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		Chapter One

		Two weeks to Christmas

		The moment she steps out of the tube station, Mel has her phone to her ear. Amanda answers in two rings—before Mel remembers that it’s gone 6 p.m., and she really shouldn’t be calling her assistant at this sort of time.

		“Sorry,” she says by way of greeting, “I thought it might be easier to call rather than send a million emails, but shall we catch up in the morning?”

		“It’s fine,” Amanda says brightly. “I was just finishing up a few things anyway.” And that is why Amanda is a godsend.

		Mel walks along the pavement toward Clapham Common under a line of trees, which are looking a bit sorry for themselves in the depths of winter, and past Christmas decorations in shop windows. She passes a pub she doesn’t think she’s ever been to but which is always busy—people milling out the front, huddling under heaters while clutching their pints.

		“So,” Mel says, “Lillian Hart.” The current bane of her life. The UK actress taking the world by storm, whose face is plastered over the London buses, advertising the next film she’s in. The actress who, after months and months of wooing, has finally consented to meet with Mel to discuss being the face of her jewelry brand.

		“Right. Her agent wants to move the call from tomorrow to the twenty-third. Which I know is right before Christmas, and if you’re taking any time off then—”

		“I’m not. It’s fine. What Lillian Hart wants Lillian Hart gets, right?” Though why she wants to have meetings the week of Christmas, Mel has no idea. Maybe she’s a workaholic. Maybe she, too, has no work-life balance. Maybe that’s something they can bond over. “You are taking some time off that week, though, right?”

		“Yes,” Amanda says, a little hesitantly, “but if you need me to—”

		“I don’t—you do enough. Just put it in my calendar, will you? And email the agent to confirm? Presumably she’ll send over a link.”

		“Yes, yes, and yes—and she’ll be on the call too.”

		“Perfect.” Mel slows outside her favorite bagel shop—which she loves in part because it’s opposite her flat, and also because it happens to be open both when she leaves for her office in central London, and when she returns. Despite the very long day she’s had, she feels a tiny fizz of excitement—the way she used to feel when she finished a pair of earrings that she loved, the way she felt when the very first influencer posted about her earrings on Instagram and her hobby was turned into a career overnight. This might really happen. Lillian Hart might actually start wearing her jewelry. Well, her designs, at least. Her company’s designs. But still.

		“Okay, so the agent also said they want us to send through the suggested designs that we envisage Lillian ‘supporting.’ ”

		“Of course she did.” Mel peers into the bagel shop as Amanda speaks, where Andy, the owner, is wiping down the counter.

		“And she said that they would want it in the contract that Lillian can ask for any changes she sees fit, so that they ensure her brand is unaffected…”

		Mel sighs. “Right. Well, one step at a time. Why don’t you send her the Christmas catalogue and go from there. If she wants to see others, then I can send through some more, but do stress that we would create unique designs specifically for her should she want to partner with us.” It’s one of the reasons she wants Lillian to come on board—because it gives her a reason to be more involved in the design process. Not that she’ll have time to actually make the jewelry, like she used to—she’s too busy trying to run the damn business itself.

		She walks past the bagel shop, then stops, turns back. Why the hell not? It’s Christmas. She can have a bloody bagel if she wants one.

		“Done,” Amanda says. “And, while I have you, can I check that there’s no one else you want to invite back for a second interview in January?” The interview for another jewelry maker—because part of Mel’s brand is that everything is made by hand. Just not her hands. Before Mel can answer, Amanda continues, listing the people Mel had liked, what their background is, and when their interview is booked, before listing the “maybes.”

		Andy smiles at Mel when she pushes open the door, an old-fashioned bell announcing her arrival. The shop is tiny, only one high table and chairs alongside the window for seating, but he’s managed to squeeze a small Christmas tree in here, complete with a felt angel on top. The blackboard menu is framed with chalk holly, and silver tinsel hangs from the counter in loops. Andy told her that his daughter had been involved in the decorating, and Mel can believe it.

		Andy makes a Christmas-tree shape with his hands as Mel presses her phone between her shoulder and ear to fumble in her bag for her wallet, and Mel nods. The Christmas-special bagel in here is unreal.

		Amanda keeps talking as Andy hands over her bagel with a smile, and Mel taps her card on the machine. She waves to Andy, rolls her eyes, and gestures at the phone. Then stops as she turns, seeing a sign in the door.

		“Amanda? I’ll call you back.”

		“Okay, but we need to—”

		Mel hangs up. Hopefully Amanda will stop working, and actually enjoy some of her evening. Mel spins around to look at Andy, clutching her wrapped bagel in one hand. “You’re closing?” She doesn’t mean it to come out quite as interrogatory as it does.

		He smiles and holds up both hands, palms up. “Afraid so.”

		“But…why?”

		He gives a little shrug, runs a hand over his bald head. “Just time to move on. We’ve loved being here, but it’s a tough city to keep your head above water in. High rent, long hours.” He gestures to her phone. “Though I suppose you’d know a thing or two about that. We’re going to try our luck in Cornwall—figured it was time for a change, see if we can get away from working six-day weeks. Got to try new things while you can, don’t you?” He glances around the shop, and she thinks she sees a tinge of sadness in his gaze.

		Mel nods slowly. She feels, irrationally, devastated. She loves this place—loves that it’s opposite her flat, that they know what she likes, that they don’t mind if she is working while she’s in here, even on the limited seating. But she can’t exactly beg him not to close, can she?

		Instead, she says, “I’m going to miss you.”

		He winks. “Going to miss my bagels, you mean.”

		When she steps back out into the cold, she texts Priya.

		The bagel shop is closing down.

		Oh no! Disaster! What are you going to do?

		She leaves that one open. She doesn’t know what is going on with this pit in her stomach—it’s only bagels, for God’s sake.

		How’s life down under? she types instead.

		It’s amazing! Getting ready for Christmas on the beach. She follows that up with a photo of a beautiful beach, golden sands, and a sparkling blue sea, with what are definitely Priya’s toes in the photo.

		Mel tries to ignore the surge of envy. When was the last time she had a holiday? Went to a beach? Looks brilliant! She types Sooo jealous, but then deletes it. She wants Priya to be enjoying this, without worrying about her. It’s an amazing thing to have done—quitting her job at a secondary school in London and heading out to teach in Australia for a year—especially given Priya had always convinced herself that that kind of adventure wasn’t “her.” Priya had needed a change, and she’d gone for it.

		Mel has insisted, time and time again, how amazing it is, how brave Priya is, how she’ll definitely try to find time to come out and visit. But she misses her best friend. They haven’t shared a house in a couple of years, but they’ve always been in the same city, and things feel a little wrong, knowing Priya isn’t here anymore. Not that they’d seen each other more than once every couple of weeks, but at least they were in the same time zone. Without her, things feel off-kilter. It means that her business has become even more important—because, without work, Mel knows she’d find loneliness creeping in on her—something she’d rather not look at directly if she can help it.

		Mel heads into her building, up the one flight of stairs to her flat. She can hear Christmas music playing in one of the downstairs flats—is sure it must be the same neighbor who has stuck bright Christmas lights in her window, though Mel doesn’t know her name. Doesn’t know any of her neighbors’ names, despite the fact she bought her flat a year ago—all thanks to her little company.

		It’s cold inside, and Mel shivers, switching on the heating before heading to the kitchen, dumping her phone on the counter, and pouring herself a glass of red wine. It’s just a little one-bed, but she likes her flat—it’s sleek and modern, and she’s pretty sure having a breakfast bar is the height of sophistication. She slips out of her heels, realizing how much her feet are aching. At the same time, her phone starts vibrating on the counter.

		Shit. Mum and Dad.

		She switches on the living-room light, grabs the blanket her mum gave her as a moving-in present, and makes herself decidedly “comfortable-looking” on the sofa—and not like she is only just home from work eating a bagel for dinner—before answering the FaceTime call.

		“Hello!” She beams at her parents on the screen. Their faces are pressed close together, her mum sporting a healthy tan, her dad’s plump face slightly sunburned. In the background, she can see the classic white walls of a nondescript hotel room.

		“Hello, darling,” her mum says. Then she frowns. “Mel? Mel, are you there? You’ve frozen. Gavin, the Wi-Fi isn’t working again.” She moves the phone up in the air, so that they are now both looking into the camera at an odd angle. “Is that a bit better? I think it is.”

		Mel resists the urge to point out that the angle of the phone will not change the dodginess of the Wi-Fi.

		“How are you, Melly?” her dad asks. From here, she can see the bald patch on his once-dark head of hair is definitely far too red.

		“Oh, I’m good, you know, the usual. But how are you? Tell me everything. Is it Zanzibar now?”

		“It is,” her mum says. “It’s just after 10 p.m. here, and we’ve been settling in. We got here this morning, and I have to say I’m very much looking forward to going snorkeling tomorrow. They tried to convince us to try scuba diving when we booked, but we thought that’s a bit too much for us, didn’t we, Gavin?”

		“Far too adventurous,” her dad agrees.

		“That’s so cool! How long are you there for?”

		“Just a couple of weeks—but we’ll be here over Christmas and New Year, which we’re both very excited about. I’m not sure what we’ll do over New Year, actually. I’ve heard there are a lot of parties, but I’m not sure which one to go for.”

		“Well, make sure you do your research,” Mel says, thinking of the Full Moon parties some of her friends have been to when they went off traveling. Although, so far, she’s been impressed. Her mum and dad have thrown themselves into every new experience since leaving for their trip of a lifetime two months ago. Both now retired, they rented their house out for six months and set off jet-setting around the world—perhaps with slightly fewer hostels than the average backpacker. They had never traveled much farther than the British Isles while Mel was growing up, and though they were far from deprived, Mel knew it was because her parents had never been able to afford the holidays some of her friends went on. It made her so happy that they’d been able to save some money, enjoy it in their retirement.

		Now that you’re sorted, her mum had said, we thought now is the time, while we’re both still young enough.

		Sorted. Mel knows her mum had been referring to her business, but she’d had to fight the urge to laugh bitterly at the word. Because she doesn’t feel “sorted,” despite appearances—not in the slightest.

		“But this reminds me,” her mum says, “what are you doing for Christmas, darling? And New Year? Because your dad and I were thinking—why don’t you come out and join us? I’m sure we can find you a last-minute room here. Everyone seems very friendly, don’t they, Gavin?”

		“Lovely chaps,” her dad agrees.

		“Oh, that would be so nice,” Mel says—thinking of white beaches and snorkeling and the sun. And then thinking of Lillian Hart. “But I really can’t. I’ve got way too much work to do. I can’t take the time off. I’m so sorry.” And while she can, technically, work from anywhere, Zanzibar feels a bit risky, what with unreliable Wi-Fi and time differences and no doubt her dad’s pressure to take time off.

		“But what will you do? All by yourself in your flat? Won’t you be a bit lonely?” Mel hears the undertone in her mum’s voice. The skirting around the thing they never talk about, because of the way Mel used to burst into tears whenever it was mentioned. The reason she will be lonely this year.

		“Priya’s coming home.” The lie comes a bit too easily—but she doesn’t want her mum to worry, and she doesn’t want to think about Christmas alone in her flat, macaroni and cheese ready–meal for one. “I’m going to spend Christmas with her.”

		“Oh, that will be nice!” Her mum beams. “Won’t that be nice, Gavin?”

		Her dad seems to have zoned out a little, but blinks rapidly at the sound of his name, his bushy gray eyebrows straining upward as he tries to concentrate. “Hmmm? Yes. Priya. Lovely girl. Australia, wasn’t it? Long way to come home.”

		“Says the man in Zanzibar,” Mel teases.

		“Darling,” her mum continues, “I was telling someone here about your business and they were very impressed. Their daughter wants to get into fashion—so I said you might be able to do an internship?”

		Mel could tell her mum that she doesn’t, technically, work in fashion, and that the majority of these teenagers do not, in fact, want the internship that their parents secure them, but it’s easier to say, “Sure. Give her my email.”

		“Oh, email’s a bit impersonal, Melanie.” Her mum pushes back her dark hair—they used to have almost the same hair color, before her mum started dyeing it. Now her mum’s is a warmer shade, in comparison to Mel’s almost black.

		“It’s the best way to get me,” Mel says firmly—she draws a line at giving out her phone number to all these people who her mum encounters.

		There’s a knock at her front door. Mel frowns, glancing over at it. It can’t be a delivery—she hasn’t ordered anything, and they usually have to buzz to be let up. A neighbor, trying to spread Christmas cheer? One neighbor brought around Christmas biscuits as a welcome present last year, and Mel feels so guilty that she (a) never returned the gesture and (b) has completely forgotten the woman’s name that she tends to walk with her head ducked down whenever she enters or leaves the building.

		The knock sounds again, more insistent this time.

		“I’ve got to go,” Mel says. “There’s someone at the door. But send me photos of snorkeling, won’t you?”

		“Well, I doubt we’ll be able to send you photos of the snorkeling itself,” her dad says with a little laugh.

		Mel rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

		“Okay, bye, darling!” Her mum swings the phone about as she says it, making her parents’ faces disappear momentarily in favor of a desk. “We love you!”

		“Love you too. Have fun!”

		She throws her blanket off and pushes back her hair as she pads to the front door, belatedly noticing a hole in the toe of her black tights. She opens the door, fully expecting to have to engage in small talk with someone she barely knows—or else politely direct a stranger to a neighbor’s flat.

		Instead, her stomach drops. Her heart gives a painful thud and something hot and uncomfortable sizzles in her stomach as she stares at him. At the gray-green eyes that can change from stormy to bright depending on his mood. The dirty-blond hair that’s always on the longer side, because he can never be bothered to get a haircut. The stubble growing out across his jaw. She remembers the feel of that stubble, grazing her cheek.

		She’s spent six months trying to forget this man. Six months trying to convince herself that she’ll be fine without him in her future, that maybe it was for the best, that she doesn’t need him to make her happy. Six months trying to understand what happened.

		And now here he is, at her doorstep. The last person she ever wants to see again.

		Finn. The love of her life.

		Or, more accurately, the man who broke her heart. Dumped her in front of his whole family. The man she spent weeks crying over, pretending she had the flu so she didn’t have to go to any meetings, curling up in bed instead and staring numbly at the ceiling, until Priya dragged her out of it, forcing her to get back to work.

		She feels a surge of anger and is grateful for the way it heats her blood. She feels her face harden, and knows he sees it when his mouth—that gorgeous, lopsided mouth—twists into half a smile.

		How dare he show up here, unannounced? After what he did to her? She goes to slam the door in his face, hard, but he catches it with his hand, braces against it. He always was far stronger than her. He sticks his foot into the doorway—those stupid boots that are scuffed and that he should have thrown out years ago.

		“I thought you might have that reaction,” he says evenly.

		She tries to push the door shut again, but it won’t shift the solid weight of him. She glares at him. “What are you doing here?” she snaps.

		He takes a moment, scanning her face like he’s studying her. “What would you say,” he says slowly, “if I said I had a proposal for you?”
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		Chapter Two

		A proposal. The word ricochets inside her skull, while her heart does some kind of complicated jump that makes it temporarily painful to breathe. For a second, it’s like the word takes up all the space between them, making her think of another proposal she thought she’d get from him, before that fantasy came crashing down around her—at his sister’s engagement party.

		“What the hell are you talking about, Finn?”

		“Can I come in?” Finn asks, his boot still against the door to stop her from slamming it.

		“No,” she says shortly.

		“Okay.” He leans against the doorway, shoulders relaxed under his big black winter coat—like he can see how pissed off she is and doesn’t give a flying fuck. God, she hates him. She hates the way he can lean there, so unaffected, whereas her heart is beating as if she’s sprinted for the train. She feels hot and cold at the same time, her nervous system all over the bloody place. This was not supposed to happen. He was not supposed to show up unannounced when she’s tired and has a hole in her tights and is completely unable to control her reactions. If she ever did see him again, she was supposed to be prepared, and looking hot as hell, and she was supposed to have no reaction to him whatsoever. Not this, whatever her body is doing right now.

		He is watching her, waiting for her next move. She hates that too—the way he’s always been able to hold his nerve like this. Downstairs, the sound of “Merry Christmas, Everyone” rises up louder—a party, maybe? And, God, she doesn’t want someone to come by, see them—what if someone stops to talk, the way people always seem inclined to do at Christmas?

		“Fine,” she says, turning on her heel and leaving Finn at the door. She knows what he’s like—he will just stay there if she doesn’t relent, until he gets his own way.

		She heads to the little kitchen area, picks her wine up off the counter. “You look like you could do with a glass,” she says.

		He looks a little taken aback. “Ah, that would be great, if you’re offering.”

		“I’m not. I finished the bottle.”

		His lips twitch, almost a smile, and she turns from him, wine in hand. They’d shared this flat together. She’d brought it thinking it would be for the both of them—a place to call home for a couple of years, a way to get out of the rental they were living in. Then, after a few years, maybe they’d move somewhere else together, maybe out of London. But he’d been in it all of six months—and now she’s aware of how empty it looks, with only her things to fill the shelves. And how un-Christmassy. She put no decorations up at all this year—she hadn’t been able to conjure up the Christmas spirit. If she’d known he was coming, she could have prepared—she’d have had a whole damn spread out, waiting for an imaginary party to arrive.

		“How are you, Mel?” His eyes are traveling up the length of her, as if he’s reminding himself what she looks like.

		She holds up a hand. “Either explain what you’re here for or get out.” She doesn’t want the small talk, doesn’t want to hear how well he’s doing—or hear him pretend to care about how she is.

		He nods, opens his mouth, hesitates, then frowns, a number of different expressions flickering over his face. Then he blows out a breath. And she senses, for the first time, that he is nervous. “Okay, so you know my mum.”

		“I remember Susan, yes.” She says it tightly—because there was a time when his family was her family too. Three years. They’d been together three years and then, in the space of one conversation, it was over. She was cut from his life, and the people who had been her people, too, were taken from her, just like that.

		“Well, the thing is, she’s booked a cottage in the Highlands for Christmas this year.”

		Mel frowns. “Right.” She’s not really sure where he’s going with this.

		He clears his throat. “Yeah, so, I may have accidentally told her you and I were back together.”

		She feels the wineglass spasm in her hand. “What? Are you serious? Why on earth would you do that?” Although, come to think of it, this explains the missed call she had from Susan a few weeks ago—one she hasn’t returned, because she hasn’t been able to figure out what to say. And because she hadn’t wanted the heartache she knew the call would bring.

		Finn rakes a hand through his hair, making it stick up at odd angles, the way it used to after they’d—

		No. She’s not thinking of that. She does not want to think of that.

		“She was just so upset about the breakup.” He can’t quite look at her as he says it.

		“So you thought you’d lie to her?” She almost spits it, and forces herself to take a sip of her wine, hoping it might help calm her.

		He grimaces. “It sort of…slipped out. I thought it might cheer her up, and after enough time had passed I could…I don’t know…” He trails off.

		Mel arches one eyebrow. Finn used to tell her it was sexy, the way she could do that. “Break up with me again?”

		He raises his hands, palms up. “It was stupid, okay? It was a ridiculous thing to do, and I didn’t think it through—”

		“Such a shock,” she says acidly.

		He ignores the jibe. “But now she thinks we’re together, and she thinks you’ll be coming to the cottage this Christmas because we always used to spend Christmas together.”

		And they had—starting when they’d been together less than a year. In their three years together, they’d spent one with his family, one with hers, and one alone. It’s her first Christmas without him this year and she’d been trying very hard to forget that fact. Of course he’d show up and remind her.

		“I don’t get what you want from me here. You want me to call her, tell her I can’t make it? Because no way am I doing that.”

		“No,” he says slowly. “I was thinking…” His gaze flicks to her, then away again. “Well, I was thinking maybe you could come.”

		“Come. Come where?”

		“To Scotland. To the cottage. For Christmas.”

		She stares at him. This has got to be a joke. But his face is dead serious.

		She laughs, slightly hysterically. “You can’t mean it.”

		“I’ve thought about it,” he says quickly. “It’s only a week. She’s factored you into the whole thing, and I know she’ll think something is up if you’re not there. You know what she’s like about Christmas, and this year she keeps saying it’s going to be even better than usual and I just…” He swallows. “I don’t know how to tell her, Mel, and now it feels too late.”

		Mel shakes her head incredulously. “Too late to tell her you lied—but right on time to ask me to, what, get back together with you? For a week?” She honestly can’t believe she’s hearing this.

		“Not actually get back together.” No. Of course not. He made it perfectly clear how little he wanted her, after all. “I thought we could, you know, pretend.”

		“You are,” she says slowly, enunciating each syllable, “totally insane.”

		He meets her gaze and she holds it, refusing to be the one to back down, even if it hurts to look at him like this. She’d forgotten—she’d told herself she’d forgotten—just how attractive he is. He has that kind of face that opens doors, the kind of face that screams a warning—one which she’d ignored, to her detriment. Well, she won’t make the same mistake again, will she?

		“I can’t believe you’d ask this,” she spits. “After what you did. You, you…” You broke my heart. “You humiliated me, Finn. In front of everyone.”

		“I know.”

		“And now you want me to go back and face them all and…” She heaves a breath. She can still see the last time she saw his family, the way they’d all looked at her as she’d stood there, stunned.

		“I could pay you.”

		She glares at him. “Are you kidding me right now?”

		“Right,” he says quickly. “Sorry. But, I mean, there must be something I can do, to return the favor?”

		She lets out a bitter laugh. “This is more than a fucking favor, Finn.”

		He winces at the harshness of her tone. They’d never really fought. Bickered, sure, but never exchanged ugly words, never full-blown shouting matches like some couples. “I know. Look, I know it’s ridiculous. I know I shouldn’t be asking you. Believe me, I’ve thought of other options. But I promise it’s not for me, it’s for—”

		“Your mum. I know.”

		She turns from him, taking a sip of her wine. Her hand is shaking, ever so slightly. She can feel a headache skirting at the edge of her temples. And something deeper than that, something that, if she let it, could give way to a full-on crying jag.

		“I have to work,” she says, still not looking at him. “I’m taking Christmas Day off, and that’s it.”

		“I know,” he says to her back. “Or, I mean, I guessed. But you can still work—we can make excuses. You can work from the cottage while we’re out.”

		“Got it all figured out, huh?” She’s pretty proud at how scathing her voice is. She closes her eyes for a beat. He is serious. He actually wants her to do this. “You didn’t think it might be better to text me to ask me about all this? Instead of showing up unannounced?”

		There’s a pause, then, “I did. I sent you a few messages. You didn’t reply.”

		She doesn’t answer even as her stomach drops a couple of inches. Of course she didn’t reply—she hadn’t seen the messages. She’d spent weeks and weeks waiting for him to call, to message, to apologize to her, to explain why he’d done it, to talk it through, or to just check in and see how she was. But Priya had convinced her to block his number, so that she could stop jumping every time her phone beeped, grabbing it in the middle of the night in case it was him, only to spiral all over again. Priya had been right. It had enabled her to lock him away in a corner of her mind, concentrate on her job.

		And now…Why isn’t she just throwing him out? Refusing point-blank to consider this? Because she absolutely shouldn’t say yes. She does not want to spend a week with Finn, doesn’t want to put herself through that.

		But the thing is that she loves his family. She misses Susan. It’s so weird when someone breaks up with you—it’s not only them you lose, but a whole group of people who you love, and who loved you. Half your life is taken away, without you having any say in the matter, and you’re supposed to just let go of that, get on with things. She never got the chance to say goodbye to Susan—or to his siblings. Hattie. She misses Hattie too. She hates the fact that their last memory of her will be of her standing in the hotel at Hattie’s engagement party, clutching a glass of prosecco, staring at Finn as she realized what she was hearing. As Mark ushered them all away, so Finn and Mel could “talk.” His family must have thought that she’d done something wrong for him to do that to her—she certainly had, at first. Until she realized, with some help from Priya, that he was just a dick.

		“Please?” Finn’s voice is soft, the tone he’d used when whispering into her ear, in a way that rose goosebumps. She hates that, too, makes herself harden her heart to it—to the memories it brings up. Priya was right. He is a dick. He’s just currently a dick who is at her doorstep. “Please, Mel. I know it’s a lot. If you have other plans, for Christmas…”

		He leaves that hanging—like he knows she doesn’t. He knows Priya is gone, that her parents are away, doesn’t he? And that’s the other thing. She’s staring down the barrel of the loneliest Christmas of her life—while everyone around her plays Christmas music and drinks Buck’s Fizz and opens presents. She’ll be sitting here with her M&S meal for one. And now she’ll be thinking of this, won’t she? She’ll be thinking of Finn with his family, in the Highlands, without her. Thinking of the excuses he’ll make—of the judgments his family will form about her. If they really do believe they’ve gotten back together, then she’ll be the villain of the piece, won’t she? The one who bailed on Susan’s perfect Christmas. Because Finn will make it sound like that when he tells them, won’t he?

		For a moment, she feels trapped. It’s a lose-lose situation, isn’t it? But then again…Does it have to be? Because maybe, she’s starting to get an idea here. Maybe there’s a way to make this work for her too.

		She turns back to him. “Okay.”

		His eyes spark, the green in them lighting up. She tries not to notice. “Okay? Seriously?”

		She nods curtly. “I’ll do it—but on one condition.”

		“Anything,” he says immediately.

		“I want to be the one to break up with you.” She waves a hand in the air. “Fake break up with you in this fake relationship. At the end of the holiday. I want to end things, in front of your family.” She wants to take control of the narrative—she doesn’t want to be seen as the victim, the one to feel sorry for. She’ll use the time to say goodbye to his mum, his family. And then she’ll get her own back.

		He hesitates. “On Christmas Day?”

		She bites her lip, then shakes her head. If she’s doing this, she has to give Susan that, at least. “Boxing Day. When everyone’s packing up to leave or something.” Then she can get the hell away from there, after it’s done.

		He presses his lips together, thinking it through. Then, “Okay. That seems fair.” Fair. Bitterness rises up inside her. He doesn’t get it, does he, just how in love with him she was? Just how hard she’s worked, these last few months, to pull herself together. It isn’t fair, not in the slightest. But this way, she’ll get the closure she needs. She’ll be able to put Finn Hawthorne behind her for good.

		“Okay, then.” She draws herself up to full height. She’s nearly as tall as him when she does that. “You have yourself a deal.”

		He lifts his hand, as if he’s going to hold it out for her to shake. Then, as if the thought of touching her is too much to bear, he drops it. A flicker of a smile softens his slightly crooked mouth, and his gaze does not drop hers as he nods. “Deal.”
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		Chapter Three

		Six days to Christmas

		It’s dark outside as the train pulls into Aberdeen station. Mel lugs her suitcase off the carriage and winces at the bitterness of the air—definitely colder here than in London. Of course it is, she thinks with a snort—it took seven and a half hours straight north to get here.

		There are a surprising number of people making their way off the platform, and Mel briefly wonders what they’re all doing. Heading home for Christmas—or is it still a few days early for that? She sometimes enjoys people watching on trains, wondering where everyone is traveling to and why, but she’d spent the entire journey today working, cursing as they constantly went in and out of signal, then reaching for her notebook to sketch out a few more designs. Not that she’ll likely show anyone—she has people for that now. But, still, it was a welcome distraction from the mounting nerves, and a way to avoid thinking about why the hell she’d agreed to this totally ludicrous idea.

		Her stomach twists with anxiety as she crosses the station bridge, then she heads toward the car park as instructed. She feels knackered and wants to change out of the jeans and jumper she’s wearing. Her insides give another annoying squirm as she reaches the ticket barrier and she tries to tell herself she just feels a little sick from the journey.

		She gets out her phone to scan her e-ticket, sees a WhatsApp from Priya.

		I still say this is a terrible idea.

		Mel beeps herself through the barrier without answering. Priya has spent a solid week trying to convince her not to go through with Finn’s plan since Mel left her a long and detailed voice note explaining the whole thing. She has told Priya, repeatedly, that she is over him and therefore she is in no danger whatsoever of anything going wrong, that she’s doing this purely to even the scale between them. She’d gotten a long line of emojis back after sending that particular message—emojis she was sure were trying to convey some kind of narrative, though she hadn’t been able to figure out what. But Priya is in Australia, too far away to stop her, and it’s too late now, anyway.

		Because there he is, waiting for her in the ticket office. He’s staring intently at his phone, shoulders hunched slightly in that long black coat, eyebrows pulled together in what she recognizes as his “thinking expression.” Her traitorous heart lurches at the sight of him—and she’s grateful that she’s the one who has noticed him first, so she can school her face, make sure she looks nothing other than mildly irritated by his presence. They’d headed to Scotland separately today—thank God, as she couldn’t have done the whole journey sitting next to him—but he’d insisted that it would look odd if they didn’t arrive at the cottage together.

		She manages to get right up next to him without him noticing. She clears her throat and he jolts, then smiles. And for a second it’s a warm, unfiltered smile—the way he used to smile at her when they were first dating and hadn’t seen each other for a while. It’s a smile that makes her want to return it, a smile that was so often followed by his arms coming around her, that scent of pine enveloping her.

		Right now, though, she forces her face to stay impassive as he reaches for her suitcase. “I can take it.” Her voice is not quite a snap, but it’s getting there.

		“Don’t be silly. I’ll do it.” He tries to take it from her, and she yanks it back.

		“I think we can agree that me carrying my own suitcase is not the ‘silliest’ thing we’re doing right now.”

