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“The risk of love is loss, and the price of loss is grief—
but the pain of grief is only a shadow when compared

with never risking love.”

—— Hilary Stanton Zuni












Chapter One

If | was to take anything as a sign not to return home
for Christmas, being shat on by a scabby, bloated
pigeon would do the trick. Anyone stupid enough to say
it was good luck had clearly never been crapped on by
a flying dustbin with feathers.

I pressed my lips together, cursing the bird for
staining my black shearling coat. Merry bloody
Christmas to you, too, pigeon. Hope you choke on a
mince pie.

I ducked back into the comfort of my BMW and
fumbled in the glove box. Brushing aside a handful of
KitKat wrappers—Dani’s no doubt, she’d always leave
my car in a state—I found a pack of tissues and got to
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work scrubbing the faeces.

A car horn blared, and | nearly gave myself
whiplash. In the rearview mirror, a steady queue of
vehicles was waiting behind me for the petrol pump.
Oops. | scrambled to put the car in drive, held up a hand
in apology, and pulled into an empty parking space
facing the fast food place opposite.

Kids were rushing through the automatic doors,
pulling tired parents behind them. It was the time of
year for bribing children for good behaviour. My dad
would do the same with me and my brother whenever
he took us shopping. No fighting and no arguing meant
we could get a kiddy meal each on the way home—as
long as we didn’t tell my mum, of course. She hated
fast food, thought it was a first-class ticket to childhood
obesity. Judging by the oversized pigeon-poop
dispensers pecking at burger remains in the car park,
she wasn’t too far wrong.

My fingers twitched for my phone. The urge to text
Cameron still floored me daily. Like a high-speed train
ploughing straight through my chest. | scrunched the
tissue and threw it onto the passenger’s seat. He’d have
loved this, me getting shat on. I missed his laugh. It was
kind of goofy, but you couldn’t help but laugh with
him. He was contagious like that. Always the brightest
person in the room. Used to be.
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I reached for my phone anyway and selected his
name, ignoring the plethora of previously unanswered
messages, and began to type.

I'm doing it, Cam. I'm really doing it this time. 1
promised you I would, but it’s hard. I know you’d laugh
at me and tell me to get over myself. It’s only home,
after all. But it doesn't feel like it without you there.

I sent the message and received the rebound text
immediately; no time to duck the high-speed train. |
swallowed the lump in my throat, then put my phone
back in its holder and laid my head against the cool
leather of the steering wheel.

The urge to turn the car around grew stronger. But |
wanted to do this. | had to.

“Hey, Zoogle, call Dani,” I mumbled.

“Calling Bill the Postman.”

I sat up. “No, no! Zoogle, stop! Call DA-NL.”

The lights flickered on the dashboard. “Calling
Katie.”

| jabbed the end call button with my finger, almost
breaking my freshly painted nails. My ex was the
absolute last person | wanted to speak to. I manually
selected Dani’s name and waited for her to pick up.

On the fourth ring, she answered. “Missing me
already?”

“Remind me why I’m doing this again, please?”
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“Because if you don’t, I’ll kick your ass.”

I snorted, imagining the barely five-foot woman
being violent. She had a feisty streak, there was no
denying that, but in the two years I’d known her, the
most threatening thing I’d seen her do was evict spiders
from the office via the window. She liked to think she’d
inherited some of the ruthless genes from her
professional boxer dad. In reality, she was the
equivalent of a curly-haired Care Bear filled with
jellybeans.

“I’m not joking, Holly Bradfield,” she continued, “if
you come back here, I’'m going to give you the biggest
wedgie ever recorded.”

I laughed, already feeling better. “Pfft. You couldn’t
even reach the top of my knickers.”

“Hey! I thought we agreed height jokes were off the
table for the holidays. You owe me some chocolate.”

“Yeah, you’re right, I’'m sorry. Which reminds me,
this secret stash of KitKat wrappers in my car. Happen
to know anything about that?”

She was quiet for a few moments, and then we both
burst out laughing.

“I’m sorry, Hol, this dieting malarkey is no fun. I
have to snack where no one can see me.”

Dani had joined up with some other women in the
office with the goal of losing a few pounds for
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Christmas. If one of them broke their “pact”, she had to
pay a fine. Unnecessary torture if you asked me,
especially when it was meant to be a bit of fun, but Dani
was very competitive. “I told you, you don’t need to
lose any weight, Dani. You look great.”

“And I told you, no turning back this year. It’s time,
Holly. You need to see your family, you told me so
yourself. Plus you’ll be back on the twenty-sixth. The
week will fly.”

Her sudden seriousness struck a chord, vibrating the
mix of anxiety, fear, and guilt into a swirl in my
stomach.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?
I can get the next train up.”

“No, no. It’s fine. You’ve got your plans with
Brandon. I'll be fine.”

She sighed, crackling the speakers. “I know this is
hard, but it’s Christmas. I will not have you working in
the office again, it’s just too sad. Plus, you're single
again, so there’s no excuse this time. The offer is there
if you change your mind. I’m here for you, okay?”

I smiled. “Thanks, Dani. I appreciate it.”

“You better. I’'m missing RuPaul’s Drag Race for
this.”

We both laughed, and the waves of sickness calmed
in my gut. “Well, I shouldn’t keep you then.”
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"9

“You’ve got this, Hol. I love you

“I love you too.”

I hung up, feeling refreshed and determined. I could
do this. Going home for Christmas was supposed to be
a good thing.

But it doesn’t usually involve being chased by
ghosts. And I wasn’t in the mood for a low-budget
remake of A Christmas Carol either. I’d enough shit to
deal with, without having to relive the most miserable
moments of my life. I didn’t need any help being
reminded of those.

Vicky Castleton’s face popped into my mind
uninvited, just like it always did whenever | thought
about going home. | had a feeling this trip might
uncover more apparitions hiding in my closets than |
cared to admit—not that I’d been in one of those for a
few years.

I picked the scrunched-up pigeon-poo tissue off the
seat and put it into the bin outside, along with Dani’s
KitKat wrappers. Then | shifted the car into drive and
pulled out into the crisp December night. Dani was
right, 1 could do this. I was finally going home.
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Dani was wrong. | couldn’t do this. How could I go
home and show my face after two years of hiding
away? Well, not hiding away, but...not wanting to
metaphorically scream here | am, grief, come and find
me.

Grief lurked ominously in the darkness, behind
every bend as the roads merged from motorway to
country lane. It flashed in the rapid blinking lights of
the petrol station on the corner, blinding me with their
obnoxiously happy Christmas spirit. My car
manoeuvred automatically, through the dodgy dips and
the endless potholes that were never fixed, even now.
Memories bombarded me as | passed familiar places.
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The lights still flickered by the park where Cameron
and | had our first swigs of cider on a freezing October
night. It tasted like cat piss and looked like it too. We’d
laughed about it all the way home, worrying that our
parents would be able to smell it on our breath.

I rounded the corner to our street, indicating left and
trying not to look at the teenagers at the bus stop. We
used to sit there sometimes when there was nothing to
do, filling each other in on the school gossip. Cameron
was in the year above me, but our friends all knew each
other. He even set me up with one of his friends—Billy,
a wannabe celebrity at school with his blond curly hair
and strong swimmer’s physique. We only went out for
a few weeks before he dumped me for someone else,
but Cameron held me at the bus stop until I’d finished
crying. He also pulled Billy’s trousers down at one of
the swim meets for me and stopped being friends with
him; it was all people would talk about for weeks. He
always had my back.

| drove up my street, guided by the luminous lights.
The Smiths had a giant blow-up Father Christmas
outside their house, waving half-heartedly at me in
encouragement. All the houses looked the same as
when | was a kid: the Kents, the Booths, the adorable
elderly Jacksons on the end. People didn’t tend to move

around much here. A village like Mistleberry ensnared
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people, for better or for worse. There were no secrets.
Everyone knew each other’s business. It made for a
sweet, tight-knit community, but neighbours also felt
entitled to know every snippet of your personal life.
There was nowhere to hide—unless you wanted to live
among the sheep in the fields for the rest of your
life...but Farmer Harry might not be too happy about
that.

Our house—my house—waited at the top of the
road, an insufferable “Santa Stop Here” sign flashing
away in red and green. Dad’s blue Fiat rested on the
drive, Cameron’s old Mini Cooper nowhere to be seen.
For some reason, I’d hoped it would still be there, and
disappointment washed over me. My heart ached at the
thought of someone else driving it. Someone else
rallying around the country lanes, singing old Now
That’s What I Call Music alboums badly to the cows
outside.

I pulled onto the kerb and shut off the engine.
Compose yourself, Holly. It’s only Mum and Dad. It
wasn’t as if I hadn’t seen them. They’d visited my
apartment in London and we spoke on the phone often.
It was just this place; there was too much to deal with.
I looked up at the houses in front of me. A twinge of
guilt rippled through my gut. Cameron’s ghost wasn’t
the only one I’d be facing this week.
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Victoria Castleton lived next door. Like most of the
families here, they’d been in Mistleberry for
generations. Our parents had been friends for years, and
so when both my mum and Denise fell pregnant around
the same time, a lifelong bond was formed.

Cameron, Vicky and | would stay out in the fields
behind our houses for hours, making dens and building
rope-swings in the river. The older kids would tear
them down, but we’d just build another.

Things changed when we got older. Vicky and |
would laugh in our bedrooms for hours, making comic
strips of the neighbours and the other kids we knew at
school. We watched Friends on repeat, experimented
with each other’s hairstyles, and even did Cameron’s
make-up—it’s safe to say that a pretty woman, he was
not.

When Cameron got a girlfriend, Vicky and | teased
him horrendously. But then something shifted, and |
started to see her in a new light.

I’d not spoken to Vicky since my brother died, too
lost in my own grief to have capacity for anyone else’s.
Our relationship had always been a little complicated,
but I’d be lying if I said I never thought of her. Too
many times I’d picked up my phone and typed a
message, but [ was too afraid of what she’d say. Too

much time had passed. She’d probably moved anyway,
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and | had other things to think about. Like facing my
parents after declaring this village a no-go zone for so
long.

My insides squeezed, nausea clawing its way up my
throat. I couldn’t bear to see them upset. But I also
couldn’t bring myself to get out of the car.

Was | really back in Mistleberry? What the hell am
I doing? | sucked in three deep breaths, trying to steady
my shaking hands. What was | supposed to say? “Sorry,
Mum and Dad, for not coming to see you, but the very
thought of being back in this village makes me want to
vomit”? Do | pretend nothing happened? Talk about
Cameron? My chest constricted as | forced air into my
lungs. Do | go inside or turn around?

I can’t do this. I'm not ready.

A loud knock on the car window jolted me, snapping
my neck for the second time that evening. A shadowed
face hovered, its breath fogging up the glass.

“Holly? I thought that was you.” The voice was
slightly muffled, and | was still none the wiser which
nosy neighbour it belonged to.

The nosy shadow beckoned me outside with a wave
of its hand. 7 guess this is it. I'm doing it. Oh, no.

After a sigh, | forced myself from the safety of the
cushioned leather and out into the cold, crisp air. The
shadowed face shifted into shape as he backed away:
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the big nose and greying beard of Mr Simon, who lived
a few doors down.

“Your mother said you were coming this year.
When the lights flashed past and Mabel meowed at the
window, I thought, it must be Holly...and it is!” He
straightened his jacket, even though it was already
perfect, and grinned, more wrinkles framing his mouth
than I remembered. “How are you, dear?”

Terrified? Nauseous? Cursing Dani for convincing
me this was a good idea? “I’'m...fine, thank you, Mr
Simon. How are you?”

“Oh, well, you know how it is around here. My
guttering fell off, so now the water drips and drips
and...”

I nodded as he told me the very, very detailed story
of all the woes in his life for the past two years. Cold
seeped into my fingers and toes, chilling me to the core.
I bounced in my shoes, trying to avoid frostbite.

“...then Mabel brought in yet another bird’s head
and this time—oh, no, dear, you’re shivering! Do you
want to come in for an eggnog? | also need some help
with a Christmas tree, if you wouldn’t mind. Or I could
make you a cup of tea?”

And have a bird’s head instead of a biscuit? No
thanks, Jeff. “I’d b-b-better go say hi to the folks first.
But another t-time.”

12
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“Righto, another time. I’ll look forward to it!”

Great. Another hour of Jeff and Mabel’s terrible
adventures. “Sounds great!” Before he could start
talking again, 1 heaved open the boot—which had
already started to ice over—and pulled out my bag.

I didn’t know what was worse—the sickness
threatening to upheave itself or the cold threatening to
snap my fingers off. Sadly, | could hardly leave now
that Jeff had already seen me; that would only make
matters of the family more complicated. Try explaining
that one.

I waited awkwardly on the doorstep, cold spreading
up my spine. Should I ring the bell? Technically, it’s
my house...but then...it’s been years. | shifted my bag
to my other shoulder, cursing Dani for insisting | bring
an outfit for every occasion. There must’ve been bricks
in there.

The door opened, the digital bell blaring and
signifying my presence to the whole street. Under the
light of the hallway, rounder and softer than I had seen
him last, my dad looked up at me.

“Holly, you came.”

13
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Dad’s expression was unreadable. His nose was
pinched in, like he was holding a sneeze, and his wiry
ginger eyebrows twitched. Something flickered across
his blue eyes. Disappointment? Surprise? His mouth
opened, but no words came out. Oh, god, please don 't
cry.

“Shut the door, Alan, you’re letting all the bloody
cold in!” My mother’s voice cut through Dad’s
momentary brain fart, and he stood aside.

Thrown off by Dad’s unusual response, I shuffled
past into the hallway, letting the familiarity wash over
me. The same striped grey wallpaper that Mum insisted

was “super modern, like Gok Wan” lined the walls. I’d
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tried to explain to her multiple times that Gok Wan was
neither modern nor an interior designer, but the woman
couldn’t be deterred.

I placed my bag at the bottom of the stairs, avoiding
the gallery of pictures depicting Cameron and me at
various embarrassing states of childhood. How could
they bear to look at these every day? A constant stab in
the stomach every time you needed to go for a wee? No
thanks.

With my boots off, I stood, aware of Dad’s gaze
wandering over my outfit.

“You look...different,” he managed.

“So do you.” I smiled, and he returned the gesture,
something visibly relaxing in his face.

“I’m glad you came, Hol.”

The tightness in my chest loosened too. Dad was
alright. I just smiled again, hoping that was an adequate
response.

“Come on, she’s dying to see you.” He turned to
lead the way, like I hadn’t walked this very hallway
every day of my pre-adult life. The fact that Mum
hadn’t greeted me at the door was strange, though, and
I half-expected an ambush as Dad pushed through the
door. Instead, a bundle of yellow fur jumped up at me.

“Hey, Butterbee.” I fell to my knees and fussed her,
her wet pink tongue swiping at any section of skin she
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could find. At least the dog was happy to see me—
maybe that was who Dad meant.

“Two years since you’ve been here and you greet
the dog first?” Mum hovered over me, hands on her
hips. “Bloody typical.”

