad I got to have as much time with her as I did. I have a heart full of memories and so does Livvie, and we try and follow all those traditions she left us with.

‘Here’s to Nan,’ Livvie says, holding her mug of eggnog aloft.

‘To the best woman to have walked this earth.’ We tap mugs and say ‘cheers’.

‘You’re like her, you know.’

‘I’m nothing like her,’ I say. ‘She was formidable and gregarious and had that ability to make you feel safe and loved and like the most important person on the planet.’

Livvie pauses and gives me such a look that suggests I’m not listening. ‘You do that to people too, Flora. You just don’t see it. You always think you’re sticking your foot in your mouth, but it’s usually when you’re standing up for others who can’t or don’t know how to. Your nan would be so proud of you for that.’

‘Now you’re just trying to make me cry.’

She gives me a loose hug. ‘Let’s finish off this tree, eh?’




Chapter 4

The phone rings and rings – where is he? As far as work colleagues go Jonah is the one I’m closest to, but that privilege also comes with its own problems. Jonah does what’s best for Jonah, always. He’s just as likely to throw me under the bus as he is to switch a shift or lie for me in case of emergency, like the one I’m currently facing. But I don’t have much choice, so I continue racing through the city and willing him to answer his mobile.

‘… ’lo?’

‘Jonah, finally, I’m running late! Cover for me with Magda please?’ I dash across the icy London street, my velvet reindeer slippers no match for the puddles. The slippers are part of our uniform but I don’t usually wear them walking to work for this very reason! In my frantic state this morning, I couldn’t find my trainers, and all my other shoes are far too fancy for the daytime streets of London. Alas, there’s no time to tiptoe around the many pockets of dirty water so I splish-splash through them with a gasp. I’m cold right down to my very soul. ‘Tell her I’m … I’m in the storeroom sorting breakages.’

‘Who is this?’ he drawls lazily.

Cue my eyeroll. ‘Very funny. It’s Flora and you know it!’

‘Late again, eh, Flora?’ He draws each syllable out as if I’m not smack bang in the middle of a potential job-threatening disaster. Why does everything I try backfire on me?

‘It’s not my fault! I had a wardrobe malfunction, Rudolph’s little red nose—’

‘A wardrobe malfunction? Is that what you call it these days? That guy is no good for you, darling.’ He laughs that infuriating cackle of his – I can’t think why I tried to get Jonah on side. He does tend to delight in other people’s misfortunes and use it in his favour.

I push the traffic crossing buzzer with a ‘Come on, come on,’ and rue the fact it’s taking so long to turn green. I don’t have the heart to tell Jonah that Luke has gone the way of all my past boyfriends. South. We hadn’t even made it to the Facebook official stage! ‘Look, just tell Magda I’m out the back, sorting erm … all the things that need … sorting, OK?’

‘I don’t know, Flora. Rules are rules. Plus, she’ll just look on CCTV for you. Wait, I’ve got a customer.’ The crossing signal finally goes green so I shuffle as best I can in my sopping slippers and try not to think of Magda catching me out.

Truthfully, I’m late again because inspiration hit after we decorated the flat so I stayed up to the wee hours planning a Christmas display extravaganza that I plan on presenting to Magda later today. I’m a little nervous about it because for someone who owns a Christmas shop, she certainly isn’t all that joyful. However, Magda is driven by sales, so if I pitch it right I just might convince her. It’s not so much a job to me, rather something I hope to make a career out of, even though I’m still considered the new girl after being here three months. The hours are long and the remuneration lacklustre, but that doesn’t matter to me. What matters is, I’ve finally found a job that suits me, one that I enjoy most of the time.

I heard about the position through a friend of a friend, who put in a good word for me with Magda. Not that Magda really cares what anyone thinks. I’m sure she invented resting bitch face, she’s so damn good at it, but I don’t take it to heart. We can’t all be merry and bright. I’m still a little puffy-eyed after the break-up and the bombshell about Livvie jetting off to LA. The only thing I’ve got left is my job, so I want to make sure Magda knows how invested I am. And like an idiot, I forgot to set my bloody alarm this morning after staying up so late trying to make my presentation shine.

We have plenty of displays in the shop but nothing spectacular, none that would get any write-ups in the press. My dream is to build a wonderland for children so they really believe in the magic of Christmas! And if Magda thinks it’s all a driver for sales, then so be it. But for me, it’s all about making fairy-tale memories for young and old.

I round the corner and Deck the Halls Christmas Emporium comes into sight. I can almost taste freedom! Well, not freedom, more like captivity but in the best possible place. A Christmas shop filled with every imaginable trinket for the festive season from simple baubles right up to imported glittering gold sleighs and everything in between. There’s matching festive loungewear for family selfies, Yuletide bedding and just about every electronic Santa you can imagine.

‘She’s here!’ Jonah hisses.

‘So am I!’ I end the call, whip off my jacket and scarf, and peek inside the double doors. No sign of Magda so I throw my drenched clothing under a table to retrieve later. I run a hand through my hair, hoping to disguise how wet it is, and apologise as I scoot past customers to get to the staffroom. I’m sure that my toes are wrinkled like prunes by now. I need to assess the damage to my slippers. I’m hoping they make it through the day but I don’t like my chances from the squelching noises they make.

Shoot – I spot Magda wearing that supercilious look of hers. She resembles the Terminator, scanning faces in a robotic way, no doubt searching out mine. I dart behind a Christmas tree before she catches sight of me. I need to offload my handbag so she doesn’t know I’ve only just got in.

I want to give Magda the benefit of the doubt, and believe that deep down she’s a good person with a sweetheart, but so far that doesn’t appear to be the case. It’s as though she delights in tormenting her staff until they quit or she can fire them for some minor misdemeanour. It’s scary how much she seems to enjoy it. Part of me wonders if too many people have done the wrong thing by her, so she’s always on guard. Always ready to pounce. I hope to show her that not all employees are alike, and that once she sees I’m committing a lot of time and effort unpaid after work, she’ll mellow out and soften towards me. My goal is to go from cashier to floor supervisor, and slowly work my way up the ladder to stock purchaser! All I have to remember is to keep my head down and my mouth closed – I’ve lost too many jobs by blurting out what I really think.

As I peer around the Christmas tree, someone taps my shoulder and I swear my soul leaves my body. ‘What are you doing?’ Jonah says loudly enough to draw attention from customers.

‘Shush, I’m hiding from Magda!’ I thrust my handbag at him and whisper urgently, ‘Put
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