		He looks as if he might argue for a second, then gives her a “fair enough” type of nod. “Car’s this way.” He jerks his head toward the car park, leads her out of the ticket office. The air is so cold it sears her cheeks, and their breath mists out in front of them as they walk. She shivers—she packed several scarves and a hat, but they’re currently in her suitcase, taken off during the too-hot tube ride to King’s Cross more than eight hours ago.

		He unlocks a little red Yaris that seems distinctly un-Finn-like. Neither of them had a car when they lived in London together, but she’d always imagined him with something less…neat.

		“You bought a car?” she can’t help asking.

		“No, it’s a rental. Can’t get to where we’re going without a car.”

		He heads around to the driver’s side, and she folds herself awkwardly into the passenger seat. It’s too quiet—and still just as cold. Finn switches on the heating, programs the internal GPS, then switches on the radio. Immediately, a Christmas song comes on—Mariah Carey belting out at full volume.

		Mel stares out of the window as Finn pulls away from the station and starts weaving his way through the city. Soon the streetlamps are lost behind them, meaning Mel can’t really form much of an impression of Aberdeen with only passing car headlights to light up the dark around them. She’s been to Scotland a few times, but never this far north.

		“So how was your journey up?” Finn asks, his tone falsely bright.

		“Oh, just dandy.”

		He either doesn’t notice or ignores her sarcasm. Probably the latter. “Get much work done?”

		She glances at him—at the assumption there—but he looks straight ahead as the GPS tells him to turn right. “Some.” In truth, not enough, but she’s not going to open up to him about that. She doubts he even cares anymore, just fishing for small talk.

		“I drove up from Wales yesterday,” he says, apropos of nothing.

		“Hmmm.” He’s trying to start a conversation, but no way is she making this easier for him. She will have to play nice in front of his family—she knows that—but there are no rules when it’s just the two of them.

		He glances at her. “I’m flipping a house there. An hour or so outside of Cardiff.”

		She stiffens before realizing what she’s doing and forces her shoulders to relax. So he’s flipping houses again. It’s what he was doing when she met him. He always did love it—the adventure, the excitement, moving from one place to the next. She remembers how he lit up, talking about how it gave him such a sense of satisfaction to see the end result. Of course he’s gone back to that nomadic lifestyle, she thinks, a little bitterly. Though at least he hasn’t moved on to someone else, settled down with them in a place for good. Then her pulse jumps against her wrist. What if he has met someone? It might just not be serious yet. Her stomach churns with the thought, before she reminds herself that she shouldn’t care. She is here to get her own back—that’s all.

		“If you’re in Wales and I’m in London, how does your mum think we’re back together?” she asks.

		His eyes catch the headlights of a car heading the opposite direction, a brief flash of green. “I thought we could say we’re giving long distance a go.”

		She looks back out of the window. It’s why he’d moved to London, gotten a job in marketing—so they didn’t have to be long distance.

		But all she says is “Fine.”

		Silence falls between them, and despite the noise of the radio the awkwardness is like a physical thing, making the air stodgy. It never was like this between them. Almost since the moment they met in Edinburgh, one New Year’s Eve, it was comfortable—yes, there were nerves, but it was never awkward. She closes her eyes. Rule number one—don’t let herself think about the way things used to be.

		“Where are we actually going?” She hadn’t asked. They’d exchanged texts on the logistics. He told her he’d pick her up from Aberdeen—that was it.

		“It’s in the Cairngorms—you know, the national park.”

		She nods, even though she doesn’t know the first thing about the Cairngorms. Still, a national park sounds good. It sounds big—plenty of chances to go on long walks on her own. Maybe she’ll even have some kind of grand epiphany, like in the films. She’ll be on her own and hike to the top of some mountain and realize exactly what she’s supposed to do next in life. Something like that, anyway.

		She goes quiet again, leaning her head against the cool window. Why does she feel so tired, when all she’s done today is sit?

		Her phone buzzes. It will be work—but she can’t bring herself to look at it. She closes her eyes instead. She tries to pretend Finn isn’t there, though that’s impossible—her body too aware of his, of how close he is to her. She listens to the music, the distant hum of the engine, to distract herself. She’s so, so tired.

		The next thing she knows, a big hand is squeezing her shoulder gently, pulling her from sleep. A hand that she finds herself leaning into, craving the comfort of the familiar. “Mel? We’re here.”

		She blinks a few times, then stiffens. That’s Finn’s hand on her shoulder. He must sense her tension, because he draws it away, leaving behind an echo of his touch that travels down her spine. She straightens, rolling her shoulders to try to loosen them. The car is toasty warm now and smells faintly of damp, the way everything does in winter. Underneath that, though, there’s the scent of pinewood. Of Finn.

		They’re parked in the pitch black, though the light from the cottage windows in front of them offers a glow from behind the curtains. They’re at the end of a long driveway, surrounded by hills in the distance and tall trees up close. It’s two cottages, she realizes—both stone—sitting side by side.

		Mel feels her stomach twist and nerves flutter.

		I still say this is a terrible idea.

		Shit. Priya is almost definitely right, isn’t she? What the hell is she doing?

		Finn isn’t making any move to get out the car, either. Maybe he’s also regretting this. Then he turns to her, angling his long body as best he can. “Before we go in, do we need to catch each other up on anything, do you think?”

		“What, you think they are going to quiz us on what we’ve been doing together the last six months?” It’s hard not to sound scathing.

		“Well, it might not get to the lightning round, but we ought to get our story straight, don’t you think?”

		I think I was an idiot to even consider this, actually is what she wants to say. What she tries to say by folding her arms across her chest.

		The corner of his beautiful crooked mouth twitches. Too late, he seems to say back, and for a second she thinks that is amusement there in his stormy eyes.

		“Fine,” she bites out. “We’ve been doing long distance. When did you tell her we got back together, exactly?”

		Something crosses his face before he schools it into a neutral expression. “About two months ago.”

		Great. Two months of his mum thinking they were all loved up once again, when in reality she was probably rewatching Bridget Jones’s Diary (rewinding the “All By Myself” scene), The Lord of the Rings, or P.S. I Love You, depending on what she needed at the time.

		“So maybe we’ve only seen each other like, what, twice?” she suggests. “Long weekends? You came down to London for them? Because work has been busy.” Which it has, hasn’t it?

		He pauses, and she wonders if he’s gearing up for an argument—negotiating how many times they fake met up in the last couple of months, or perhaps he’s going to suggest that she came to him for one of the eight weekends they have apparently been back together. Then he nods. “Okay. And we’ve been voice-noting in the meantime.”

		“I’m not sure why you need to clarify that—I can’t imagine Susan is going to ask how many WhatsApps we send a day—but fine.”

		“Okay. And you know I’ve been flipping houses again and I know you’re still running your business.” She hates the way he says it like that—like of course she wouldn’t have done anything else in the last six months. Admittedly, she hasn’t done anything else in the last six months—but that’s beside the point, isn’t it? She could have gone on an epic scuba-diving holiday to Fiji, for all he knows. Okay, she can’t scuba dive—but six months is plenty of time to learn, isn’t it?

		“So that about covers the big stuff, right?” Finn asks.

		She glances at the nearest cottage window, seeing movement behind the drawn curtains, though she can’t say in the low glow who it is. Finn goes to open the car door, apparently taking her silence as acquiescence. She puts her hand on his arm to stop him. She’d forgotten how solid his arms were. Or, at least, she’d tried to forget.

		He looks back at her and she lets go.

		“Ground rules,” she says. He frowns, and she huffs out an impatient breath. “We need some bloody ground rules, before I go in there.”

		“Okay,” he says slowly. “Like what?”

		“Seriously, Finn,” she snaps. “You were planning to waltz on in there without talking it through first?”

		“Well, I was planning to walk in, rather than dance.” She gives him a withering look and he shrugs. “I thought we could just, you know, wing it.”

		“Of course you fucking did,” she mutters.

		He rolls his eyes at her tone and the action is so bloody infuriating it makes her grit her teeth. “Mel, we were together over three years. I think we can manage to convince my family we’re together for a week. They already love you anyway—they’re not going to be picking holes.”

		They. They already love you. It makes her wince, despite the number of times she’s insisted to Priya that she’s put it all behind her. Them. Not him.

		“No touching,” she says firmly, looking straight out of the windshield, not at him.

		“At all?”

		She gives a firm nod, and he lets out an incredulous laugh.

		“Mel, that’s not going to work. Anyone who has spent any time around us at all will know something is up if I don’t touch you for an entire week.”

		His voice is low as he says it, rough velvet rippling over her nerve endings. She hates how he is the only one who has ever been able to do that—bring on a physical reaction just by talking to her. She glares out of the window to hide it, into the pitch black. She knows he’s right, though.

		“Fine,” she bites out. “No touching when there’s no one watching.”

		“Deal.” She risks glancing at him and their gazes clash. “But, ah, seeing as we’re on the subject…” He clears his throat. “Where, exactly, are we allowed to touch?”

		“We’ll be in front of your family, Finn,” she snaps. Snapping, apparently, is her new way of communicating. “Do you really need a guide as to what’s appropriate?” She pulls a hand through her hair. “Just keep it to a minimum, okay?”

		“You cut your hair.”

		She frowns at the complete change of subject. “What?”

		“It’s shorter.”

		“Well observed.”

		“I like it.”

		Her frown deepens. She’d cut it in the aftermath of their breakup—a total classic, but why the hell not? She was lucky, Priya told her, that she could pull off a short bob.

		“I have a few more stipulations,” she says, perhaps louder than necessary.

		He gestures for her to continue and she levels a look at him. “No talking about the past,” she says firmly. She is over him, she tells herself. But it is going to be a lot easier to stay over him if she doesn’t have to remind herself of what they used to be to one another.

		He raises his eyebrows. “I think I need some more guidance on that one. Like if someone brings up the 2008 recession, do I just change the subject or…?”

		“You know perfectly well what I mean,” she says impatiently. “I don’t want to talk about what we used to be to one another. I don’t want to rehash things that may or may not have happened. I don’t want to think about any of it. Okay?”

		He hesitates, and she’s not quite sure what she sees pass across his face this time. It’s the dark. It’s making him difficult to read, when she used to be so sure of what he was thinking. Although, given she had zero idea he was planning on breaking up with her, maybe her ability to read him was somewhat overstated.

		“What if someone brings something up?” he asks.

		“Then we smile and nod, and move the conversation on,” she says smoothly.

		“Okay. Fine. That it?”

		“I don’t know why you’re acting so pissed off. You were the one who asked me to do this, remember?”

		He lets out a slow breath. She remembers that. It’s the noise he makes when he’s praying for patience—as if he’s the one who needs patience in this scenario. “You’re right.”

		“What?”

		“You’re right,” he says again, his voice even. “And I accept your terms.”

		She nods, rubbing her palms against her jeans. When she realizes what she’s doing, she stops. “Okay, then.” She reaches for the door handle. But it’s his turn to reach out, stop her. She looks down at his hand on her arm, above her coat, which she didn’t take off for the whole car journey. He doesn’t take it away and she finds herself remembering, imagining the touch on her bare skin.

		Stop it, Melanie.

		“Thank you for doing this, Mel.” His voice is soft, quiet.

		Her gaze flickers up to his. She hates the way her insides jump at the intensity of his eyes on hers, how her heart reacts to the sound of her name on his lips. But it’s just her body, refusing to catch up with what her mind already knows—that he can’t be trusted, that she is over him.

		“I’m only doing it to set the record straight.” She pulls her arm from his grip. “And no touching in private, remember?”
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		Chapter Four

		After unloading their luggage—Finn, of course, has a backpack more suited to traveling the continent rather than a week’s stay in a cozy cottage—he leads them to the nearest cottage and pushes the door open, apparently confident it will be unlocked. They have a silent argument when he gestures for her to go in front, holding the door open, and she refuses. Her eyes narrow; his nostrils flare. Eventually, he gives in and steps inside first, and she considers that a win.

		They are greeted by warmth and laughter, with music—thankfully not more Christmas songs—playing in the background. A child squeals and giggles—Freya is here, then.

		Finn shuts the door behind them, and for a moment they both stand in the hallway—actors with no stage directions.

		“Who’s that?” Mel recognizes Hattie’s voice, coming from a room down the corridor to their left. “Mark?”

		“No, it’s me!” Finn heads toward the voice and Mel follows, both of them sticking their heads around the open doorway and peering into what turns out to be the living room. “Or us, I should say.”

		Hattie is in the corner of the living room, reaching up to put baubles on the top half of the Christmas tree, while Freya—Finn’s red-haired niece—puts an abundance of tinsel around the bottom half. Hattie glances over at the sound of Finn’s voice, and something passes over her heart-shaped face as she takes in Finn—then Mel.

		“Mel!” She abandons the bauble and strides over, enveloping Mel in a hug. Hattie might be short—but she gives good hugs. “I can’t believe you’re here!” She pulls back, and Mel thinks she catches a slightly quizzical expression in her eyes—a brighter green than Finn’s—before she gives Finn a hug too. Probably wondering why Mel forgave Finn so easily for what he did to her. Or wondering, maybe, why Mel hasn’t been in touch for the last two months of apparent dating bliss.

		He pulls back to give her a friendly squeeze on the arm. “In decoration mode, are we?”

		“Oh, this is the second time we’ve done the tree—it was done already when we got here, but Freya wanted to do it again and I volunteered to help.”

		“Dylan here?” Finn asks, referring to Hattie’s fiancé.

		“Not yet—he’s on set. He’ll be here in a few days.”

		She glances at Mel again—and, like Finn, her smile seems too bright. “How are you, Mel?”

		Oh God—is it awkward? It feels awkward. She hadn’t even apologized to Hattie for the scene at her engagement party, what with being too busy at having her heart broken, and she’d been too embarrassed to get in touch afterward.

		“Auntie Hattie!” Freya calls out in a surprisingly commanding voice for a four-year-old. Her focus is entirely on Hattie—she doesn’t seem inclined to acknowledge Mel at all, even as Mel tries to smile at her. But then she’s only met Freya a handful of times. Maybe she’s already forgotten her? The thought makes her sad—like she really was only a fleeting part of this family’s life, despite how much she’d loved them all.

		Hattie rolls her eyes playfully. “Duty calls. Mum’s in the kitchen, though.” She nods toward the back of the house.

		“Mark and Kristen?” Finn asks.

		“In the cottage next door—they dropped Freya round, but are just sorting a few bits, then they’ll be over.” Hattie rubs a hand over Mel’s arm. “Catch up later, yeah?”

		Mel nods. Her smile is too fixed, she knows it. Already her jaw muscles are aching from keeping it in place. Can you get lockjaw from doing this? What actually is lockjaw? And she feels too hot. There’s a woodburning stove at one end of the living room, giving off full heat. That must be it.

		Finn glances down at Mel as Hattie heads back to the Christmas tree, then he jerks his head for her to follow him. Thinking she might as well get all the greetings out of the way, she follows. They are stilted as they walk, neither of them saying anything. Someone is going to know. There is no way they are going to pull this off, is there?

		Finn leads them to the back of the house, where wooden floorboards give way to stone tiles, and the smell of cinnamon fills the air. He pauses just before he steps into the kitchen, then reaches down, laces his fingers with hers. Every muscle in her body seems to tense in protest. Protest is definitely what it is.

		He tightens his grip as she tries to pull away, and the look he gives her says it all. Touching in public is allowed, is it not?

		She curls her lip up at him in what she is pretty sure is a full-blown snarl. His eyes light up and for a moment she thinks he’s going to laugh. Then, without letting go of her hand, he gives her a little shrug—and she can read the next words just as easily. Your rules not mine.

		He all but drags her into the stone-floored kitchen. He keeps his fingers firmly entwined with hers, as if the game will be immediately up if they don’t enter the room touching in some way. His palm is more calloused than when she last felt it on her skin—more like when they first met, when he was still working with his hands. But still, it feels familiar, her fingers slotting perfectly through his, and before she can stop herself she’s remembering what it was like to have those hands touch her in other places.

		She scowls at herself. No thinking about the past, Melanie, remember?

		“Mum?”

		At the sound of Finn’s voice, Susan looks over from where she is stirring something on top of an actual Aga range cooker, then claps her hands. She’s wearing a Rudolf apron over a jumper and a thick pair of Christmas socks. She looks flushed—like the cottage really is too warm—and her cheeks are a bit puffy. But her smile is the same as it always is—warm and kind. She makes a little sound of delight, then crosses the kitchen and pulls Mel into a hug. Mel uses this as an excuse to let go of Finn’s hand—because even he would have to admit that clinging on to it when hugging someone else would look kind of weird.

		She’s missed Susan’s smell, she realizes. Floral—rose maybe. It’s always the same perfume, and Mel breathes it in as she leans into Susan’s touch. Irrationally, she feels a lump pressing on her throat, and squeezes her eyes shut tight. Crying would not be appropriate right now, all things considered.

		“How was the journey?” Susan asks, breaking away from Mel and giving Finn a quick squeeze. “Was it awful? I’m sure it was. I’m sorry to make you come so far, it’s just I’ve always wanted to see some of Scotland and the Cairngorms is supposed to be so beautiful. It seemed like the perfect place for Christmas. Oh, Mel.” Susan doesn’t stop for either of them to answer as she takes Mel’s hands, squeezes them. She’s let the gray in her hair grow out so that it falls in waves down to her shoulders. “I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re here. When Finn told me you might not make it, I was so disappointed.”

		Mel glances at Finn, who doesn’t meet her eye. When had he said she might not make it—before he asked her? So that had been an option, despite what he’d said to her.

		“Wouldn’t miss it,” Mel says—and the smile comes more easily now.

		Susan unties her apron, dumping it on the island that separates the kitchen from the dining area. “Come on. I’ll show you your room.”

		Room. The word takes a moment to register. But of course room! How had she not considered this? Idiot, Melanie.

		If Finn notices, he does not react. He probably knew there was only going to be one room—because he has had time to think about it, to plan the whole thing. He probably assumed she would guess it—because she is not supposed to be this stupid.

		He insists on carrying Mel’s suitcase up the stairs as well as his backpack, and, given that his mum is right there, she can hardly argue about it. He gestures for her to go up ahead of him, like he’s trying to one-up her after she won the front-door round, and she can feel him behind her as they climb, far too close.

		Susan points out the bathroom—complete with a freestanding tub—before opening the door to a small double bedroom and gesturing them both inside. “You can’t see right now because it’s too dark, but this room has the most beautiful view of the park.”

		It also has a four-poster bed—singular—and two bedside tables with lamps, giving the room a low, warm glow. There is a big fluffy white rug on the wooden floors, and a gorgeous landscape painting of a forest hangs behind the headboard. And that—apart from a single chest of drawers—is about it. A beautiful, cozy room. With definitely not enough space for both of them.

		Mel works up a smile. “It’s lovely.”

		Finn puts the bags down, slings an arm around Mel’s shoulders. Digs his fingers in when she stiffens. “It’s perfect, Mum. The whole cottage is.” Mel fixes a smile in place, slightly concerned that her eye is going to start twitching in a moment.

		“I’ve put the heating on,” Susan says, “but I think it’ll still be a bit chilly at night. There are loads of extra blankets down the corridor in the airing cupboard, though, so help yourself.”

		She’s half expecting Finn to say something ridiculous and corny like, That’s okay—we’ll keep each other warm. Thankfully, he doesn’t, and she slips out from under his arm under the guise of checking out the view. She heads to the window, but can barely see anything in the dark—only the stars, and wisps of cloud.

		“I’ll leave you to unpack, then,” Susan says. Mel turns round, trying not to look at Finn, who is standing like a bloody lemon, leaning against the chest of drawers. Susan is still hovering in the doorway, one hand on the handle. Can she sense the tension between them? Mel is thinking of making some excuse about being tired or hungry, but then Susan smiles in the way that makes her dimples wink out. “Oh, Mel, love, I’m just so happy you’re here. This really is going to be the perfect Christmas.”
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		Chapter Five

		The moment the door shuts, the space in the bedroom seems to contract, even though they are standing as far away from each other as humanly possible. The one bed seems to pulse between them, impossible to ignore.

		“Maybe I could sleep on the sofa,” Finn says with a sigh. Mel snorts—both at the suggestion and at the idiocy. What, were they expecting bunk beds?

		She folds her arms. “Sure, that’ll look normal.”

		“I could tell them I snore.”

		“They’ll know you don’t.”

		“I could tell them you snore.”

		“I do not.”

		“You do, sometimes. Only occasionally,” he adds quickly when she narrows her eyes. “And only when you’ve had a hard day.” She answers that by staring out of the window again.

		“You take the right side,” she says. “I’ll take the left. There are enough pillows—we can put a line down the middle or something.”

		He laughs. “You want to build a wall of pillows?” She refuses to look at him. There’s a lightness in his tone, like it’s one big joke. The silence between them grows, turns sticky. “All right. Well, look, I’ll leave you to unpack. Take as much time as you need—I warned everyone you’d have to work while you were here.”

		She doesn’t know why that makes her wince. She’s entitled to work if she wants to, isn’t she? She has a business to run. It’s important. Admittedly, it’s not brain surgery and no one will die if she takes a day off, but she’s got bills to pay, people depending on her.

		She doesn’t look around until she hears the door click behind her. Then she scrapes her hands through her hair as she sinks down onto the bed. She eyes the many, many pillows at the headboard. Maybe he’s right. Building a wall of pillows might be a bit extreme.

		While she’s usually the type to unpack properly even just for a week, rather than living out of a suitcase, all she does is get out her laptop. She sends a few emails to Amanda, then checks that there are no major updates on the Lillian Hart situation before checking the accounts. A designer has sent her a new piece to approve, which has already been through several back-and-forths, because although it’s good, it’s not great—and Mel can see the places she’d do it differently, if it were her. Still, it’s getting much closer, and she tries to make sure her email back to the designer is upbeat, with plenty of positive feedback.

		All the while, she can hear the laughter and chatter rising and falling from downstairs. It’s uncomfortable, knowing they’re all down there, and it’s making it difficult to concentrate. She can’t help wondering if any of them are judging her for immediately getting to work rather than spending time with them. At least the Wi-Fi is good. Hopefully, she’ll have some time alone in the house while the family is all out doing Christmas activities—because from the looks of things there aren’t going to be any cafés within walking distance.

		Eventually, she gives up on work and changes out of her traveling clothes, choosing a blue jumper she knows brings out her eyes, her best feature. She checks her reflection in the mirror above the chest of drawers, brushes on some mascara and tinted moisturizer. She looks pale and tired—a reflection of the late nights working and the mammoth train journey, no doubt. And she doesn’t know why she cares about that. She’s spent several holidays with his family before—they are hardly going to care what she looks like. But just because she hates Finn doesn’t mean she wants to look a mess in front of him.

		She hesitates, then puts in the earrings Finn gave her for the very first Christmas they’d spent together—a present she’d opened up in front of his whole family. Because she’d told him she liked making jewelry—and because he’d seen them and thought of her, apparently. Little dragonflies—gold with bright blue eyes. It’s probably the favorite present she’s ever received, partly because it was one of the first moments she thought maybe Finn was really it, maybe this would be the man she built a life with. That’s not the reason she puts them on—she does it deliberately, to make a statement to his family, and, maybe, to remind Finn of what he’d said he loved about her. Just because she agreed to go through with this doesn’t mean she can’t try to make him suffer a little in the process. But she hasn’t worn them since he broke up with her, and she runs the tips of her fingers over the little eyes, taking a moment to shove down the lump in her throat, fix a smile to her face.

		Everyone is in the kitchen-slash-dining room when she gets downstairs, the earlier cinnamon smell now joined by cooking onion and garlic. Mark, Finn’s older brother, has his back to her as he leans against the island that separates the kitchen area from the rest of the room, barefoot. His wife, Kristen, is next to Susan at the Aga, stirring something in a pan. Damn. She should have come down earlier, shouldn’t she? Offered to help. Instead, they’ve all been chipping in while she’s done nothing.

		She hovers in the doorway. Finn is at the table, helping Freya with some coloring in, a look of intense concentration on his face. She loves that look, the way his brow furrows. He doesn’t realize he’s doing it, and she used to enjoy watching him as he sketched out designs for the houses he was flipping, when he was too lost in what he was doing to notice she was there. He used to say she did the same thing when she was designing jewelry—that he could walk in naked and she wouldn’t even notice. Had, in fact, tried to test that theory once.

		She squares her shoulders, makes herself cross the room before any of them can notice her. Because he’s so intent on what he’s doing, he doesn’t notice her until she’s right on top of him leaning down to wrap her arms around his shoulders. It is his turn, this time, to stiffen. And when she presses a light kiss to his cheek, she swears he stops breathing. Good. Serves him bloody right.

		“Hi,” she says brightly, squeezing his shoulders again for good measure.

		He clears his throat in a way that almost sounds painful. “Ah, hi.” His voice is a little rough. When he glances up at her, she only smiles more brightly. She can totally do this, she tells herself. She might not be able to make him regret breaking up with her, but she can sure as hell try to make him regret asking her here.

		“Mel!” Susan beams over at her, wiping her hands on her apron as Freya tugs on Finn’s sleeve to get his attention. “We’re having some predinner mulled wine, if you’d like some?”

		“Sure. That would be great.” Susan goes to reach up to one of the cupboards, but is waved off by Kristen who gets down a mug and ladles in some mulled wine.

		Mark straightens and looks around as Mel leaves Finn and Freya to their coloring and approaches the kitchen area. Mark is the tallest of the three siblings, a bit stockier than Finn, his face rounder. He’s wearing a shirt, unbuttoned at the collar—about as casual as he gets.

		“Melanie!” He strolls over, gives her a big bear hug. She’s never been as close to Mark, but he has a way about him that usually puts her at ease. “Good to see you!”

		Kristen slides the steaming mug over the granite counter, which Mark takes, then hands to Mel, like a weird game of pass the parcel.

		“It’s good,” Mark promises. “Homemade, though thankfully not by me.” He gives Mel an exaggerated wink and she laughs as she knows she’s expected to. She can feel Finn’s gaze on her back the whole time, in a way that makes her hyperaware of her every movement. Does she usually hold a mug like this? Does it matter how she holds the bloody mug?

		Kristen smiles at her—a redhead, just like Freya. “How are you, Mel?” Her voice is quiet, in opposition to Mark’s boom—it always surprised her that someone as reserved as Kristen ended up with someone as loud as Mark.

		“Oh, I’m good. Just catching up with work.” She feels the need to explain why she hid upstairs while the rest of them were down here. And hopefully that is the last “How are you” to get out of the way.

		Susan smiles at her warmly over her shoulder, dimples winking out. “How is that business of yours? I tell all my friends about you, you know—so many of them buy your things for Christmas presents. Very good quality, that’s what they all say.”

		“That’s so nice, thank you. And it’s good.” Good, good, everything’s bloody good. Can you think of a different adjective, Melanie? “We’ve potentially got a celebrity partner coming on board—you know Lillian Hart?”

		Susan purses her lips, clearly trying to think, just as Hattie comes into the room. “Lillian Hart? The actress who does all the action stuff?”

		“That’s the one.”

		Hattie comes up beside Mel. “Dylan says she’s…interesting.”

		Mel laughs. “Aren’t they all?”

		“And this actress—she’s going to be supporting you, is she?” Susan asks. She doesn’t even need the subtle glance to her left to know that Finn’s gaze is currently boring into her. No doubt because she hadn’t told him. Well, too bad. If she has to pretend to be back together with him, he’ll have to pretend he already knows all this, won’t he?

		“Mulled wine, Hattie?” Kristen asks.

		“God no. Do we have any non-stewed alcohol alternatives? I swear I saw some prosecco in the fridge earlier.”

		“She’ll be demanding champagne, next,” Finn calls from the dining table. “Hollywood rubbing off on you, Hatt?”

		Hattie rolls her eyes, patting down her blond curls. “For the last time, Dylan’s not in Hollywood. But, yes, I’d love a champagne,” she adds, grinning broadly and showing her teeth. Finn snorts as he returns to the coloring.

		Mark hands Hattie a glass of prosecco. “Hopefully, this will live up to your highbrow taste, ma’am.”

		“You’re not all going to be this annoying when Dylan gets here, are you?”

		Mark puts a hand on his heart. “As if. Dylan’s the one we like.”

		Hattie aims a punch at him, which he dodges with a laugh, while Mel stands there, feeling slightly on the sidelines. It had taken her a while to get used to the constant teasing, the easy banter between the siblings. She supposes she wasn’t prepared for it at first, growing up as an only child. She loves her parents—knows she’s lucky to have them. But when she first met Finn’s family it had been like a sensory overload. She thought she’d gotten used to it, but now it’s like she’s forgotten the rhythm, forgotten how to be part of a big family.

		“Right, dinner’s ready!” Susan calls from behind the Aga. “Can one of you lot please lay the table?”

		“I’ll do it,” Mel says immediately, glad to have a purpose. Hattie helps, showing her where everything is, while Kristen instructs Freya to take her coloring into the living room—presumably having already eaten.

		“Can I go on the iPad?”

		“I suppose so,” Kristen says. “It’s Christmas, after all…”

		There is a general surge of movement as wine is poured and two big saucepans are put in the middle of the long wooden dining table on mats. As Mel finishes putting down the cutlery, Finn grabs her hand, pulls her down into the seat next to him. Then places a hand, very deliberately, on her knee.

		She ignores the way heat flashes to her core at the touch and instead gives him a—what she hopes is subtle—warning look.

		He cocks his head, the picture of innocence. We’re in the public eye, aren’t we?

		She jerks her knee away from him. Yeah, well, my knee isn’t.