I scrambled to my feet, nearly getting floored by
Butterbee in the process. She weaved erratically in the
space between us, tail wagging so fast she couldn’t
walk straight. | brushed at the yellow hairs now
covering my black coat, feeling unsure about moving
to hug my own mother—which only made things more
strange, and me even more unsure. Not even
Butterbee’s whipping tail could cut through the tension
between us.

Mum scowled at my attempt to de-hair myself, but
then she took a step forward, her face softening. | knew
that look. The “everything is going to be okay” look.
The one reserved for scraped knees and falling off the
neighbour’s bike.

“Come here, love.”

I rushed into her arms and breathed in her smell.
Vanilla and flowery detergent that tickled my nose.
Why had | been so afraid? | felt eight years old again,
rocking in my mother’s arms after stubbing my toe on
the kitchen cupboard. Emotion swelled in my chest,
spilling tears down my face and onto her pink jumper.

16
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I couldn’t stop them.

What was so disarming about a mother’s embrace?
The safety, the warmth...the promise that no harm
would come to you?

But we all knew that wasn’t true. Cameron’s death
was enough proof of that.

“Stop being strange and give your daughter a hug,
Alan,” Mum scolded.

Dad wrapped an arm around me, mumbling
something about Mum under his breath. I sighed into
the feeling. The bickering and the safety and
the...normalness of it all. Except there was one person
that wasn’t here to greet me. I sobbed into Mum'’s
sleeve, trying to push those thoughts away.

Great start, showing them you’re so put together,
Holly. You're supposed to be the strong one. | pulled
back and wiped my tears with my fingers. I didn’t want
to set them off too. I couldn’t bear to see it.

“Oh, honey.” Mum bit her lip, trying to hold back
laughter.

“What?” 1 shrank back, embarrassed about my
emotional outburst. I hadn’t expected them to start
poking fun at it.

Dad’s gaze drifted over my face. “You look like one
of those emus.”

“An emu?”

17
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“He means the emos, love.” Mum shook her head,
slapping Dad lightly on the arm. “Your mascara is all
over your face.”

“Oh.” I peered into the gold-framed mirror hanging
over the fireplace. My eyes were bloodshot and
swollen, and black stains were streaked across my
eyelids and down my cheeks. An emu might have
looked better, to be honest, but at least I didn’t smell
like one.

Before | could do damage control, the front door
opened, the bell declaring someone’s arrival. I glanced
at my parents. Both were unalarmed that someone had
entered their house with such familiarity.

“It’s only me!” the voice called, muffled through the
wall. Footsteps clunked down the hallway. Butterbee
waited eagerly at the door, waiting to greet her newest
playmate. “I’ve just brought those patterns you
wanted.”

The door opened, Butterbee pounced, and the owner
of the voice revealed herself: the long legs and all the
blonde waves of Victoria Castleton.

My heart stumbled, catching itself last minute. She
was here. In the flesh. In my parents’ living room.
Every thought and feeling rushed into my head at the
same time, leaving me frozen. What do | do?

Victoria giggled, pushing Butterbee down,
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oblivious or uncaring of my presence as she placed her
armful of items on the dining table. A roll of green wool
escaped, bouncing along the carpet. Butterbee snatched
it in her mouth and made a run for it.

We both reached for the dog at the same time,
banging our heads together with a crack. | fell back
onto the carpet as a throbbing ache moved through my
skull.

My mum fussed over both of us while Dad bribed
Butterbee with a cracker to let go of the wool.

I hoped the bang to the head would at least clear my
brain, but when our eyes met, the fog remained.

“Holly?” Victoria said, her gaze flicking over me.

“Hello.” Hello? Is that the best you've got? “How
are you?” So formal. So cringeworthy. Oh, god.

She laughed. A sharp noise, sounding like disbelief.
“How am I? How are you? It’s been...I don’t even
know how long it’s been.” Mum helped her to stand,
her face lit with joy at experiencing this awkward
encounter first-hand. Classic Mum. “I wasn’t expecting
to see you here...I...” Victoria’s blonde eyebrows
knotted. “What happened to your face?”

My face? Ah, yes, the “emo emu” look...complete
with a pigeon-shit stain on my favourite coat.

Unable to come up with an intelligent answer, or any
answer at all to salvage from this humiliating
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encounter, | scrambled out of the door and up the stairs,
careful to avoid the ambush of my dead brother’s face.
What an absolutely stellar first impression, Holly.
Welcome home.

The sound of conversation echoed from downstairs,
my brain warping it into amusement at my expense. Or
perhaps it was in fact Cameron, laughing at me from
somewhere in a higher plain.

20
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Once Victoria had gone, I made my way into the living
room, face clean but still scarred with embarrassment.
Of all the scenarios I’d imagined where we might have
reconciled, that was not one of them.

“Well, that was awkward,” Dad said, not glancing
away from the telly. Butterbee sat in his lap, enjoying
the head strokes.

Mum laughed. “Always the observant one, Alan.”

I stood awkwardly in front of the Christmas tree,
breathing in the smell of pine. Our handmade
fingerpainted baubles were still hanging from the
branches, sticking out like a sore thumb from the rest
of the gold and red decorations. Cameron and | had
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made them when we were in primary school. Mum kept
everything sentimental like that.

I eyed her suspiciously as she brushed her brown
hair behind her ears. “Did you know she was coming?”’
| asked.

Mum looked at the TV, though I knew for a fact she
wasn’t interested in the Christmas edition of Dad’s
favourite car show. “Well, I’d asked Denise for some
of her new patterns yesterday—"

“You could’ve warned me. And since when have
you started knitting?”

Her mouth flattened, showing the creases. “It must
have slipped my mind with you...coming home, love.”

I swallowed. It was my turn to look at the TV. A
man with a long beard was gushing over a pile of rust
disguising itself as a car. He was wearing a red
Christmas hat, but that was about as jolly as it got.

“Sit down then, you’re giving me the creeps,” Mum
said. “Cup of tea?”

I nodded and took a seat on the cream sofa. The
upholstery was worn now, displaying several missing
chunks in the arms and the backs where Butterbee had
snacked when she was a puppy.

Dad and | watched the TV in silence while Mum
clattered around in the kitchen. The whole street knew
when she was making a cup of tea—even Mr Simon
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could probably hear her a few doors down. My
conversation replayed with him, and I cringed. I'd
definitely have to pay him a visit at some point; the man
was very meticulous with his details and had a memory
like an elephant. 1 was going to murder Dani for
convincing me this was ever a good idea.

“Hey,” Dad said, without looking away from the
TV. “Who hides in a bakery?”

“What?”

“Who hides in a bakery?”

I decided to play along. “I don’t know. A cosy rat?”

Dad grinned. “A mince spy.”

I groaned. “That’s terrible.”

Mum returned with three steaming mugs, balancing
a packet of custard creams under her arm. She eyed my
father, who was comfortably reclining in his chair. “Oh,
no, don’t you hurt yourself, Alan. I’ll just struggle, shall
17”7

“You were doing such a splendid job, love. I didn’t
want to take away from your accomplishment.”

It hadn’t taken long for their bickering to surface. It
was like a hobby of theirs. Some people took up tennis
doubles or walking, but my parents loved to argue.
Cameron and I always found it hilarious and used to do
impressions of them when they’d gone to bed. Whoever

did the best got to play on the PlayStation first.
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They’d met at the secondary school here, married at
nineteen, and had been inseparable ever since. Their
arguing was the binding lifeforce to their way of living;
neither would be able to survive without it.

Mum sat next to me, purposefully moving the
biscuits out of Dad’s reach. Butterbee twitched her nose
in approval, clambering from Dad’s lap to mine to get
closer to the treats. Mum pursed her lips.

“Just one.” She gave Butterbee the corner of a
biscuit, and the dog trotted off with her prize into the
kitchen.

“Have I mentioned just how radiant you look
tonight, sweetheart?” Dad held his hand out, a lopsided
smile plastered on his face.

Mum'’s lips twitched. “A few more times wouldn’t
hurt.”

“Well, you look more stunning every day that I
know you.”

She shook her head, unable to knock the smile off
her face. “You soft sod.”

Dad reached for his biscuit, wasting no time before
dunking it in his tea.

“Really, Dad, all that for a biscuit?”

“Not just any biscuit, Hol, these are the M&S ones.
Top quality.”

Mum offered me one, and I declined. “Didn’t you
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hear the man?” she said. “They’re from M&S.”

“I’m fine, thanks.” I wasn’t sure my stomach could
handle anything right now. Spewing up on Mum’s red
rug would be the cherry on the cake for this fantastic
disaster of a “welcome home”.

“More for me, then,” Dad commented, reaching for
another.

Mum smacked his hand away. “Maybe you should
start taking note. You’re getting rounder by the day.”

“Leave me alone, Trace, it’s your daughter you
should be interrogating, not me.” Dad flashed me a
smile before returning his attention to the TV.

Mum considered this, swivelling round so she could
question me more thoroughly. She brushed her dark
hair back, letting it fall around her face. “Where do we
start?”

I sipped my tea, but it was still too hot. The bearded
man on the screen broke something off under the
bonnet, chuckling like Santa Claus. | pretended to be
interested in his words.

“Holly. What’s going on with Vicky?”

The horror of our first encounter after two years
flashed into my brain. | wanted to drown in my cup of
tea.

“Nothing, Mum. We haven’t spoken since...”

“Since Cameron died?”
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Her words jolted through my spine. “Mum, please.”

“It’s been two years, Holly.”

The waves of grief swirled in my chest. “I don’t
want to talk about it.”

Her thin brows drew together in frustration. “You
can’t just pretend it never happened, Hol. We need—"

Flashbacks assaulted me, a shard of pain stabbing
into my heart. “Mum, no!” Without realising, I'd
already stood to leave. My flight or fight instinct had
kicked in, surging through my veins and screaming at
me to run.

Mum watched me carefully, like someone
approaching a stray dog. Her expression softened.
“Okay, love. Not tonight.” She patted the seat next to
her. “What about Vicky?”

I sighed, letting my squeezed fists relax and drop to
my sides. Fine.

How could | explain my relationship with Vicky?
Things with us had never been simple, even before
Cameron’s death. Now it just seemed utterly hopeless.
What could you say to someone to make up for one of
your biggest regrets? Nothing could change the past.

Memories involuntarily unpacked themselves,
things that I’d tried to keep locked away in the recesses
of my mind. Like that summer night in Vicky’s

bedroom when she’d first kissed me. How everything
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inside had spun and the puzzle pieces finally made
sense. How terrified that made me. The fear of being
different. How that had pushed me into the arms of
Cameron’s friend Billy, and how it had crushed
Vicky’s heart. I regretted it every day.

“Things are just different now, Mum.”

She offered me back the tea I’d offloaded to her and
sipped her own, her eyes cast to the side in the way she
does whenever she’s thinking. “Things are different,
love. And I know life will never be the same. But...it
doesn’t mean that all is lost.”

My hands tightened around the mug. Not only did
Vicky remind me so much of Cameron, but I’d messed
up, more than a few times. And without Cameron’s
help, we might never have got past it. He always knew
the right thing to say, and he never judged my
decisions, even when | acted like a coward.

It had taken time, and involved some awkward
moments, but Vicky and | had stayed friends
throughout our studies and my move to London. Our
friendship was more than just those underlying scary
feelings for each other. We moved past it, but there was
always that rainbow elephant in the room. Those
moments where we had both been caught in the
crosshair, but neither of us had wanted to talk about it.

Then I’d ditched her again when Cameron died,
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crawling into my own personal hell of grief. How were
we supposed to talk about that? And how could we ever
do that now, without Cameron mediating?

Not the best thing you 've ever done, Holly.

| wanted to bang my head against the mantelpiece
until all the Christmas cards fell off.

“I know she’s missed you, Hol.” Mum’s gaze
burned into my face, but I couldn’t look at her. “Why
don’t you pop round tomorrow and say hello?”

Nausea wrestled with my insides. Heat rippled up
my neck.

“I’ve missed her too, Mum,” I said quietly, barely
audible over Butterbee’s snores, who’d returned from
snaffling her biscuit and was now snoozing on the rug.

“Big journeys begin with small steps,” Dad said,
eyes fixed on the TV.

Mum and | turned to look at him, dumbfounded.
Since when did my dad start spouting wisdom like
Nelson Mandela?

Mum smiled. “That’s beautiful, Alan.”

“It’s graffitied on the side of the Co-op.”

The smile dropped from her face. “Oh, right.” She
shook her head, then placed her hand on my knee.
“He’s right though, love. Small steps. You’ve just got

to take the first one.”
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The morning chill of the countryside frosted the grass,
each blade sparkling in the early light. I pushed the blue
chequered curtains wider, heaving in a deep sigh. A new
day...in my old house. Weird.

My room was a time capsule of a younger me. A
stark contrast to my sleek and modern—slightly on the
smaller side—apartment in London. Faded blue walls
matched the chequered curtains and bedding, bathing
the room in a hue of muted sadness. Pictures of me,
Cameron, and Vicky lined the wooden dresser, the odd
abandoned bottles of make-up still rattling around the
drawers. Clumpy foundation and sticky cheap eyeliner.

The type of stuff I wouldn’t be seen dead wearing
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today.

The white wardrobe was empty, bar my red poufy
prom dress—another night I’d not care to remember.
As the wardrobe door clunked shut, my bedroom door
opened.

“I thought I heard noises.” Mum raised her
eyebrows. “You’re up early.”

“Not really. I’'m always up early for work.”

She bobbed her head. “Ah, yes. Advertising.”

“That’s the one.” Despite years of painfully
explaining what it is | actually do for a living, believe
it or not, this was actually progress.

“Anyway,” Mum went on, ‘I’'m going to nip to the
stables. Wondered if you wanted to join?” Her dark
eyes sparkled with hope. Hope far misplaced. I could
think of fifty things I’d rather do than shift horse shit
into a wheelbarrow.

“Maybe tomorrow.”

I didn’t miss how her shoulders dipped. “Alright,
love. Cup of tea? I’ll put the kettle on.” She ducked out
of the door.

I collapsed on the old swivel chair, and looked about
the room. More memories surfaced. Cameron reading
our school reports out like a news announcer, standing
on the chair while I tried to spin him off it. Us jumping

on the bed, trying out a new wrestling move we’d seen
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on TV, both of us ending up somersaulting and
crashing headfirst into the dresser. | felt over the scar
on my elbow thoughtfully, remembering the horror on
Mum’s face when she saw all the blood.

“I’1l see you later, Hol. Cuppa is on the counter!”
The door shook as Mum closed it, and she strode down
the drive, wrapped up in a purple scarf and an ugly
orange hat with tassels. The little blue Fiat looked
ridiculous next to my BMW—or rather, my BMW
looked ridiculous next to the Fiat. A wave of imposter
syndrome covered me again, and suddenly 1 felt like a
stranger in my own house.

Movement through the window, followed by a
muffled shout, distracted me enough to stop me
descending into a whirl of self-doubt. Vicky emerged
from the house next door, tight-fitting black trousers
sculpting her legs, a cute woolly hat pulled over her
blonde head. She waved to my mum, who was still
trying to reverse off the drive, and got in her own car.
Where is she going? A stone sunk into my stomach
with the realisation | had no idea about her life now.

I watched them both leave through the window,
living out my best stalker-neighbour fantasy, and then
remembered my tea downstairs.

With Dad at work, Butterbee and | snuggled up on
the sofa watching daytime TV. The run-up to Christmas
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had the presenters showcasing “Christmas hacks” that
looked both cheap and terrible. They tried to pass them
off to the cameras, but their fake smiles and over-
coiffed hair wouldn’t work on even the most gullible
frugalist. Unless your goal was to piss off each family
member with a homemade turd of a present, or possibly
poison them with a homemade Christmas pudding that
looked like it’d come out the rear end of a reindeer.
Already this free space in my day irritated me; | hated
not having things to do. The loneliness would creep in
and open my mind up to wallowing—very dangerous
indeed.

Mum returned sometime later, red-faced, hair stuck
up in opposite directions.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I hovered, yellow duster in hand. “I, er, reorganised
the DVDs. And your bookshelf.”

A smile played on her mouth. “I can see that. I was
just wondering...why?”” Unable to contain it, she burst
into laughter.

“Well, I...I don’t know, to be honest.” I giggled.
Mum’s laughter was contagious and unmistakably owl-
like. She hooted and cooed until she couldn’t take any
more, and then unwound the purple scarf from her
neck, drooping it over the dining chair.

“Holly, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were
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procrastinating.”

“I didn’t have anything to do.”

She raised her eyebrows, and the smile dropped
from her face. “I’d say quite the opposite. Small
steps...Mending bridges? Ring any bells?”

It was difficult to explain why I hadn’t ventured next
door yet without mentioning how I’'d been spying
through the window. Even harder to explain—and |
cannot stress this enough—how the thought of seeing
Vicky again after our last encounter made me want to
swim all the 200 miles downriver to the safety of the
Thames. And I hated swimming.

I sighed, slowly pushing the cloth over the wooden
sideboard.

“I didn’t realise how bad this was eating you up,
love. I mean, it must be, if you’re cleaning.”

We both laughed again. Butterbee scampered over,
trying to pinch the cloth from my hands. After a half-
hearted game of tug-o-war, she relented, slumping
down on the rug in defeat.

[ knew the feeling. “How do I even know she wants
to see me, Mum? I’ve been a bit of a shit, really.”

Mum’s gaze softened. “You’ll just have to trust me
on this one.”

Unease swelled through in my belly, imposter
syndrome flaring momentarily. Feeling out of place left
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a strange taste in my mouth. I wasn’t sure; everything
felt off.

“Do you want me to come with you?” she asked.

“Oh, no. That’d be pathetic.”

“More pathetic than hiding in here and cleaning
your mother’s DVD collection?”’

I hid my face in my hands. “Oh, god, you’re right. I
am pathetic.”

She placed a soft hand on my shoulder. “Get
dressed. Get a grip. And get going.”

“Very motivational, Mum,” I mumbled. “You
should write a book.”

She seemed to consider this for a moment before
waving the idea away with her hand. “Rubbish. I'm far
too busy for that.”

I suppressed a snort. The idea that my mum
considered working one day a week at the Post Office
“too busy” always tickled me.

“Go on, then.” She shooed me towards the door. “If
it goes badly, you can always dust the Kkitchen
cupboards. They need organising too, actually...”

I took my cue to leave and left Mum muttering to
herself in the living room. Avoiding the pictures in the
hallway, on the stairs, and in my bedroom, | dressed in
pale blue jeans and a thick white jumper. I didn’t want
to look like I’d spent too much time trying to look
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presentable, even if it took longer than | cared to admit.
But I did need to do some damage control after the emo,
shit-stain look of last night.

Before | could talk myself out of it, | walked the
twenty steps from my house to the Castletons’ and
knocked on the door. Please be out. Please be out.
Please be out. If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with the
way I’d dressed, I might’ve noticed Vicky’s car parked
back on the kerb. If I had, I might have had something
prepared to say to her.

Instead, the door opened and my brain refused to
function when those questioning blue eyes fell on mine.
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Since moving to London, I'd never been lonely.
Talking to women was one of the few things | would
say | was good at. There was always a bar or a club, the
friend of a friend, or someone waiting on the other end
of a swipe right, like my ex Katie.

It’s a fair estimation that I was off my game here.
Facing my family after a two-year hiatus, seeing my
brother’s ghost in every corner of the house, and
running into Vicky Castleton were all contributing to
this embarrassing showdown of wordlessness on the
Castletons’ front step.

I sucked a deep breath in, pushed out my chest with

false confidence and forced a smile. “Hey, Victoria.”
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Her eyebrows bounced slightly, amusement playing
on her features. “Since when have you called me
Victoria? Only my aunt Pat called me that.”

All false confidence dwindled away. “Yeah, I
remember her. How is she?”

“She died in April. Dad found her at the bottom of
her stairs.”

Fuck. I crossed my arms, the cold nipping through
my jumper. “Oh, god. I’'m sorry. That’s terrible.”

“She was old. They think she had a heart attack.”

“I’m sorry. She...seemed nice.”

The left corner of her mouth tugged upwards,
showing her dimple. “Yeah, she was. I could read you
her obituary if you’d like, but I don’t think that’s why
you’re really here.”

I laughed awkwardly. “No, actually, I just wanted to
say hello. Properly. Last night, I...er, well...”

Vicky let me squirm a little more before moving
aside to invite me in. The warmth of the house was
instantly comforting, along with the familiar smell |
associated so much with my teenage years.

I pushed aside thoughts of Cameron as Vicky led me
to the kitchen. She filled the kettle and fetched two
mugs from the cupboard before leaning back on the
counter.

Her gaze roamed over me, assessing, before she met
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my eyes. There was a newfound confidence there, like
the two of us had traded places from all those years ago.
Any hint of shyness had long washed away, creeping
its way into me instead. Vicky was beautiful, that was
no question, but speaking to her shouldn’t be this
difficult. What was happening to me?

She brushed a hand through her blonde hair, the
curls bouncing back to frame her face. The Kkettle
hummed in the background, filling the air with
anticipation. | took a seat at the wooden island and met
Vicky’s stare.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” I said. “I didn’t have
the best day and, well, I was very surprised to see you.”

“Did you forget I lived next door?” she asked
playfully.

“No, but the last time Mum mentioned you, she said
you’d moved, so [ wasn’t sure.”

The kettle clicked, steam fanning into the air.

“Well, I did, but I’'m back again. For now.” Did that
mean a recent break-up? Vicky poured the cups, her
back to me. I couldn’t help but admire the shape of her
legs in the dark denim. She must really enjoy the gym.
She glanced over her shoulder, and | snapped my eyes
up. “You still take sugar?”

I nodded, a little shocked that she remembered. |

hope she didn’t see me checking her out.
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She stirred and handed the mug to me with a smile.
“Are you still down south?”

“Yeah. I’'m on the advertising team for Pertoni
Clark.”

Her eyes widened. “Is that the guy that invented the
self-sweeping broom?”

“That’s the one.”

“The one that gets itself stuck and some started
catching fire?”

I grimaced. “Yep. But that’s all been sorted out now.
Just a little product malfunction.”

“Well, that’s very cool.” Vicky smiled, genuinely
meaning it. I relaxed a little. “I’m just finishing my
master’s in business, actually,” she went on.

“That’s awesome. Would you ever want to start
your own?”

Vicky took a sip from her mug. “Maybe someday. I
need to find somewhere for some practical experience
first.”

The wheels in my head turned. “I could always talk
to my boss and see if they could help you out?”

Her face lit up. “That would be really great, Hol.
Thank you.”

I smiled back, happy to elicit that response from her.
“No problem. It’s based in London though, so I'm not

sure how that would work.”
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She drummed her fingers on the table thoughtfully,
but I didn’t miss the smile slipping from her face. “I’'m
not sure I’d like living in the city. But...never say
never, [ guess.”

I hated how excited that made me feel. The smallest
seed of hope planted in my stomach, and | tried to push
it down. I didn’t need any of those feelings resurfacing.
“Really?”

“I’m not sure. I just can’t picture myself there. But
then again, I can’t picture you there either, and you
seem to be doing well.”

I sipped my tea. | was unsure how to respond when
people said | was doing well. What did that even mean,
really? | was functioning, sure. But well? That seemed
a stretch.

“So how long are you here for?” she asked.

“Just until Boxing Day.”

There was a lull in conversation where we both took
another drink from our mugs. The sweetness really hit
a spot; | was glad to see Vicky still made a great cup of
tea.

I relaxed into my seat, despite her gaze on me. With
the hard beginning part and the awkward conversation
about Vicky’s aunt Pat out of the way, my mojo started
to awaken. | was Holly Bradfield; I could talk to Vicky.
We’d been best friends for years.
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“So—" I started.

“How—"

I grinned. “Go on, you go first.”

She leaned forward, and I caught a whiff of her
flowery perfume. Her mouth slackened, and | suddenly
feared what was going to come out of it.

“How are you doing about Cameron?”

Just like that, the sickness was back. The itchy
helpless feeling in my limbs. Why couldn’t people just
let things be? I wanted to be better...to be Holly again.
I couldn’t do that when faced with the loss of Cameron
every five minutes.

I looked down into my tea, unable to stand the pity
in her eyes. “I’m fine.”

“I’m serious, Holly. I want to know how you are.
After you basically dropped off the face of the earth—

A loud and repulsive ringtone cut Vicky off
midsentence, and she fished her phone out of her
pocket. She scowled slightly at the name.

“Sorry,” she said. “I just need to get this.”

“Sure.” 1 let out a breath, thankful that the
distraction gods were on my side for a change. They
tended to mock me with phone calls that interrupted a
woman’s leaning-in kiss or quick clothing removal.
One time a bird flew into the windshield as a woman
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and | were driving back to her place. She was so
distraught about having hurt it, she ended up asking me
to leave before I'd even stepped foot inside her
apartment. Bet it was one of those pesky pigeons.

The distraction on Vicky’s end didn’t seem like a
good one. The conversation on the phone got heated,
though she was trying to stay hushed for my sake.
Annoyingly, I couldn’t catch much. I wanted to collect
all the pieces so | could build a picture of her life here.
It was a strange feeling, being caught in the middle. So
much had changed, but so much was the same. Like this
warm feeling growing in her presence.

When she hung up, a red tinge was coating her
cheeks. She sat in the seat next to me, shaking her head.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

She sighed, blowing into her mug. “Tanya was
supposed to help me out tonight at the village fair, but
she’s dropped out last minute. Some late-notice
modelling drop out or something.”

I nodded, like the name Tanya meant anything to
me. “What are you doing at the village fair?”

“Mum has a stall space selling her handmade stuff
there—knitted scarfs, bags and such—but she can’t run
it because she’s working tonight.” She tucked some
blonde strands behind her ear, revealing three little
hoop earrings. Cute. “I said I’d help out, but it’s a lot
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of work for one person.”

“I’'m not busy tonight if you need a hand.” The
words were out of my mouth before I’d had a chance to
think about them.

She grinned. “You’d be a lifesaver! Are you sure?”

I smiled back, feeling my pulse quicken. Has she
always looked so cute when she smiles? “Of course. I’d
be happy to. What time do you need me?”

“It starts at seven, but I need to be there at least two
hours before to set everything up.”

“T’ll pick you up, then. Four-thirty?”

She laughed, the movement reaching her eyes. “I
mean, it’s quite the drive. Are you sure you can manage
it in that fancy car?”

Ah, so she’s clocked my BMW then. “If it gives me
an excuse to spend time with you, then I’'m sure I'll
manage.”

Vicky failed to suppress the surprise as it flickered
across her face. Where did that come from? Careful,
Holly. Don't fall into bad habits.

I stumbled over myself, trying to rescue my
comment. “I mean, uh, we’ve got a lot to catch up on.
It’s been a while. And I’d like that.” | drained the last
of my tea—hoping the mug would shield the red
spreading to my cheeks—thanked her, then headed for
the door. Clearly | needed to pull myself together
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before tonight if | was to make any impression on
Vicky Castleton.

I almost stumbled on the step.

Since when was that my goal? Did | even want to
impress her? Her smile flashed in my mind, stirring
something long forgotten in the pit of my stomach. Yes,
actually, I think I do.
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As | deposited the fifth box of sellable items into the
boot of my car, | regretted wearing heels. | chastised
myself, debating whether | should change into my
comfortable trainers back home and face the music of
Mum’s | told you so. Channelling and misplacing the
“small steps” mantra, I nearly twisted my ankle twice
trying to make the journey across the cobbled
driveway. Vicky denied it, but | swear she laughed.
Once piled up to the brim, disrupting the cleanliness
of my BMW and the sight of my rearview mirror, we
drove the short distance to the village hall. A gravelled
path led us around the back of the old stone building.
Memories of school choir days, village harvest festivals
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and fairs played through my mind. Cameron and |
would always complain about these types of events;
we’d much rather stay at home and play. Mum would
lure us in with the promise of a shared bag of pick ’'n’
mix, which always ended in a fight over the last gummy
worm.

In the winter darkness, the hall seemed much
smaller than | remembered. It acted as the village’s hub
for many things, including church on Sundays,
ceremonies for the local school, and basically anything
the locals hoped would raise a bit of money and keep
the community going. Ivy crawled up the walls to the
tall gable roof, lit up by the Three Wise Men flashing
on the front of the building.

White marquees promised tasty food around the side
of the hall, with freshly baked mince pies and
Christmas doughnuts showing Santa’s big jolly face.
Generators hummed away as people dashed about their
tasks, decorating colourful chalkboards and setting
cutlery in neat stacks for future customers.

The combination of furniture polish and the smell of
musty attic assaulted my nose as we entered through
the old wooden doors of the hall. Familiar faces were
already busying themselves, decorating their tables
with arts and crafts, and pictures and paintings of the
local area.
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Vicky directed us over to her empty table, and |
cursed Jimmy Choo for the torture devices attached to
my feet. Manual labour wasn’t my thing, but it was
surprising just how heavy some of these boxes were as
we trailed back and forth to bring them all inside. The
last bag at the back of the boot was squished and a little
torn, so | opened it up to check the damage. Instead of
scarves and stuffed animals, a familiar hoodie looked
back at me.

It was Katie’s. Ugh. I’d forgotten about the bag of
her belongings I’d removed from my apartment. I’d
been meaning to drop it off at hers when she wasn’t in,
but it’d slipped my mind. | pushed it to the back of the
boot and closed it. I didn’t want Vicky to see it and get
the wrong idea. I’d deal with it later.

The doors to the fair opened an hour afterwards, and
a steady stream of locals entered, eager to browse the
village’s junk. I eyed a gentleman manning a stall at the
other side of the hall. His aged whiskeys and liquors
looked more appetising by the minute. Stupid damn
feet.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Vicky asked, jarring
me from my daydream of necking a bottle of vodka.
“You seem like you’re in pain.”