		His lips twitch, on the edge of a smirk. Your fault for not being more specific. But he lifts his hand in a little sign of surrender. Unlike her, he hasn’t bothered changing since they arrived, his dark green, long-sleeved T-shirt creased slightly from the journey.

		He catches sight of her earrings, his brow creasing. He reaches out, as if to touch them with the tips of his fingers, then drops his hand to the table. His gray-green gaze finds hers, and for a moment she holds it. The corner of his crooked mouth quirks up—not a full smile, but more real this time.

		“This smells amazing, Susan,” Mel says loudly.

		Susan waves a hand in the air as she takes a seat, wooden chair legs scraping over the stone floor. “Oh, it’s just a curry. Quick and easy.”

		Mark opens his mouth to say something, but Kristen interjects. “It’s not spicy—don’t worry.”

		There is a moment of quiet as plates are filled with rice and steaming curry, and Mel uses the excuse to eat and not say anything.

		“So, Finn—how’s the house in Wales?” Mark asks.

		Finn looks up the length of the table toward his brother. “It’s coming along really nicely.”

		“What’s the profit margin?” Mark, as a conveyancer, tends to get carried away when talking about houses—Mel remembers that from when she bought her flat.

		“Mark,” Kristen says with a sigh, “he’s only just got here.”

		“I’m just wondering. Have you seen the house, Mel? What do you reckon?”

		All eyes around the table turn to her—except Finn, who picks up his wine to take a sip.

		“Ah…” Shit, she’s falling at the first hurdle. She makes a show of swallowing food that is not in her mouth.

		“Not yet,” she says lightly. “Finn’s waiting for it to be ready to show me.” That sounds real, right? Even if, when he used to flip houses, he’d invite her around when they were in full construction mode, and they’d pull sleeping bags up next to each other, surrounded by rubble and chaos, and whisper into the night about nothing and everything. It had been exciting, as if they were doing something they weren’t supposed to be—and it had felt as if he was bringing her into his world.

		“Besides,” she adds, “this is his area, isn’t it? I’m sure he can make the decisions on his own.” She keeps her voice light, adds a smile to top it off. But, from the look Finn gives her, she knows he heard the barb. Because he made the decision to end their relationship all by himself, didn’t he?

		“Not all the decisions,” Finn says evenly. “Some decisions are mutual.”

		“Of course.” She smiles at him over the rim of her wineglass, hoping her eyes add the rest: you prick.

		“And what’s next?” Mark presses. “Mel’s got her place in London, right? So are you thinking of settling back there or—”

		“Leave them be, Mark,” Susan says firmly. “It’s up to them where they end up living.” Where they end up living. Said like there is not a doubt in her mind that they will end up living somewhere together, in it for the long haul. Alongside the other emotions that brings up, she feels the tiniest bit of guilt, that she knows how this week will end whereas Susan does not. But she pushes it away. This is Finn’s fault, not hers.

		“Right.” Mark holds his hands up. “Sorry. Just interested, that’s all.”

		Mel turns to Finn’s sister, figuring a change of subject is in order. “How’s Dylan, Hattie?”

		“He’s great.” Hattie smiles warmly. “He’s shooting down in Cornwell at the moment, of all places, for some fisherman movie, which sounds dull, but apparently he’s loving it, says the cast are all really nice.”

		She doesn’t want to ask. Doesn’t want to remind them all. But she might as well get the question out of the way. “Have you set a date for the wedding yet?”

		She tells herself it’s her imagination, the way the tension around the table thickens, the way Kristen glances at her then quickly away again, like she doesn’t want to look directly at a car crash.

		Hattie, however, rises above it. “We’re thinking June. I know it’s a cliché, but marrying the hot actor after bumping into him in a bookshop is a cliché anyway, so I might as well lean into it.”

		Finn shoots her a look. “You didn’t meet him in a bookshop.”

		She flaps a hand at him. “Details, details. I chatted to Mum and we reckon June is the least risky in terms of weather, don’t we, Mum?”

		Susan’s gaze flickers up to Hattie then down to her plate again. “Yes, love. I’m sure June will be lovely.”

		There is another round of quiet, the scraping of cutlery against china. Then Susan pushes her knife and fork together, takes a sip of her water—and somehow turns the action into a command for attention.

		“Now that you’re all here,” she announces, “I’ve got a surprise for everyone.”

		“That sounds…ominous,” Hattie says suspiciously, and Mel can’t help the smile.

		“You know how much I love Christmas, but this year I thought we could go one step further, really make the most of it. So I’ve taken the liberty of making us a little…well, a little agenda.”

		“An agenda?” Mark’s voice is incredulous.

		Hattie grimaces. “This is giving me flashbacks of having to sit in horrible office meetings, taking minutes.”

		Finn slides his gaze over to his sister. “All of, what, the two months you worked in an office?”

		She gives a dramatic shudder. “Still enough to make me break out in hives whenever I think about it.”

		Susan huffs, a touch of impatience leaking in. “A list, then. A Christmas list.”

		“A list of what?” Kristen asks.

		Susan beams around the table. “Activities. I’ve planned a different Christmassy thing for us to do each day.”

		“Activities,” Mark repeats slowly. “Like for Freya?”

		“No, for all of us. Freya included, of course.”

		Everyone at the table stares at Susan. Mel wants to ask what activities, exactly, she has in mind and whether it will involve her spending more or less time with Finn—but doesn’t feel like she can be the one to pipe up.

		Then Kristen smiles. “I think it sounds brilliant. It’s a lovely idea, isn’t it, Mark?”

		“Uhh, yes.” Mark runs a hand through his thinning hair. “Sure. I mean, it would be nice to have a bit of time to relax, but—”

		Kristen stops him with a look.

		“There’ll be plenty of time to relax,” Susan says breezily. “I’m not talking about army drills here, just fun activities to get us all in the Christmas spirit.”

		Everyone seems to take a moment to process that. Then Hattie lifts her prosecco in a toast. “Well, I’m all for it. I like activities. I’m sure Dylan will be on board, too, when he gets here.”

		Mel glances at Finn. Had he known about this? Because, to her, this sounds like a whole lot more time pretending in front of everyone than they’d planned. But from his expression, and from the reaction of everyone else, she’s guessing this is as much a surprise to him as it is to her.

		“Mel has work to do while she’s here,” Finn says, his voice carefully neutral.

		All eyes swivel to her in a way that makes her feel immediately awkward. She clears her throat. “It’s fine,” she finds herself saying. “I’m sure I can spare an hour or two a day.”

		“Excellent!” Susan smiles around at all of them.

		“Do we get to know what the activities are?” Finn asks.

		“I’ll tell you as we go—that’s part of the fun!”

		Apparently, no one wants to argue with her, because that seems to be the end of that as the conversation moves to other things. At the end of the meal, Mel uses the excuse of helping to clear the table and do the washing up to stay out of the way as much as possible, while Mark and Kristen head to the cottage next door with Freya.

		She feigns tiredness after the long journey and heads up to bed before Finn. But, although she is tired, her brain won’t switch off as she slides into her side of the bed, regretting the flannel pajamas she opted for. She barely drank anything at dinner, but she can feel a headache pressing down on her temples, even as she closes her eyes, tries to breathe through it. It shouldn’t be this hard to be around them all again.

		And that just shows how naïve she is, doesn’t it?

		She listens to a voice note from Priya while she waits for her brain to switch off, smiling at the sound of her best friend’s voice, who is telling a story about attempting to learn cricket so she can be part of the school’s teacher cricket team and, given Mel knows how bad Priya’s hand-eye coordination is, she can just imagine how that went. It’s nice, hearing that she’s throwing herself into things out there. She’s thinking the lightness in Priya’s voice sounds a little forced, until Priya asks, carefully, how the first day with Finn has gone—which explains the tone. Mel sighs as she finishes the voice note. She’ll figure out how to reply to that in the morning.

		She’s still not asleep by the time Finn comes in, even though it must be more than an hour later—like he’s waited, allowing her to fall asleep first. He moves in the dark, using his phone torch to fumble around, getting ready. She keeps her body very still, eyes closed. The torch light moves closer to the bed, briefly lighting up her eyelids, and she feels Finn pause. She wonders what’s going through his mind and feels that odd self-consciousness, the idea that he might be watching her fake sleep—even if she can’t open her eyes to check.

		The duvet is pulled back, the torch light goes out, and she feels the mattress sink under Finn’s weight. She doesn’t have to open her eyes to know that they are curled up on opposite sides, as far away from each other as they can get. Despite that, the scent of him still moves to take up the space between them, fresh pine and that pleasant sawdust smell that reminds her of him sanding down wood in the houses he worked on. She finds herself inhaling it, so many memories waiting for her, if she wanted to let them in.

		She doesn’t, she tells herself firmly. She doesn’t want the memories—she just wants to get through this week, fake the breakup with him, and put him behind her.

		She listens to the sound of his breathing and, despite what she’s telling herself, she finds her own and settles into a rhythm to match his. It’s achingly familiar, the way her body responds to his, like it’s on a program she can’t switch off. She takes a slow, silent breath.

		It’ll be fine, she tells herself firmly. It’s only one week—she can do this.

		But she still doesn’t fall asleep until the early hours of the morning and, when she does, her dreams take her to places she’d rather not be, places she’s tried to forget about. Places with Finn.
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		Chapter Six

		Four years ago

		Three and a half years until Hattie’s engagement party

		The noise and chaos of Princes Street in Edinburgh on New Year’s Eve—or Hogmanay—was something Finn didn’t think he’d ever experienced before. The excitement in the air was a tangible thing as the crowd moved from stage to stage, jostling past one another as they traded one kind of music for another, picking up pints of beer in plastic cups or choosing from just about every type of street food you could imagine.

		The sound of drums was close by as he and Mark wove through the thousands of people lining the street, giant screens playing sets from the main stage, two street performers in neon costumes parting the crowd on stilts as they did a complicated waltz in a way that looked both impressive and lethal. They’d gone in search of sustenance, leaving Hattie by the Celtic salsa stage with some new friends of hers after she’d refused point-blank to come with them. Having scoffed down a haggis with tatties in a warm white roll—after Mark insisted they had to at least try haggis while they were in Scotland—they were now heading to the hot cider queue, while Finn kept an eye out for food he thought he might convince Drunk Hattie to eat.

		“So are you over her yet?” Mark asked, rubbing his hands together and breathing on them for warmth before shoving them deep in his coat pockets.

		Finn glanced at his brother. “Who?”

		Mark snorted. “Well, I suppose that answers it. I told Kristen you didn’t need cheering up.”

		“You mean Abi? That’s why Kristen let you come out to play?”

		“Let me is a bit of a stretch. Made me is more like it.”

		“We were dating for, like, four months.” And he wasn’t even sure you could call it “dating.” Hooking up was more accurate—when she’d suggested that they talked about being exclusive, he’d figured that was the time to end it, before anyone got hurt.

		“I know. I told Kristen this.” Mark slapped him on the back. “Just like Dad, that’s what I told her.”

		Finn grimaced. It’s not like he wasn’t used to it, the comparisons to their dad, but he still didn’t love it. Before divorcing his mum, his dad had moved from one affair to the next like he was trying to break some kind of record. His mum had known about it—they all had. But they’d never explicitly talked about it, other than one night, when Finn had asked her why she put up with it.

		He remembered coming downstairs in the middle of the night in search of a glass of water. He’d have been about fourteen and had been playing on the computer long after he should have been asleep. His mum had been there, in the kitchen, a cup of tea and an open packet of biscuits in front of her. She’d looked up, and although she’d tried to hide it he could see immediately—she’d been crying.

		“You okay, love?” she’d asked, getting to her feet. He’d known it should have been him asking that, though he wasn’t sure how to. He knew, too, what was causing her to cry, downstairs, alone, in the middle of a weekday night. Knew it had something to do with his dad being out. But it had become habit, not to acknowledge it—and, in hindsight, he thought that was probably because she was trying not to turn her children against their father.

		“Just wanted some water,” he said, feeling awkward, barefoot in his slightly too small pajamas.

		She nodded, filled a glass for him, and brushed a hand over his hair as she handed it to him. He didn’t know what made him ask, that night. Perhaps something to do with it being just the two of them, or that it was a time when he wasn’t supposed to be up, meaning he felt more adult, somehow.

		“Why do you stay with him, Mum?”

		She’d visibly winced, and he saw too many things pass over her face before she’d swallowed. To her credit, she hadn’t tried to shut him down, hadn’t tried to pretend everything was fine. He hated it when they did that. “Your dad and I…We have an arrangement.”

		An arrangement. He’d didn’t like the word, without really understanding what she meant by it.

		“I’m okay, Finn,” she’d said softly. “It’s just been a long day—that’s all.”

		He’d been about to leave, head back upstairs, when he’d stopped in the kitchen doorway. “Mum?” She’d looked over at him again. “Do you fancy a game of Scrabble?” He was terrible at it, but he knew she liked to play—and most of the time they all refused to entertain her.

		She’d given him a wobbly smile and he’d thought she would insist he go back to bed, get some rest. Instead, she’d nodded. “Do you know what? That would be lovely.”

		Someone in the queue in front of them stepped backward into Finn, jostling him from the memory.

		“Ah, I’m sorry, mate,” Mark was saying, reading Finn’s silence correctly. “I’ve had one too many—that’s all.” And it was true—“mate” was something that only slipped out when Mark was a few pints deep, and he’d complained for most of this evening that his tolerance was nowhere near what it used to be, since having Freya. Still, didn’t you often say things you meant when you’d been drinking?

		“Maybe we ought to skip the cider,” Mark mused, eyeing the long queue.

		“Well, I’m having one. You can have one of the spiced apple juices if you like.”

		Mark snorted as he got out his phone—no doubt to check for any messages from Kristen. Finn rocked back on his heels, the sound of laughter and chatter swelling in the air around them. Later, he’d wonder what it was that drew him to her. He remembered seeing the sparkle—like, she quite literally sparkled in the nearby streetlamps. She’d thought that was hilarious, when he’d told her—had claimed that it was the power of her jewelry that had brought them together.

		It could have been that, he supposed—the glint of her long, very sparkly earrings as she turned her head. The glitter on her face, showing beneath the red beanie she’d pulled down over her dark hair. The truth was, though, he had no idea why, out of all the people there that night—literally thousands—he’d found her. It had felt somehow inevitable, when they’d told the story to friends—though in reality he supposed it was just luck.

		She was standing at the front of the queue, taking a steaming cup of cider from the vendor. She’d turned, saying something to her friend, and he’d felt it, that little fizz of attraction. Not quite wow—that had come later. But definitely something—interest, maybe. Enough that he’d shifted as she’d walked back their way. Shifted deliberately, so that she’d bumped into the edge of him, her shoulder against his.

		She protected the cider first, holding it out to steady it, making sure that none of it sloshed over the edge. She’d reacted too quickly—he’d been hoping she’d spill some, that he could offer to buy her another. A stupid and, all right, immature trick, but it had worked back in his university days when he’d been tipsy enough to try it.

		Her gaze had flickered up to his, her eyes impossibly blue. And that fizz in his stomach had intensified.

		“Sorry,” he said, gesturing to her still very full cider.

		“No problem.” It was a light, easy tone—like she was already getting ready to turn away from him, follow her friend who was a couple of steps ahead.

		He said the first thing he could think of to stop her from leaving. “Nice earrings.”

		She paused, cocking her head. Fireworks, he realized—her earrings were big, sparkly fireworks. “Why, thanks. I made them myself.”

		“Seriously?”

		Mark was now leaving Kristen a voice note, speaking loudly above the noise of the party. Something about Freya, and what they could do for next New Year.

		Mel had laughed. Loud and unfiltered. God, he’d loved the sound of that laugh. “Yes, seriously.”

		“That’s. Wow. That’s cool.” He pulled his hand through his hair, not really sure why he was being so slow. He was supposed to be good at this. He was good at this—had the numbers of plenty of girls on his phone to prove it.

		“I’m Mel,” she said, and then, somehow conjuring her friend to her side, “this is Priya.” Priya gave him a slow look up and down out of dark brown eyes, like she was judging him. He wasn’t quite sure what verdict she’d reached when her eyes found his face again.

		He nodded to both of them. “Finn.”

		Mark chose that moment to come up next to him—drinkless. Somehow, Finn had been edged out of the queue, too, so that they were just loitering in the general vicinity of cider.

		“I think we ought to go back and find Hattie,” Mark announced. “If we don’t go back for her now, she’ll be lost to the rhythm of salsa dancing and end up at a random’s party until four in the morning or something.”

		“Of that I have no doubt,” Finn agreed.

		Only then did Mark seem to notice the two attractive women standing with Finn—maybe being married dulled your senses to that kind of thing. “Oh. Ah, hello.”

		Mel smiled. “Hi there. I didn’t know there was salsa dancing here.”

		“Celtic salsa,” Finn said. “It’s stage number three, I think.”

		She pursed her lips. “What exactly is Celtic salsa?”

		Finn shrugged. “The type of salsa the Celts used to do?”

		She laughed again. He remembered thinking, even then, that he was pretty sure it was the best laugh he’d ever heard.

		“So, ah, shall we?” Mark asked, jerking his head in the general direction of Stage Three.

		“What about the ciders?” Finn asked, and Mark gave him a look that told him very clearly he knew exactly what Finn was playing at. He’d been wingman for Finn one too many times.

		“Fine. Two minutes.” Mark slouched off to get back in the queue.

		“Your mate’s a bit uptight, hey?” Priya asked, sipping her own cider.

		“He’s my brother.” Finn gave an exaggerated long-suffering sigh.

		Mel squinted at Finn, then at Mark’s back, then nodded slowly. “I suppose I can see it.”

		Finn’s lips twitched. “No idea if you mean that as a compliment or an insult.”

		She tilted her head, long dark hair spilling to one side. “Does it have to be one or the other?”

		“So where are you guys headed?” Finn asked.

		“Ferris wheel,” Priya said promptly. “We’re going to watch the fireworks from up there.”

		“Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” Finn said very seriously. “I heard a story of a stray firework hitting the top of the Ferris wheel once and…” He made an exploding gesture with his hands.

		Mel cocked one eyebrow. Sexy. Really fucking sexy. “Is that so?”

		“Absolutely. Or maybe the guy operating the Ferris wheel got distracted by the fireworks. Either way, I’m pretty sure you’re risking your lives if you opt for that right now.”

		Mel looked as if she was trying not to smile. “And I take it you think salsa dancing is the safest option?”

		“Celtic salsa dancing,” Finn corrected. “And yes. Much safer.”

		“I take my primary school kids on the Ferris wheel,” Priya said dryly. “It is most definitely not dangerous.”

		“Priya’s a teacher,” Mel elaborated. “She’s very sensible.” Priya elbowed Mel in the ribs at this, and Mel grinned at her. “I mean it as a compliment. I’m sensible too.”

		Priya muttered something under her breath, though Finn was pretty sure it was along the lines of, “Not right now you’re not.”

		“Well, okay, they might be safe enough for kids during the daytime, but we’re talking about lethal fireworks here. On top of moving machinery. In the dark.” He gave Priya a meaningful look, considered it a win when she snorted a laugh. It had taken about six months for Priya to fully warm up to him—she’d been skeptical, she told him later, of his easy—and terrible, according to her—pick-up lines. But now Mel wasn’t the only one who had been a little sad when she’d decided to move to the other side of the world.

		Priya and Mel exchanged some kind of look, communicating in that way only best friends can, which ended with Priya rolling her eyes. “Fine. Bring on the salsa-dancing Celts.”

		Mel linked her arm with Priya’s just as Mark arrived, producing four ciders—having correctly guessed that Finn would have convinced the two girls to join them by now. Mark gave him a that didn’t take you long look, which Finn chose to ignore as they headed through the throbbing crowd to reclaim their sister. The sister who, despite the fact they’d literally abandoned her in chaos less than thirty minutes ago, was never subjected to these looks. Presumably because she was the youngest and therefore allowed to be irresponsible, for another few years at least.

		It took them surprisingly little time to find Hattie, because she was dancing in such an exuberant way that the crowd around her had parted. Hattie greeted Mel and Priya with hugs like they were all long-lost friends reunited, and Mel and Priya immediately got stuck into the dance Hattie pulled them into. Which was another point for them, because most people would have been completely terrified.

		He’d tried to shout at Mel over the music, asking where she was from, what she was doing here. But after one too many WHAT?s, he gave up and just danced, spinning and jumping to the music, none of them remotely attempting to salsa. He was so aware, the whole time, of how Mel moved, not quite in time with the music, but like she didn’t give a shit about that. He was relieved when they finally found themselves next to one another, when he had an excuse to take her hand, twirl her.

		She laughed again, and he felt irrationally pleased. “Been taking salsa lessons from the Celts, have you?” she asked.

		“Oh, absolutely. I’m a total expert, as I’m sure you can tell.”

		She waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Pff. You’re playing with the big leagues here, sweetie.” She immediately went into a ridiculous robot dance, combined with some kind of sashaying of her hips. He wasn’t sure, then, whether it was the atmosphere, the alcohol, or just her that made her so brilliantly unselfconscious. Later, he’d figure out it was a bit of all three. He burst out laughing, and she grinned.

		Next to them, Mark was hovering on the outskirts of their group, glued to his phone again, and Hattie was now draped over Priya. “But I love him,” Hattie was lamenting. “I don’t know where he’s gone and I’m pretty sure he was the one.”

		“He did seem very nice,” Priya said, lips twitching as she patted Hattie on the back. “What’s his name? I’ll help you find him.”

		Hattie pulled back to stare at Priya. “I don’t know.” It was a wail. “How will I find the love of my life if I don’t even know his name?”

		Mel grinned again at Finn, who rolled his eyes. “My sister, ladies and gentlemen.”

		“Does she fall in love with strangers often?”

		“Sure. For about an hour.”

		“And you?” Mel asked, a touch of slyness to her tone. “Do you fall in love with strangers often?”

		“Only those who beat me in dance-offs,” he said, very seriously. Her eyes were dancing as she met his gaze, and he felt his pulse jump at the base of his neck. Jesus, she was hot. It was something about the directness of her gaze, he thought. The curve of her mouth when she smiled.

		The band switched, playing the opening bars to “Auld Lang Syne,” and the crowd went wild. Everyone linked arms, Hattie forgetting about the love of her life as the countdown to New Year’s started. They were all singing, only knowing about a third of the words, and as Finn spun around with Mel she stumbled. He reached out to steady her, placing a hand on either side of her shoulders.

		Ten, nine…

		Mel hadn’t pulled away. She was watching him, expectantly.

		So of course he kissed her. He didn’t even wait until the end of the countdown.

		It was light, and surprisingly chaste, given the atmosphere around them. Like a stolen kiss in the night. She tasted of something sweet, along with the tang of alcohol—and something deeper and darker and totally her. Something that sent an unnerving jolt of electricity right through him.

		When they pulled back, neither of them was smiling, and her expression had changed to something considering. He’d wondered if she’d felt it too. Fucking hoped so. His grip on the sides of her arms deepened, and when she reached out, laid her own hands on his forearms, goosebumps prickled.

		Then fireworks erupted overhead, and Mel let out a surprised laugh, craning her neck up to look at the color lighting the sky. She looked back at him, and there it was again—the sparkle.

		She smiled—warm and beautiful. “Happy New Year, Finn.”

		“Happy New Year, Mel.” And he had a feeling—it was going to be a good one.

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		Chapter Seven

		Five days to Christmas

		Mel wakes to the feeling of falling. Too late, she realizes why and lets out a yelp as she only just manages to put her hands out to stop herself face-planting against the wooden bedroom floor. Apparently, she’d edged even farther over to her side of the bed in the middle of the night, until there was no bed left.

		“Mel?” The door to the bedroom opens, and Finn’s anxious voice fills the space. “You okay?”

		She jumps up, brushing her hair off her face. “Fine. Just, ah…” But, right now, her brain seems too distracted to come up with an explanation as to how she has managed to quite literally fall out of the bed—because Finn is standing there with just a towel around his waist. And okay, fine, she’s seen him naked plenty of times before—but is it her, or is he packing more muscle than usual? Flipping houses is physical work, she supposes—especially given Finn insists on doing it all himself. But, still, it doesn’t seem fair that he’s standing there right in front of her, all long and lean and—

		She’s staring. What the hell is she doing? She should not be staring at him. She should not be allowing herself to drink in his near nakedness, as if it is something she has been craving. She quickly turns from him, though she doesn’t miss the slight quirk of his mouth, a sure sign that he’s amused. She bends to pick up the pillow that fell off the bed with her. When she puts it back on the mattress, she sees a line of pillows, right down the middle. At some point during the night, Finn had clearly decided to take her literally.

		“Mel?” She doesn’t look at him, and he sighs. When she glances back at him, he’s running a hand over his face. “This isn’t going to work, is it?” His voice is barely more than a murmur, but it feels like he’s shouting at her.

		She frowns. “Has someone said something?”

		He hesitates. “No. But us, together…” He gestures at the space between them. “I should never have suggested it.”

		“No,” Mel says shortly. “But you did.” And she never should have agreed. But she did.

		Finn rakes a hand through his wet hair. “They’re going to find out.”

		“No they’re not,” she says, feeling a rush of frustration. It was his bloody idea in the first place—why is he making her talk him into it?

		“Maybe I should tell them the truth,” Finn continues, as if he hasn’t heard her. “I could drop you at the station this morning.”

		She feels heat flood her cheeks. First he begs her to come, then he wants to discard her? No fucking way. “We are not doing that,” she hisses. “How do you think leaving in the middle of the holiday will make me look?”

		“I’m pretty sure it’s going to make me look worse than you.”

		“No, Finn. We’re not telling them. You wanted me here? Well, tough shit, because you’ve got me. So deal with it.” She grabs her washbag from her suitcase. “It’s five days. We can manage five bloody days.” And it’s her who has to do the managing, isn’t it? It’s his plan, for fuck’s sake.

		Finn watches her as she strides toward him, and he only moves out of the way when she opens the door practically on top of him.

		“Get dressed,” she snaps. “We’ve got a Christmas agenda to keep to, remember?”

		He heaves in a breath. “Fine.”

		“Fine.” And, feeling fully self-righteous in her anger, she slams the door behind her.

		

		—

		Susan is making pancakes with Freya when Mel gets downstairs. There’s an assortment of bowls with different batter—chocolate chip, blueberry, and plain—on the counter, and Freya is standing on a stool, peering down into the saucepan. Susan places her hand over Freya’s carefully on the handle, and together they flip it—just about catching it again. Kristen is watching them beadily from the sidelines, like she’s about to lurch forward at any second, but Susan and Freya both laugh as Susan pokes the pancake fully back into the pan. Mel can’t help smiling, too, watching them—until she sees Finn over at the table, cup of coffee in front of him. He tries to catch her eye, but she ignores him—still annoyed about their earlier conversation.

		Hattie comes in from the back garden, phone in hand, shivering dramatically as she shuts the door. “Dylan says he’s looking forward to seeing you all tomorrow,” she announces to the room at large. She pulls her coat tighter around her Christmas pajamas. “And, also, it’s fu—” She cuts off when she sees Freya adding another pancake to the plate and clears her throat. “It is really rather cold outside—I hope whatever you have planned for today is indoors, Mum.”

		Susan gives her a twinkling smile from behind the stove and taps her nose, while Kristen brings the first batch of pancakes over to the dining table. Mark puts down the newspaper he’s been reading and smacks his lips theatrically.

		“These smell delicious, Freya-bean,” he says. “Looks like we have an aspiring chef on our hands.”

		“What does ‘aspiring’ mean?” Freya asks Susan.

		Susan runs a hand over Freya’s red hair. “Brilliant,” she says, earning a toothy grin from Freya.

		Susan and Freya bring over the rest of the pancakes, while Mel makes herself useful, finding cutlery and plates and helping Kristen to lay the table. She’s feeling a little on edge, wondering, like Hattie, apparently, what the first activity on Susan’s Christmas agenda is. She has her own to-do list of things she needs to get done at work, preferably before the new year, and she’s slightly dreading a whole day of playing happy couples with Finn—who she is still studiously ignoring.

		They all sit around the table, Freya climbing into Kristen’s lap to eat her pancakes from there. Mel sits opposite them, deliberately keeping Mark between her and Finn. Freya peeks up at Mel, but when Mel smiles at her she turns her face into Kristen’s chest.

		Kristen pats Freya’s back. “Don’t be silly. You remember Auntie Mel, don’t you?”

		Auntie Mel. Something twists inside her, hearing it, and she tries to hide it by gulping down some coffee. Freya peeks out at Mel, but gives no confirmation as to whether she does, in fact, remember. She feels Finn looking at her, too, and distracts herself by getting out her phone, while pancakes are handed around.

		There’s a WhatsApp from Amanda: Lillian wants to see more designs like the fireworks earrings before the call.

		Mel’s heart does a funny little jolt. She’d added them to the Christmas catalogue that Amanda had sent to the agent without really thinking. It had been one of the only designs that was actually hers in the catalogue, inspired by her very first pair of earrings, the ones she’d worn on New Year’s Eve when she’d met Finn for the first time. It was only because he’d turned up at her flat, reminding her of their history—it must have leaked into her subconscious somehow.

		Does she definitely want a similar pair out in the world, to be worn, no doubt, by hundreds of other people to a New Year’s party, where they might be kissed by a random stranger? She doesn’t really have a choice now, does she? What Lillian Hart wants, Lillian Hart gets. The only issue is time. Can she bail on whatever activity they are supposed to be doing today? Probably not. Besides, she’s not even sure she has it in her to work up a few more similar designs—she hasn’t done it properly in years. No, it’s better if one of her designers does it and she can improve if need be.

		Can you get Jodie on the case? All to be run by me in the first instance.

		Will do.

		She looks up to see Mark has slid a blueberry pancake onto her plate, and smiles at him in thanks.

		“Oh, I forgot the juice,” Susan says, setting down her fork.

		“I’ll get it,” Kristen says immediately, nudging Freya to get her off her lap.

		Susan waves a hand as she gets to her feet. “Don’t worry, love. I know where it is.”

		She can hear Finn and Mark talking on her right. “I’m just saying,” Mark is insisting, “if you had a more efficient way to work out profit margins before you bought the house, then…”

		Mel looks down at her phone again—it seems the safer option. Priya has sent a message, in response to the voice note Mel left her this morning, in between showering and coming downstairs.

		Christmas activities? Like wreath-making? Maybe it’ll be fun! I doubt she’ll send you and Finn off on your own somewhere—it’ll be stuff you can all do together. Maybe it’ll be a good thing—keep you busy? Even if this whole thing is still ridiculous—and I PROMISE that’s the last time I’m going to point that out. If you need to get out of anything, message me and I’ll ring you with some kind of cross-continental emergency. And, in other news, I’m contemplating giving up cricket already. It’s even worse than when we tried to take up tennis in Year 8. Keep me posted! Xx

		She feels the corners of her mouth pulling into a smile. God, she misses Priya.

		She tunes back in to the room to hear Kristen saying to Freya, “That’ll be fun, won’t it?” Mel catches sight of Mark’s skeptical expression and wonders what, exactly, is going to be fun. Damn it—she should have been listening.

		“But what will we do until then?” Freya asks, sticking her thumb into her mouth. Mel can’t help feeling the tiniest bit sorry for her—she remembers what it’s like, growing up as an only child. Adult company is just not the same when you’re a kid—and adults have a habit of forgetting how lonely it can sometimes be as an only child, no matter how brilliant those adults are.

		“What about coloring?” Kristen asks. “Do you want to bring your coloring book in here? The one with all the sea creatures?”

		“I love sea creatures,” Mel says, smiling at Freya. Freya looks up at Mel from under her eyelashes—and Mel decides to take that as an improvement. “Especially dolphins,” Mel continues. “Dolphins are my favorite.”

		She gets a tiny smile at that, and Freya removes her thumb long enough to say, “Mine too. And whales. And turtles.”

		“Turtles are great,” Mel agrees.

		“So shall we say aim to leave in around an hour?” Susan asks.

		Leave for what? Mel wonders. She glances around the table, looking for clues, and Finn catches her eye. She swears she sees a knowing glint in his eye.

		“How about if I sit in the café with you to help judge instead, Mum?” Mark asks, folding up his copy of the Financial Times.

		Kristen huffs out an impatient breath. “Mark, it’s not that big a deal. Just do this for your mother, will you?”

		Mark half laughs, raises his hands. “Whoa. Okay, K.” He sounds a bit taken aback and Mel is too—she doesn’t think she’s ever seen Kristen snap at him in front of them.

		“Thank you, Kristen,” Susan says. “I’m going to shower. I’ll see you all in an hour, pronto.”

		There’s the scraping of chair legs as everyone gets to their feet. Mel isn’t quite out the way in time before Finn comes around her side of the table and swings an arm around her, plastering her to his side. In front of his family, she has no choice but to bear it. She can smell toothpaste, his aftershave, a faint charcoal scent, like he might have stoked the fire this morning.

		“What do you reckon, sugarplum?” he asks, squeezing her shoulder and looking down at her. This has got to be the first time ever he has used a nickname like that, and she just about resists the urge to scowl. They are not the nickname sorts. His eyes find hers, and she recognizes the challenge in them. “A scavenger hunt will be fun, won’t it?”

		A scavenger hunt? How the hell did she miss that? What, exactly, does that involve—finding things around the house? Presumably not, given they’ve been instructed to be ready to leave the house.

		She smiles in an over-the-top way. “You bet, honeybee.”

		Finn’s lip quirks, but she notices too late that her voice is perhaps a touch too sarcastic. She feels Hattie’s glance as the rest of the family leave the kitchen, reaches up to lay her hand over Finn’s to try to cover up the error. His gaze flickers there and for a moment they stand like that, quiet between them.

		When his family are all out of the kitchen, she shoves him away. She couldn’t actually move him, given how much stronger he is, but he steps away immediately.

		She pulls a hand through her hair. “A scavenger hunt?” she repeats.

		A smile plays around his lips as he shakes his head. “I knew you weren’t listening.”

		She narrows her eyes. “A mind reader now, are you? That’s new.”

		He shakes his head. “Only with you, Mel.”

		She snorts, derisive. He’d proved, hadn’t he, just how wrong that statement is. “So she wants us to, like, find stuff?”

		“Yep. It’s Christmas-themed and everything. And you want to know the best part?” He leans in, close enough that she has to tilt her head up to look at him, so that her eyes have to travel over the mouth that is just a little crooked. “We’re on the same team.” She wonders if he is doing it deliberately, challenging her with his eyes like that. Probably. Maybe he’s trying to get her back for shouting at him earlier.

		“Of course we are,” she mutters. Well, maybe that’s a good thing. If they’re on a team just the two of them, they don’t have to talk to each other, do they?

		“Ready?” He gestures toward the kitchen door. She squares her shoulders like she’s readying for battle, nods. All right, then. Game on.
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		Chapter Eight

		As it turns out, it is not just her and Finn on a team. They’re in teams of three, with Susan remaining behind as the judge. Hattie has opted to be with Mel and Finn—meaning there is no let-up in the pretending-to-be-a-happy-couple charade. To foster “team spirit,” Hattie insisted on driving into the village with Finn and Mel, riding in the back of the car, meaning Mel feels like she’s on display, with sharp eyes on them the whole time. At one point in the car journey, he reached out, put a hand on hers on her lap. She flipped her hand, dug her nails in, hard. After that, he turned the radio up, both of them insisting they wanted loud music when Hattie complained.

		Luckily, the countryside is epic enough that she can get away with staring out of the window and not look like she’s trying to avoid the man sitting next to her. Of course it’s epic—it’s a national park—but, still, she wasn’t quite expecting the scale of it, the feeling that you could drive for hours each way and still be lost in wilderness. High snow-capped mountains loom in the near distance, and they pass pinewood forests that look like something out of a fairy tale. There is a river, glinting in the bright winter sunlight, which sweeps past a castle in the background.

		As instructed by Susan, they stop in a car park near the center of Ballater, and Hattie informs them the village is on several lists of the most beautiful villages in the Cairngorms. Given Mel doesn’t know how many villages there actually are in the national park, she has no idea if that’s an accomplishment or not, but it’s incredibly charming—she’ll give it that. Rolling hills span the horizon, with Highland cattle grazing in nearby fields. The houses feel as if they’ve been untouched by time—granite stone buildings with slate roofs, all nestled on narrow streets next to small shops and at least one inviting-looking pub.

		They all get out of the two cars, and Susan beckons them into the middle of the car park, holding out an envelope for each team. Mel has a moment to admire Susan’s commitment to the whole thing as she takes the envelope, pulling out a list with the scavenger items they need to collect as well as a map, indicating the route they should take—with a café circled in green as the finish point.

		“First team to find me in the café with the most items on the list wins,” Susan says, smiling at all of them.

		“What do we win, exactly?” Mark asks.

		“Pride,” Susan says easily.

		“Bragging rights,” pipes up Hattie.

		“And something special for you,” Susan says, winking at Freya, who bounces on her toes, looking up at Kristen from under a snowflake hat, complete with earmuffs.

		“What about you?” Kristen asks. “Will you be okay, waiting for us?”

		Susan pats her handbag. “I’ve got my cozy Christmas crime novel waiting for me—I’ll be fine. I just want to see you all have fun.”

		“We are on it,” Hattie promises, then grins down at Freya. “On your marks…”

		Freya doesn’t wait for the “go,” but tugs Kristen into a run, heading down past the river, with Mark reading out the items behind them both.

		Mel scans their list, which includes a photo with a robin, a reindeer, an icicle, a Christmas tree, a frosted web, and a star made out of twigs. Okay, well, the sooner they get this done, the sooner she can return to the cottage and shut herself away under the guise of working.

		“How on earth are we supposed to find a reindeer?” Hattie asks, peering over her shoulder.

		“There are reindeer in the Cairngorms, like a whole herd of them,” Finn says. They both look at him and he shrugs. “I looked up some facts when I knew we were coming here.”

		“So…what, does she want us to lasso one?” Hattie asks.

		“We need a game plan,” Mel says. “We’ll do the Christmas tree first—that should be easy, given there is a whole forest of them—then we can work our way through, depending on where we are and we should be back in no time.”

		Hattie glances at Finn. “Don’t you just love her ‘take charge’ voice?”

		He smiles. “I do.”

		Mel doesn’t quite like the softness there—or what it does to her insides. She distracts herself by leading the way out of the car park and through a line of trees, some bare, some evergreen, so that it feels colorful, even though it’s only a mix of green and brown. And white. Susan was right about there being snow here—not this far down, but Mel can see it farther up.

		Her breath steams out in front of her as they walk, and she welcomes the warmth in her limbs, the cold on her face, as Hattie and Finn follow on the trail behind. It’s been too long since she let herself do this, just walk in nature, given she’s bound so often by the four walls of either her flat or her office. They pass a little loch to their left, fringed by trees, the surface sparkling in the sunlight. A thin layer of ice hugs the edges of the water, and as they watch, a large brown bird swoops down on the other side.

		“Do you reckon there are icicles down there?” Hattie asks behind Mel, referring to one of the items on the list.

		“Christmas tree first,” Mel says firmly, indicating a row of pine trees farther up.

		“Yes, ma’am.” Hattie pulls ahead, posing in front of one of the trees by pretending to be reaching to try to put a star on top, though it has got to be about thirty meters high. Mel clicks a photo on her phone, and finds herself smiling.

		“So, Hattie,” Mel asks as they continue to walk, too aware of the quiet between the three of them, of whether she and Finn are coming across as appropriately coupled-up—and of how Finn had told her he’d drop her at the station this morning. “How’s your job going?”

		“It’s great,” Hattie says easily. She does something in software development, Mel knows, though she still has no idea what Hattie’s life actually consists of day-to-day—and given how long she’s known Hattie, it feels too late to ask. Not that Hattie is one of those people who bangs on about her job—she insists that it’ll sound boring to anyone but her whenever someone asks. “And Dylan loves telling all the actor types that his girlfriend is in IT, so that’s a win for both of us. When do you find out about Lillian Hart?”

		“In a few days, after the meeting.”

		“You’ve got a meeting like that near Christmas? That’s harsh.”

		Mel shrugs. “If Lillian Hart says jump…”

		Hattie snorts. “I’ll tell Dylan you said that. And what will it mean if she’s on board?”

		What will it mean? She can feel Finn behind her, letting them talk but definitely watching her, waiting for the answer too. “More recognition,” she says, “a bigger brand, the chance for growth.” All quite vague, isn’t it? And she’s not sure what it will mean for her, personally. Even less time on the designs themselves, presumably. More staff to manage. But more success, she tells herself firmly. The type of success her mum used to promise she’d have in her future, the type of success that would make everyone proud.

		“What’s next?” Finn asks brightly, pulling the list from Mel’s hands and making her realize that she’s gone silent, thinking about the future of her business. Of herself, still in her flat. Alone, working into the evenings to keep up.

		“A photo with a robin,” Finn reads out loud. “Surely there are tons of robins around.”

		They all look around like they are expecting a robin to immediately fly in front of them. It’s quiet, and Mel realizes she can hear the sound of birdsong, and the rustling of a nearby animal, waiting for them to pass.

		“Where are the others?” Mel asks. “Surely we should have caught up with them by now.”

		“Oh, they are taking a different route,” Hattie says. “Mum told me. She let them go on a shorter route for Freya. She’s properly thought the whole thing through.”

		“Setting us up to lose,” Finn says sadly. Mel lets out an accidental small snort of laughter, and his eyes jump to hers. She immediately scowls, just to rectify it.

		“Robin,” she reminds them—and herself—firmly. When they find a bird that Hattie declares looks close enough, Finn gets in a photo with it, pointing with the most ridiculously excited look on his face, wide-eyed, mouth open.

		“Okay,” he says, clapping his hands when Hattie declares the photo a work of art. “A kiss under mistletoe.” His gaze snags on Mel’s briefly. Nope. No way is she kissing him. She will not let herself remember the way his mouth felt on hers. She narrows her eyes at Finn, daring him to go there. For one moment, she thinks he’s going to call her bluff, then he turns to his sister, grins at her.

		“Give us a kiss, Hatt.” He leers in an overdramatic way and it makes her shriek, darting behind Mel to use her as a shield. It was this that Mel found hard to get used to at first. She’d grown up in a loving household—but a relatively quiet one. And despite declaring Priya her fake sister for about two weeks when they were at school, and trying to make her parents let her change her surname to match Priya’s, she’s never totally got the sibling thing.

		“Eugh,” Hattie says. “I’m not kissing you. I’ll kiss Mel.”

		Finn takes charge, going on the hunt for mistletoe, while Hattie and Mel ponder whether they definitely know what mistletoe looks like when it’s not hung in doorways—does it grow on bushes, or trees? Trees, they decide. They cannot, however, find any in the forest, and settle for Finn holding up a twig while Hattie kisses Mel on the cheek.

		“We are definitely losing points by the second,” Mel says.

		“Nah.” Finn shrugs. “We’re being creative.”

		There is a lightness to him that reminds her of how he’d been when they were first dating. He’d seemed so carefree and it had made it easy to fall into step with him, to be convinced that, yes, she did want to spend a night in a rundown house in the middle of nowhere with no Wi-Fi or, yes, she would book tickets for a last-minute getaway to Norway, because flights to Oslo were, apparently, on a twenty-four-hour deal. He’d nearly convinced her to get a tattoo once, and had only admitted that he’d been joking after she’d backed out.

		At the beginning, it was partly this attitude that had made her so sure that it was just a fling for him. He’d clearly had more than a few of those in his time and she’d figured what the hell? She’d been single for a while—she deserved a fling, despite Priya’s warnings that she wasn’t the fling type. They’d met on New Year’s Eve, after all, where he’d clearly just been trying his luck—and she’d wanted a good story to tell, to prove that she wasn’t as boring as she sometimes feared she was. Even after their first date in Paris—in Paris, for God’s sake—it had taken her a while to realize that he really liked her. That he was staying.

		Did it stop getting fun? Is that why Finn bailed—because real life and responsibility caught up to them? Or was Mark right all along when he’d said to Kristen that Finn “wasn’t the settling type.” She’d overheard that, the second time she’d met Mark, though she’d never said anything about it.

		“A star out of twigs,” Finn announces. “Definitely sounds like a job for you, sweetums.”

		Mel moves up beside him and very deliberately hooks her arm through his. She sees the way his gaze drops, ever so briefly, to the point where their bodies connect. She blinks her eyelashes at him when he looks back at her face. “You find me the twigs—I’ll build you a star, moonbeam.”

		Finn laughs, a proper, full laugh, while Hattie looks between them. “What’s up with the nicknames?”

		“We’re testing them out,” Finn says, still holding Mel’s gaze. It’s like the whole bloody forest is designed just for him—bringing out the green in his eyes, highlighting that pine scent that always makes her feel slightly giddy. “Trying to find one that sticks.”

		She pulls away, getting out her phone to disguise the movement, should Hattie notice.

		“Well, they are all terrible,” Hattie says. “If you start calling each other moonbeam, I think I’ll have to disown both of you before the wedding.”

		It causes a sinking feeling in Mel’s stomach. The wedding. The wedding for which she won’t be there, because she and Finn will be broken up—again. And, despite the fact that she thinks of Hattie as a friend, Hattie won’t be able to invite her anymore, will she, because she’ll have to side with Finn, the way families are supposed to. Plus, after she’s broken up with Finn, none of his family will want her there, will they?

		She’s quiet as Finn and Hattie enter a competitive stick-finding competition, presenting her with the options. She finds some ivy, uses that to tie the sticks together. Finn tries to catch her gaze as she walks, but she ignores it, losing herself in her design. It’s actually quite soothing. When she’s done, she places the star on Hattie’s head, who grins.

		“I love it. I might just wear it instead of a veil.”

		“Please, please do,” Finn says. “Bonus points if you can wear a matching outfit made of bark.”

		“If you can convince Dylan, then you’re on.”

		They pause at a turning—left over a footbridge, or right, deeper into the pine forest. Hattie holds the map upside down, squinting at it, then passes it to Mel.

		“I say we wing it,” Hattie says.

		“And get lost in the middle of a freezing forest?” Mel asks.

		Hattie wrinkles her nose. “This is like extreme scavenger hunting. Dylan should be here. He’s surprisingly good at directions.”

		“Why is that surprising?” Finn asks.

		“Don’t know. I think maybe he played someone who was always getting lost and I’m conflating the two.”

		Mel snorts. “That sounds like a terrible film.”

		Hattie purses her lips, nodding. “It does, doesn’t it? There’s a strong chance I’ve completely misremembered it.”

		Finn traces a line on the map with his finger, then points into the forest. “It’s this way.”

		“I don’t think it is,” Mel says.

		“It is,” Finn insists. “Look, it circles back round to the car park, then we can go find Mum.”

		“But the footbridge leads us to the loch we started at. It’ll be quicker.”

		“I honestly am sure it’s—”

		“Of course you are,” Mel snaps. “Of course you think it’s that way, and you couldn’t possibly be wrong, could you? Because you’re never wrong.” She doesn’t quite know why her anger has risen so suddenly and violently again—but, now that it’s here, she’s finding it hard to squish back down.

		“What’s that supposed to mean?” Finn asks quietly.

		“You know perfectly well what it means.”

		“I’m not sure I—”

		“It’s classic you. Assuming you know best. Making a decision unilaterally and assuming there will be no fallout.”

		Finn raises his eyebrows “You’re one to talk—you made decisions without me all the time.”

		Mel laughs scathingly. “Oh yeah? Like when?”

		“Like your flat.”

		“Our flat. I bought it for us.”

		“Exactly. You did.”

		“You said you wanted it.”

		“I said I wanted what you wanted.”

		She throws her hands in the air. “Well, that’s the same bloody thing, isn’t it?”

		Hattie clears her throat. Shit. Mel had kind of forgotten she was there. “You guys want me to step outside for a minute or something?”

		Finn pulls a hand through his hair. “Sorry, Hatt.”

		“No, no. I’m a fan of a good fight. Dylan and I don’t fight enough—that’s what I’m always saying.”

		Finn gives her a wry look. “And what does he say?”

		She grins. “That we fight just the right amount.”

		Mel snorts, and though it’s a bit on the scathing side, she tries—really she does—to bite down her temper. What must Hattie think? She’s not doing a very good impression of being totally in love, all made up since the engagement-party fiasco. She wonders again if Hattie is judging her for taking him back.

		Stop it, Mel. She shouldn’t let herself get upset. She shouldn’t let herself fight over which way to go, for God’s sake.

		“I’ll, err, go find a frosted web,” Hattie says. “You guys catch up when you’re ready.” And she heads, Mel notices, over the footbridge—and not in the direction Finn wanted them to go. Coincidence? Or a subtle show of allegiance?

		“Mel?” Finn places his fingers on her arm when she won’t look at him. And even though he’s wearing gloves, even though she has several layers under her winter coat, she can still feel his touch on her skin. She jerks away and he lets her.

		“I’m sorry, okay?” he says. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

		She doesn’t know if he means just now, or if he’s talking about something more than that. They are quiet for a beat. Is it her, or is it already getting darker? It can’t be past midafternoon at the latest.

		“Well, you did.” Now, and then. His mouth presses into a thin line as he nods. “It doesn’t matter,” she says tightly. “I don’t want to talk about it.” It’s one of her rules, isn’t it? Don’t talk about the past.

		“All right,” Finn says evenly. “We’ve only got a few things left. We can go your way.”

		None of this is my way. She stops herself before she says it out loud.

		She turns out to be right about the footbridge path—it leads them back to the loch, down the hill, and into the car park, the sky lightening up a little to that winter gray out of the cover of trees. Finn makes a show of bowing to her, telling her he never should have doubted her—which she knows full well is for Hattie’s benefit. Arguing in front of her wasn’t part of the plan, after all.

		“Okay,” Hattie declares as they wind their way through the village, toward the café circled on the map. “I think we only have one more thing on the list.” They pass a small art shop full of the most gorgeous landscapes, and Mel slows a little, attention caught by a painting of a forest—maybe this very one—overlooking a loch. It is majestic, covering the scope of the place in a way Mel wouldn’t have thought possible. The scene feels both awe-inspiring and somehow impossibly lonely. Or maybe that’s just because that’s how she feels. Lonely. She can’t tear herself away from it.

		“What are you looking at, Mel?” Finn calls, a little way down the street.

		She pulls her gaze away from the painting, sees Finn glancing between her and the shop. “Nothing,” she says. “Sorry. What did you say is left on the list?”

		“A video of us caroling,” Hattie says, shaking her head. “Trust Mum.” She gets out her phone, holds it up. “Okay. Go.”

		“Here?” Mel asks, glancing around. There are people nearby, tourists, probably, judging by the way they linger at the windows of each shop.

		Finn doesn’t miss a beat before embarking upon a very loud—and very tuneless—rendition of “O Come, All Ye Faithful.” He only knows about a quarter of the words, and starts making the rest up, so that even if Mel wanted to join in she couldn’t—settling for watching him through Hattie’s camera instead.

		Hattie breaks into a round of applause as Finn finishes, bowing on the endnote. “Bravo!” Hattie calls—and Mel notices that more than one person is looking their way. “Now let’s go.” With that, she races away toward the café, like she’s a teenager rather than in her late twenties. Mel has never met anyone quite like Hattie, and, God, she misses her energy. Like a jacked-up version of Finn.

		Finn and Mel glance at each other, then break into a run to follow. By the time they arrive, Hattie is joining a corner table where Susan sits helping Freya with her coloring, Kristen leaning against Mark’s side.

		“You’re back!” Susan declares. “But I’m afraid Freya here beat you to it.”

		Hattie puts her hands on her hips and looks down at her niece. “I don’t believe for a second you got everything on that list.”

		Freya smiles up at Hattie, brown eyes reflecting the light of the café, a thin line of chocolate above her mouth. “Yes we did.”

		“Even the reindeer?”

		Freya produces a toy reindeer from under the table, sits it on her lap. “He’s called Snowy.”

		“The unsung tenth reindeer,” Finn says seriously as he and Mel join them. He glances at Mark. “Sneaky.” Mark only grins.

		“We should have thought of that,” Mel says with a sigh. “Anyone want a drink?”

		“Baileys hot chocolate,” Hattie says immediately.

		“Me too!” Freya pipes up.

		“Hold the Baileys,” Kristen says over Freya’s head.

		“Why?” asks Freya.

		“They have something called a ‘Parisian special’ on the board,” Mark says. “What do you reckon that is?”

		“Oh, that sounds fun,” Susan says.

		“How do you know it’s fun?” Hattie asks. “Could be terrible. They could put snails in your coffee or something. Don’t they do that in Paris?”

		“Yes,” Finn says, deadpan. “It’s literally all they eat there.” His eyes flicker, very briefly, to Mel’s. And she finds herself thinking, for the second time today, of their first date. Of sitting opposite him in a French restaurant and trying not to let on how nervous she was. She doesn’t actually remember what they ate—too distracted by him—but it definitely wasn’t snails.

		“Well, I’ll risk it,” Mark says. “Live life on the edge and all that.”

		“I’d love a coffee,” Finn adds, as Mel counts everyone’s orders on her fingers. She’ll get him a tea, she thinks. Claim it’s an honest mistake.

		“With sugar?” she asks sweetly.

		“No thanks.”

		She’ll add five.

		For a moment, his gaze catches hers and the corner of his crooked mouth lifts, like he knows exactly what she’s thinking. She turns away, though as she does she finds herself willing to concede something—not out loud, and certainly not to Priya. But there’s a chance that, as much as she wants to convince herself of the opposite, she may not be totally over Finn Hawthorne. Which only means she’s going to have to be extra careful the rest of this week. Now is not the time for going down memory lane, for thinking of that heady feeling she’d gotten the second time he kissed her, the music from the restaurant spilling onto the cobblestone street. No. Now is the time for payback.
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		Chapter Nine

		Three years, ten months ago

		Three years, four months until Hattie’s engagement party

		Finn checked his phone for the millionth time where he sat at a candlelit table for two, off the beaten track but still in the shadow of the Eiffel Tower. He was still five minutes early. He didn’t think he’d ever been early for a date in his entire life. Just as he’d never put quite so much thought into it—spending hours googling the best date spots in Paris.

		You two, Priya would say later, shaking her head at the two of them. Who has their first date in Paris, for God’s sake?

		Though Mel wouldn’t even concede that to be their anniversary, over a year later, Finn liked to claim their anniversary was on New Year’s Eve. Awww, Mel, look, they put on fireworks just for us. And when she’d rolled her eyes he used to tease her, asking if they were, in fact, together, if she wouldn’t even agree on an anniversary. She’d laugh at him. Finn, I can’t pinpoint the moment I fell in love with you. Isn’t that the point? Love isn’t immediate, but when it’s there it’s there.

		Mel had been impossible to pin down for a first date. They’d been texting since Edinburgh, but although Bristol, where he was currently doing up a house, and London, where Mel was sharing a flat with Priya, weren’t all that far away from each other, they’d so far failed to be in the same city at the same time. Instead, they’d been sending each other a lot of memes over WhatsApp. Mark had been teasing him nonstop. This has got to be your longest relationship to date. Maybe never meeting in person is the key for you.

		That February, she’d told him she was heading to Paris for a weekend city break with Priya, and, after skiing with some friends, Finn had decided to head back home via Paris because why the hell not. She’d agreed to meet him for one evening, setting a two-hour time limit so that she could still spend the rest of the evening with Priya. He sometimes wondered if he’d have managed to get her on a date with him if it hadn’t been for that—and was seized with panic at the idea that it would have just fizzled out, like every other semi-relationship in his life.

		He took a sip of his water—not wanting to order a proper drink until she arrived—and checked his phone again. What if she didn’t show? What if she did show and they didn’t get on? They’d both been drinking on New Year’s, and it was easy enough to feel chemistry in the middle of a street party with fireworks erupting overhead. And why the hell was he nervous? He didn’t usually get nervous around women.

		His phone lit up and he snatched it off the table, worrying it would be her, canceling last minute. But it was only a message from his mum, responding to a selfie he’d sent her of him under the Arc de Triomphe.

		Weather looks glorious! We had a picnic near there, didn’t we? Hope you’re having a lovely time—it’s making me want to go back there! Beth at Book Club is suggesting a reading retreat somewhere. Maybe I’ll suggest a wine retreat to Paris instead. Love you lots. Xxx

		He smiled as he laid the phone down. Last year, he, Hattie, and Mark had taken their mum to Paris for a few days for her birthday, organizing and paying for the whole thing. They’d done all the classic touristy bits, had even made her try escargots, much to Hattie’s amusement. They’d have to do another trip for her, take her to Budapest or something. He sometimes worried about her, alone in that house, though she claimed to have quite enough of a social life, thank you very much.

		He’d heard Mel before he saw her—surprising himself with how he recognized her voice.

		“I’ve just got here,” she was saying. His gaze snapped to the entrance of the little restaurant where she was coming in, cheeks and nose pink from the cold, phone pressed to her ear. “Not sure. I followed Maps. Near Rue Saint-Dominique, I think?” She clocked Finn, smiled, and waved. She’d been nervous too, she’d told him later, but at the time the smile had seemed so natural that it had made him relax.

		He stood up as she made her way over. “I’ve got to go…Yes, he’s here…Well, I mean, he doesn’t look like a serial killer, but I suppose you never know…Yes, two hours. I promise…Okay. I’m hanging up now.”

		She did just that, smiled again at him. “Sorry. Priya checking I got here safely.” She’d given him a look up and down, then met his gaze head-on. “Thank God. You’re just as hot as I remembered.”

		It made Finn laugh, and he leaned over to kiss her on the cheek, smelling something citrus with a faint undercurrent of mint—like she’d thought about it. She slipped off her coat, and he had to admit that his mouth went a little dry when he saw what she was wearing underneath—nothing fancy, but the red top clung to her in all the right places, the color making her seem just as vibrant as he remembered.

		“You look even better in the candlelight,” he said. And it was true. The flame flickered over her face, highlighting high cheekbones against that gorgeous near-black hair.

		She nodded. “Smooth. What else you got?”

		He grinned. “Do you have a map? Because I keep getting lost in your eyes.”

		She snorted out a laugh, then put a hand up to cover her mouth. When she dropped it, she was still smiling. “You don’t actually use that one?”

		“No, but I’ve always wanted to, just to see the reaction.”

		She tapped her fingers on the table. “What about…Is your name Google? Because you’re everything I’ve been searching for.”

		“If you were a vegetable, you’d be a cute-cumber.”

		“Are you a magician? Because whenever I look at you everyone else disappears.”

		They were both laughing when the waiter came over. Finn ordered wine for the table in French, and Mel gave him a raised-eyebrow look.

		He shrugged. “A-level French.”

		“Well, aren’t you full of surprises.”

		It had been so easy talking to her. They chatted about Edinburgh, what they’d done on New Year’s Day, other New Year’s Eve stories. They ordered food—a charcuterie sharing board to start, followed by scallops for Mel and bouillabaisse for him—mainly because he’d never had it before.