“I’'m fine. Just a little sore.” Emotionally and
mentally too. I forced a smile, but Vicky didn’t seem
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convinced.

“I did say you should’ve changed your shoes.
Maybe I wasn’t clear that the job required some
lifting.” She turned to greet a customer, before casting
another sympathetic look my way.

What a way to come across as incompetent, Holly.

Wearing heels in London gave off a certain status.
Women admired that sacrifice: feet for power. Strutting
around at a head height over your peers hinted at
dominance. Confidence. Sex. Of course, I’d never worn
heels while moving thirty boxes down a wonky
driveway and into a hall before. Lesson learned.

Instead of impressing Vicky after the shitshow that
was our first encounter, I’d just made myself seem
more ignorant. Just grin and bear it, Holly.

We served a few customers, selling handmade
bookmarks and embroidered journals, even some cute
little knitted farm animals. An old lady bought several
knitted jumpers, gushing about how she was going to
gift them to her grandchildren.

Vicky and I shared a look after she’d left, waiting
until she’d pottered to the baked goods table to fawn
OVer a scone.

“I mean, I love my mum’s work,” Vicky started. “I
really do. I wouldn’t have convinced her to do this kind

of thing if I didn’t. But...those poor grandkids. An ‘I
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heart Mistleberry’ jumper?”

We burst out laughing as another customer walked
up to our stall, browsing some woollen hats.

“There’s some lovely things here, ain’t that right,
Margaret?”” The man turned to his wife, who was busy
stuffing toffees into her mouth. He shook his head and
smiled at us. “Some crackin’ work here, girls.
Wonderful to see it.”

I held up my hands. “I can’t take any credit. It’s all
the Castletons’ talent.”

Vicky glanced at me, a smile pulling at her mouth.
“Well, my mum mostly, yes.”

He bought a blue-and-white hat and moved along,
tugging Margaret behind him.

“So, your mum made most of this?” I said, admiring
an adorable knitted Rudolph keychain. “Have you
made any?”

“Well...I did make a few things. Like, erm...this!”
Vicky held up a cross-stitch tote bag. A rather sad-
looking cow was posing on the front, its right leg longer
than its left.

I’d seen the monstrosity earlier, but had swallowed
my comment, thinking Denise must’ve intended some
deep meaning behind it. Seeing its lopsided head again,
I couldn’t believe she’d allowed Vicky to sell it.

“Wow...What’s wrong with its face?”
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Vicky’s nose twitched, and she looked up at me.
“What do you mean? Don’t you think it’s cute?”

I balked at her, eyeing the squished nose and the
questionable stitchwork. “Cute isn’t what springs to
mind. It’s the stuff of nightmares: killer cow murdered
family while sleeping.”

“You’re terrible!” Vicky’s made to swat me with the
bag, but I managed to dodge out of her way. Our eyes
locked, and her smile warmed something inside my
chest. Slowly, her face fell serious. “Holly, there is
something that I wanted to talk to you about too.” She
dropped her gaze to her hands.

Oh, no. Does she want to bring up our past now?
Right here?

A flustered woman holding a child by each hand
clattered up to the stall. “Kevin, no! Kyle, put that
back!” The poor woman’s limbs were pulled left and
right, like a marionette on a string. One of the young
boys, chocolate smeared around his face, started
prodding his sticky fingers at the animal hats.

“I’ll be right back.” Vicky jumped up to assist the
woman, trying to prise a crocheted turtle from her son’s
pudgy hand.

I blew out a breath. We’d been having such a good
time, I didn’t want to darken it with any serious

discussions. I hadn’t stopped smiling all night; it felt
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just like old times. Easy. Fun. We always seemed to
slip back into our relationship quickly, that was one of
the great things about us. Still great at avoiding things
too. | pushed the voices in my head away. Why did they
always have to sound like my mother?

After one of the evening’s more entertaining sales—
the poor woman ended up forking out for two
chocolate-smeared knitted Father Christmases and a
torn-in-half bookmark—the hall started to wind down
a little.

Stalls had emptied of their stock, leaving happy
faces counting their pennies behind the tables. As a
couple left through the doors, the aroma of roast meat
and spiced potatoes drifted in.

“You hungry?” Vicky asked. “I could eat a horse.”

“Not a cow?” I nodded towards the ghastly tote bag.

Vicky shook her head. “It’s a work of art,” she told
me. “You unartistic folk wouldn’t understand true
genius.” She flicked her hair over her shoulder, before
turning serious. “Do you want some food or not? Don’t
mess with me. Hell hath no fury like a woman starved.”

I held up my palms in mock surrender. “I remember
what happens when you’re hungry. Some food sounds
great.”

“Wise choice. You comfortable watching the stall?”

“Sure.” | reached into my bag and pulled out my
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purse. “Here, I'll get it.”

“It’s fine. I’'m sure I can manage ten quid.”

“No, no, here. Any of those are fine.”

“Very fancy-pants.” She raised her eyebrows, eying
the multitude of cards in my hand. “And so stubborn.
Nice to see that hasn’t changed at least.” She studied
me for a moment. Then a smile stretched across her
face as she plucked one of the cards from my grip.
“Alright, you rest your feet then, princess. I’ll be back
before you can say ‘pillow’.”

I watched her leave with an open mouth, surprised
that my offer to pay seemed to have backfired. Should
I have gone to get the food instead? If I'd suggested
that, she’d probably have reacted in the same way. But
that was Vicky Castleton: unexpected. Always
unexpected. One day she’s your best friend, the next
she’s kissing you in her bedroom.

But a pillow princess? Pfft. She knew that comment
would irk me.

Had I changed? I considered her other remark, and
guessed she was right. Lots of things had changed. Just
two weeks ago, I was with Katie at her parents’ house
in Devon, trying to pretend everything was fine, and
now...

I was sitting in my hometown’s old village hall,

staring at the perky, round bum of my first kiss as she
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disappeared through the doors.

Huh, life is weird.

Vicky returned with two plates of steaming hot
dogs. From the size of her smirk, you might think she’d
just found twenty quid blowing around outside. Freshly
cooked, perfectly salted meat, with cranberry sauce and
a generous helping of crispy potato fritters piled high
on the plate.

It was a masterpiece. Truly.

“That looks fucking amazing,” 1 said, practically
dribbling.

“I know right?” She handed me my plate and we dug
in, wasting no time on contemplating our surroundings
or on thinking about how much we resembled Denise’s
knitted pigs sitting in front of us.

Finally, with bloated bellies, we sat back in our
chairs, watching the last of the people browsing the
stalls. I wanted to bring up Vicky’s comments again,
but I didn’t know how.

My vison caught on a balding man examining a
fruitcake across the hall. “Oh, my god. Is that Mr
Wickham?”

Vicky leaned closer, her sweet perfume intoxicating
my senses. “Oh, god, it is! Remember when he used to
make you stand outside in science class?”

Vicky’s face was so close to mine, | could count her
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freckles. If she just turned her head, and | turned mine,
our lips would be inches apart. I wonder if she still
kisses the same...

When I didn’t answer, she leaned back, side-eying
me. “Don’t you remember?”

Our kiss? | swallowed. “I do, yeah.” Oh, right, Mr
Wickham. “He hated us sitting next to each other. What
was that he used to call us? The Jabber...somethings?”

“The Jabberwockies!”

“That’s it!” I laughed, and Vicky joined in.

We recalled more memories from school: sneaking
out of P.E. to watch YouTube videos in the toilets;
Vicky starring as Friar Tuck in the school play; all the
time we used to spend lying back on the grass, picking
animals out of the clouds.

When our laughter subsided, my belly ached. I
couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so full, or had
smiled so much. Not since Cameron died, anyway.

Vicky and | had always been that way—except for
after prom night. I hoped she didn’t think about that day
as much as I did. The way her face had crumpled when
I told her I’d be going with Billy instead of her still
haunted my dreams. But | was scared back then. |
wasn’t ready to announce myself to the world. It didn’t
mean my feelings disappeared.

There’d always been a question mark above Vicky’s
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head. Throughout the years we’d come close but had
never crossed that line again. Not since the night in her
bedroom.

Vicky’s hand playfully brushed my knee, and my
breath hitched. “Thanks for helping me out tonight,”
she said. “It would have been a lot more shit if you
weren’t here.”

“That’s an unusual thank you.”

She grinned, and my eyes were drawn to her mouth.
“I can’t be giving you too many compliments,” she
said. “Don’t want you getting an even bigger head.”

“Excuse me? An even bigger head?”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “Yeah.
You’re...you’re different.”

My gaze drifted over her face. “Well, you’re
different too. But in a good way.”

Her eyes flickered to mine, and she pursed her lips,
eyebrows rising slightly. Then, with the flick of a
switch, she jumped to her feet, her expression wiped
clean of any deep thought. “Come on, then, let’s get this
stuff back in your Rolls Royce, shall we?”

“It’s not that fancy,” I muttered and stood, easing
onto my aching feet. “Right,” I said, “let’s go—"

The floor fell from under me with a sharp snap, my
chin connecting with the edge of the table. My tongue
caught between my teeth like a vice, muffling my
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attempt at a scream.

Pain seared through me as | fell to the dusty floor,
cursing Mr Choo for all the inconvenience he’d caused
tonight. These shoes should come with a warning: shit
for anything requiring physical effort. Prone to
collapse in front of attractive women.

A crowd of mildly concerned shoppers gathered
around. This is so embarrassing.

Vicky offered me a hand, and | took it. Heat sizzled
from the touch of her skin. “Come on, princess. Let’s
get you home.”

My feet throbbed and my face ached, but my pride
was the most bruised as she helped me up.

“'m not a princess,” I grumbled, rubbing my
throbbing lip.

Vicky’s laughter echoed through the hall, making it
impossible not to smile. Ouch.

Despite the aches and pains, and the no doubt
relentless teasing 1°d receive for this, it’d been one of
the best days I’d had in a long time. But was Vicky
feeling the same spark | was? Her eyes met mine, and |
swear something inside me clicked.

I had six days left to find out.
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Dani’s cackle ripped through the speaker, and I pulled
my phone from my ear. “You mean you were covered
in actual bird shit when you ran into Vicky?”

“I wiped it off. I didn’t just leave it on there, Dani. I
wasn’t saving it for later.”

“That serves you right for keeping this piece of juicy
gossip from me.”

“I didn’t keep anything from you. It just kinda
slipped my mind.” I looked up at the white ceiling,
tracing a pattern with my finger. Lying on my bed like
this used to be my thinking place. I’d hoped taking
some time could help me make some sense of my
feelings for Vicky, but my best friend had other ideas.
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“Did you at least take a picture?”’

“Of Vicky? No, I’'m not a creep.”

“No, of you...covered in shit.” She laughed again,
on the verge on losing control and progressing into the
laughing wail associated with Dani’s level-three
funniness. “We could make it the banner picture at
work for a month. Mr Clark would love that, surely.”

“No, surprisingly, I didn’t take a picture. Can you
focus, please?”

“I’m sorry. I’'m sorry.” There was a muffled sound
on her end, and she took a deep breath in. “I’m good
now. So, this Vicky girl was your first kiss? The girl in
her bedroom?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me she might be at
your parents’! What’s your plan?”

“Well, T didn’t think she would be.” T sighed,
pushing my head back into the pillow. Truth be told,
whenever Vicky popped into my head, I’d pushed it
away. Like Cameron, | tended to squash those feelings
down. It was safer that way. But there were many
nights from my teenage years where I’d lie in this exact
spot, thinking about Vicky, about what kissing a girl
meant. Wondering if dating Billy would ‘“set me
straight”.

I was confident in my sexuality now, but sometimes,
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if I scrunched my eyes hard enough, it was almost as if
the last ten years hadn’t happened. I’d trace the ceiling
with my fingers and daydream about Vicky, trying to
interpret her actions and the things she said. Cameron
would play his music too loud, and I’d stomp next door.
Instead of telling him off, he’d show me the latest video
for the music he was listening to, and we’d just end up
doing something silly together. He always had a talent
for disarming me. Even when I didn’t want him to.

Now that room was a hotbed of emotional torment.
I couldn’t even bear to look at the door when I passed
it in the hallway.

With a blink, the fabric of reality rearranged itself.
Strands of those times still threaded themselves into the
present, but the present was tainted now. Never again
would Cameron call me from his room, or burst into
mine with a smile on his face. Those strands still wove
themselves into my heart, but where they used to leave
a warm comfort, they now only left a deep ache.

“Holly? Do you have a plan of action?”

The strands snapped, and the cold slap of truth hit
me. Cameron was dead. He always would be. Nothing
could bring him back or thaw the ice in my chest.

I brushed away the tears on my cheeks. “A plan? No,
I don’t know what to do.”

“Well, do you still feel the same?” she asked. “Is
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there a spark there between you?”

Vicky’s smile replayed in my mind. The soft dimple
in her left cheek and the way her eyes lit up. A gooey
warmth swirled in my stomach. A feeling that I knew
well. But it slowly dwindled away like water down the
drain, replaced with thoughts of Cameron.

“I think there is, yeah. But it’s complicated.” I
swallowed. “Cameron...you know, the three of us were
really close. She reminds me so much of him and...”

Tears threatened again. | covered my mouth with
my hand to stifle the sobs. Once these floodgates
opened, they’d drown me. I couldn’t let that happen
again.

Dani was quiet for a minute. Her steady breathing
on the end of the line was a comfort. A lifeline to cling
onto with both hands. After a few minutes, my own
breathing slowed.

“If you think there’s something there, Holly, don’t
run from it. You can’t keep running from the past
forever.”

“I know that, I do, but it’s not just that. I...I shut her
out after Cameron died. I don’t really know why she’s
even talking to me.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Grief is hard. But
maybe...maybe an apology wouldn’t be the worst place

to start.”
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I looked at my nails. The paint had chipped from
moving all the boxes yesterday. Reconnecting with her
had been better even than [ remembered. Vicky’s laugh
entered my mind, the way her nose crinkled in the
cutest way. Damn it. I sighed. “Yeah. Maybe you’re
right.”

“As if there should be any doubt.”

“Thanks, Dani. I owe you one.”

“You owe me nothing. Love you!”

“Love you t00.”

With Dani’s comforting voice gone, the loneliness
started to creep back in. I lay still for a while, letting
my thoughts untangle themselves. Can | see a future
with Vicky? Do | even want that?

Time had been good to her, and if | were honest with
myself, I’d thought about her more often than I cared
to admit. I’d wanted to reach out and bridge the gap,
but pride had got in the way. My mind had always
convinced me that she’d be better off without me, that
she’d moved on, that she didn’t even remember. But
when things got quiet and my thoughts settled, they
always found Vicky.

There was a sharp rap on the door, and Mum poked
her head in. “Fancy helping me at the horses?” Her
brows furrowed, and she hurried to the bed. “What’s

wrong, love? Have you been crying?”

61



A Holly Jolly Christmas

I waved her away. “Oh, no, no. I'm fine.”