		When Mel talked, her head moved from side to side, making her earrings catch the light.

		“Those your design too?” he asked, gesturing at them.

		She’d faltered a little, wineglass halfway to her lips. Later, she’d told him she was surprised he’d remembered.

		“Yeah,” she said. “I, well, I know it sounds stupid, but that’s what I want to do for a living. Design jewelry. But, in the absence of being able to do that, I make things for myself instead. And Priya,” she added as an afterthought.

		“I don’t think it sounds stupid.”

		She shook her head. “It’s a pipe dream. How many people get to do what they love for a living? My mum reckons I should do something sensible. She’s not a huge fan of me sacrificing my twenties to work in a shop—says I can do better than that. Though it’s a clothes shop, and I get us both discounts.”

		“But you love designing stuff?”

		“I really do.” She’d told him exactly what she loved about it—the creativity, the excitement when you held a finished piece in your hands, the idea of making something that made someone else’s day just a bit brighter. He nodded along, but he couldn’t help but be distracted by the way her blue eyes lit up, by her emphatic gestures, the way she looked directly at him the whole time. Driven. Passionate. Two words he’d always used to describe Mel—and he had loved that about her, almost from the outset.

		“Well, I for one think you’ll get there,” he said. He’d believed it—even then. “And I think it’s okay to have a pipe dream. I do what I love for a living, after all—it’s not impossible.” He told her about flipping houses, how he loved that it meant he could always move around—how he hated sitting in one place for too long.

		“How long does it usually take?”

		He shrugged. “Varies. The shortest has been three months. And the longest so far has been a year—but that’s because I liked it a bit too much.”

		“Where was it?”

		“In Devon. Right out in the countryside. That’s why I liked it—the, I don’t know, freedom?” He felt stupid saying it, but she was nodding like she got it. “Of being far away from everyone, not having to live up to expectations, that kind of thing. It had an amazing balcony—I used to wake up every morning and sit outside and drink coffee and just be. And that,” he said, wrinkling his nose, “sounds incredibly wanky, I know.”

		She’d laughed. She used to laugh so easily, brightening up the room every time. He wasn’t sure when she’d stopped doing that. He worried, if he let himself, that it might be him, dampening down her light. “I don’t think so. I’d love to live in the countryside, one day. So that’s your favorite thing about it? The freedom?”

		“I guess. And the physicality of it.” Her gaze met his, and he swore his pulse actually jumped. “Ah…and the sense of achievement. You know, turning something old around, giving a place a second chance rather than leaving it to rot.”

		She smiled over the rim of her wineglass—a Bordeaux red that was a bit too easy to drink. “I love that.”

		“I like imagining the type of people who might live there, the life they might have.”

		“Tell me about the place you’re doing up now.”

		So he did—a small Victorian terrace house on the outskirts of Bristol, which so far had needed an entire new roof and the kitchen completely stripped out, to be put in a different room. She titled her head and he could see she was trying to imagine it.

		“So who are you imagining living there when it’s done?”

		“Maybe a couple? Like a couple just starting out—their first house. And there’s a big garden, so they could have a cat.”

		She nodded thoughtfully. “Or how about it’s a middle-aged woman who has left her husband and doesn’t have any children and has bought her first house and feels like she’s independent for the first time ever? And she loves the stone floors in the kitchen and—” She frowned. “Are there stone floors?”

		“There are indeed.”

		“Okay. So she loves those, and she especially likes walking around barefoot on the floor drinking wine while she cooks and she gets to cook the type of meals she wants for once, and she can look out into the garden and see her dog, Gnomio, and her cat…”

		“Juliet?”

		She laughed. “Right. Her cat, Juliet, playing together because who doesn’t want both a dog and a cat, and both of them are rescues and get along with each other like something out of those Instagram reels. And, in fact, she films Gnomio and Juliet together in the garden and it goes viral and she makes loads of money and is super happy, but she doesn’t ever buy a new house because that’s where it all started.”

		“That,” he said, lifting a glass to toast her, “is both brilliant and scarily detailed.”

		At some point, the plates had been cleared—he hadn’t even noticed. The candle had burned low, struggling for life. She brought out her phone, biting her lip as she checked the time. He knew he was staring at her mouth, the teeth grazing there. Couldn’t seem to stop.

		“Shit, I have to go,” she said.

		He didn’t argue but moved round to help her back into her coat, his fingers brushing against the smooth skin of her bare arm. He saw the way goosebumps rose there.

		She sucked in an audible breath as they headed outside, waving goodbye to the waiter. “It is freezing,” she exclaimed, wrapping her arms around herself. He moved closer, rubbing her arms up and down—a move he’d played so many times before. She stilled, looking up at him out on the street. He leaned in, heard her soft exhale as his mouth met hers.

		He could taste the wine and mint again. She ran her hands along his forearms, stroking fire along his skin. His fingers dug in at her waist and it took every ounce of self-control to keep it light, not to drag her against him.

		She was looking at him in that very direct way of hers when they broke away. “I want to come back with you,” she said. She was so certain, so sure of herself. His fingers tightened their hold on her waist as need coiled in his belly. “But I can’t,” she continued. “I promised Priya.” There were never any games with Mel—he always knew exactly where he stood. It had made him not want to play games with her, either.

		He released his grip on her waist. “Next time.” He could hear the promise in his own voice—utterly sure that there would be a next time. He couldn’t remember ever feeling like that before—he’d always been more of an “enjoy the moment” kind of guy.

		She nodded. “Next time.” And that was it. From then on, there was only ever Mel.
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		Chapter Ten

		Four days to Christmas

		Mel sits cross-legged on the bed, having told Finn to get out and go get dressed somewhere else. She holds her phone out in front of her as her parents’ faces fill the screen.

		“Hello, darling!” Her mum’s brow puckers. “Where are you?”

		She should have known her mum would notice she wasn’t at home—her mum knows the exact shade of each room in Mel’s flat.

		“Priya and I staying in an Airbnb for a couple of days, you know, to catch up properly.” Does it make her a bad person that she can lie to her parents this easily?

		“How lovely. Whereabouts is that?”

		She says the first place that comes to mind. “Er, Oxford.”

		Because, obviously, she can’t tell them what she’s actually doing. Her mum had liked Finn, but when Mel had told her about the breakup she’d come down hard—no one treated her only daughter like that, she deserved better than that, she had half a mind to march on around there and tell him what’s what. That kind of thing.

		Her dad, more sunburned than when she’d last seen him, leans into the camera. “I hope this means you’re taking some time off, Melly?”

		Her mum waves him away. “Stop that. We’ve got a business-minded daughter and she likes to work. She’s putting the time in now to secure her future, aren’t you, Mel? And we’re proud of you for it,” she continues, without letting Mel answer. “You’ve already accomplished so much more than I ever did. I knew you were destined for big things—didn’t I always say that?”

		“You did,” Mel agrees. Had, in fact, reiterated it multiple times when Mel had been working at the clothes shop in London. “And you’ve accomplished plenty, Mum.”

		“Hear, hear,” pipes up her dad.

		“I could have done more,” her mum insists. “I could have been more ambitious.” Instead, her mum had always been there for Mel—driven her to various clubs, been there at school pickup, asked about Mel’s day—and never complained. Mel hadn’t realized how lucky she was on that front until she’d gotten older. They’d wanted another child, Mel had found out in her teen years. But Mel never felt her mum’s sadness that a second child wasn’t to be—only her desire to help Mel succeed. And only when her business was up and running did Mel feel like she’d made her mum proud. She’s now a businesswoman, running her own company, a master of her own fate—or so her mum says when she’s boasting about Mel to friends.

		“In fact,” her mum continues, raising her voice as excitement creeps in, “I was going to wait to tell you this, but we’re not going to see each other until after Christmas and that’s too long…” She gives an expectant pause, then beams into the camera. “I’ve signed up for a business course!”

		“What? Really?” She glances at her dad for affirmation, who nods in a bemused sort of way.

		“Yes! It’s just at the local college, but it’s got great reviews, and I can do it part time. It’ll give me something to focus on—and, you never know, maybe I’ll be where you are in a couple of years!”

		“That’s…” Mel doesn’t know why she’s so surprised—only that her mum has never expressed any interest in business before now, and does, in fact, tend to glaze over whenever Mel talks about anything other than the general. But, still, that doesn’t explain the sinking feeling. Maybe I’ll be where you are in a couple of years. It’s a compliment—she’s being ridiculous. She works up a smile. “That’s great, Mum.”

		“Well, you inspired me. Of course, I have no idea what the business might be, but this is the first step, isn’t it? And you can help me, can’t you?”

		“Of course I can.”

		Her dad swings an arm around her mum. “My two girls, taking the world by storm.”

		The bedroom door opens a crack, and Mel sees Finn peeking inside. She frowns, gesturing that he should absolutely not come in, and he backs away.

		“Someone there, love?” her mum asks.

		“Ah, just the B and B owner,” she says, inventing wildly. “Coming to clean the room, no doubt. They can come back. Anyway,” she says, perhaps more loudly than is strictly necessary, “how is it there?”

		“Oh, it’s marvelous. You know, I’m not sure why we never traveled before.”

		“Might be something to do with that pesky mortgage,” her dad says, though he looks more relaxed than she’s seen him in a while.

		“Oh, shhh. You know what I mean. Mel, we met the most delightful couple on the beach yesterday, a few years younger than us, only just married. We’re meeting them for dinner tonight in this place that’s supposed to do the most delightful seafood…” Mel lets her mum talk, content to listen and nod along, happy to hear that her mum is happy—and happy that she isn’t having to answer any difficult questions about what, exactly, she and Priya are doing for the holidays. Which reminds her—she needs to schedule in a call with Priya, if she can. Although she sounds like she’s having a good time, it can’t be easy, spending Christmas so far away from everyone she knows best.

		Her mum is still talking—now on to the pros and cons of eating on the beach, cons including sand, wind, and direct sunlight—and Mel is nodding automatically, though downstairs she can hear Susan calling up, rallying the troops. They are heading to the supermarket as a group to buy ingredients for the three-course meal that Susan is getting them to prepare. They’re going to be split into teams, Come Dine with Me style. All the courses have to be Christmas-themed, and of course Susan has divided them into couples. Not only that, but she and Finn are saddled with the main course—which will take actual preparation and time and can’t be cinnamon ice cream with a sparkler.

		She thinks she hears Kristen’s voice, rising from below. “I’m just saying, Mark, if you’re staying anyway then you could tidy up a little while we’re out.”

		“Mel?” her mum says, frowning into the screen. “Are you listening? Gavin, has the Wi-Fi gone again?”

		“Sorry, Mum, I’m here. But I’ve got to go. I’m sorry—Priya and I are heading out.”

		“That’s nice. No problem, love. We should probably have a little nap before dinner. We’ll call you soon, okay?”

		“Absolutely. Bye!” She waves at them both, making her voice loud enough to cover the noise of Hattie playing with Freya downstairs.

		She sits where she is for a moment, pulling her laptop toward her to bring up her email automatically. Finn had insisted she stay here and work while he headed with the rest of the family to the supermarket—and although he’s told them all that, it’s hard not to feel like she’s hiding away in here.

		There’s a knock at the door and Mel looks over.

		“Is it safe to come in?” Finn asks. She hesitates, then nods and he pushes the door open the rest of the way. “How are your parents?”

		“Good. Loving Zanzibar.”

		“Have to admit, I’m struggling to picture Gavin in Zanzibar.”

		She smiles, thinking of how happy her parents look. “Do you know what, it kind of suits them. I think they might have the traveling bug after this.”

		There’s a moment of quiet between them, and Mel realizes they’ve actually come close to having a civil conversation. She glances at her screen, rather than risk continuing it.

		“I just came to tell you we’re off,” Finn says, raking a hand through his hair. The jumper he’s wearing rises, showing off a sliver of skin at the top of his jeans. She looks back at her laptop—though for once there are no urgent emails to distract her. Time of year, she supposes.

		“Okay. Thanks.” He’s almost backed out of the bedroom when she changes her mind. “Finn?” He looks back at her. “Can I go instead? To the supermarket?”

		He raises his eyebrows. “You want to go?”

		She shrugs. “Yeah. If that’s okay.” She hates that she is asking permission—but they are his family, after all, not hers.

		“Of course it is. If you’re sure.”

		“I’m sure,” she says determinedly, shutting her laptop and getting to her feet. Because, do you know what, she doesn’t want to be here alone, stuck in a bedroom working while most people are off. She has plenty of things she could do, and she definitely needs to prepare for the call with Lillian Hart, but she decides, then and there, that those things can wait.

		It ends up being a girls’ trip, seeing as Mark basically refuses to join, Finn and Mel are trying to limit their time together, and Hattie is still waiting for Dylan to arrive. Mel finds herself sandwiched in the back between Hattie and Freya’s car seat, and has a moment where the whole thing feels ludicrous, like she’s an impostor gate-crashing a perfectly happy family. A spy, sent to destroy them from the inside out.

		Stop it, Melanie.

		But she can’t quite quell the guilt.

		They have to drive for what feels like actual hours to make it to the nearest big supermarket, and when they arrive Freya is desperate for a wee. Kristen takes her hand and they head off to try to find a toilet, while Hattie grabs a trolley. The supermarket is playing tinny Christmas tunes, an array of discounted Christmas decorations on sale right by the entrance.

		Hattie throws a couple of “reduced to clear” advent calendars into her trolley, then grins at Mel. “Let’s supermarket sweep this.”

		With that, she’s off, leaving Mel and Susan together, walking up the crowded aisle. Mel scans the list she made on her phone, holding a basket in her other hand.

		“I’m glad I’ve got you alone, Mel,” Susan says. Mel looks up, immediately tense. Does Susan know? Is she going to call Mel out on it? “I wanted to say I’m so glad you and Finn worked things out.” Mel’s stomach clenches. “I could never understand it, what happened at Hattie’s party. I hoped Finn would come to his senses, talk to you. When two people love each other like you do, you should be together.”

		Mel does her best to smile her agreement. Try telling Finn that, she wants to say. Although isn’t the fact that he broke up with her proof that he didn’t love her? Maybe he had, once. She used to be so, so sure of it—even before he’d told her. It had taken them a while to build up to the exchange, stating it out loud. They’d come close, and it had been implied, but neither of them had been brave enough to say it first.

		It had been in a supermarket when he’d told her. She’d been weighing grapefruits in her hands, deciding which ones to pick for a grapefruit sorbet she wanted to make, and when she’d held them up for his opinion, he’d smiled at her.

		I love you, Mel.

		In a supermarket, slipped into the everyday. And that’s how she’d known that he meant it—it wasn’t him getting swept away in the moment. It was real. She still remembered the way her heart had stuttered, how she’d felt this fizzing in her stomach. How she’d felt settled, somehow, at the same time.

		Right now, she hates him for that. For making her believe so fully that he would be hers forever—and for telling her in a supermarket, because—what?—is she supposed to avoid supermarkets for the rest of her life to avoid reminders of him? She angles the trolley away from the grapefruits as she and Susan meander through the fruit aisle, very firmly avoiding the citrus section.

		“He was so unhappy when you broke up,” Susan continues. “It’s so nice to see him smiling again this holiday.”

		Mel will have to take Susan’s word for it, that Finn was unhappy, because she’s not seen any evidence of that. It probably makes her a horrible person, though, that she’s a little glad to hear it. Better than if he’d been hosting parties and relishing his freedom. Now, though, he seems to have settled back into single life with joy, doesn’t he?

		“It’s exactly what I love about Christmas,” Susan continues, “everyone being together.”

		Mel is alarmed when Susan turns distinctly misty-eyed. She lays a hand on Susan’s arm. Susan’s slim fingers come up to grasp Mel’s. “Sorry, love. Here I am, getting all emotional over nothing. I’m just glad you gave things another go—that’s all.”

		“Me too,” Mel says, the lie tasting bitter and ugly on her tongue. But what is she supposed to do? Fucking Finn. If he hadn’t asked her to do this, she’d never be in this situation. And now her mind is jumping forward to Boxing Day, to the promise she’d extracted from Finn. Is she really going to be able to do that? Is she really going to be able to watch Susan’s face as she does?

		They walk again, Mel grabbing various vegetables for the sides she’s planning on making. She hesitates before asking, “Susan?”

		“Hmmm?”

		“How did you know it wasn’t right, to give things another go with Andrew?” She’d only met Finn’s dad once—and though he’d seemed friendly enough, he didn’t seem overly interested in her. Finn had put off the meeting as long as he could, reluctant to even introduce them, and Mel had guessed enough to know that Finn had been worried Mel would judge him, because of what his father was like.

		“Sorry,” Mel adds quickly when Susan doesn’t answer, staring at the fresh herbs instead. “I mean, if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s obviously fine. I just—”

		“No, I’m just thinking—that’s all. I suppose the thing is, with me and Drew, it was never right. I know this sounds silly, but even thirty or so years ago, it was a bit of a different time—at least in the type of household I’d grown up in. So when I got pregnant, it seemed like the right thing to do, to get married. It’s not like anything catastrophic would have happened if we hadn’t married, but we’d thought why not? We liked each other well enough—and I’d always wanted children. But, actually, Andrew never really loved me.”

		Mel bites her lip. “I’m sure he—”

		“No,” Susan says mildly. “He didn’t. And that’s okay—not everyone is destined for a great epic love story, despite what they portray in the movies. I didn’t need that. I wanted security and comfort—and I wanted to be a great mum. But that wasn’t enough for him. I imagine he’d cheated on me before we married, looking back, but I also know he wanted to believe that once we tied the knot, he’d stick it out. That it would be enough for him too. When we finally broke up, it felt like a relief, to be honest. No more pretending.”

		Mel nods slowly. Is this what it’ll be like for her and Finn—will she look back, and think of it as a relief? But as much as she wants to believe she hates him—or, better, that she feels nothing for him anymore—she just can’t get there. She doesn’t think she could ever look back on her time with Finn and wish anything other than to be back there, with him.

		“So how come you didn’t get divorced sooner?” It’s something she’s always wondered, when Finn explained a little of what his dad was like, but she’s never had the courage to ask before. She supposes the fact she knows she only has a few more days with his family is making her more ballsy.

		“For the kids,” Susan says, her shoulders rising and falling. “I didn’t want them to have to pick a side, and despite his faults he loved them, and they loved him. It makes me sad, that he’s not in their lives so much anymore—and that’s what I was trying to avoid. I wanted to keep us all together, for as long as possible, and if that meant I had to turn a blind eye every now and then, then so be it.” She sighs. “I don’t think I’ll ever be sure if it was the right thing to do. No matter how hard we try, I don’t think any parent can ever fully bring a child up without scathing them, just a little.” She sounds so sad when she says that.

		“I’m sorry,” Mel says quietly. “I shouldn’t have asked. It’s none of my business.”

		“Nonsense. You’re welcome to ask me anything—you know that. And you’re part of the family, Mel. It absolutely is your business.”

		Part of the family. Once, she’d really believed that—had imagined Finn’s family as her own. She glances at Susan. She’s wearing makeup today, not for the first time this holiday—a foundation that looks a fraction too orange under the harsh supermarket lighting.

		“Anyway,” Susan says. “How are your parents?”

		“They’re good—they’re in Zanzibar at the moment.”

		“So exotic.”

		Mel laughs. “It is indeed.”

		“They must be so proud of you, everything you’ve accomplished.”

		Mel remembers her mum’s announcement this morning. You inspired me. “They are,” she says. But a part of her worries—what happens if she stops being successful? Will they be disappointed? She won’t be much of an inspiration if her business fails, will she? And all her mum’s time and effort, encouraging Mel to go after her dreams, will be for nothing. Her stomach twists—maybe she should have stayed at the cottage, sent Finn to buy food instead.

		Susan is watching her shrewdly. “I’m sure they’d be proud of you whatever you did, though,” she says, a little gently.

		Mel isn’t so sure, but, before she can think of an appropriate response, they turn the corner to find Freya in full-on meltdown mode, standing in the middle of the aisle with her little arms crossed as Kristen pulls a hand through her red hair, looking a little like she might cry herself.

		“Freya, I told you we were coming to the supermarket,” Kristen says, and Mel can hear the fight for patience.

		Freya stamps her foot and refuses to look at her mother.

		Kristen glances over to Susan and Mel. There are dark circles under her eyes that Mel hadn’t noticed yesterday. She shakes her head in exasperation. “I told her she should stay at home with Mark, but she insisted.”

		Mel heads over to Freya. “Hey, Freya.” The little girl looks up at Mel suspiciously. “Do you know all the supermarket games?”

		“What games?” Still that suspicious voice. She’s going to be one hell of a teenager. Mel almost wishes she could be around to see it.

		“Wellll.” Mel draws out the word. “How about the alphabet game?”

		Mel explains the basic rules of the game, introduced to her by Priya, and Freya immediately perks up, following Mel as she runs to the apples to tick off the A. Mel hopes that distracting Freya will give Kristen a bit of a break, and she manages to sneak in the items on her own list as they go, though they get a bit stuck on foods beginning with X and Z, and Freya has no idea what “quinoa” is when Mel suggests it for Q.

		When they meet Susan and Kristen halfway around, Susan winks at Freya. “Don’t forget you and me are in charge of the drinks tonight. We need to think about what concoctions we’re going to brew.”

		Mel has a sudden thought and looks over at Kristen. “Ah…Do the meals tonight need to be child friendly?”

		“No, don’t worry. She’ll be in bed by the time we eat. Susan and I have got a make-your-own-pizza kit for her, and sprinkles for ice cream.”

		“Vanilla?” Freya pipes up hopefully.

		“Only if you’re good,” says Kristen firmly, but she seems a touch more relaxed and not so much like she’s going to pull her hair out, so Mel takes that as a win.

		Hattie is waiting for them all by the car when they get out of the supermarket. “I definitely get bonus points for being the quickest,” she announces as they all bundle in.

		

		—

		When they pull up outside the cottages, there is a sleek black car next to Finn’s rental, with a man in a suit helping a tall, dark, and attractive man unload luggage from the boot. Hattie lets out an excited squeal and bails out of the car before it’s come fully to a stop.

		Dylan turns, catches Hattie, and swings her around in the air—a proper film-star moment, so perfect that Mel wonders if Dylan has rehearsed it.

		“Who’s that?” Freya asks in her suspicious tone.

		“That’s Uncle Dylan,” Kristen says, helping Freya to unstrap her car seat. “You remember Uncle Dylan?” Freya stares at Dylan through the window in a noncommittal way, and Mel feels oddly relieved that she’s not the only one subject to this kind of assessment.

		Mel gets out of the car to hear Hattie crying, “You’re here!”

		“I am!” Dylan pulls back and beams at her. “And I am fully ready to participate in all activities.”

		“Good, because we’ve got a dessert to make.” Hattie takes Dylan’s hand to tug him into the cottage, while the chauffeur—of course he has a bloody chauffeur—asks, “Will that be all, sir?”

		“That’s brilliant,” Dylan calls over his shoulder. “You’re a legend, Dave. Have a lovely Christmas with Maureen!”

		Dave tips his hat. “And a happy Christmas to you too, sir.”

		Susan is still in the driver’s seat, watching Hattie pull Dylan inside. Mel taps on the window, and Susan opens the door.

		“You okay, Susan?” Mel asks.

		Susan blinks up at Mel. That misty-eyed look is back—Mel supposes there’s something about Christmas that does that to you.

		“Sorry, yes. I’m just an overemotional mother—that’s all. I can’t believe my baby’s all grown up.” She shakes her head as she gets out of the car. “I’m just so glad she met him. I’m so glad you’ve all found your person.”

		Mel glances behind her to see Kristen there, too, biting her lip—like she’s caught the end of that and isn’t entirely happy, either. She thinks of how Kristen was a little short with Mark yesterday, ahead of the scavenger hunt. Is there a chance Mel and Finn aren’t the only ones hiding something this holiday?

		Inside, Mark is watching TV—a rerun of the Christmas episode of Gavin & Stacey.

		“Where’s Finn?” Mel asks—because she thinks she should.

		“Hmmm? Oh, not sure. He went off for a walk, I think.” Mel nods and tells herself it’s none of her business what Finn gets up to when she’s not around. Maybe he’ll get lost in the woods and she won’t have to see him until this evening.

		“Can we play another game?” Freya asks, tugging at Mel’s sleeve.

		“Sure.” Mel is reminded again of Christmases with just her parents and how, after the excitement of present unwrapping, things could be a little boring. Freya’s in for a whole week of that. Mel had made up plenty of games as a kid, and racks her brain now for the best one.

		Kristen appears by her side. “You don’t have to,” she whispers.

		Mel smiles at Kristen. “It’s okay. I want to.”

		They all start at the sound of Hattie’s voice, coming from the kitchen. “No one is allowed in. Our dessert is complicated and epic and will take ages and I don’t want anyone seeing.”

		Everyone has the good sense not to argue.
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		Chapter Eleven

		Mel has the oven on and is reading through the beef Wellington recipe for the fifth time when Finn finally returns from his walk—bringing in the smell of crisp pine, his own scent merging with the one that lingers in the air around here.

		“Sorry,” he says, shrugging out of his coat and dumping it on the back of one of the dining chairs. “Lost track of time.”

		Mel looks up at him. His ears are a little reddened from the cold, and he has that kind of glow that comes from being outside. She wonders what he was thinking about, out in the woods on his own—what exactly caused him to lose track of time.

		“Didn’t break your leg falling over a tree trunk, then?”

		His lips twitch. “Afraid not.”

		“Ah well. Wishful thinking.”

		“Next time, I’ll try harder to trap my foot in a rabbit hole.” He crosses to the kitchen counter, glancing down at the ingredients she has laid out—an array of vegetables, onions, and garlic, a few different bottles, a selection of dairy items.

		He scratches his head. “Ah…Is it just me, or is this a lot of food for one beef Wellington?” He taps his fingers on the granite, considering. “That’s assuming I definitely know what a beef Wellington is. Not entirely sure I’ve ever eaten one before.”

		“We’re making sides to go with it,” she says, taking an elastic off her wrist and going to tie her hair back—before remembering she cut it too short to do that now. She pushes the list she’s made over to him, which details the various sides, all the ingredients under each one, and watches his eyes travel down the page.

		
			Wilted spinach with garlic

			Parmesan-crusted cauliflower

			Glazed baby carrots

			Sautéed green beans with almonds

			Dauphinoise potatoes

		

		“Looks…ambitious,” he says, picking up the paper to check there’s nothing written on the other side. She scowls and he holds up his hands. “I just meant neither of us are the best chefs.”

		“Speak for yourself,” she says primly.

		“Ah yes. What was it you tried to make when you nearly burned Priya’s flat down? Crumble? Or was that the lasagna?”

		“Just peel the potatoes, Finn,” she snaps, getting out a peeler and stopping short of throwing it at him.

		They work at opposite ends of the kitchen counter, Mel chopping mushrooms for the next step of the Wellington, the smell of roasting beef and garlic filling the kitchen. All right, the silence between them is a little awkward, but she figures better awkward silence than awkward small talk. She is thinking that she might be able to get through preparing the whole meal without speaking to him, when she hears Susan’s voice.

		“Can I come in? I’ve got my eyes closed!”

		Finn immediately lurches to Mel’s side, in a way that would be funny under any other circumstance. He slings an arm around her at the same time as calling, “It’s okay! You won’t be able to figure it out—come in!”

		Mel prods him in the ribs, hard. “We are cooking,” she hisses into his ear, quietly enough that Susan, opening the kitchen door, won’t be able to hear. “You do not cook with your arm round someone else.” When he looks down at her, assessing, she prods him harder, deliberately angling the knife she’s holding on the chopping board for emphasis.

		He drops his arm away from her shoulder—a little too hesitantly, to her mind—as Susan comes into the kitchen.

		“Mmmm! Something smells nice.” Susan smiles at them both. “I promise I’m not peeking, so don’t tell me off like Hattie did. I just need a cuppa. Is that okay?”

		“I’ll make it,” Mel says immediately, setting down her knife and moving to put the kettle on to boil.

		“Thanks, love. So, let me guess…” She sniffs the air very deliberately. “Something with onions.”

		Finn laughs. “Sure. That narrows it down.”

		“And…” Susan comes up to the counter, checking out the chopping boards. “Mushroom velouté.”

		“Not totally sure I know what that is,” Finn says, “but I’m going to go with no.”

		“And here you are, inspiring me with such confidence in the kitchen.” Susan pats his cheek affectionately.

		Mel makes the tea how Susan likes it—white with two sugars—and hands it over. Susan gives Mel her signature warm smile. “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then.” She heads back out of the kitchen, blowing on her tea.

		“She seems happy,” Finn muses, almost to himself, looking at the door Susan just stepped through.

		“Yeah,” Mel says. “She does.” Though she immediately thinks of the supermarket trip, of the way Susan had teared up when they’d gotten back, seeing Hattie with Dylan. Happy sad, though, right?

		“You know, when she and Dad first divorced, I was so worried about how she’d get through it. I mean, it’s not like their relationship was perfect, far from it, but it was what everyone was used to, you know?” Mel nods noncommittally. Finn has only talked to her a little about what it was like when his parents broke up, claiming it was all in the past and long forgotten about—and she can’t really imagine it, seeing as how her parents have never been anything other than a united front. “I thought there had to be a reason she’d stayed with him all this time—she must have loved him.”

		Mel opens her mouth, thinking of what Susan told her in the supermarket. She stayed for you, she’s about to say. For you and Hattie and Mark. She realizes just in time that maybe Susan wouldn’t want them to know this. She wouldn’t want them feeling guilty, if they don’t already, for being the reason she stayed in an unhappy marriage.