“Holly, please. Talk to me. I’'m your mother, I did
give birth to you, I know when there’s something
wrong.”

I knew her fuss stemmed from a good place, but the
attention poked at the raw places in my chest. The last
thing | wanted was to cry in front of her again. She
needed to know I was okay. I didn’t want to put my
problems on her. She deserved better.

“I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”

She scooted closer, bouncing the mattress, and
moved her hand to my knee, patting it softly. “We can
talk about him, Holly. It’s a good thing. To remember
him.”

“Mum,” I said softly. “Please stop.”

“Is it something to do with Vicky?” she asked, her
tone rising an octave.

I sat up, so I could observe her closer. “What about
Vicky?”

She removed her hand and tugged down her
burgundy gilet. “Well, you know, we always suspected
a little something going on between the two of you
and...”

“Mum,” I warned. “What did you do?”

2

“Nothing, nothing,” she flustered, unable to meet

my gaze.
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Something clicked in my mind. “Did you mean for
Vicky to come round here with the wool the other
night? To get us speaking again?”

A coat of red flushed her cheeks. “I was just giving
you a little push, that’s all, love.”

“Mum,” I groaned, feeling like a stroppy teenager.
“That’s so uncool.”

“Well, at the rate you’re going, your father and I
would just be stars in the sky. And | do want some
grandchildren before I die.”

I covered my face with my hands and groaned again,
louder.

“What? I do! Your dad says Butterbee is enough, but
I need a chubby grandchild to feed chocolate to.”

I guess | am her last hope now. | peeked through my
fingers. Mum’s face glowed in some far-off dream of
imaginary grandchildren. Talking about children
seemed a bit premature, though, when I couldn’t even
muster the courage to talk to Vicky about our past.

Mum turned back to me. “So, fancy coming to help
with the horses?”

“Maybe tomorrow.”

“You said that yesterday,” she grumbled, crossing
her arms. “Come on, love. It’ll be like when you were
a little kid. You haven’t been to see them in years.”

Cameron and | spent many mornings and evenings
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“helping” mum with the horses. | still admired them—
they were much smarter than many people thought—
but I didn’t have the dedication Mum did. The horse
bug, as Dad called it. Mum wanted me to follow in her
footsteps, but I just had too much fear. There was
something about the horses I couldn’t quite trust.
Cameron and | used to spend most of the time playing
hide-and-seek in the stables instead.

“I think I know of a way to persuade you.” Mum
smiled at me knowingly. “I have my suspicions that a
certain blonde you may or may not like will be there.”

Vicky? “What? Why?”

She smirked at my sudden change in posture. “She
has a mare in the stables too.”

She does? “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Well, because, love, and I mean this in the nicest
way”—Mum patted my knee—“not everything
revolves around you.” She cracked into laughter, but
her words had a bite of truth to them. Standing, she
brushed down her gilet and picked a few yellow
Butterbee hairs from her trousers. “Come on now, get

dressed. Let’s go get me some grandchildren.”
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A cold, biting wind greeted me as soon as | stepped out
of Mum’s Fiat. The land where Mum rented her stable
sat at the very top of a hill, making it extra exposed to
the elements.

I followed Mum down the gravel track a little
sheepishly, trying to keep my hat attached to my head
and avoid any stray piles of horse poo. | spotted Biscuit,
Mum’s beautiful ginger gelding, on the other side of the
big open field, stretching his large head through the
fence to reach the longer grass.

A wheelbarrow indicated someone inside one of the
four stables. Mum turned to me and said something, but
her words got carried away by the wind.
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| gritted my teeth as we approached. Mum had
promised not to mention anything relating to children
or grandchildren, but the woman could be a wild card.
Inside the stable, Vicky was working away
absentmindedly, tidying up the sawdust bedding with a
pitchfork. I’d be lying if I said the sight of her lost in
her own world didn’t squeeze my insides. Who knew
that a messy ponytail and tattered jodhpurs could look
S0 good?

“Look who I’ve finally persuaded to come,” Mum
announced, leaning in the stable door.

Vicky jumped, flinging shavings everywhere. “God,
Tracy, you scared the life outta me!” Her blue eyes
found mine. Seeing her smile made the strong stench of
piss and shit worth it. “Well, well, look what we have
here,” she said. “A city dweller in our fine country
lands.”

Mum and Vicky both shared a laugh at my expense.

“These are my lands too,” I grumbled.

“No heels today?” Amusement pulled at Vicky’s
mouth. She’d promised not to tell anyone about my
footwear disaster, but I could see the temptation on her
face.

Mum glanced between us, eager to be let in on the
joke. “What’s that then?”

“Nothing,” I said. “You lot just don’t know good
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fashion.”

“Says the woman in the orange tassel hat. And that
coat.”

“Oi, you, watch it,” Mum said. “They’re mine.”

They both laughed, and Vicky resumed evening out
the shavings for the horse’s bedding.

“Well, I’'m very pleased to discover that the two of
you are such tight friends,” I deadpanned. “This should
be a barrel of laughs.”

“I knew you’d be a big grouch about it,” Mum
commented. “You and Cameron were always such
mopers.”

Cameron’s face burned beneath my eyelids, and my
heart squeezed. Sometimes the details of his features
faded or blurred. Like a piece of him was being lost
forever. | blinked his image away, noticing Vicky
watching me, supporting her weight on her pitchfork.

When our eyes met, she glanced back at Mum. “You
gonna put her to some real work, then?”

“Definitely. She’s got a few years of making up to
do.” Mum’s tone was light, but the words embedded
themselves in my mind. A few years of making up to
do. Like my struggles of the past few years were just
something to be brushed away. It wasn’t like I
purposefully didn’t visit because I was too busy or

didn’t care. It was because I couldn’t bear it. I couldn’t
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guarantee that I wouldn’t crumble at the first mention
of his name. I didn’t want Mum and Dad to have to put
me back together when they had to do that for
themselves. | needed to be okay first.

But since I’d been home, the hurt had crept back in
like an old enemy, carving its place in my chest. The
thought of my wonderful brother, so much life left to
live...just gone. Gone. And for what? I’d thought I was
ready, but it was a mistake to come back here. It was
too soon.

I could feel myself slipping, so | left to fetch another
wheelbarrow. “I’ll start with the shit then, shall 1?7 I
called, trying to keep my voice as mellow as possible.
Tears threatened my eyes again, and all | wanted to do
was to scream into the wind until my lungs ached.

The cold lashed at me as | ducked outside, and the
wind swirled my hair around my face. | tried to push it
down, the horrible ache building its way up my throat
and spreading into my chest. But it grew, squeezing,
suffocating the breath in my lungs. Get it together,
Holly. Get it together.

I sucked in some deep breaths, trying to calm my
thundering heart. On the other side of the green fields,
the horses were grazing and wandering around the
pasture. The wind caught their manes, billowing it out
like a shampoo advert on TV—>but not an ad for one of
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Pertoni Clark’s restyle shampoos. Those were very
different. Batch tests resulted in half of users reporting
unwanted hair-colour changes. Mr Clark had suggested
that was part of the lucky dip, but a few lawsuits said
otherwise.

A white-and-grey speckled horse trotted along the
fence, curious about me, or perhaps suspecting it was
feeding time. | wondered which horse belonged to
Vicky.

I focused on the animals, letting my breathing settle
into rhythm. The grip in my chest loosened, and | let
out a breath, feeling it in every fibre of my being. That
was close. Too close to falling over the edge into the
grief pit and not being able to climb back out.

I rolled the wheelbarrow along the uneven path and
started shovelling shit into it.

There were only a few stray piles left, so | finished
quickly. Mum and Vicky’s laughter rang out from the
stables behind me. At least someone is having fun. |
paused at the gate to the horses’ field, not feeling
confident enough to enter just yet. The white horse
from before spotted me and walked over, bucking its
head slightly with each step. It hung its large neck over
the gate and let out a whinny, flaring its nostrils.

“Hey there, girl. You look like a girl anyway.” 1
ducked my head to see the horse’s underbelly.
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“Definitely a girl.”

My hand twitched to stroke her, but I hesitated, not
wanting to get bitten or get the gross horse smell under
my now-chipped fingernails. Her deep dark eyes
watched me, putting me on edge a little bit. Is she
judging me? | wondered if I looked just as out of place
to the horse as I felt. Even wearing my Mum’s
disgusting orange tassel hat, | was an outsider. Even the
horse knew. | sighed and took a tentative step forward.

“Do you ever feel like that?” I murmured softly.
“Like you don’t belong?” I shook my head. /'ve been
in the country five minutes, and I'm already talking to
horses again. Jesus. Mum would love that.

The horse just looked back at me, because of course
it did. It was a fucking horse.

“Time makes it better though, right? That’s what
they say anyway.”

“How are you getting on?” Vicky’s voice startled
me, and | spun round to find her standing behind me,
hands on her hips.

“Oh, yeah. Fine. I finished out here and was thinking
about clearing the rest from the fields.”

A smile pulled at Vicky’s mouth. “Are you scared
of them?”

Yes. “No. I was just saying hello first. Didn’t want

to trespass. I have to respect their home, don’t [?”
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She bobbed her head, her grin getting wider. “Is that
why you were speaking to her? Trying to ask
permission?”

Did she hear that? Oh, lord. I stood, my mouth open
as | tried to find the words to explain what | was doing.
But none came.

“It’s cute. Not everyone understands how much they
listen.” She offered me a knowing smile and stepped
forward. “I see you met Crystal. She’s a rescue. Ex-
racehorse.” She rubbed her hands over the horse’s face
and tickled behind her long ears.

“Is she yours?”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t know you wanted a horse.”

Vicky brushed her fingers through Crystal’s mane,
tugging out a knot of hair. “Don’t you remember how
much | used to come up here with your mum and
Biscuit? | know you were never too keen, but I used to
love it.” Her face fell, and her hand stilled for a
moment. “After Cameron...your mum suggested I get
my own. It gave her something to do, something to get
up for...So I did. Your mum was right; Crystal saved
me, too, in many ways. Gave me some purpose.”

The air chilled around me. The sadness in Vicky’s
features tugged me forward. What did she remember
when she thought about Cameron? Was it anything like
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how | felt? Guilt mixed with several other unnamed
emotions flooded through me. I never wanted Vicky to
feel like that. 1 should’ve been there for her. We
should’ve been there for each other. This was my
chance to reach out to her, to take that next small step.

“I’m sorry,” I said, forcing myself to meet her gaze.

Vicky’s blue eyes flicked to mine. “What?”

“I’m sorry,” I said louder. “That sounds tough, and
I should’ve been around more. I just...I just...”

“Holly, it’s okay.” Vicky brushed my arms, and I
realised they were shaking. “You don’t need to
apologise.”

“I'do.”

She took my hand in hers. “It’s not your fault. What
happened to Cameron. It was just a freak accident.”

“Vicky, please...don’t.”

She studied me, and | cowered under her gaze, tears
pricking my eyelids.

“Okay,” she said, still holding my hand. She led us
back to the gate. “’You want to meet her properly?”

I nodded, relief washing over me with the change of
subject. A cloud still hovered. I’d done the first step, so
why didn’t I feel much better?

Vicky laid my hand against Crystal’s nose. When
the horse didn’t bite off my fingers. I relaxed a little,
rubbing small circles on her long face. It was
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surprisingly soft.

“Look at you, mucking out, being at one with the
animals. It’s really nice,” Vicky said. “Got to say those
purple wellies look better than those heels you had on
yesterday.”

I snorted. Even comparing the two ironically was
ridiculous.

“I’m serious,” she said. “It’s great to see you like
this. Like how I remember.”

The sincerity in her tone struck me. What memories
did she hold close in her mind? Surely I wasn’t that
different from two years ago?

I supposed I had done less mess and more civilised
in recent years, but we were growing up. We were
bound to change, and what was wrong with not
smelling like horse urine and looking like we’d been
down the pit? London Holly was Holly 2.0. | dressed
better, sure, but I was still the same person; I could still
have fun and pay homage to my country roots. As much
as someone can when they lose their bestest friend in
the whole world unexpectedly.

I flicked the tassels hanging from my hat. “I don’t
know. I don’t think orange is really my colour.”

Vicky laughed. “Yeah, maybe not the hat, it’s pretty
awful. Don’t tell your mum that, though, she’ll spear
me on a pitchfork and display my head on top of the
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muckheap.”

I grinned, some of the tension leaving my body. “I
want to disagree, but yeah, she probably would.”

Our eyes met, squeezing something in my chest.
This wasn’t ice though. This was warm. Warm and
gooey and dangerous.

“Would you be up for a little ride this afternoon?”

My mouth popped open. Ride? Petting one from
behind the safety of a fence was one thing, but sitting
on one of these giant running machines and trying not
to fall to my death was something else entirely. I’d
ridden with Mum a few times when | was younger,
sure, but I could never shake the nervous feeling of
impending doom. Plus, it’d been years since I’d even
seen a horse, never mind tried to ride one.

“You don’t have to, of course. I just thought it might
be fun.” Vicky smiled, but I could feel the challenge
hidden underneath. A chance to prove myself—plus
Mum would love it.

“Maybe a little one, then.”

“Awesome.” The cute dimple surfaced in her cheek.
“Let’s get you kitted up, though I’m not sure we’ll have
a helmet large enough for your big head.”

“Hey! That’s twice you’ve said that now.” I jostled
her, and she laughed. I loved how quickly we’d fallen
back into our teasing habits. It proved we still had
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something.

Vicky led the way to the stables where Mum was
waiting. She shot me a cheesy thumbs up as we neared,
and all hope for getting through the Christmas holiday
diminished immediately. Either through
embarrassment or through being trampled to death, |
might never make it back to London.
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I couldn’t understand how people found this enjoyable.
My back hurt, my arse was numb, and I was scared for
my life. To make things worse, | stunk of hay and
excrement. A far cry from my usual crisp and clean
designer wear in the city. The small victory was taking
off the orange tassel hat, but its replacement wasn’t
much better: a riding hat with a Christmas-tree helmet
cover stretched over it. Vicky swore it was the only one
that would fit me, but I begged to differ. The way she
cracked up seeing me wear it did ease the pain a little.
“Not half bad, Christmas Tree. Keep your back
straight, hands on those reins,” Vicky called, perusing

me from the back of her own horse.
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I think | preferred Princess. | readjusted my
position, squeezing my legs around Toffee’s sizeable
middle. He was a small, pudgy horse, with a scruffy
golden coat with patches of brown. Small but mighty,
Mum had called him, and both women promised he was
a safe choice to ease me back into the saddle.

So far, he’d held steady as Vicky led me around the
paddock with a guide rope. Now | was deemed
horseworthy and on my own. The two of them had
thought it funny to up the ante, but | was determined to
prove them wrong. I wasn’t one of the ignorant city
folk; 1 was capable. | had a country heart. | could do
this.

Probably.

“Okay, now stop,” Vicky commanded.

I pulled on Toffee’s reins and he slowed, plodding
along before stopping with a big sigh. He looked over
at the horses in the other fields, bucking his head
slightly.