		“Anyway, after he left, it’s like she came out of herself more. And I realized he was dampening her. I know she worries about all of us still, but seeing her this holiday—it’s reminded me of how it was for the best that they split. How she’s managed to find happiness on her own.”

		Mel feels it like a knife to the gut. She can’t even look at him as she nods. It feels too pointed for him to be discussing this now. Was she dampening him in their relationship—is that what he’s trying to say? And now he’s finding happiness on his own, just like his mum? She chops a mushroom particularly violently so that the knife slams into the chopping board.

		Finn glances over at her and she flexes her fingers, moving to get a bowl to dump the mushrooms in while checking the timer on the oven.

		“What next?” Finn asks, piling the sliced potatoes at one side of the chopping board.

		“Ah…” Mel gets out her phone to check the recipes. “If you simmer the cream and milk with three cloves of garlic, then add the potatoes for, like, three minutes.”

		Finn nods, and rummages about in the cupboards for a saucepan. “So how’s Priya?” he asks.

		Mel thinks of the latest photo Priya sent on WhatsApp—her with a friend she’d made out there, both grinning into the camera with the ocean as a backdrop.

		Not a big fan of you, currently. “She’s good.” I miss her, is what she doesn’t say. But it’s what she feels every time Priya’s name is mentioned—no matter that it’s been months now. She lost her two people in quick succession, both Finn and Priya leaving her. But that’s selfish, and she’s doing her best to downplay how hard she’s been finding it. So the most recent message she sent her best friend was carefully crafted to be upbeat, saying the whole holiday has made her realize how over Finn she is, and how much better they are apart. Because that’s what she wants to be happening—and if she repeats it enough then maybe it’ll be true.

		“I can’t believe she actually went through with it,” Finn says with a smile.

		“I know.” Priya had been on the verge of it for years—she’d be determined she was going to do it, move somewhere to teach abroad, then almost immediately she’d back out, claiming that it wasn’t her, that she wasn’t the adventurous type. And Mel is so proud of her—that she finally did it, made the leap and went after something she wanted. Isn’t that what life is all about, after all? Should she be thinking that of Finn, if what he wanted was to leave her and go back to flipping houses? If she was a nicer person, would she be able to be happy for him?

		He still dumped you, Melanie. Let’s not get carried away.

		“I keep waiting for her to call me and tell me she’s met some hunky Australian surfer and is going to settle down there forever.” Mel says it as a joke but can’t quite mask the hint of sadness in her voice—because there’s a chance, isn’t there, that Priya won’t ever come back.

		“You could visit,” Finn says in a way that makes it obvious he’s clocked her tone. “I mean, in general—not only if she meets an Australian surfer.”

		“I will.” She should have done before now—but a combination of work and wanting to let Priya settle on her own stopped her. She’s felt like she should be more stable when she visits Priya, so she doesn’t accidentally make it all about her. She’d try not to, of course, but Priya is astute. Maybe, after Christmas, she’ll do it. She could go and work out there for a few months, even. Isn’t she always telling everyone she can work from anywhere? What’s the point in having your own company if you can’t be flexible? But it’s a pipe dream, really. If Lillian Hart comes on board, it’ll be all hands on deck for the foreseeable—and to be in charge of the team she really needs to be near the London office.

		Finn is watching her as she chops, and she realizes she’s gone quiet, thinking. “You know,” he says slowly, “I don’t think Priya is the surfer type. Maybe an Australian doctor.”

		Mel quirks an eyebrow. “Specifically an Australian one? As opposed to any random doctor?”

		“Oh yeah. He’s so Australian. He lives in the bush. And has a pet kangaroo. Or a koala. A koala he’s rescued and is disabled so it’s not, like, mean to keep it as a pet.”

		Mel’s lips twitch. “A doctor with a disabled koala?”

		“Yes.” Finn stirs the milk-cream mixture. “And he is really good at the boomerang. Like a national champ or something.”

		“Cracking out all the stereotypes, hey?”

		“You didn’t let me finish. He’s scared of spiders, so Priya has to do all those under-the-lid checks for him.” Mel nods—sounds like something she’d do. Priya may have been scared of big life choices, but there was nothing that could flap her in the day-to-day. “And he likes sunset walks on the beach and he’s tall, probably, and has eyes the color of the ocean and…”

		“Is this Priya’s idea of a perfect Australian man or yours?”

		“Honestly, at this stage I don’t know.”

		She laughs, shaking her head. She can feel the way he is watching her, how his hand has stilled in the saucepan.

		She turns to see him smiling at her. “I’ve missed that,” he murmurs.

		She frowns. “What?”

		His gaze catches on hers. “The sound of your laugh.”

		She doesn’t know how to respond to that—and doesn’t like the way he is looking at her right now, the way it is making heat flood her insides. Who is he, to go on about missing things to do with her? He was the one to end it.

		A phone lights up with an incoming message on the kitchen counter and Mel jumps, her attention drawn to it automatically. There’s the quick question of whether it’s hers, whether there’s something at work she’s forgotten. At the same time that she realizes it’s Finn’s phone, he reaches down and flips it so the screen is facing down.

		She looks away deliberately. She wasn’t looking for that reason—she doesn’t care who he’s talking to. But in all the years they were dating, he was never secretive about his phone and it makes her wonder—why now? What is it that he doesn’t want her to see?

		The timer beeps and Mel grabs the oven gloves as she opens the oven door. She turns, baking tray in hand, and only just catches herself before she walks straight into Finn. She swears under her breath, stumbling slightly, and he reaches an arm out to steady her. She jerks back, away from his hand—but right into his arm. She swears she hears the hiss as the hot metal tray sears Finn’s bare flesh.

		“Shit!” he yelps, pulling his hand back.

		“What are you doing?” Mel demands, stepping back away from him. Why is this kitchen so bloody small?

		“Stopping you from face-planting!”

		She grimaces, looking down at the angry red mark on his skin. “You’re burnt.”

		“Only a little.”

		Mel puts the tray down on the nearest countertop, then prods Finn’s back to make him move toward the sink. She turns the water on as cold as it will go, grabs his wrist unceremoniously, and thrusts it under the tap.

		He tries to pull back gently, but she holds firm.

		“It’s fine, Mel.”

		Mel only scowls, watching his skin as it seems to get more red, not less. He reaches around her to switch the tap off.

		“It’s fine,” he repeats.

		He shakes his hand to dry it, then reaches out, brushes his fingers over the side of her face. Her whole body stills, her gaze meeting his. “Flour,” he says, stroking his thumb on her cheek again. She hates the way it makes her shiver.

		She’s not supposed to feel like this. Her body is not supposed to melt into his touch, her heart is not supposed to strain, searching for his. Her brain is not supposed to say, as it has done so many times before, Oh, it’s you, in response to the way he is looking at her right now.

		She knows she shouldn’t, but her hands are moving, seemingly of their own accord, to run up the front of his chest, feeling the heat beneath his shirt. She can feel his heartbeat there—steady and solid, unlike hers. His hand moves to cup her neck, as it has done so many times before. He is still looking at her, his eyes dark and intense on hers.

		She catches herself in time, pulls herself back, and scowls at him for good measure. “Stop it,” she snaps. This kind of touching isn’t allowed—not in private.

		“Sorry,” he says, even though it was arguably her fault, not his.

		He backs away, giving her space, and she keeps her eyes down as she rolls out the puff pastry, trying to get her insides to settle again.

		“Mel?”

		“Hmmm?” She decides it’s best to keep focused on the pastry, not him.

		“Are you happy?”

		Her hands falter on the rolling pin. She doesn’t know how to answer that. She doesn’t want him to know just how unhappy she was in the aftermath of their breakup—and how incomplete she’s felt since then. She thinks she’s only realizing the extent of it now—because even though they aren’t exactly getting along, it’s like something has slotted into place, with him near.

		She begins rolling the pastry again. “If Lillian Hart comes on board, I’ll be happy.” She’s not sure she wants to think too deeply about the sinking feeling in her stomach as she says this—or about the fact that she hasn’t thought about work, about Lillian Hart, in any great detail since she got here.

		“Are you happy?” The question is out before she can think better of it—and she’s not really sure she wants the answer. She doesn’t want to hear how great he is without her.

		“I’m…yeah.” She risks a quick glance over to him, where he’s layering up prosciutto. “I’m happy to be doing something I love again, I guess.”

		“I never asked you to stop flipping houses,” she says stiffly. And she hadn’t—he was the one who had decided to give marketing a go, got a job in London so they could be near to one another.

		“I know that, Mel.” His voice is quiet. “I wasn’t blaming you.” He shakes his head. “I thought I could learn to love London, my job there. I really wanted to love it. But it just wasn’t working.”

		“So you quit.” Her focus is back on the pastry, rolling a bit too hard. “Without telling me.”

		“I didn’t mean to do it. It just sort of happened.”

		“That’s bullshit. You must have been building up to it. You must have known you were unhappy.”

		He hesitates. “I knew we were unhappy.”

		“Oh, you’re speaking for me now, are you?” Her voice is sour—and she decides that’s better.

		“No, I…” He pulls a hand through his hair. “I’m not explaining this very well. I just wanted to let you know, why I left. I wasn’t…I didn’t mean to just run away.”

		But that is what he’d done. He’d ended it with one conversation and then left—his job, their flat, her life. Abandoning her so that she was left to glue together the jagged pieces. Only they didn’t fit properly the way they used to—it wasn’t so much that she was missing one piece, but rather that all the pieces had changed, because of him.

		Her lips are tight as she brushes the flour off her hands. “You were planning on hanging around, were you? So, what, we could be friends?”

		His gaze searches for hers and he smiles, a little sadly. “I could never be your friend, Mel.” Something lurches in her stomach—hurt, maybe. But in some ways she is glad about it. She couldn’t be his friend, either. It would be too damn difficult.

		“I don’t want to talk about this,” she says sharply, heading to the fridge.

		“Sorry, I know. We’re breaking one of your rules, aren’t we?”

		Right. Breaking a second rule, technically. No touching, no talking about the past. She gets out the cooked beef, shuts the fridge door.

		“It wasn’t easy, Mel.” She keeps her back to him, one hand on the fridge. “Leaving you. I’d hate for you to think it was.”

		“But you did,” she whispers.

		He says nothing.
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		Chapter Twelve

		After trying Freya and Susan’s “cocktails”—all various mixtures of sugary drinks, in colors that Mel is pretty sure must have involved food dye—Freya is allowed to stay up and watch her iPad in the living room, while the adults gather around the table for Kristen and Mark’s first course in the “three-course Christmas extravaganza” (Susan’s words). It’s pitch-black outside, with a bright near-full moon bathing the back garden in a silver glow. Candlelight flickers along the length of the table, with the main light turned down low, and instrumental music plays in the background. Along with the smell of cooking comes the charcoal scent from the woodburning stove, adding a distinctly homey feel.

		Under Susan’s instructions, they are all dressed up. Finn is in jeans and a tailored suit jacket—about as formal as he gets unless it’s absolutely necessary. She’s glad he’s not wearing the suit he wore to Hattie’s engagement party, but the black dinner jacket shows off his broad shoulders and muscled arms, which she has to pretend not to notice.

		Hattie is in a bright red dress with Rudolf antlers that no one is totally sure where she found, and Dylan, of course, has on an expensive suit, completing the movie-star look. Mark is wearing an outfit that doesn’t look hugely different from what he wears every day, pale blue shirtsleeves rolled up, while Kristen has gone full out—green jumpsuit and a full face of makeup that doesn’t entirely hide how tired she is. Susan’s outfit is Mel’s favorite—a 1950s-style dress with a long-sleeved black top, giving way to a flared checked red-and-black skirt. Everyone has complimented it, and Susan said she’d had it for ages and was just waiting for the right occasion to wear it. She’s wearing a necklace Mel made her for her birthday two years ago to go with it—sunshine, a metaphor a bit on the nose, but one that was accurate and which Susan had loved.

		Mel, meanwhile, is grateful she decided to bring the black sparkly dress after all. She’d debated about it for a solid half hour while packing. She’d worn it at a party with Finn once, had seen the way his eyes traveled the length of her body, over the places it hugged her curves.

		She’d grinned. “Like the sparkles, do you?”

		His eyes had been dark when they’d met hers, but his crooked mouth had quirked at the corner. “You don’t need sequins to sparkle, Mel. You do that just by being in the room.”

		She’d worn it deliberately tonight—because despite Finn’s declaration that it hadn’t been easy to leave her, he still had—and she wanted him to regret that, just a little. She’s pretty sure it’s having the desired effect if the way he keeps looking at her is anything to go by—she felt his gaze scraping up the lines of her body when she’d walked into the kitchen earlier. However, she is now wondering if the dress is entirely sensible, given the way her skin tightens whenever he looks at her like that, the way she immediately loses track of what she’s saying. It doesn’t help that they are sitting next to each other, that she is too aware of the distance—or lack of it—between their thighs under the table.

		I still say this is a terrible idea.

		Oh, Priya, how right you were.

		Kristen and Mark bring over plates of roasted figs with crisp Parma ham, garnished with rocket, and set one down in front of each person.

		“I’m sorry it’s so simple,” Kristen says, biting her lip as she takes a seat.

		Susan waves her comment away as she takes a bite. “It’s delicious, is what it is.” Mel takes a bite too—and Susan is right, the figs melt in her mouth and she just about resists letting out a groan.

		After trying Freya’s concoctions, they’d moved on to champagne—posh stuff, which Dylan had brought with him—and now Mark hands around a good bottle of Bordeaux red.

		Kristen declines the wine, then glances toward the kitchen door while everyone eats. “I should really get Freya to bed. She’s not used to being up this late.”

		Mark throws an arm around her shoulder. “Relax, K, it’s Christmas. And if she falls asleep here, we’ll only have to move her.” Kristen bites her lip again, but says nothing.

		“So are we all scoring out of ten for each one?” Hattie asks. “That’s what they do on Come Dine with Me, right?”

		Susan dabs her mouth with her red-and-green Christmas napkin. “Well, I wasn’t sure if we’d actually mark everything. It’s more for fun.”

		“What?” Hattie bangs her fist on the table lightly, faux outraged. “Where’s the fun if it’s not a competition?”

		“If you can’t win, you mean,” Dylan says, grinning at her.

		“Well, quite. Anyway, I give this a nine out of ten,” Hattie says. “Only not ten because I want more of it. It’s amazing, Kristen.”

		“It’s only an easy dish, I know.” Everyone around the table shushes her.

		“What about me?” Mark pipes up.

		“Oh, I know all you will have done is the garnish,” Hattie says.

		“Yes, well, it’s excellent garnish.”

		“We need to get the sides on,” Mel says to Finn as everyone finishes up the starters, putting their knives and forks together. He gets up, following her to the kitchen.

		“Whatever it is already smells amazing!” Susan calls behind them. Mel has the Wellington and dauphinoise in the oven, and is starting to feel anxious about the whole thing coming together on time—she hates to admit it, but Finn was possibly right about this being a little ambitious.

		She is too aware of how close she and Finn are as they move around the kitchen. The memory of touching him haunts her, making it seem like the space has shrunk since this afternoon. She feels her bare arms prickle every time Finn brushes past her and has to actively force herself not to jump away. Even though everyone is chatting among themselves, she feels as if she is being watched, as if one wrong move will give them away.

		Finn checks on the glazed carrots while Mel starts to wilt the spinach. He moves up next to her at the stove, his arm grazing hers. Even though they are separated by the fabric of his jacket, goosebumps still rise up on her skin. She makes herself stay where she is, even as his gaze drops to hers. His lips curve into a knowing smile. Well, at least it’s not just affecting her—it’s like their bodies remember each other’s touch, remember the chemistry between them.

		Well, her body is just going to have to get over it, isn’t it?

		When she looks down at the pan, the spinach is not so much wilted as a slimy, almost congealed mess. She lets out a cry of dismay and moves the pan off the heat—but it’s too late.

		Finn looks into the pan, and she catches the grimace before he smooths out his expression. “It’s fine,” he tells her quickly.

		“It is not fine,” she hisses. “I can’t serve this.”

		“It’s only a side.”

		“It’s not only a side. The sides are what makes it.”

		“We’ve got loads more, just throw it out and don’t tell anyone.”

		But Mel stares down at it and for some irrational reason, she feels a lump coming to her throat. The whole thing is ruined.

		“Mel?” She feels his hand, running down her spine. “Mel, it’s okay.”

		“It’s not,” she whispers, feeling her vision blur. “It’s not okay.” It’s ruined. She’s ruined it all.

		“It’s only spinach,” he says, his voice soothing. He strokes a hand down her back again. “No one is going to care—it’s not like we’re a table full of Popeyes.”

		Right, she tells herself. It’s only spinach, Melanie.

		She takes a deep breath. It is not ruined. The plan just has to change, that’s all. She can live without spinach in her life. She can.

		She moves to the bin, tips the contents of the pan into it. Tells herself to get a bloody grip.

		“What’s going on over there?” Hattie calls over. “We’re all politely trying not to listen.”

		“Well, you’re not doing a very good job!” Finn calls back. “And it’s fine, all definitely going one hundred percent according to plan.”

		Mel is quiet as they get together the rest of the meal, and although Finn keeps trying to catch her gaze, she ignores him. They serve the dishes on heatproof mats so that everyone can help themselves, and Mel tops up her wine as she sits down.

		“This is brilliant,” Hattie says through a mouthful of Wellington. “Also a nine out of ten. The only thing that would have made it better is a side of spinach.” Her green eyes slide to Mel’s, sparkling. And to Mel’s relief, she bursts out laughing, making Hattie grin. Ridiculous. She was being totally ridiculous.

		Finn’s gaze meets hers and she remembers the way he looked at her earlier.

		I’ve missed that. The sound of your laugh.

		She feels heat in her cheeks, and covers it by sipping more wine.

		“You’ve really gone all out,” Susan says, smiling at Finn and Mel. “You two are a marvel.”

		“As are you, Mum,” Finn says, raising his glass.

		“Hear, hear,” says Mark, and everyone raises their glasses in a spontaneous toast to Susan.

		“So I’m thinking beef for the wedding,” Hattie says. “As well as a seafood and vegetarian option. I tell you, it’s bloody exhausting looking at menu options.”

		“Did you book a venue in the end?” Mel asks. Obviously, they would have by now, but she’s a little behind on the plans.

		“Landmark London,” Hattie says. “You know, the hotel.” Mel isn’t sure which hotel Hattie means, but she nods anyway. “It’s easy for Dylan’s family—they’re flying in from America and we can put everyone up in rooms there—you guys all included, of course.” Mel catches the way Kristen looks down at her plate as Hattie says this, though no one else seems to notice. What is that about? “There’s a spa and everything and I’m going to have a proper pampering session the morning of—it’ll be great. Plus the ballroom is, like, epic. Isn’t it, Dylan?”

		Dylan reaches out to take Hattie’s hand on the table. “It totally is. We’re expecting everyone to bring their best dance moves.” He grins round at them all.

		“Sounds great, Hatt,” Mark says. “A bit more extravagant than our wedding…”

		“Nonsense, your wedding was lovely,” Susan says absentmindedly. They’d been married by the time Mel had met Finn, but she’d heard about the barn wedding, the fairy lights, how gorgeous Kristen had looked. “It does all sound very expensive, though, Hattie love?”

		Hattie waves a hand in the air. “All weddings are expensive, no point in denying that. And we want ours to go down in history, don’t we?” she adds to Dylan.

		He swings an arm around her shoulder, sitting back in his chair to take a break from eating. “We do. And what’s the point in being a movie star if you can’t spend your money on throwing a massive party?” He quails a little under Hattie’s look and clears his throat. “Not that it’s all about the party, of course.”

		“Plus I’m funding half of it,” Hattie announces. Mel remembers Finn saying at one point that he was pretty sure Hattie was the richest of the lot of them—but because none of them totally understand what, exactly, she does, none of them can really fathom it.

		“Well, you mustn’t feel you have to pay for everyone’s rooms,” Susan says. “I’m sure people will love just being there with you to celebrate.”

		Mel makes sure she’s smiling at the right moments, but is grateful for the massive meal in front of her, giving her a legitimate reason not to be contributing much. Because all this talk on weddings is only reminding her that she’s not going to have one. She tells herself it doesn’t matter, that she’s happy single—or that she’ll learn to be, at least. That she has time, that plenty of people don’t get married—but it does nothing for the pit in her stomach that all the beef Wellington in the world doesn’t seem able to fill. A good thing about big families, Mel has learned since meeting Finn, is that you can get away with not saying very much if you don’t want to.

		“Anyway, I have to give the caterers answers in January,” Hattie continues, “which feels ridiculously early, but there we go. And I’m stuck. The beef option is filet mignon with a red-wine reduction, then there’s this sea bass option, which sounds amazing, but there’s also a black cod thing, which Dylan likes, don’t you? And they are always less good on the veggie options, but they have this eggplant thing, which sounds nice, or cauliflower steak, which I’m pretty sure is just cauliflower and then actually this is reminding me of vegetable Wellington.” Mel has always admired Hattie’s ability to talk without breathing, one word merging into the next. She gestures around with her wineglass when no one immediately answers. “We’ll obviously have late-night grilled cheese for everyone, and there’s the cake, which is going to be—”

		“Epic?” Finn suggests.

		“Exactly. But I’m stuck on the mains—I have to get it down to three. What does everyone reckon?”

		“Ah…” Mel is struggling to remember everything she listed. “Sea bass is usually a winner?”

		“Exactly,” Hattie says again, nudging Dylan in the side in an “I told you so” gesture.

		“I suppose Wellington might be dry,” Finn muses. “Not that ours is, of course,” he says quickly when Mel raises her eyebrows at him. “But a mate had a dodgy one in a pub once…”

		“Can’t go wrong with steak,” Mark says approvingly. He wrinkles his nose. “Not sure about cauliflower steak, though—what even is that?”

		“It’s actually really nice,” Kristen says. Mark shrugs in a way that clearly means if you say so.

		“Mum?” Hattie looks over at Susan, who is sitting at the head of the table. “What do you think?”

		Susan smiles at Hattie. “I think whatever you want will be lovely, love.”

		Hattie looks a bit disappointed at the lack of engagement, and for a moment no one says anything more, with just the sound of cutlery scraping the last of the meal.

		“So, Finn,” Mark says, his voice booming across the table in a way that clearly means business. Finn straightens at the sound of it and Mel finds herself doing the same automatically. “Have you thought any more about my suggestion?”

		“What suggestion is that, exactly?” Finn asks mildly.

		“Conveyancing. I could get you an internship, remember? We talked about it a couple of months ago.”

		Had they? Mel can hardly imagine Finn as the conveyancing type—and didn’t you have to get a law degree for that?

		Finn snorts, proving her suspicions right. “I didn’t realize that was a serious suggestion.”

		“I’m just saying, if you like working in property, it could be the way to go. I mean, the redecorating thing is fun, but it can’t be forever, right? What if you and Mel want to settle down properly, have kids?”

		Mel swears she can feel tension ripple around the table—or is that just her? She finds herself gripping her fork a bit too tightly, and makes herself put it down. She’s not sure where to look. Finn, it seems, is also trying carefully not to look at her. She picks up her napkin, refolds it. Sincerely hopes no one is looking at her. They used to talk about this, before he moved to London—how they could make it work, where they’d want to go if Finn carried on flipping houses. Then Finn had decided he had to, indeed, settle down—and look how that had worked out.

		“I don’t think conveyancing is the answer,” Finn says, and though his tone is mild, Mel catches the tension underneath. Not only her, then.

		“I’m only saying—”

		“Leave him alone, Mark,” Kristen says sharply.

		“Yeah,” pipes up Hattie. “Besides, not everyone wants kids, do they?” Mel glances over at her at that, catches the way Dylan looks at Hattie too. But, thankfully, the whole subject is dropped at that point, as Susan moves the conversation on to the film Dylan is currently shooting and what role he’s playing.

		They all clear the plates together, then Hattie brings out their dessert—homemade Yule log with little icing snowflakes, topped off with sparklers stuck in it.

		“Wait for it,” Hattie says, and holds her hand out to Dylan, who produces a lighter for the sparkler. Hattie grins. “Ta-da!”

		Although she’s not sure how she’s going to fit any more food in, Mel takes a forkful of cake. She sighs. “I don’t know if it’s because I’m more drunk than I was at the beginning of the meal but this is amazing. Ten out of ten.” Hattie grins at her.

		“We really do have to get Freya to bed now,” Kristen says as dessert is finished. She shakes her head. “I can’t believe I’ve let her stay up this late. I’m a terrible mother.”

		“Oh, absolutely,” Finn says. “Someone call child services immediately.”

		Mark—who has clearly had one glass of wine too many—snorts quietly as he squeezes Kristen’s shoulders in reassurance, though she moves out from under his touch a little too pointedly.

		“You’re a brilliant mother,” Dylan says gallantly. “An inspiration. Isn’t she, Hattie?”

		“Sure. Whatever you say, babe.” She looks pointedly at Finn and Mel. “And that is how you pull off a pet name.”

		“It’s been a brilliant evening,” Kristen says, getting to her feet. She moves to kiss Susan good night on the cheek.

		Susan pats Kristen’s hand. “It really has, hasn’t it?”

		“Please leave the clearing up,” Kristen says. “I can help with it all tomorrow.”

		“Oh, don’t worry,” Susan says. “I don’t think any of us can be bothered to do that this evening. In fact, I am going to retire too—I’m so full I don’t think I can do anything but lie down.” Susan beams around at all of them. “Thank you all for this wonderful evening, and for getting so involved. You all outdid yourselves.”

		As Susan heads upstairs, and Kristen and Mark usher Freya out through the front door, shouting out last goodbyes, Hattie calls out, “Mum! You didn’t tell us who won!”

		“You all did,” comes the reply from up the stairs.

		Finn shakes his head at Hattie. “You are such a child.”

		She shrugs. “Of course. Life’s more fun that way. Although that may also be the several glasses of wine—hard to be totally sure.” She rests her head on Dylan’s shoulder and yawns.

		“Bedtime?” he asks, squeezing her shoulder. She nods and he pulls her to her feet. Which means that Finn and Mel are left alone at the table.

		The music is still playing in the background. Candlelight still flickers between them. Mel twirls the stem of her wineglass in her fingers. She should go up—there is no one to pretend for anymore. Instead, probably because she’s had too much alcohol, she sighs and murmurs, “I’ve missed this.” Missed hanging out with them all, missed being a part of it, the chaos and the teasing and the general love between all of them.

		He doesn’t ask what she means. Instead, he smiles, a little sadly. In the dim lighting, shadows dance across his face. “I’ve missed it too.”

		“Why? They’re your family.” There is a touch of bitterness in the way she says it. She loves her mum and dad, wouldn’t change them for the world. But she’d allowed herself to think of Finn’s family as hers too—and when he’d broken up with her, she’d realized just how fickle that was.

		He hesitates. “Since I left London, I’ve kept my distance a bit—things just haven’t felt right.” He blows out a breath. “I haven’t known what to say to them all, to be honest.” She doesn’t know how to answer that. She wonders if Susan has been like her mum has—tiptoeing around, not wanting to ask the wrong questions. Only the difference is that her own mum had gotten angry too—after the disbelief faded. She’d been sure they would stick, from the very first time they’d met him, on a skiing holiday in the Alps. So she was livid that Finn had not only broken her daughter’s heart, but that she hadn’t seen it coming.

		“You think you’ll keep doing it?” she asks, thinking of what Mark said. “Moving around, flipping houses?”

		“I don’t know,” he says, seeming to consider the words carefully. “You remember when we had our first date, in Paris?” She nods—the Paris story had been the envy of all her friends. “I told you about this house I loved, in Devon.”

		“I remember,” she says quietly, surprised that he can remember it in that detail too.

		“Well, if I found somewhere like that, out in the countryside, maybe I’d stay put.” He pulls a hand through his hair. “I’m not sure what I’d do for work.” He shakes his head, like he’s shaking the thought away. Like the idea of being tethered to one place is too much—and if he can’t manage one place, how is he supposed to manage one person? “For now, though, it works. I still love it.”

		She nods, pressing her lips together. “Well, then, I’m happy for you.”

		He grins, slow and wicked. “Liar.”

		She laughs a little. “Okay, well, I want to be happy for you. In the future. One day, I’m sure I’ll want to be happy for you.” She realizes it’s probably true. You don’t love someone that much and want them to be in eternal torment, despite what some of her conversations with Priya over the last six months would suggest.

		And with that revelation she figures it’s time to go to bed. She gets to her feet, but he reaches out, gently taking her wrist to stop her moving way. The feel of his fingers on her skin is like a shot of endorphins coursing straight through her.

		“I know I’ve already said this,” he says, eyes holding hers, “but thank you for coming here, for doing this.” His thumb circles the sensitive underside of her wrist lightly and a tingle spreads all the way up her arm. His thumb circles again, and all her attention goes to that one point of contact between them, somehow more intimate than if they were tearing each other’s clothes off.

		It’s the wine, Melanie. Nothing more. It’s lowering her inhibitions and making her body more sensitive, reminding her that she hasn’t had sex in months. It’s a physical craving, something that would be bad to act on, but she can’t help remembering the last time she wore this dress and exactly how that evening had ended.

		“I have my own reasons for doing it, remember?” she says it firmly, to remind both of them. Something in his eyes shutters as he nods, drops her wrist. She lets out a slow breath. “I’m going to go up.”