“Erm...why is he doing that?” I asked, as Vicky
trotted over to me on Crystal. She’d separated her
blonde hair into two plaits either side of her head. She
looked adorable.

“Relax. It’s just what they do to get rid of the flies.”
She pulled Crystal around so we were side by side.

“You’re looking good.”
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Even though she was probably joking, the
compliment warmed my cheeks.

“You ready to step it up a notch?”

Toffee’s ears twitched, making me nervous. Is he
side-eyeing me? “I don’t know...”

“You’re doing great, sweetie!” Mum shouted from
the other side of the fence.

A flash went off, and | turned to see her taking
pictures. | groaned. Why have | agreed to this? I’d have
to make sure those photos didn’t end up on her social
media. If my colleagues saw me with this stupid hat on,
I’d never hear the end of it.

“Come on, Hol, live a little.”

“I do live. I want to keep on living. That’s the point.”

Vicky shook her head, a smile tugging at her mouth.
“Just a little trot around the perimeter. Nothing crazy.”

“You’ve got me wearing this stupid hat. What more
could you want?”

“There’s a few things that spring to mind.”

My stomach tightened. What did she mean by that?
She’d said it so quietly, I wondered if I’d misheard her.

My phone rang, making me jump. Toffee
sidestepped a few spots, taking advantage of the
distraction. He turned his big behind towards Mum and
brought me face-to-face with Vicky. | glanced at my

watch to see Katie’s name on the screen. That’s all 1
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need right now. I clicked reject and felt Vicky’s stare
on me, an unspoken question behind it.

“Sorry about that.”

She smiled, but something else flashed across her
features before she quickly masked it. “So how about a
little trot?”

Vicky’s sudden unease put me on edge. I wanted to
make light of things again, to hear her lovely laugh.

“Come on, girls, what’s taking so long?” Mum
called. “I want to take a video for my Instagram!”

“Come on, Holly.” Vicky pinned me with her gaze.
“I dare you.”

Her eyes held mine, full of something left unsaid.
Was this a test of some sort? A chance to prove myself?

“Fine,” I agreed, catching her look of satisfaction.
“Just one lap, though. I can’t feel my arse.”

Without another word, she galloped off, kicking up
dirt at Toffee and me. Show off. | squeezed my legs
around the horse’s middle and he plodded forward,
with not even half as much grace or urgency as Vicky
and Crystal.

I blew out a breath. You can do this, Holly. I kicked
in my heels, trying to catch up. The strands of our last
conversation echoed in my brain. What things did
Vicky want? Did she think about us? Our first kiss? Or
was | completely miles off?
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Toffee picked up the pace, throwing me up and
down in the saddle. I tried to remember the rise and fall
rhythm, but every time | pressed my feet into the
stirrups, the effort knocked me off balance.

“Vicky!” I called, but she was riding up ahead as we
circled the paddock. Toffee found a surge of energy
from deep within and pushed onward, picking up
speed. My foot slipped, and | tumbled forward in the
saddle, the ground blurring underneath me.

This is it. This is how I die.

| tried to right myself, but the motion of the horse
made it impossible. “Vicky! Wait!” [ wrapped my arms
around Toffee’s neck, scrambling for the dropped reins.
I found them, tugged, and Toffee skidded to a stop,
throwing me off his back and catapulting me high into
the air. A haze of rain clouds distorted my vision before
I landed onto the floor with a hard thud. All the breath
left my lungs. | tried to scream, but the sound stuck in
my throat. The last thing | remember was the hot
searing pain flaring through my brain, and the sound of
Vicky’s voice calling me deeper and deeper into

unconsciousness.
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After rereading the same page three times, | rested the
book on my bedside table. Mum had brought in a stack
of her favourites to keep me occupied while |1
recovered, but they were much too racy and far too
hetero for my liking. | shifted against the bedframe,
pain shooting up my side. Bruised ribs and a sore head
were not on my Christmas list to Santa this year.

I pulled out my phone to check my messages. Since
the trip to the hospital yesterday, Vicky had texted me
multiple times to check | was alright. Now the
messages had gone quiet, | wondered if she was
questioning things as much as | was. The discomfort in

my chest wasn’t enough to distract from our



A Holly Jolly Christmas

conversation on the horses. It pained me to admit it, but
I thought Mum was right. There was something going
on between us, and we needed to speak about it.

Small steps. That’s what I had to remember.

I scrolled further down, my hand stilling over
Cameron’s name. I sucked in a shaky, painful breath
and clicked it, my eyes flicking across the handful of
undelivered messages. My fingers began to type.

Hey, Cam. Guess what? | fell off a horse yesterday
and bruised my ribs, all while trying to impress Vicky
Castleton. I know...I can just imagine your response.
How much you’d tease me. How you’d roll your eyes
and tell me it was about time the two of us got together.
Maybe you just had a knack for seeing things about
myself that no one else could. But I'm trying. I think [
need to make this right. I'm just figuring out how to do
that. | wish you were here to help me. You were always
good at this sort of thing. | suck at it. Tears threatened
my eyelids. I miss you. I really, really miss you.

I sent it, receiving the rebound message instantly a
few seconds later. The grip around my heart squeezed,
and I let out a sob. Allowing myself to feel the loss for
just a moment. The ache spread through my abdomen,
the pain a thousand times more than any bruised rib
could give me. I’d break every bone in my body if |
could get my brother back. Even for a minute. Just so |
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could give him a hug and for him to tell me to stop
being so silly. Tears spilled from my eyes.

I scrolled further up our messages, skipping over all
the ones I’d sent him through the past two years until |
saw his last reply in blue. | knew the words without
reading them.

Skied an awesomeee red today. We'll defo have to
come back next year. You’d love it. N can you tell Mum
to stop liking all my posts plz? If not I'm gonna have to
block her lol

Sometimes you do everything right. You wear a
helmet and you stick to the piste. You know how to ski
and can do so with confidence. But that doesn’t stop
someone from careening into you from behind,
knocking you both into a tree. It doesn’t stop them from
surviving their mistake and you paying the ultimate
price.

Sometimes you can do everything right, but it still
goes wrong. Nothing in the world can protect you from
that. One day you have a brother, and the next you
don’t.

I scrolled up further, reading our messages through
blurred eyes. The grief washed over me, pulling me
under. I couldn’t fight it. Not today.

I tried to roll over, to tuck my knees to my chest and
rock myself, but pain seared through my ribs, and |
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recoiled. I wrapped my arms around myself, squeezing.
Trying to keep those broken pieces together. If |
squeezed hard enough, maybe | could fix them. But |
knew there would always be a missing piece. There
would always be a hole in my chest.

I was so consumed with my thoughts, I didn’t
register the knock at the door until it opened. Vicky
poked her head in, eyes widening when she saw me.
She rushed in, hands immediately grasping my arms.

“Holly, are you okay? What’s wrong? Is it the
pain?”

I struggled to get the words out through my ragged
breathing. | was too far gone to rein it in. Grief ate me
from the inside, burning hot fire, devouring everything.
Cameron was dead. Cameron was dead.

“Do you need to go back to hospital?” Vicky’s
blonde brows were furrowed, and she brushed a
soothing hand through my hair. Her fingers were warm,
the touch familiar.

I managed to shake my head, but the concern on her
features didn’t disappear.

“Holly, please talk to me.”

I couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t bear to see the pity
in her stare. The way grief constructed barriers in the
room. How it distanced people, keeping them in their
own miserable, tear-dwelling quarters that ate them
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alive.

I sobbed, the ache stretching out and touching all the
places I’d tried to lock down. The blackness behind my
eyes swallowed me, imprisoning me from the inside.

Vicky caressed my face with her hand. The most
gentle and heartfelt touch I’d ever experienced.
“Breathe, Holly. In and out. Just breathe. It’s okay. I’'m
here.”

My eyes found Vicky’s blue ones, deep and swirling
with emotions I couldn’t name. I blinked the tears
away, letting them fall down my cheeks.

“Talk to me,” she said.

“Cam—Cameron,” [ managed.

Her gaze crinkled, understanding washing over her
features. | waited for the barrier, for her to step back
and leave me to stew in my own sadness, hoping I’d
pull myself out when I was ready.

Instead, she climbed onto the bed and opened up her
arms, inviting me into her chest. “Come here,” she said
softly. I didn’t hesitate, crawling into the warmth of her
embrace and breathing in her familiar scent. She
cradled me, her arms caressing mine, holding me as
tight as my bruised ribs would allow. Her chin rested
on my head, her steady breaths fanning over my hair,
and for the first time in two years, | felt like | belonged
somewhere.
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I woke to the same faded blue walls, beginning to get
used to the sight of my childhood bedroom. What |
wasn’t used to was the feeling of Vicky’s breathing and
the gentle rise and fall of her chest. | registered her
warm arms still wrapped around me, the two of us a
cocoon of limbs. The moments before we fell asleep
trickled back into my consciousness: Vicky witnessing
my grief meltdown, her cradling me as | wept, the
soothing sound of her heartbeat as | drifted into the
safety of sleep.

Now that I’d awakened, snuggled into the curve of
her body, I didn’t want to move. It was the closest I’d

been to her in years, but there was a deep familiarity
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there, as though we’d done this a million times before.
I tilted my head back and let my gaze drift over Vicky’s
cute freckles, the long blonde eyelashes, the way her
pink mouth rested in the depths of sleep. Warmth
bloomed in my chest at the sight of so many admirable
qualities in this woman I’d loved for so long. I still
remembered the softness of her lips, even all these
years later. | wondered what kissing her now might be
like. A pulse awakened between my thighs at the
thought of closing the distance and tasting her again.

We’d changed over the years, that was undeniable,
but we were the same people who’d stayed up for hours
talking and playing in the fields behind our houses. The
same people who’d grown up together, sharing secrets
and heartaches, good grades and bad grades, and
enough laughter to last a lifetime. We were the same
people who’d shared our first kiss under the pink light
in Vicky’s bedroom. Clumsy mouths and wandering
hands, yearning for more but too scared to ask. Too
scared to be. I wasn’t scared any more. But was she?

I could definitely sense a barrier in the way her face
would sometimes still, something crossing her mind as
she hid behind a smile. I couldn’t blame her. I wasn’t
sure I’d completely trust me, either. But | wanted to be
better. | wanted to make it up to her.

Lying here with her, it felt like the barriers had
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dissolved, but [ wasn’t sure how long it would last. For
the first time since I’d arrived, I dreaded going back to
London. That realisation made me wrap my arms
around her a little tighter.

Mum crashed through the door, wearing nothing but
a skimpy red bikini. Vicky jolted upright, taking me
with her, and pain burned through my side.

“Jesus, Mother! What’re you doing?”

“Oh god, I'm sorry.” She covered herself with her
hands. “I just needed an opinion, because your dad is
useless when it comes to this stuff.”

My eyes burned, not just from crying but from this
image of my mother standing half-naked in my
bedroom.

“Well, I think it looks great, Tracy,” Vicky said, a
little sleepily.

“Thank you, love. It’s for a spa weekend. Early
Christmas present.” Her eyes widened. “Ooh! I also
bumped into Jeff this morning. He said to remind you
to pop round. Something to do with a Christmas tree?”

Oh no. I’d forgotten about my promise to Mr Simon.
That was just what | needed.

When Mum didn’t move to leave, I made a show of
covering my eyes.

“Oh, Holly, don’t be such a prude. We’ve all got the

same bits.”
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I gawked at her. Please tell me this is a dream and
Vicky Castleton is not witnessing this. “Mum, please.
Can’t you see I’'m busy?”

Mum raised a dark eyebrow. “I can certainly see
that. What’s going on here, then?”

We jumped away from each other, unaware that our
limbs were still entangled. Pain shot through my chest
again, and | grimaced. Damn stupid ribs. Damn stupid
horses.

“Don’t be pulling my leg now,” Mum said, wagging
a finger. “A mother always knows.”

“Mum,” I pleaded, heat searing my cheeks. I was
transported back to my teenage years. I daren’t even
look at Vicky. This was mortifying.

“Alright, alright. I can take a hint.” Mum headed out
onto the landing, and Vicky sat up straight, unravelling
herself from me. Mum caught my eye in the doorway
and patted her belly, mouthing “three grandchildren”
before she closed the door.

Mortification level: 1000.

What could | even say after that? Vicky also seemed
at a loss for words. She sucked in a deep breath and
glanced at me before bursting out laughing.

I joined in too and winced, clutching my ribs. “Ow,
ow!”

Vicky reached out to me without thinking, then
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pulled her arm away. “Are you alright?”” she asked.

“Yeah, yeah, I'm fine.”

She nodded slowly, sucking on her bottom lip. The
movement drew my focus to her mouth, the idea of
kissing her crossing my mind once again. Her blue eyes
locked with mine. She must feel this too, right?

“Really, though. How are you?” she pressed.

“Better. Thanks for...before. I...I needed that.” I
held her gaze, despite every fibre in my body
demanding I look away. Vicky looked right back at me,
and a familiar feeling tugged in my belly.

“I think I did too,” she said quietly, her focus
dropping to my mouth.

My heart rate galloped, a new type of tightness
spreading through my chest. A shallow tingling
sensation grew in my hands, and I itched to reach out
and cup her face. To pull her close to me and kiss her,
but I didn’t want to break the moment. I didn’t want her
to ever stop looking at me like that.

“How often does it happen?” Vicky asked, tearing
my attention from her Cupid’s bow mouth.

How often did | feel like this? Honestly, not ever.
Even my tumultuous relationship with Katie didn’t
have the same highs. Not in the same way, where
electricity coursed through my veins, leaving me tingly
everywhere. Where the connection ran so deep | could
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pick apart her mood by the look in her eyes or the twitch
of her mouth. Honestly, I’d never felt about anyone the
way that I’d felt about Vicky. She’d always been the
one “what if” in my life. The regret. Maybe that’s why
I’d moved to London. It was my chance to finally move
on.

But as | looked into those deep blue eyes of hers, |
knew moving on wasn’t what I wanted any more. |
wanted her. | think | always had.

“Only with you,” I said, finding the courage to place
my hand on her thigh again.

“What?” Vicky’s eyebrows drew together. “That’s
the first time that’s happened?”

Wait a minute. “What do you mean?”’

She hesitated, chewing over her words. “How upset
you were before. The hyperventilating...that’s the first
time?”’

Oh.

| stiffened, the blood pumping between my legs
diverted to my face, sweeping away all the sexiness
with it. “It happens sometimes, yeah.” I made to move
my hand away, but Vicky grabbed it.

“It was really horrible to see you like that, Holly.
I’m worried about you. Are you talking to someone?”’

And there it was. The inevitable words of

concern...The pity stare, sucking all the life out of the
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room. And the air from my lungs. I didn’t want to be a
burden, weighing people down with my pain and
sadness.

“I’'m fine. I’'m fine.”

“You keep saying that, Holly. But do you really
believe it?” Her gaze was piercing, daring me to brush
it off. “Be honest with me.”