		“Okay.” His voice is carefully neutral. “I’ll doze down here for a bit now that everyone’s gone to bed.”

		She knows he’s giving her the chance to fall asleep first, to change for bed without him there. It doesn’t matter, though. Because long after she settles under the duvet, she can’t stop thinking of his thumb, circling her wrist. It keeps her awake until after he comes upstairs, and long afterward. And, if the sound of his breathing is anything to go by, she is not the only one lying awake.

		She wonders what he’s thinking about. If he, too, can’t help the memories storming through his mind. If he, too, is remembering not the horrible end to their relationship, or the sticky few months before that, but the moments she used to replay in her mind, just because it made her happy to do it. Their first weekend away together. Decorating one of the houses he was flipping for Christmas, hanging tinsel on the rubble. The first time he met her parents.

		Stop it, Melanie. But it still doesn’t get any easier to fall asleep.
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		Chapter Thirteen

		Two years, ten months ago

		Two years, four months until Hattie’s engagement party

		It took nearly a year from their first date in Paris for Finn to convince Mel to let him meet her parents. He suspected it was because she’d been unsure, in the beginning, just how serious he was about her, had been determined to treat it casually—made easier by the fact they didn’t live in the same city, given he was always moving around. When he’d finally convinced her, it had been right in at the deep end—not a Sunday roast or evening meal, but a weeklong holiday, skiing in the Alps.

		Mel had never been skiing before and it had been just after that whatshername influencer had posted about Mel’s jewelry and the whole thing had gone viral. For the first time in her life, she’d said, she had disposable cash and she was using it to take her parents on holiday. If he wanted to, she’d said, looking at him from bed, the sheet halfway down her torso, he could come along too. He’d been a little distracted at the time, and had only realized what he’d agreed to a few days later.

		He realized, then, that he’d never “met the parents” before in his life and had absolutely no idea what to expect, how to make them like him. He’d asked Mark for advice first. Just be yourself, he’d said easily. Then, helpfully, No, wait. Don’t. Parents probably won’t like the lack-of-stable-career thing. Maybe keep what you do for a living quiet? Also don’t mention that you’ve never had a serious girlfriend before. And maybe steer clear of the fact that your own parents are divorced.

		Why the hell would that matter?

		Mark had shrugged. Warning bells for some people, isn’t it?

		His mum had been better, but not exactly useful. They’ll love you, Finn. How could they not?

		It was Priya, in the end, who’d given him the best advice, after he’d cornered her desperately one night in her and Mel’s flat. She’d given him a shrewd look up and down, then nodded, like she’d decided something.

		They’ll like you already, because they love Mel and she’s happy with you. Don’t listen to your brother. They’ll love the flipping houses thing—it shows you’re independent and earning a solid income and running your own business, which they’ll think is great.

		It’s not exactly—

		It’s a business if you say it is, she’d said firmly. Don’t put yourself down. Priya was good at being stern with people when she needed to be—probably the teacher in her. Neither of them have been traveling very much, so France will be a big thing for them—don’t make it seem like you’ve been everywhere and Mel nowhere—that’ll make them feel bad.

		I wouldn’t—

		But do say how much you’re loving France—they’ll want to feel like everyone is having a good time, even if Mel is the one paying.

		Okay. Check.

		Don’t bother trying to talk sport or anything macho like that with Gavin—he doesn’t care. He does like his garden, and is proud of it—so gardening chat wouldn’t go amiss. Show him photos of that garden you did up in Dorset—he’ll love that. And I know Mel doesn’t go in for all the old-school gentlemanly stuff—

		Gentlemanly? Finn asked, teasing.

		Yes. Priya was still full-on no-nonsense. Like opening doors and carrying luggage. But Eleanor loves all that crap, so go big or go home.

		He’d nodded, letting out a breath. Thanks, Priya.

		She’d clapped him on the shoulder. You’ll be great.

		How do you know?

		She’d smiled. Because you’re worried. And with that, she’d pulled him in and given him a hug—possibly the moment that had cemented them as friends, rather than just that unique friend’s boyfriend–girlfriend’s friend dynamic.

		He’d done as instructed—opening the taxi door for Eleanor on the way out of the airport, asking Gavin if he had any plans for the garden come spring—earning a quizzical look from Mel. And, after a couple of days, he had felt more relaxed than he’d been expecting.

		He and Mel had broken away from her parents on day three, heading off to try Mel’s first red slope, which Eleanor and Gavin had insisted would be far too much for them. He remembered skiing down the slope, the sky a clear blue, snow glistening in the sun—that way it only really does in the mountains. He’d been skiing a few times before—he wasn’t brilliant, but given Mel had never been before he was a bit better than her. He remembered how annoyed she was about that—and about the fact that she didn’t immediately master it. He’d been starting to realize by then that Mel could achieve anything she put her mind to—she wasn’t in your face about it, but was quietly determined.

		Her blue eyes were bright when they reached the bottom of the slope, her cheeks rosy. She looked so goddamned cute. She huffed as she reached down to unclip her skis.

		“I just want to be good at it,” she said, continuing the conversation they’d had at the top of the slope. She looked one step away from stamping her foot, and it made him grin.

		“Well, that takes practice.” He cocked his head. “And are you sure you want to be good, or just better than me?”

		She made a face and he knew he was right. He laughed and she sighed, shaking her head. “I promise I’m not always this competitive.”

		“Ah, you don’t have to lie to me. I love that about you, anyway.”

		Her eyes flashed to his and he realized what he’d said. Like. He should have said he liked that about her. And he did—he liked her drive, her purpose, the way she applied it to almost everything. But love, that was a big step. One he wasn’t quite ready to take yet. He’d never said it to anyone outside his family before—and was a little scared of what it might mean, to say it out loud, to offer up that kind of commitment. Also—a horrible squirm in his stomach—what if she didn’t say it back?

		She was cocking her head, studying him. Then she smiled, a little slyly, and his heart lurched. Trouble—that whole smile screamed trouble.

		“Oh, really?” Her voice was practically a purr. “What else do you love about me?” He felt the squirm in his stomach twist into panic, and she laughed at whatever expression crossed his face. “Relax, Finn, I’m teasing.” She nudged him gently in the side, then glanced around. “Where are Mum and Dad? Weren’t they doing the blue slope?”

		“Ah…Actually, they told me they’d meet us at the après-ski when we were done.” They’d pulled him aside to do so, to avoid the risk, so Gavin said, that Mel would make them ski until their legs buckled.

		Mel rolled her eyes. “Typical.” But they trudged through the snow toward the wooden building that acted as a bar, nestled on the side of the mountain. The sun was still high in the sky, but already people were sitting outside, sunglasses on, beers in hand, ski jackets stripped off.

		“I like them,” Finn said. “Your parents. In case you were wondering.”

		“Thanks. I like them too.” She was making light of it now, but he’d seen how nervous she was when they all met at the airport for the first time. She had a coffee cup and wouldn’t stop twisting the lid, so that he was sure she was going to spill it all down herself before they even made it through security. He’d had to ignore it, because she was making him nervous, and when her parents arrived they’d both greeted them a bit too enthusiastically. Thankfully, Eleanor immediately embarked on a story of the chaotic car journey to the airport, and put everyone at ease.

		Mel’s family was different from his—not as chaotic. But he was enjoying the moments of peace you got, which was something you had to travel quite far to find on any family holiday of his own. He wondered what it would be like to grow up as an only child—Mel had said, once, that she’d sometimes felt lonely, then immediately contradicted herself by saying everyone felt lonely sometimes, as if she felt guilty for admitting to it.

		“You know,” Mel said as they stomped the snow off their boots at the wooden steps, “after this, you’ll have to let me meet your dad—given I shelled out for all of us to come skiing.” Finn grimaced and Mel raised her eyebrows. “He can’t be that bad, surely.”

		“He’s not bad so much as…” He gestured hopelessly in midair. He wasn’t sure what word would describe his flaky, unreliable father, the man who could still make Finn laugh. The man who had never settled down, who hid behind calling himself a “free spirit” and used that as an excuse to be selfish, doing whatever he wanted. Who had hurt his mum, over and over. Finn knew he and his dad shared looks, but that it was more than this that people referred to when they said they were alike. He was dreading introducing him to Mel—because would Mel see the similarities too? And did that mean he had the capacity to hurt Mel, like his dad had hurt his mum?

		Mel squeezed his hand. “Hey. You know I’m joking, right? You don’t have to introduce me until you’re ready.” And that, he thought, was one of the many brilliant things about Mel. He’d never really explained the thing with his dad—she just got it.

		“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get a beer.”

		They managed to find Mel’s parents in what had become their usual spot, right at the edge of the outside terrace area, with a view of the snow-topped peaks.

		“Given up skiing for the day, then?” Mel asked as she sat down, sliding a pint of beer over to her dad, while Finn handed Eleanor a white-wine spritzer. They both looked a bit like Mel, he thought. Gavin had Mel’s eyes, or she had his, he supposed. And he could see a lot of her mum in her—the hair, obviously, but the shape of her jaw, the arch of her eyebrows too.

		“Oh, we love the skiing,” Eleanor said, smiling her thanks at Finn. “Don’t we, Gavin?”

		“Hmm? Yes. Jolly good fun.” He winked at Finn. He was a man of few words, but there was something solid about him—and easily likable.

		“But we thought we’d have a little rest,” Eleanor continued. “You are doing marvelously, though—I only wish we could have brought you when you were younger.” Mel waved that away as Eleanor fumbled in her purple ski jacket for her phone. “Now, I’ve used our little break to set myself up on Instagram.”

		“Have you now?” Mel asked.

		“Yes, and just remind me of the name of this woman—the one who posted about your earrings?”

		“Felicia St. James.” Finn had never heard of her before this had all kicked off with Mel—but he had now gathered she had over a million followers on Instagram, more on TikTok and one post from her could, as Mel had proved, change someone’s life.

		“Okay, now, how do I friend her?”

		Mel took Eleanor’s phone to show her. “You can’t have no photos up, though, Mum. People will think you’re some kind of weird sex addict or have a foot fetish or something.”

		Eleanor spluttered while Gavin patted her on the back. “I most certainly do not.”

		“Well, I know that—but, here, let’s all have a photo.” Mel held the phone out at arm’s length, made them all lean in together for a selfie. She checked the photo and for a moment, smiling down at it, Finn thought she looked perfectly happy. “There,” she said, handing the phone back to her mum. “You can post that, then follow who you like.”

		“Lovely.” Eleanor started swiping down her phone. “And look! Are these your earrings?” She didn’t turn the phone for any of them to see, but Finn assumed she’d found the viral post. “Oh, Mel, they’re really there! Gosh, I remember you making these when you were, what, you must have been around sixteen.”

		“Ah…I didn’t make those exact ones when I was sixteen…”

		“Well, no, but something similar, I’m sure of it. You’ve always had the talent. I just knew you’d go far. Didn’t I always say she’d go far, Gavin? My daughter! The superstar!” She raised a glass and Finn joined in to toast Mel, while Mel herself went a bit red, and looked very deliberately away, out to the mountains.

		“We’re so proud of you, Melly,” Gavin said gruffly, and though Mel pulled her sunglasses down over her eyes to hide it, Finn could see she was a little emotional.

		He took her hand, linked his fingers with hers—and was rewarded with the smile he loved. Another thing he loved—liked about her. How her smile made everything bigger and brighter. One smile from her and it was like being high on magic mushrooms. Not that he was totally sure her parents would appreciate that sentiment.

		“Now, Finn,” Eleanor said, “I want to know more about you. You’re into houses—is that right?”

		“He does them up himself,” Mel said, clearly relieved that she was no longer the center of attention.

		“Well, that’s awfully clever. You know, we’ve been thinking of redoing our kitchen…”

		“Not that sort of thing, Mum.”

		Finn shrugged. “I can probably help a bit—but I’m not an expert. I just give old houses a bit of love—that’s all.” He remembered Priya’s words. Don’t put yourself down.

		But Mark constantly told him that flipping houses wasn’t a “proper” job—that there was no stability, no future. And though his mum tried to be supportive he knew she worried about those same things too.

		“It’s not all,” Mel said. “He’s amazing. Always makes a profit, and gives old houses a second chance.” Finn squeezed her hand in thanks.

		She got out her phone and started swiping through photos—ones he had sent her, before and after shots of a house up near Manchester. “Here.” She held the phone out to her parents, who made appreciative noises, and the conversation turned to the logistics of doing up houses, and whether Finn thought it would be feasible for Eleanor to get an Aga installed in their kitchen.

		Later, as they walked back to the chalet, Finn took Mel’s hand. He was at that stage where he couldn’t seem to stop touching her. Her parents were a few steps behind, Eleanor giggling at something Gavin was saying, the moment made impossibly perfect by the stars that were winking out above them. And when Mel looked up at him, smiled, his heart backflipped.

		She cocked her head, clearly seeing something on his face. “What?”

		He nearly said it then. But it would take another few months for him to work up the courage. “I’m just happy you invited me—that’s all.” He swung an arm over her shoulder and she leaned into him.

		“Me too.”
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		Chapter Fourteen

		Three days to Christmas

		Mel is both tired and restless as they drive into Ballater—she and Finn in the backseat of Susan’s car, who insisted on driving. She hasn’t slept well at all, too aware of the heat of Finn’s body, even behind that stupid pillow barrier. The concealer under her eyes hasn’t seemed to do the trick and she’s aware that she’s been grouchy all morning. She tried to get some work done and couldn’t concentrate, made worse by the fact that Jodie, the designer she’d assigned to the Lillian Hart project, didn’t get the designs quite right—but Mel couldn’t figure out a way to fix them without starting from scratch and, given the time frame, that wasn’t an option. She also couldn’t put her finger on why, exactly, the designs weren’t working—just that they didn’t have the right feel about them. When she asked Amanda for her opinion, Amanda couldn’t see what Mel meant, and thought they looked just as good as Jodie’s other designs—so maybe Mel is slowly going mad on this holiday.

		Breakfast was a somewhat subdued affair—Hattie and Dylan looked tired, too, and Mel tried hard not to wonder what had kept them up so late after they’d gone upstairs. Mark and Kristen had stayed over at their cottage to let Freya sleep in, and it seemed like the late night had caught up with Susan too. She perks up, however, when they park the car near the village green, beaming at both Finn and Mel.

		Mark and Kristen pull up next to them, with Dylan and Hattie in the back next to Freya. Mel has a moment to marvel that Dylan, who has starred in a film that actually showed in cinemas, is squished into the backseat next to a child seat.

		“Is it another scavenger hunt?” Hattie asks as she gets out, shoving her hands deep inside her coat pockets.

		Susan just smiles, gesturing for them all to follow her—she refused to tell them what was on the agenda earlier, wanting it to be a surprise. Mel pulls her scarf tighter to her as she walks. The village is just as pretty as it was a couple of days ago—and, though the sky is a heavy, snow-laden gray, the Christmas lights in shop windows make the place feel bright. They walk to the village square, where a towering Christmas tree stands, forming the centerpiece. They pass a bakery, full of mince pie and—of course—shortbread, which Freya edges toward hopefully. The snow-dusted peaks of the Cairngorms surround them, and Mel feels again that she should be in some kind of storybook. Their breath steams out in clouds as they walk past twinkling lights strung along the riverbank, and the feel of snow lingers in the air.

		Mel is vaguely hoping they might be heading to the shop where she saw the gorgeous landscape painting, just so she can stare at it some more—and maybe even look at the price tag—when Susan comes to a stop, beaming at them all and gesturing to the shop behind her. It’s painted lilac, with the name Pot On Me engraved in gold. A wreath of holly and ivy hangs on the door, and all sorts of pottery make up the window display.

		“Christmas decorations!” Susan exclaims delightedly. “We get to paint and glaze our own baubles, then they fire them in the kiln and we can pick them up just in time for Christmas Eve.”

		“Oh, that’s such a nice idea,” Kristen says, squeezing Freya’s hand.

		They head inside, and are shown downstairs to a sort of underground pottery-making den, which has its own Christmas tree in the corner and fairy lights hung above. They are given mulled wine—and hot Ribena for Freya—and are shown to their own long table, with two benches each side. They’re allowed to pick which decoration to paint and unanimously go for a bauble each, in varying sizes.

		Christmas music plays in the background as they all help themselves to paint and brushes.

		“I want to do stars,” Freya says.

		“I’m sure we can arrange that,” Kristen says, helping Freya choose a paintbrush.

		“Stars sound wonderful,” Susan says. “I think I’ll do stars, too, because I’m surrounded by a table of them right now.” Mark groans at the cheesiness, while Hattie grins. Freya frowns, clearly not quite understanding, while Kristen helps her fill her paint deck. “But, before I do,” Susan continues, “I’m just going to pop upstairs to the loo. Back in a tick.”

		Mel purses her lips as she contemplates the bauble, deciding she’ll do white snowflakes over a blue ombré. Before she starts to paint, she checks her phone. She’s feeling unnerved by the lack of emails—and guilty for how little time she’s spent working since arriving in Scotland. She can’t help sending a quick message to Amanda.

		Any more news from the agent?

		The reply is almost instant. Nothing. But no news is good news, right?

		Mel bites her lip as she picks up her paintbrush, tips it in light blue.

		“I need a wee,” Freya announces.

		“Mum will take you,” Mark says absentmindedly.

		“Oh, will I?” There’s a slight bite to Kristen’s tone, which makes Mel look up. Kristen flushes slightly, seeming to realize how she sounded—even if Mark seems oblivious. “Come on, then, Freya,” Kristen says, smiling at her daughter and holding out her hand as Freya jumps up.

		Mel glances over at Dylan, who is sitting on the opposite side of the table next to Hattie, although the two of them seem to be concentrating hard on their baubles rather than on each other. She remembers Hattie’s comment on the first night here about Dylan knowing Lillian.

		“Dylan?” He looks over at her. “Do you know Lillian Hart?”

		“Sort of. Why?”

		“She’s thinking about coming on board as a partner for my brand, and I’ve got a meeting with her tomorrow.” Her stomach swirls. Tomorrow. And she’s been distracted by Finn, by being here. “I just wondered if you had any tips.” Hattie glances at him, but says nothing. In fact, she’s being a bit quieter than usual today—very un-Hattie-like.

		“Ah…” Dylan scratches his dark head of hair. “Ask her questions about herself—that’s always a good start.”

		“Right.”

		“She doesn’t really like being told what to do, but she’s fine if she thinks it’s her idea.”

		“Okay.”

		“Make sure you get a compliment in nice and early.”

		Mel blows out a breath. “This is all slightly making me dread working with her.” She feels Finn’s attention on her, not his bauble, and feels unsure of where to put her hands all of a sudden.

		“Sorry. She’s not that bad. Honestly, she’s actually quite nice. She’s just a little…”

		“Insecure?” Hattie suggests.

		Mel purses her lips. That’s actually the impression she’s got from the agent so far, reading between the lines. Though she may be overthinking it.

		“Maybe. In all honesty, I don’t know her that well, and there are a lot worse out there—trust me.”

		“Well, that’s good. I guess?”

		“She’d be amazing publicity, though. She’s very hot right now.”

		“Well, that’s the idea.”

		“Good luck. If you want to prep before the call, I can help, but I’m not an expert.”

		She smiles a genuine smile. “Thanks, Dylan.” She doesn’t know him all that much, as his and Hattie’s was very much a whirlwind romance, but she can see why Hattie likes him.

		“You shouldn’t be nervous,” Finn says quietly. Now she has to look at him, her eyes finding his instantly. “If anyone can convince her, it’s you.”

		She makes a scathing sound at the back of her throat. “You don’t know her.”

		“I don’t have to. I know you.”

		She hesitates, not sure what to do with that, given it’s so obviously sincere. She opens her mouth, closes it. Then nods. “Thank you.”

		He smiles and she looks away, thankful for the excuse of concentrating on her bauble.

		Freya, Kristen, and Susan all come back from the toilets together, Susan’s arm looped through Kristen’s.

		“What did we miss?” Susan asks brightly, taking the seat that Kristen slides out for her.

		“Lillian Hart likes compliments,” Hattie says immediately.

		Susan nods, pursing her lips. “Good to know.”

		Freya throws down her paintbrush almost the moment she sits down. “I can’t do it,” she moans, accompanying the action with a stamp of her foot. At what age does the foot stamp become unacceptable, Mel wonders? Nine, ten? Definitely by your late twenties—that’s for sure.

		“Yes, you can,” Kristen says patiently. “You’re doing it.”

		“It doesn’t look like I want it to.”

		“Well, it just takes practice—that’s all. I still think it’s beautiful.”

		“It’s better than mine, Freya-bean,” Mark pipes up, holding up his bauble, which does, admittedly, look terrible. Mel thinks the green blobs are supposed to be Christmas trees, but it’s kind of hard to be sure.

		Freya folds her arms, and points with her eyes to Mel’s bauble. “I want mine to look like that.”

		Finn grins at Freya. “Don’t we all, Freya. But Mel is an artist. Isn’t that right, pumpkin?”

		Mark rolls his eyes. “You could at least keep the nicknames seasonally appropriate.”

		Mel shakes her head. “Besides, I’m not an artist.” But he’s called her that before—was the first one to announce that as her title, in a way that made her feel more proud than she’d let on. Although these days she is very much more practical businesswoman than tortured artist.

		“She makes jewelry for a job,” Finn tells Freya, whose eyes widen, like she can’t imagine anything like it.

		“You get paid to make jewelry?”

		“Ah…sort of.”

		Freya nods slowly. “I want to do that.” Then she scowls down at her bauble, as if it’s the destruction of all her future dreams. Mel does her best not to laugh, can see Mark doing the same.

		“It’s hard when things go wrong,” she says to Freya. “I can be a bit of a perfectionist too sometimes.”

		Freya’s scowl is still in place when she looks up at Mel, though her eyes have turned a little quizzical.

		“A perfectionist is someone who needs things to be perfect,” Kristen says.

		“How about I help you with yours?” Mel says. “We can do it together.” She coaxes Freya back into picking up a paintbrush, notices the way Kristen is watching, and feels a bit self-conscious. What if that’s against some kind of rule—are you supposed to let children figure it out themselves when they throw a tantrum like this? She wouldn’t have a clue.

		There’s quiet as they all put the finishing touches on their baubles, Mel sacrificing the perfect blue hue in favor of helping Freya with her stars.

		“Ta-da!” Hattie announces, holding up her bauble. It’s a mass of color—green and red and gold and silver.

		“It’s…lovely.” Susan says. She stems a laugh as she looks at Mark’s. “My children, such undiscovered painters.”

		“I was thinking abstract,” Hattie says with a shrug.

		“What does abstract mean?” asks Freya.

		“Terrible,” Finn pipes up.

		Hattie scoffs. “It’s better than yours.” She looks pointedly down at Finn’s, where he’s tried to do some kind of border situation.

		Mel grins, her loyalty firmly with Hattie in this situation. “Agreed.”

		“Oi.” He nudges her in the ribs. “My stripes could take your snowflakes any day.”

		She’s trying to think of a clever retort when Finn’s phone buzzes, and he brings it out of his coat jacket underneath the bench. And, okay, Mel might deliberately glance at the screen. She catches the incoming call from “D.” Deidre? Daphne?

		“I’ve got to take this,” he says, and gets up from the bench, moving through the room and climbing the stairs. Mel’s heart tightens as her brain jumps several steps ahead. Surely there’s only one reason he’d go outside to take a call, one reason not to want it overheard. Because he can’t talk to a new girl in front of them all, can he? Not when he is playing at being back with Mel.

		“Let’s have a look at yours, then, Freya,” Susan says, leaning over to inspect the bauble—which looks pretty damn good, Mel has to say. She did the outline of the stars and helped Freya paint them in a glittery gold, several layers thick so it shows up after going in the kiln—and Freya had opted for a night sky, the midnight blue making the stars stand out.

		“And look,” Freya exclaims, turning the bauble to show Susan the shooting star that Mel had painted her—only to catch Susan’s hand with the paintbrush she’s still holding, getting dark blue across Susan’s index finger. Freya bites her little lip. “Oops.” She says it almost like she’s expecting to be told off.

		Susan only laughs, takes her own paintbrush, and paints a dot of red paint on the back of Freya’s hand. Freya squeals, delighted, and one-ups Susan by drawing a large squiggle that extends up her forearm.

		“Freya,” Kristen says warningly.

		Susan waves a hand in the air. “Don’t worry. It’ll wash off.”

		Mel glances at the stairs—Finn still isn’t back. She distracts herself by tidying the paint, washing the brushes—but she can’t help feeling a little sick, wondering if he’s talking to another woman outside when she’s here with his family, inside.

		Hattie comes over to join her at the sink. She can see the dark circles still under Hattie’s eyes, and her blond curls don’t seem to have quite as much bounce as usual.

		“Everything okay, Hattie?”

		“Hmmm? Oh, I’m fine. Just ate and drank too much last night is all—the usual Christmas problem.”

		Mel nods, wondering whether to believe her. She’s probably just projecting—not everyone has a reason to feel as stressed as her, do they?

		Finn comes back just as they are all getting their coats on.

		“Who was that?” Mel asks as casually as she can.

		He won’t quite meet her eye. “Oh, no one.”

		She wants to press. If he’s seeing someone, even casually, she wants to know. But she can’t ask in front of his family and, really, she doesn’t want to ask, because she doesn’t want to let on how much she cares. How much she hopes it’s not true. It would be too one-sided—her devastated, him totally fine. Given she’s still got four days to get through, maybe ignorance is best?

		Four days. Only four more days, until she fake breaks up with him. It should be “thank God it’s only,” but instead she feels a little sad. She turns her back, uses the excuse of taking the last paintbrush from the bench over to the sink to hide her face from them all.

		She feels Finn come up behind her, turns just as he reaches down, puts his hands on either side of her waist. Even beneath her coat, her skin flares with heat. She immediately goes to move his hands away, but he holds her firm, glancing at the bench pointedly.

		We have an audience, remember? his eyes seem to say.

		She narrows her eyes. “What are you doing?”

		“Testing a theory. One I’ve been thinking about all night.” His voice is low, and she feels a long, liquid pull at the way he says night. “I couldn’t sleep. I don’t think you could, either.”

		She lifts her chin in the air. “So what?” She can’t deny it, not when he’s looking at her like that. His lips quirk into a smile—a smile that looks so satisfied it makes her teeth clench. But do you know what? Fine. If he wants to do this, then so be it—he might have some girl on the end of the phone, might be trying to hide it from her, but she can make him regret that, can’t she? And a part of her wants to prove it to herself too—that he might not love her anymore, but that he’s still attracted to her. It’ll make her feel more vindicated come the Boxing Day Breakup.

		So she moves her own hands, tracing them up his solid arms, linking them behind the bare skin at his neck. His eyes widen a little as she leans in, stretching on tiptoes—like he didn’t think she’d call his bluff.

		“If you’ve got a theory to test, Finn, then here and now is hardly the place to do it.” She hears the hitch in his breathing, a dead giveaway, and feels a sense of satisfaction as she eases away from him, then saunters back to the bench.

		She notices the way Susan is watching the two of them, and feels her cheeks heat a little, wondering how it looked from the outside.

		“You know what you all need,” Susan says thoughtfully, “is to let off a bit of steam. You work too hard, the lot of you.”

		“I don’t,” Kristen says with a shrug.

		“Yes, you do,” Susan says firmly. “Being a mother is very hard work—I should know.”

		“Cheers, Mum,” Mark says with a grin.

		She waves a hand at him. “You know I say that with only the greatest affection.”

		“What did you have in mind, Mum?” Finn asks.

		“Oh, not me. I’m pooped.” Freya giggles delightedly at the word and Susan winks at her. “How about I take Freya home, wash the paint off the both of us, and the rest of you can have a nice night at the pub, hmmm?”

		“Oh, I don’t think that’s—”

		Susan waves Kristen away. “Nonsense. I want to spend some time with my granddaughter.” She gives Kristen a firm look. “We can make hot chocolate and watch The Grinch, can’t we, Freya?”

		“Yes!” Freya affirms.

		“She might get scared of the Grinch,” Mark says.

		“I will not.”

		“We can hide at the scary parts—I don’t like scary things, either.”

		“Well, looks like that’s settled, then,” Hattie says, before anyone can argue. She comes up beside Mel, links their arms. “To the pub!”
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		Chapter Fifteen

		The village pub is packed, but they manage to find a corner table near the open fire. The smell of cinnamon from mulling spice mingles with beer, pine, and burning wood, and the light inside flickers low against the darkness drawing in outside. Tinsel is strung along the wooden bar, and a specials board advertises all kinds of festive dishes, including turkey with all the trimmings. It seems as if everyone in the village must be in here right now, but the bar staff doesn’t look overly stressed, stopping to chat and laugh with almost every person who orders a drink.

		Hattie and Dylan come back from the bar with mulled cider for all of them, passing the glasses around the small table while they all lurk by the chairs, all too polite to take one of the few and leave the others standing. Mel sees a few people glance in Dylan’s direction—potentially just because he is a tall, dark, handsome stranger, but she wonders how much he gets recognized out and about.

		“Guys, they have a band!” Hattie exclaims delightedly. And they do, indeed, have a live band, opposite the fire, flicking through music sheets in front of them as they get ready to perform. Mel is half expecting them to strike up with bagpipes, given the general vibe of the village, but a man raises a fiddle to his chin, and the woman next to him begins singing into the mic, a Gallic tune Mel doesn’t recognize, her voice somehow both haunting and upbeat. It reminds her slightly of the Celtic salsa music playing in Edinburgh the first night she and Finn met. When his eyes meet hers, she knows he’s thinking the same thing. But she makes herself hold that gaze, makes herself turn her lips up in wry recognition. Because if he’s remembering that, then he’s not thinking of whichever girl he’s taken up with now, back to his “pre-Mel days,” as Priya liked to call them.