I shook my head, feeling pinned into a corner. |
wanted to leave. | needed to get away before the
feelings came clawing out of my chest and into my
mind. The urge to run—I hated it. But Vicky’s hand
held me in place.

She squeezed it. “Talk to me.”

So I did. For the first time since Cameron died, |
opened up. Letting out some of the dark thoughts and
the feelings | usually kept buried beneath the surface.
Vicky sat and listened, rubbing her thumb over my
fingers. She opened up too, about how looking after
Crystal had been her own type of rehabilitation, and
how she’d also been to speak with a counsellor.

“I’m not saying it solves all your problems. No one
has the power to do that,” she said, “but it stops you
bottling it all up inside. I know you feel like you have
to be the strong one, Holly. But you’re a person too.
You’re only human. You’re allowed to feel. To not be

okay sometimes.”
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I gave her a small smile. “IT hear you.”

“Good.” She looked down at our hands, resting
entwined in her lap. “Despite everything, it’s been
really nice to see you. Really nice.” She kept her head
down, tracing my fingers softly.

“It’s been really nice to see you too.” I pleaded with
her to look up. So I could read the emotion in her eyes
and decide whether or not to kiss her. I so badly wanted
to kiss her.

She opened her mouth to speak. “Holly, I...” She
sighed, her eyes flicking up to mine. “I...actually have
another favour to ask you.”

Her comment from yesterday rattled through my
brain. There’s a few things that spring to mind. “What
is it?” I asked.

“Mum’s got another stall at the Christmas Fair, but
this one is in the city. | could use another pair of hands.
If you’re up for it, of course.”

Spending more time with Vicky? As if I’d say no to
that. “Sure. That sounds good. Although, I do have a
favour to ask of you too.”

She glanced up at me. “Intriguing. And what might
that be?”

“You’ll see.” I grinned. “Gonna need to put those

country muscles to some good use.”
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Vicky walked on ahead, wearing a red puffer coat with
a faux-fur hood. A cluster of pigeons pecked at the
frozen soil by her feet, scurrying away when she got
too close. She bent down to inspect a shrivelled excuse
for a Christmas tree and stood back up with a sigh. My
gaze flicked away from her shapely round bottom.

I pulled the list out of my pocket, eyes bulging as |
read over the messy handwriting. “How is anyone
supposed to meet these requirements three days before
Christmas?”” I muttered. “It’s ridiculous.”

“You know Mr Simon,” Vicky said. “What did you
expect?”

“When he said he needed help with the Christmas
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tree, | thought he meant decorating it, or moving it.
Maybe creating a Mabel-proof trap so the cat couldn’t
pull the damn thing over. Not to go fetch a tree with an
equal number of branches on the left and the right,
that’s been grown in organic soil with no”—I squinted
my eyes to read the next part—“squiggly bugs, and
needles that are 1.25 inches long.” I looked up at her,
exasperated. “All we’ve got left here are trees on death
row.”

She spluttered, unable to contain the laughter.

“Vicky! Focus, please. He’s never going to let me
forget it.”

“Relax. You’re the one that gets to go gallivanting
back to London. I’m the one that has to live on the same
street as him. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

A jolt flashed through me. That was the second time
she’d said something like that. Did she want me to stay
too?

I looked at her, trying to make something of her
expression. “Actually, I’ve been thinking about it...and
I’'m going to stay until New Year’s Day,” I said.

Her expression sharpened. “Are you? I thought you
said you were driving back Boxing Day?”

“Well...I changed my mind. Finalised it this
morning.”

A genuine smile lit up her face, one that made
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tingles dance in my stomach. “That’s really great.”

I hoped she meant it. I thought so too. I’d had so
much fun reconnecting with Vicky, it seemed a shame
to cut it short. I had no reason to return home anyway.
Working for Mr Clark had real benefits when it came
to holiday entitlement, and I usually had some leftover.
Returning on Boxing Day was just a self-preservation
safety date for myself. Seeing Vicky react in this
positive way definitely gave me some hope that she
could still have feelings for me too. Her gaze held mine
until a yell made us both turn our heads.

“Morning, ladies,” Harry said, righting himself
before almost stumbling again over a pile of logs lying
on the gravel. He was the fifth generation to own the
Christmas tree farm in Mistleberry, and by far the
clumsiest. He brushed off his dirty hands on his black
trousers. “Find anything to your fancy?”

“Not really,” Vicky told him, making a show of
browsing the awful collection.

I glanced at the nearest row of trees, barely even a
foot tall. Nowhere near the specified 5.7 feet Mr Simon
requested. Harry’s Christmas tree farm was seriously
lacking in the Christmas tree department.

“To be frank, I am a bit surprised to see you here so
close to Christmas,” Harry said. “Everything’s gone.”
He ran a hand through his long ginger beard before
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turning to me. “Not seen you in a few years, young ’un.
Sorry to hear about your brother.”

“Thanks.” 1 bobbed my head. The ache of
Cameron’s death simmered lower with every new
mention. Or perhaps the close proximity to Vicky made
it easier to swallow. She had that effect on me, like
everything was going to be alright. I ducked my head
into my coat, hiding away from the cool morning
breeze. “So you don’t have anything else available?”

“What about that one?” Vicky pointed over my
shoulder at a small cluster of trees bordered off by a
wire fence.

“Oh, no. I’'m sorry, ladies. Those are reserved.”

| raised an eyebrow. “Reserved? For who?”

His eyes lit up. “The Joneses.”

“Who?” I glanced at Vicky but she looked away, a
strange expression on her face. Weird.

“You don’t know the Joneses? That’s who’s been
building on those fields behind your estate. The ones
that’ve bought the cinema and who are renovating the
village. They’re millionaires.”

Ah, so they’re Mr and Mrs Moneybags, then. Mum
had mentioned the amount of changes proposed at the
village meeting.

“Maybe I could speak with them,” Vicky offered.

“I’m sure they’d understand.”
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“Sorry, girls.” Harry held up his big meaty hands,
knocking a pencil from his top breast pocket. “I’m not
allowed to give out their personal information. They’d
shut me down faster than you can say Vogue.”

Vogue? “Well, maybe I could tweet them or
something?” 1 suggested. “Millionaires like Twitter,
right?”

He quirked his thick ginger eyebrows. “Oh, do you
know bird calls? Those damn pesky pigeons keep
trying to nest in my roof. And dropping special parcels
all over the place.” He scowled at a few nearby pigeons
as they pecked stray bits of gravel.

That wasn’t quite what I meant—but still. “I know,
right? I hate those birds. Stupid flying turdbags.” Both
of them looked at me, surprised by my outburst.
“What? I do. I hate them.”

“Well, if you can get rid of my pest problem, maybe
we could work something out.”

You've got to be kidding me.

“You want us to get rid of the pigeons for you?” I
asked.

Vicky swatted my arm. “Hey, don’t rope me into
this.”

I grimaced, pain shooting down my side. Vicky
apologised, but | waved off her concern. Damn ribs.

“How do you expect me to do that, exactly?”
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Harry shrugged. “Beats me.”

“Wait.” Vicky grabbed my shoulder. “Doesn’t
Pertoni Clark have a bird repellent device? I’ve seen it
onTV.”

“The walking scarecrow thing?” | tried to recall
exactly how useful the device had been during testing.
“From what | remember, they had some problems with
it. Recalled some devices because of malfunctions.”

“How so0?”

“The robots were imbedded with Al, and they were
coming out with all sorts of things. Plus the usual fire
hazards.”

“Could you get one?”

I bit my lip. Products that were pre-release should
be stored in the warchouse. But I wasn’t sure if there
were any near here. It was possible. “Maybe.”

“Really?” Harry asked.

“She works for Pertoni Clark.”

“No way! I’'m such a huge fan of his. The chainsaw
gloves changed my life.” He jumped up, beaming like
a schoolgirl meeting their crush. The idea of the large
and clumsy Harry wielding chainsaw gloves made me
swallow. How had he not cut off any limbs yet? My
gaze dropped to his hands. He did actually have the end
digit of his ring finger missing. All things considered,

I’d say that was a win for him.
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“I could make a few calls.” Dani sure owed me a
couple of favours. Using my car as a secret chocolate
spot was one of them.

Harry smiled, showing his gap-toothed grin. “That
would be great. You do that and the tree is yours.”

I pulled my phone from my jeans pocket and dialled
Dani’s number. It turned out there was a warchouse in
Frostchester, just an hour away, so Vicky and | could
pick it up on the way to the Christmas Fair tonight.

“How’s it going with Bedroom Girl?”” Dani asked.

“That’s the least catchy nickname ever.”

I could practically hear her roll her eyes down the
phone. “Whatever. You know who I mean. Stop
deflecting. How’s it going with her?”

I glanced over at Vicky, who was having an
animated exchange with Harry over by the main
building. Her blonde curls framed her face perfectly.
The sweet sound of her laugh carried over their
conversation, squeezing something in my chest.

“She’s good. It’s going good.”

“Good, huh? Sounds exhilarating. If I didn’t know
better, your good is someone else’s amazingly perfect
head-over-heels in love.”

I shook my head. “Shut up. You don’t know what
you’re talking about.”

“I know everything. Remember: don’t count the
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days, make the days count.”

“What bus advertisement have you stole that from?”’

She laughed. “It was a quote my dad had up in his
gym. It used to motivate him to train, but it works for
life too.”

After a few more teasing jokes at my expense, Dani
hung up the phone, agreeing to organise with the
Frostchester warehouse, even though she was on her
Christmas break. Promising her some more KitKats
seemed to do the trick.

I walked back down the gravel path to join the
others. Vicky looked up at me when I approached, her
eyes sparkling. I’d never seen such light in someone’s
eyes before. | wanted her to always look at me like that.

This was my chance to make up for it. Small steps,
just like Dad said.

“All sorted?” she asked, squeezing my arm.

“Yep.” It seemed a lot of effort to get Mr Simon the
tree of his dreams, but if it meant spending more time
with Vicky, it was worth it. Getting revenge on the
pigeons was an unexpected Christmas present.

“You know, we could run past the ice-cream place
on the way back, get a scoop each.” She nudged my
shoulder. “Just like old times?”

We’d done that together with Cameron a lot. |
grinned at the memory. “Ice cream, in the dead of

101



A Holly Jolly Christmas

winter?” | teased.
She winked. “Never a bad time for ice cream, Hol.”
| felt another tugging in my abdomen. Ice cream in
the winter. Bantering with Vicky. Being back home. It
almost felt like 1 could reclaim parts of what 1’d lost.
“Let’s go then.” | smiled at her, feeling more like
myself than I had in a long time.

102



C/mpt‘er Tourteen

It took us an hour, but with the robot scarecrow safely
in the car, Vicky and I arrived at the City Hall to set up
for the Christmas Fair. The collection of the robot had
gone better than expected; the only downside was the
assembly process, which we’d have to endure
tomorrow. Constructing a robot scarecrow with Vicky
Castleton was not what I’d expected to be doing on
Christmas Eve Eve. Oddly, | was excited by it.

The Christmas market was easily ten times bigger
than our little village fair. The city had provided their
own tables for the sellers, making it less cumbersome
than before for us to set up. The permanent craftspeople
and food sellers were stationed in mini wooden cabins,
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with fairy lights, and Christmas greetings sprayed on
the sides. The combined scents of spiced mulled wine
and sweet cinnamon made me salivate as we found our
table. A huge Ferris wheel sat beside the City Hall,
sparkling and flashing with red and green lights. Joyful
Christmas music drifted through meticulously placed
speakers. | felt like | was stepping right into a cheesy
Christmas movie.

I wasn’t quite sure why Vicky had needed my help.
My bruised rib was healing but rendered me pretty
useless with carrying anything of real weight. It did
give me the opportunity to admire her strong biceps,
though, while | followed behind with a light box of
stuffed toys.

We set up stall next to a lovely Asian woman called
Nadia, who was selling handcrafted dreamcatchers,
colourful crystals and delicate wooden ornaments. She
welcomed us both with a hug and took a genuine
interest in what we were selling.

The city was heaving. People were either dashing
about purchasing last-minute Christmas gifts or else
spending the evening browsing with friends and warm
wine. The two groups were easily categorised by the
speed of movement and the level of panic on their
faces. Luckily, I’d sorted all my presents a month in

advance. All except for one. | needed to get Vicky

104



Emily Wright

something.

Normally, I’d jump to buy something expensive. A
ring or a necklace or something sparkly. But it felt
wrong for Vicky. It needed to be personal.

We barely had chance to talk because it was so busy.
The embroidered journals in particular were a hit, along
with the knitted stuffed animals. The terrible cow bag
Vicky had stitched herself remained untouched,
something | teased her about whenever | got the
chance.

It surprised me how much I enjoyed chatting with
the customers. In my job, I was heavily involved behind
the scenes, so it made a nice change. Where | could be
a little stilted, Vicky was a natural. I thought she’d be
very successful in advertising. The idea of Vicky
working with me at Pertoni Clark made me feel all
gooey and warm. It was a possibility, and it made a
future with her plausible—if she was interested, of
course. If only Mr Clark could make a mind-reading
device that wasn’t likely to catch fire, that would be
great.

The evening grew colder and darker, but the
crowd’s spirits never waned. Children scampered by
with candyfloss and chocolate Santas, adults with
steaming mulled wine or brandy hot chocolates. The

atmosphere was electric, and we’d almost sold out of
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all our stock.

“This is amazing,” Vicky said. “Mum is going to be
so pleased.”

“You’re quite the salesperson. Who’d have
thought?”

She turned to me and raised an eyebrow. “And what
is that supposed to mean?”’

I looked at her—really looked at her—seeing both
versions of the Vicky Castleton | adored. The quieter,
caring Vicky still lived on behind the surface of the
confident and sexy woman she’d grown into. Emotions
stirred in my chest, and I shook my head. “Nothing.
You’re just very...you.”

She snorted. “You work in advertising and that’s the
best you can come up with?” she teased. “I’m surprised
Pertoni Clark hasn’t gone under.”

I picked up the sad cow bag. “You’re a better
salesperson than you are at knitting.”

Vicky jabbed me, and | grimaced. Her face
immediately crumpled. “I’'m sorry, Hol. | keep
forgetting about your ribs.” The corner of her mouth
twitched. “Although you are annoying and probably
deserve it.”

“Charming.”

She burst into laughter. “I’ve missed this,” she said,

shooting me a smile that flew straight into my heart.
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“Me too.” Everything felt easy with Vicky. It was
almost as if the last two years hadn’t happened. In order
to move forward, though, | needed to put all my cards
on the table. Unless...I glanced at the other stalls,
searching for a sprig of mistletoe. That’d certainly be
the easier option. She couldn’t misunderstand that
gesture.

And | really wanted to Kiss her.

“You want to have a look around?” Vicky asked.
“We’ve more than exceeded what I thought we’d sell,
and the food smells bloody amazing.”

“Sure, that sounds nice.” She started to pack away,
but I held a hand up. “But first—I’d like to do
something.”

I handed the cow bag to her, and she frowned. “I’'m
not going to bin it.”

I'laughed. “No! We couldn’t bin such a masterpiece.
It’s an original Vicky Castleton, after all.”

She eyed me suspiciously. “What are you up to?”

“I’m not sure why you think so poorly of me. I’d just
like to give him a home.”

“You want to buy it?”

“Ido.”

She broke into a smile. “But I thought you hated it.”

“How could I hate something that’s so

characteristically you?”
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“I don’t know if I should take that as an insult or a
compliment, so I’'m just going to say...SOLD! To the
lady with the fancy coat and the bruised rib.”

We packed up and loaded the car before heading
back into the market, re-energised and feeling lighter
than air. We browsed some of the stalls. Vicky picked
up a cute reindeer hat and a handmade bookmark, while
I tried to find something I could gift her for Christmas.
I considered getting her some of the handmade
jewellery, but it didn’t feel quite right. Also, where is
that damn mistletoe?

After buying two freshly made crépes, sugar for me,
and chocolate and strawberry for Vicky, we strolled
down the market towards the big Ferris wheel, Vicky
linking her arm in mine. Warmth spread through me at
the touch; it was a small gesture that echoed another
time, as though the years that had passed and distanced
us had shrunk and fallen away.

We sat on a wooden bench beside a young dad and
son, who was wielding a flashing lightsabre like a
young Jedi.

“So your mum’s pretty good at crafting, and you’re
pretty good at selling,” I said. “Have you thought about
turning it into a proper business?”

She nodded, still chewing. “It’s definitely crossed

my mind a few times. I just...I don’t know.”
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“What is it?”

She sighed, wiping her mouth on a napkin. “It’s just
different doing it in the holidays and doing it full-time.
It’s...scary. What if it tanks? I’'m not sure I’'m ready.”

“Any change is scary. But you’ve got a good chance.
Mr Clark always enthuses about the importance of a
product that will sell. And from what I’ve seen, you’ve
already got that. Next step is doing a business plan. If
it’s what you want to do, you should go for it.”

“It’s not that simple, though. There’s other people
that 1 need to think about...It’s complicated.” She
seemed to consider it. “Plus, I don’t know if Mum
would even want to do it full-time...but I will think
about it, thanks.”

“No problem.”

“What about you? You think you’ll ever move back
to Mistleberry?”

The thought had been playing on my mind the last
few days. I’d felt less lonely and more myself, and
spending time with my family was helping heal the
spaces in my chest.

[ pursed my lips, making a show of thinking. “Never
say never.”

“Interesting.” She grinned at me, and my eyes were
drawn to her dimple. “Fancy a ride on the wheel?”

A romantic view of the city sounded like a perfect
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place to make a move.

I paid for two tickets, and we stumbled into the
rickety cabin. It swung gently as we got ourselves
comfortable, and | tried to squash the fear that shot up
my spine. The wheel started moving, carrying us higher
above the twinkling lights.

You can do it, Holly.

“This is awesome,” I said, a little breathless, peering
through the glass at the bustling city below us.

“Are you still afraid of heights?”” Vicky asked, her
thigh brushing against mine.

I tried not to think about the heat of our bodies and
focused on her question. “I wouldn’t say I’'m overjoyed
being so high above the ground, but I can overlook it
when the view is this beautiful. Just don’t put me on a
glass ledge.”

“Is it weird that I’m happy about that?”

| turned to her, surprised by her tone, and found a
solemn look on her face. “What do you mean?”

“I’m just happy you’re still in there underneath the
expensive clothes and the busy lifestyle.” She nudged
me and smiled, but it didn’t quite touch her eyes. “For
a while, I didn’t know.”

That wasn’t the first time she’d said something like
that. “I’m still me, you know. I think you’d quite like

the city. There’s lots going on.”
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“I’m not sure. I don’t think I'm a fan of the fast life.”

“You afraid of finally being around more people
than cows?” I teased. “I’d like to say the smell is better,
but I’d be lying.”

She looked down at the floor, shifting underneath
my gaze. “I don’t hate the city. I actually have
considered it...It’s just complicated. It’s a big change,
a big commitment. I don’t know. It’s probably silly.”
She shook her head, her hair falling across her face.
“You...you’re just different, but also the same. Do you
know what I mean? I know I’ve joked with you about
it, but really all this time, I just...missed you.”

My heart thumped faster in my chest. I wasn’t sure
if it was from the height or from the air thickening in
the cabin. When Vicky’s eyes met mine, I knew the
answer. Now was my chance. “I missed you too.
Vicky...I...”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. I closed my
eyes briefly, trying to remember the words | wanted to
say to her. Small steps, Holly. Just say it. | looked back
at her, into those blue eyes that always seemed to see
right into my soul. The same eyes 1’d leaned into when
we had our very first kiss all those years ago.

“I'm sorry, Vicky. For the way I acted when we
were younger.” Now that the first words were out, the

rest followed quickly. “I was terrified of my feelings
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for you. I didn’t know how to deal with them, so I
pushed them away and ran, and that meant | pushed you
away too. I think in some ways I’ve been running from
things for a long time. My feelings for you...what
happened with Cameron...and now my family too. But
I don’t want to keep running. I can’t.”

Surprise flashed across Vicky’s features, pulling her
brows closer together. “Holly, listen—"

“It doesn’t stop me from feeling. It all catches up
with me eventually, and it all piles on top of me like a
crushing weight. But just because | moved and | tried
to stay busy, it doesn’t mean I ever stopped feeling
things for you. And that kiss...our first kiss. It means a
lot to me. So do you. I think about it all the time.”

My stomach twisted with nerves I hadn’t felt since I
was a teenager. | willed Vicky to say something, forced
myself to look at her, and found sad eyes already
watching me. Oh, no. She’s going to reject me.

Vicky swallowed. “You mean a lot to me too, Hol.
Something I don’t think any amount of running or
distance between us could change.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “Of course. You were my first love.
Nothing will ever erase that.”

My mind caught on the past tense. Nausea rolled

through my belly. “You were mine too. You still are.”
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Vicky’s mouth dropped, her gaze flicking over my
face. “What?”

The wheel slowed to a stop as our cabin reached the
top, gently rocking us back and forth. I glanced out of
the window behind Vicky. The city stretched out as far
as | could see, twinkling lights covering the darkness
like sparkling glitter.

My heart was hammering in my chest. “There hasn’t
been a day where I didn’t think about you. I was a
coward. And I'm still learning to be brave. To own my
actions and go after what I want.” I placed my hand on
her thigh, and Vicky let out a soft gasp. So much had
changed between us, but | felt the electricity in the air.
That hadn’t changed. My feelings hadn’t. Had hers?

Vicky’s gaze dropped to my lips, and I knew then.
She felt this too. I slid a hand behind her neck, tangling
my fingers in her hair. My breath caught in my throat.
I wanted to savour every moment, to commit it to
memory. To never run away from it.

I leaned closer, so close | could taste her sweet
breath on my lips.

“Holly...” she said softly.

I pressed my lips to hers, and everything in my body
set alight. Every twinkling Christmas light and
firework combined together and burst through my
veins. It all came crashing back to me. The night in her
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bedroom, her soft mouth, her sweet taste, how every
cell in my body came to life.

“Stop.” She pulled back and put a hand to her lips.

Everything inside me shrivelled and turned cold.

“I can’t do this,” she said.

My hands fell to my lap. The wheel groaned as it
started to descend. Everything felt like ending. | was
too late. Too much time had passed. Vicky couldn’t
forgive me. But | had to try.

“I know one apology isn’t going to cut it, Vicky. But
it’s a start.”

She shook her head. “No, Holly...it’s not that.” Her
word came out slow and choked. Her eyes glossed over.
“I have a girlfriend.”
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| stared at the stupid robot scarecrow in its stupid
Pertoni Clark box, cursing myself for this stupid
situation I’d gotten myself into.

A week ago, | was fine—I wasn’t great, I’1l admit
that, but I was fine. In the space of a week, I’d fallen
under Vicky Castleton’s spell for the second time, and
now my heart had been turned inside out.

I was mixed parts angry and sad. Sad that
this...thing 1 had going with Vicky couldn’t go
anywhere. Angry that she never thought to mention the
fact she had a girlfriend. Not just any girlfriend, but
Tanya Jones—the drop-dead gorgeous catwalk model

who’d featured in many fashion magazines, including
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Vogue. The Tanya Jones whose family had bought the
land behind our houses where we used to play as kids,
planning to demolish the greenery and turn it into more
houses. The Tanya Jones who was freakin’ loaded and
beautiful and probably pissed liquid gold.

I wanted to scream, and cry, and burn every piece of
designer clothing | had just to send a message. A
message that [ was angry...but mostly just sad.

And now | had to take this stupid robot scarecrow to
Harry’s Christmas tree farm, all so Mr Simon could get
his perfect tree. I couldn’t see the point any more. My
Christmas spirit had been truly flushed down the toilet.

I’d been sitting on the bottom step like a
misbehaving child, contemplating every decision I’d
made in my life. | sighed and forced myself to stand
and put on my boots. “I’m off out now, Mum!” | called
down the hallway.

“Okay, love.” I heard a clatter of porcelain on the
table and the door squeaked open. Butterbee scampered
along the laminate flooring, greeting me like she hadn’t
just seen me an hour ago. Her wagging tail and
wiggling bum drew a small smile from me.

Mum poked her head around the door, grimacing.
“How are you feeling?”

“I’'m fine.”

“I’m sorry. If I’d known, I’d have said something.”
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“I know, Mum. It’s okay.” Mum had been just as
shocked as me when I told her about Vicky’s girlfriend,
and now she felt guilty for getting my hopes up. I didn’t
blame her; how Vicky had managed to keep this such a
secret was a surprise to me. Then again, did she really
owe me an explanation? I just didn’t want to talk about
it any more. Mum’s fussing around me only made me
feel more pathetic.

Without another word, | picked up the box and left
through the front door. I struggled to carry it, mild pain
flaring through my ribs, but I pushed through. Vicky’s
car wasn’t outside her house, and a pang of jealousy
shot through my chest. I’d assumed she wouldn’t come
to help me after the events of last night, but the absence
of her car and the thought of her with the beautiful
Tanya Jones made me just want to cry right there in the
street.

Whatever. I don’t need her.

Mum would’ve offered to help if I'd asked. But I
couldn’t handle any more of the pity stares as it was.
I’d never been a fan of DIY or manual things. I was
more brain than brawn. But how hard could it be to
assemble a robot scarecrow? Right?

I groaned and cursed Dani. This could all be traced
back to her. Why did | ever agree to come back in the
first place?
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I drove over to Harry’s farm, blaring Wham’s “Last
Christmas” loud through the speakers. As I turned into
the dirt car park, my heart skipped a beat. Vicky was
leaning against her car. Her arms were wrapped around
herself, and she was snuggling into a warm blue coat |
hadn’t seen before. What is she doing here?

I sighed, reluctantly turning down the volume of my
heartbreak Christmas ballad, and stepped out of the car.
The winter wind nipped at my face, nearly taking the
door off its hinges.

“What’re you doing here?” I asked.

“I'said I’d help you.” Vicky attempted a smile. “And
nice to see you t0o.”

“You didn’t have to.” I opened the rear door to my
BMW, and as | attempted to retrieve the box, the wind
blew it onto my legs, pushing me inside. I hit my head
on the passenger seat while the door tried to trap my leg
in the hinges.

“Are you alright?”” Vicky pulled me back out, trying
to suppress a laugh. “It’s windy up here, isn’t it?”

“Mmm.” 1 couldn’t look at her without feeling
prickles behind my eyelids. | turned away, dragging the
box out of the back. Swallow it, Holly. Push it down.
You’ll be fine. You'll be fine.

“Holly, can we talk please?”

“Why are you here?”” I heaved the box up and started
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making my way towards the farm a short walk away.
Vicky followed me.

“I said I’d help. And I knew you wouldn’t let me
come with you if I asked.”

“Well, I don’t really want to talk right now.”

“Okay, just let me help you then.” She grabbed the
end of the box, easing the weight. | let her help me carry
it, for lack of a reason not to. I’d already felt like a child
earlier today, and | hated feeling inadequate and
useless.

The wind whipped my hair around my face, blowing
strands into my mouth. | tried to spit them out, but it
was futile.

We passed through the large metal gates, already
left open for our arrival, and walked down the gravel
path.

“I’'m sorry, okay? I should’ve told you sooner. I
know I should have. There just didn’t seem to be a good
time.”

“And you think this is?”

“Sometimes there’s never a good time, is there?”

We lowered the box onto the ground, both mildly
out of breath. Vicky’s black beanie hat was lopsided,
and | fought the urge to reach out and correct it. She
sighed, her face softening. Did she have to look so
cute?
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I looked down at the floor, avoiding her gaze. “Just
forget it. It’s fine.”

She hesitated. “It’s clearly not.”

“Well, I wished you’d told me about it sooner, but
you hardly owe me any explanations about your life
now, do you?” | somehow kept bitterness from
creeping into my tone. “I’m sorry if 1 made you feel
uncomfortable.”

She shook her head, reaching out to me. “Holly,
come on...that’s not the case. And I’m sorry | didn’t
tell you. It’s just complicated and new and you—"

I lifted a hand, feeling thoroughly defeated but
determined not to lose the last shred of pride I still had.
“It’s fine. Really, I get it. Let’s just leave it. I’ll go back
to the city soon, then I’ll be out of your hair. Easier for
everyone, right?”’

Crunching footsteps down the path caught our
attention as Harry made his way towards us. The cool
wind howled around me, trying to tug at my coattails
and drag me away. | wished it were that simple. Mr
Simon better appreciate this damn tree.

“Hello, ladies. How’s it going?”

“Great,” I answered, not meaning for it to come out
so sarcastically. I cleared my throat. “I’ve got the robot
here. It just needs a little setting up.”

“Wonderful! I can’t wait to get rid of those bloody
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things.” Harry rubbed his hands together. “Do you want
some help?”

“We’re good—"

“That’d be great—"

Vicky and | spoke together. | narrowed my eyes at
her. Why did she want us to be alone? Harry and | could
sort this just fine. I didn’t want to speak about it any
more. It was humiliating.

He glanced between us, rubbing a hand over his
beard. “Oh, er, I don’t want to get in the middle of
something...I got three daughters, and I learned it’s
best to stay out of it where I can.” He hovered for a
moment, allowing one of us to answer. When we
didn’t, he shrugged and pointed a badly bruised thumb
over his shoulder. “You know where to find me if you
need me.”

We stood awkwardly, listening to the sound of his
footsteps retreating. Two pigeons flew over to inspect
the box, their beady eyes examining me.

“I should’ve said something about Tanya, I’m sorry.
I just didn’t want to lose you again when I’ve just got
you back. Things with us have always been
complicated, and I didn’t want to scare you away.”
Vicky sniffed and turned around. | grabbed her
shoulder, trying to spin her, but she resisted. “I don’t

want to get upset,” she said, holding her fingers under
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her eyes before facing me. “But I've loved spending
this time with you, Hol.