		Hattie plonks herself down on one of the four available chairs. “I’m not as British as the rest of you, apparently. We can rotate seats.”

		Dylan takes the seat next to Hattie, Mark insists that Kristen sits. Before Mel totally realizes what’s happening, Finn has slid onto one of the seats and is pulling her down onto his lap.

		“Here,” he says. “You can sit with me.”

		She feels herself tense, even as Hattie rolls her eyes, while his scent envelops her. She feels sure this is a continuation of whatever game he started in the pottery shop—who is more attracted to who. Or who is not over who? She’s not really sure, but she knows she wants to win. So she relaxes into him, tilts her chin up, and offers him a smile. She sees the way his gaze drops to her mouth and, this close to him, the action makes her heart thud.

		His arm comes around her stomach, holding her to him, and even though they are both in jumpers, she feels the heat of his skin against hers. The backs of her thighs warm and she is worried he will feel it, just how much being pressed against him is affecting her. In retaliation she moves her ass farther into his lap, stopping just shy of grinding against him, and hears his breath hiss between his teeth. Good.

		“So, Finn,” Mark says, one arm on the back of Kristen’s chair, “about this conveyancing internship—”

		“Oh, Mark, do shut up.” It seems to take everyone a moment to realize this has come from Kristen, who takes a big gulp of her mulled cider, then pushes the half-empty glass away determinedly. They all stare at her. She purses her lips. “Well, not everyone wants to be a boring lawyer, do they?”

		There’s a moment of quiet as they all process that, Mark frowning down at her, Hattie and Finn exchanging a look while Dylan makes a show of looking around the pub. Then Mel laughs, and Kristen gives her a small little smile.

		“Hear, hear,” Hattie says, raising her glass. And, just like that, the tension is gone.

		“This is great, isn’t it,” Mark says, looking around the pub appreciatively. Next to them, the logs in the fire crackle, and as Finn reaches around Mel to pick up his cider, bringing his chest closer to her back, she feels her skin spark. She keeps her gaze firmly fixed on Mark, tries to ignore what her body is doing. It’s just a reaction to being touched, after months of not being close to anyone—that’s all. She can handle it.

		“I can totally imagine us settling down somewhere like this,” Mark continues, laying a hand on Kristen’s shoulder.

		Kristen shakes her head. “No way. You’d get too bored.”

		“Yeah.” Mark sighs. “Maybe you’re right.”

		“Surrey man all the way, hey?” Hattie asks, teasing. Mel knows Kristen and Mark moved to Surrey just after they got married—partly to be nearer to Susan, for help when Freya came along.

		Mark chooses to ignore this. “Just look at us,” he says instead, gesturing around at all of them, then the general surroundings. “We’ve become those people—a bunch of boring old couples out on the town.”

		Kristen rolls her eyes. “Oh, thanks so much, baby. Love you too.”

		He strokes her arm. “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

		Hattie scoffs. “Speak for yourself. I am neither boring nor old—and I’m pretty sure I’ll never be either.”

		Mel is finding it hard to concentrate, to remember what lines she should have. She can feel Finn’s heartbeat against her back, can feel his fingers, trailing their way lightly up the outside of her thigh. Barely a whisper of a touch—casual, rather than seductive—but that doesn’t stop her blood heating as it hums through her veins, her pulse dropping unhelpfully to between her thighs.

		She stands abruptly and his hands move from her instantly, making no attempt to keep her there. She doesn’t look down at him as she says to the table at large, “I’ll get us another round.”

		“I’ll help,” Kristen says, getting to her feet, too, and following her to the bar.

		Mel orders a wine for herself and Kristen joins in with requests from the table. Mel lets out a long slow breath. But it doesn’t do anything to shake the feeling of Finn’s fingers on her thighs—it’s like the ghosts of them are still there, taunting her. Maybe that means he wins, after all.

		“I’m worried about Freya,” Kristen blurts out.

		Mel glances over to where Kristen is biting her lip, looking a little flushed—like the one mulled cider might already have gone to her head.

		“I’m sure she’s fine with Susan,” Mel says.

		Kristen shakes her head, red hair bouncing. “I don’t mean tonight. I mean in general. She’s bored.”

		“Oh. Well, I suppose it can be hard to keep them entertained over the holidays.” She’s heard people say that before, though she feels like a fraud for repeating it—she has no idea, does she?

		“No. Well, yes—but it’s not that.” Kristen blows out a breath. “She’s lonely. I think she’s lonely.” Kristen fixes Mel with a very direct stare. “You were an only child. Were you bored and lonely?”

		“Ah…” This feels like rocky territory—she’s not sure there’s a right answer to give here.

		Kristen squeezes her eyes shut, and Mel moves forward, laying a hand on her arm. Around them, the music swells, and someone on Mel’s side jostles through, so Mel isn’t quite sure she hears Kristen right when she whispers, “I’m pregnant, Mel.”

		“You…” Mel stares at her. “Ah…Congratulations?” Though Mel can tell by the way Kristen has said it that it’s not something she is currently celebrating.

		“Mark doesn’t know.”

		“Oh.”

		She blows out a long, slow breath. “It’s so exhausting, Mel. What if I can’t do it again? What if it takes even more of myself? Is that selfish? It is, isn’t it? Freya is so lonely—a sibling will be good for her. Were you lonely, as an only child?”

		Okay, this is way too much for Mel to handle, and she is grateful when the bartender reappears with their drinks. She notices Kristen is having a lime and soda—has she not been drinking the whole holiday? Mel has been paying no attention to that, though she does remember Kristen declining wine last night, now that she thinks about it.

		Kristen is still looking at her, waiting for an answer. Was she lonely as an only child? Sometimes, she supposes. “I think we all get lonely sometimes,” she hedges. Because she knows, from what Finn has told her, that even if you have siblings you can’t always talk to them about everything. “And there are much worse things than being an only child,” she says firmly. “I had a brilliant childhood.”

		Should she be saying this? Kristen needs to talk to Mark about this, doesn’t she—not Mel.

		Kristen nods, swallowing. “You’re right. God, you’re right. I think I’m just…” She gestures vaguely in the air. “My life is just too insular. I know it is. I’ve been out of work for years now and it’s like I’ve forgotten how to function. I used to love what I did.” What did she do, Mel wonders. Now doesn’t really seem like the time to ask.

		“I love Mark,” Kristen continues. “I don’t regret anything about him or our family. But that doesn’t mean it’s not hard, sometimes. He grew up in a household where his mum did everything and, though he doesn’t mean to, he’s inherited those expectations.”

		Mel thinks of what Susan said in the supermarket. No matter how hard we try, I don’t think any parent can ever fully bring a child up without scathing them, just a little.

		“Scathing” is a bit of a harsh word, but Mel gets the sentiment—after all, isn’t everyone a product of the choices their parents make, like it or not?

		“Maybe you should talk to him,” Mel hedges.

		“I do.” Kristen bites her lip. “Well, I try to. I just never quite get the words out right.”

		“Do you want to go back to work?”

		“I do.” Kristen says it with something like fierce determination. In the background, the music plays, the singer belting out lyrics from a near-forgotten language. “I want to do something with my life—like you.”

		Mel knows she should feel honored, that she’s being held up as an example of someone who has achieved in life, who has the kind of profession to which other people aspire. Instead, it brings a squirming to her gut, and anxiety over what tomorrow—and Lillian Hart—will bring. She slides her wine toward herself across the bar, takes a sip.

		“If I have this baby, though…” Kristen places a hand on her stomach. “When I have this baby. Maybe that will be it—you hear about it, women who have been too long out of the workforce.” Her eyes spark with tears, and Mel reaches out to squeeze her arm.

		“Talk to Mark,” Mel says—because she doesn’t have any other advice to give. But this explains the vibe she thought she’d picked up on from Kristen every now and then—something tense between her and Mark.

		“I know,” Kristen says, almost on a sob. “I will.” She wipes her fingers under her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to unload on you. I just need some time to figure it out—that’s all.” Then she grips Mel’s wrist. “Please don’t say anything, will you?”

		“Of course,” Mel says, though something uncomfortable lodges in her stomach as she does. It’s not something she would tell Mark, of course—that’s for Kristen to do. But it’s another secret she’s keeping from the family, isn’t it?

		“You’ll have to come round for dinner,” Kristen says, clearly trying to move things on to the mundane. “You and Finn.”

		“Absolutely,” Mel says automatically—then immediately regrets it. She shouldn’t make those kinds of promises.

		When they get back to the table with the drinks, Dylan is laughing loudly at a joke of Hattie’s. Too loudly? Mel’s not quite sure.

		“I want to dance,” Hattie announces.

		Mark raises his eyebrows. “I’m not sure this is the type of place you can…”

		Hattie waves that away. “Sure it is.” And, to be fair, there are people dancing—or at least people bopping along to the music. On the outskirts rather than in the middle of the pub, but still. “It’s Christmas,” Hattie says, as if that means anything goes. “Mel? You’ll dance with me, won’t you?”

		Mel hesitates for the briefest of seconds, glancing toward Finn. He takes a sip of his drink, and she watches his mouth on the glass. And that decides it, doesn’t it? Between making an idiot of herself dancing with Hattie and sitting back on Finn’s lap, there’s only one option.

		“Sure,” she says with a smile, going with Hattie so they are a little closer to the band.

		The lead singer smiles at them as they start to dance, and Hattie takes Mel’s hand, spins her around, making her laugh.

		“I MISS YOU,” Hattie screams over the noise of the pub.

		“I MISS YOU TOO.” It is so painfully honest that it makes her heart lurch a little. Could she stay friends with Hattie, after this holiday? Would Finn let her? Would it be too hard? Would Hattie even want to, if Mel dumps Finn in front of everyone?

		Mark and Kristen come up to dance, too, and watching them together Mel wonders now if she was overthinking it. Yes, Kristen is stressed and clearly finding being a full-time mother a lot, and, yes, Mark can be a bit black-and-white—but they look happy, dancing together. Moving as one, Kristen smiling at something Mark says, his arms coming easily around her waist.

		People are clapping along with the music now, and laughter fills the air. The singer pauses between songs to encourage more of them to dance, and Dylan takes that moment to swoop over to them.

		He offers out a hand to Hattie. “May I have this dance?” The gesture is confident, though the question is almost hesitant. But Hattie nods, puts her hand in his, lets him take her into his arms. Over by the bar, Mel sees a woman nudge her friend, point at Dylan. Definitely recognized.

		Mel takes a step back, away from the band, and finds Finn there, like he has been waiting for her. His arms come around her as she turns and she doesn’t think as she reaches up to wind her hands behind his neck. They are in front of everyone and it would be weird not to dance. She is not backing down at this game that he started. But, really, she just wants to touch him.

		“Going to show me your moves?” she asks him, trying to keep it light.

		He grins down at her, a hint of a spark in his eyes. “Sure. After all, you’re playing with the big leagues here, sweetie.”

		She wrinkles her nose, remembering her line from New Year’s Eve in Edinburgh—she’d regretted saying that for months, and he’d known that, cracking it out whenever he was trying to tease her.

		His hands trail down her sides, coming to rest on her waist. Why can she not stop looking at him, for Christ’s sake? She’s remembering the first time she saw him, that initial spark of attraction—the way he’d hit on her with such confidence, like he was used to getting his way. How she’d thought, Well, why not, just a bit of fun. How she’d tried not to get swept away with it, with him—and how he’d stuck around, worming his way in. For what? Just so he could break her heart, in the end, go back to his old ways, moving from place to place—and from woman to woman?

		His eyes hold hers—why has it always been impossible to look away from him? They are pressed together, stomach to stomach, and she can’t help touching the ends of his hair, hair that used to be hers to touch, whenever she wanted. Goosebumps rise at the base of his neck and a part of her thrills in this reaction—in knowing that, yes, she might be affected by him, but at least it is not one-sided.

		His eyes darken, and his grip moves from her waist to her hips, fingers digging in. Her hand skims down his back, and she sees his pulse jump at the base of her neck. They are moving out of time to the music, lost in their own rhythm, her heart beating something that might be a warning, but which is easy to ignore as he edges her closer, as she feels the whisper of his breath on her skin.

		He moves his head, and she feels the scrape of his jaw, lightly against her cheek. Her insides are shimmering, her limbs hot and unsteady. He draws back to look at her, his attention wholly focused on her. She knows that look. He’s going to kiss her. And she is leaning in, wanting to feel his mouth on hers, wanting to remember what it was like, to be wanted by him.

		The music stops, a brief pause in between songs. Enough of a pause to make her come to her senses.

		She backs away, out of his grip. “I need some air.” And without thinking about how it looks to anyone who might be watching, she turns and practically sprints outside.

		She’s taken her first gulp of freezing night air as Finn appears behind her.

		“You forgot your coat.”

		She swipes it from him, hitching in a breath that sounds alarmingly like a sob.

		“Mel, I—”

		She spins to face him. “What are you doing?”

		“What are we doing” would perhaps be more appropriate, but she wants to blame him for what nearly happened in there.

		“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

		She gives a scathing laugh. “Of course you weren’t.” His eyes flash and he takes a step toward her, but she edges back, out of reach. “You wanted to prove you could still turn me on, is that it? That I still find you attractive? Well, point proven.” The words spit from her, her anger scorching the freezing air. She’s angry at herself as well, because that’s what she’d been trying to prove, too, wasn’t it? Only she’d got lost in it.

		“I wasn’t trying to prove anything.”

		Another bitter laugh, and it is easier to direct all her anger outward. “Oh, come on, Finn. Let’s be honest here.”

		Another step toward her. This time, she stands her ground, and has to tilt her head up to look at him.

		“You want honesty? Fine. Maybe I wanted the reassurance that you still feel something—that what we were to each other hasn’t just disappeared.” The confession—and what he’s saying—startle Mel enough so that she doesn’t immediately jump in with a taunting remark. “Maybe I felt a bit relieved to see that it’s not just me who is finding this”—he gestures between them—“all a bit difficult.” He lowers his voice, and the space between them feels dangerous, too close. She should move back. She really should. “And maybe, Mel, I just can’t fucking help myself when I’m around you, okay?” He scrapes a hand through his hair. “I was going to kiss you.” She swallows, and she can’t help her gaze from darting to his mouth. She can feel the heat of his body traveling between them, fighting against the cold around them. She wants, so badly, to move into that heat. “But I didn’t plan it. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

		She steps back. Tries to dredge up the anger that was there in force only seconds ago. “You’re the one who ended things,” she bites out. “You don’t get to play games with me.” Whereas she does. Is that what she’s saying? God, her head hurts, temples throbbing like there is so much within her, trying to get out. She wants it to have gone away, this feeling. But love doesn’t just disappear, does it? It takes time to build it, to fall in love bit by bit as you open up to someone—or that’s how it had been for her. She has been trying to do the same in reverse, to unravel the love, piece by piece—only she hadn’t quite got there before he showed up again.

		The smile he gives her is sad. “It’s not a game, Mel. It never was with you.”

		She feels tears stinging her eyes, her emotions a bloody roller coaster. She turns her face away, feeling the sting of ice-cold wind on her cheeks. He reaches out to her, his hand going to cup her face. She squeezes her eyes shut.

		“Don’t.”

		It’s a whisper, a plea. And he drops his hand.

		“I’m sorry, Mel,” he murmurs. Sorry for what, she wants to ask. Breaking up with her? Asking her to come here? Nearly kissing her? Making her fall for him in the first place?

		She blows out a long, unsteady breath. “Let’s just get through the rest of this holiday, okay?”

		There’s a long pause. Then, “Okay.” He jerks his head down the road. “Come on. Let’s try and get a taxi.”

		Mel thinks that’s a long shot, but at that moment the pub door opens and Hattie and Dylan come out. Hattie is hunched in her coat, and won’t quite meet Dylan’s eye.

		Mel shakes her head, the action sad. “Looks like the party’s over, in any case.” Over. She repeats it firmly as they walk in silence back to the car. There will be no more dancing with him, no more holidays, no more hanging out with Priya, just the three of them.

		It’s over, Melanie.

		But that is not what she clings on to as they drive home, four of them squished in the backseat. Instead, it is his voice that keeps turning around in her mind, rough and raw.

		And maybe, Mel, I just can’t fucking help myself when I’m around you.
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		Chapter Sixteen

		Two and a half years ago

		Two years until Hattie’s engagement party

		Mel tipped her head back on the patio overlooking the Tuscan vineyard and let out a contented sigh. “I want to stay here forever. Can we do that?” She glanced at Finn and Priya from behind her sunglasses. “Just stay on this patio, surrounded by wine and cheese, for the rest of our lives?”

		Priya raised her glass of white wine in a toast. “I am totally with you.”

		Mel smiled from behind her sunglasses, face tilted toward the sun as she leaned back in the chair. “Maybe we should become vineyard owners.”

		It was late afternoon, the sun hanging low in the blue sky, the vines a vibrant green against the golden hues of the surrounding countryside. The whole place had a contented glow about it—kind of how Finn was feeling after an indulgent meal, having had a wine paired with each of the four courses, and finishing with a cheese board. They’d come away for a week, Mel declaring that a holiday with her two favorite people in the world was necessary.

		Priya had brought along her very meh boyfriend—even though no one, including Priya, thought it would last. Finn could barely remember him now—he talked a lot about his family home in the Cotswolds and the fact that he knew how to play polo. What was his name? Ross? Possibly Ross. Or Ron. Not good enough for Priya, Finn and Mel had agreed on that.

		Friends for a reason, friends for a season, friends for a lifetime, Priya had replied to that assessment, which hadn’t totally made sense, but they’d gone with it.

		“Finn can do up the house,” Mel continued, waving to the villa that stood, majestic, behind them, its weathered stone walls the color of sunbaked earth, softened by age and covered in creeping ivy.

		“Sure,” Finn agreed lazily.

		“Priya can give the tours of the vineyard. You’ll be good at that,” she added directly to Priya, who nodded, like, of course she would be good at that. “And I can be the accountant.”

		Finn scoffed. “You want to move to a Tuscan vineyard to be an accountant?”

		“Can’t you just do the jewelry from here?” Priya asked, sweeping aside her long dark hair. “You can work from anywhere, right?”

		Mel hesitated. “I suppose I can.” It was like she hadn’t quite accepted her own success yet—like she didn’t think it would last.

		“You can make wine earrings,” Priya said, and Finn snorted a laugh at the idea.

		“Grape necklaces?” he suggested.

		“A nose piercing shaped as a bottle,” Priya declared—and everyone laughed. Priya frowned as she glanced around—most other people had left after the tour, only a few tables staying to eke out the last of the day, like them. “Where is Ross? Didn’t he go to the loo about an hour ago?”

		Finn shrugged. “Maybe he’s fallen asleep somewhere.”

		“Wouldn’t blame him if he had,” Mel said with a yawn.

		“Okay, so Mel is the accountant and on-site jewelry maker,” Priya picked up, distinctly unconcerned about her boyfriend’s whereabouts.

		“Oh, so I’ve got two jobs now, do I?”

		“ ’Course you do,” Finn said. “You’re a multitasker, Mel, that’s what I love about you.” It had become easy, by then. To say the word “love” to her—to mean it. After years of shying away from any kind of commitment, he’d suddenly found himself fully in it with Mel. It still amazed him, that he’d gotten her, that she was happy to be with him. He’d started to think that maybe other people were wrong—maybe he wasn’t so like his dad, after all.

		“Oh yeah?” Mel asked slyly. “What else do you love about me?” It had become sort of a joke between them, but unlike the first time she’d asked, in the middle of the Alps, it didn’t send him cringing with awkwardness and fear.

		“Everything,” he declared easily.

		She lowered her sunglasses to look at him over the top of them. “It’s impossible to love everything about someone. What about the way I slice the bread unevenly or how I sing the wrong words to the songs in the car, hmm?”

		He laughed. “Okay, I love almost everything about you, then.”

		She nodded. “Almost everything, I’ll take that.”

		“GUYS,” Priya groaned loudly. “Do you have to be so bloody adorable?” Mel grinned at Priya, as Priya pulled them both in toward her, one arm around each of them. “I do love you both, though.”

		Finn snorted. “You’re just drunk.”

		Priya made an offended sound. “I am not. Admittedly, I am a little bit tipsy, because it is the daytime and we are drinking wine and I think I am also sun drunk, but—”

		“Sun drunk?” he asked.

		“It’s a thing.”

		“This the kind of thing you’re teaching in your school, huh? Remind me to tell Mark not to send Freya there when she’s old enough.”

		She waved him away. “I DO love you both,” she insisted—and he knew she was more than a little tipsy, because Priya didn’t always hand out affection easily. “Please don’t ever break up, okay? I want us to still be doing this when we’re in our eighties. Hopefully by then I’ll be with someone other than Ross.” She squinted. “Where is he?”

		“Hopefully not near enough to hear you say that,” Mel said, her lips twitching.

		Finn swung his arm around Priya, squeezed her gently. “And don’t worry,” he said. “We won’t break up.” He smiled at Mel and she looked right back, unflinching. He’d been so confident, so sure. In that moment, he never would have questioned that she would be his for life.

		Shows how much he knew, doesn’t it?

		Priya shoved his arm away. “Okay, I better go look for him. I invited him on this holiday; he’s my responsibility.” She got to her feet, a little unsteadily, and headed toward the villa.

		Finn looked over at Mel. “Would you ever actually want to move abroad somewhere like this?”

		“Oh, I don’t know,” she said lazily. “It’s not realistic, is it? I know in theory I can make jewelry from anywhere, but I need to sort the business—and London is the place for that.”

		She lowered her sunglasses, watching him—and she knew he was wondering if, maybe, London could be the place for him too. She wouldn’t ask, though—wouldn’t pressure him. For now, they were making it work, a combination of staying at her flat with Priya, and her coming to visit him in whichever house he was working on. The most recent house, near Oxford, they’d stayed at for a long weekend, living among the rubble, her helping him to smash down a wall and apparently loving every minute of it. They’d had sex against what remained of the wall, dust in her hair, disarray all around them, so that they’d felt free to do whatever the fuck they wanted.

		“What are you thinking about?” Mel asked.

		“You,” he answered honestly.

		She grinned. “Explains the drool.”

		He laughed. “Just the house I’m doing up.”

		“I can’t wait to see it when it’s finished.” No mention of what would happen afterward—where he’d go next.

		No, Mel wouldn’t push him. And he’d always shied away from London, never thought that the nine-to-five office haul, the chaos of the capital city would be for him. But now, watching her here under the sun, he wondered if he had that wrong. He wondered if, maybe, for her, he could do it.
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		Chapter Seventeen

		Two days to Christmas

		Mel wakes while the house is still quiet and sleeping, the world outside pitch-black from what she can see through the sliver of window behind the curtains. She shivers, pulling the duvet closer to her for a moment. It is colder, without the heat of Finn’s body next to her—because last night he’d insisted he sleep on the floor, barely fitting in the space between the bed and the door. They’d had a hushed argument about how ridiculous that was, potentially fueled by both the alcohol and all the unsaid things between them at the pub.

		You will be so uncomfortable.

		It’ll be more comfortable than sleeping next to you, trust me.

		And, again, that echo of one more thing he’d said on the street outside. Maybe, Mel, I just can’t fucking help myself when I’m around you.

		At least she’d actually slept, though, which is an improvement from the night before. Only, now, she’s wide awake. She grabs her phone off the bedside table. 5 a.m. She lies still for a couple more minutes, then gives up, throwing the duvet off her and scrabbling around in the dark to find a cardigan, which she pulls on over her pajamas.

		She steps as quietly as she can over Finn’s sleeping form, opening the bedroom door just wide enough to slip out and tiptoe down the stairs, wincing at each creak. She switches the light on when she reaches the kitchen, her feet cold on the tiles, then blinks. Through the French doors she can see the back garden—which is currently completely white.

		Snow. There’s snow outside.

		She feels a childish excitement rise within her, wants to go and wake someone up, to tell them about it—but of course it’s far too early. But she can’t resist grabbing her trainers and stepping outside, relishing the feel of fresh snow crunching under her feet. It’s not very deep, but there are still some tiny snowflakes falling—and there’s enough to build a snowman, surely.

		She pulls her cardigan closer to her, the tips of her fingers turning icy. She smiles. There is something magical about being out here in the early morning, before it’s light, like the snow is her secret. She tilts her face up to the cold, feels a snowflake land on her cheek and melt. And lets out a long, slow breath.

		When she goes back inside, she makes herself a cup of tea to warm up, then clings to the Aga as she listens to a couple of voice notes from Priya. It’s got to be midafternoon in Australia, and she wonders what Priya is doing now—it’s school holidays so she won’t be working. Priya sounds upbeat as she tells Mel that she and some colleagues are going for a “barbie,” that it’s actually easier to be vegetarian than she thought there, that she’s thinking of taking up surfing. Mel thinks of her assertion that Priya would meet a surfer out there and snorts quietly to herself.

		But underneath the positivity, Mel feels as if there is something in Priya’s tone she can’t quite read. She’s probably trying too hard to make something out of it—it does sound totally dreamy, living right next to the beach, spending Christmas in the sun. Priya finishes with asking Mel if she should come home for New Year’s Eve.

		What do you reckon? I can be there on the thirtieth and we can make a plan to go somewhere fun. Edinburgh again? Or, actually, maybe not, sorry. We could even just do London, you know, go really big, I’m sure we could get in last minute somewhere. You can tell me all about the holiday and I’ll tell you about it all here. And then if you’re feeling sad I can be there to cheer you up.

		It is carefully put—but Mel knows Priya is worried that there will be a fallout after this week with Finn. That maybe Mel will fall to pieces after it’s done, no matter what she keeps insisting. In all honesty, Mel is starting to worry about that too—but she puts that to one side for now, and records her message on WhatsApp.

		Priya! Okay, that all sounds amazing and I’m definitely jealous. But you’ll never guess what—it is SNOWING here. Like, actually snowing—we are going to have a full-on white Christmas, I reckon. And OBVIOUSLY I’d love you to come back for New Year! But can you afford the flights? When does term start? Because it’s way too long to come for just a few days, isn’t it? What about if I came to you? Actually, no, that wouldn’t work—I’m not sure I can get organized in time with everything going on. Argh. But I need to see you soon, definitely. Please tell me more about the surfing—and you’ve barely said anything about your job. What’s it like in comparison to here? Come on, give me details, make me even more jealous.

		Mel sends that message, then pauses before recording her next.

		Also, please don’t worry about me, I’m fine. It’s been weird, being back with everyone. But I really think it’s good for me. She thinks of last night, how she felt, leaving Finn on the dance floor—and has to try to make her voice as upbeat as Priya’s. I’m getting closure, and I think it’s good for me to say a proper goodbye—and it’s only three more days, anyway. Then I won’t see him ever again and the whole thing will be done. Her heart twists. Boxing Day. She’s got until Boxing Day, then it really will all be over—her time with him and his family done.

		Anyway, all good! Let’s FaceTime soon, okay?

		When she’s finished her tea, she creeps back upstairs, hesitating when a stair creaks under her bare foot at the same time as she hears a voice coming from one of the bedrooms. The one right at the top of the stairs—Hattie and Dylan’s bedroom. The voice is raised and stressed-sounding.

		“We can talk about this later, okay? It’s way too early for this kind of conversation.”

		“But, Hattie, if—”

		“No, Dylan. I said we’ll talk later, okay?”

		The door to the bedroom opens and Mel’s stomach lurches—she’s still standing right there, one hand on the banister. She feels a rush of guilt and embarrassment—even though she hadn’t been trying to listen in, and she’d only caught the tail end of whatever argument they’d been having.

		She clears her throat. “Ah, it’s snowing. Or, at least, it’s snowed.”

		Hattie purses her lips, glancing back at her bedroom door. “Has it?”

		“Yep.” Her voice is a bit too high-pitched.

		“Cool. Coffee?” She strides past Mel, and after a brief hesitation Mel follows her back down the stairs, feeling a bit at a loss. Hattie gets out two mugs when they reach the kitchen.

		“Dylan wants kids,” Hattie says without preamble as she puts the kettle on to boil.

		“Oh. Okay.”

		“I don’t know if I do.”

		“Oh,” Mel says again. “Well…” But, as in the pub with Kristen, she feels this is one area of life about which she is highly unequipped to offer meaningful advice.

		“I know this is stupid,” Hattie says with an explosive sigh, “but we’ve never talked about it. And I know, I know, we are getting married—we should have. But we didn’t, okay?” She’s on the defensive as the kettle clicks off—and Mel figures it’s probably best to say nothing. “It all happened so fast,” Hattie continues, “and I was kind of, I don’t know, swept away.” She sweeps a hand across the air to emphasize the point. “And then he just assumed, apparently.” Her nostrils flare as she fills a cafetière.

		How—how—has Mel ended up having another version of this conversation? She should direct Hattie toward Kristen, who is definitely more qualified. And can everyone just stop throwing their relationships in her face? Here they all are, talking about kids—when there’s a good chance she’s going to end up single for the rest of her life, probably not over the man who trampled all over her heart. She’s a bloody joke, an impostor. And everyone needs to stop telling her things.

		“I saw how much Mum had to sacrifice for us,” Hattie says, a little calmer now. She hands Mel a mug of steaming coffee, and Mel takes it. “And, look, I know how much she loves us. But I also know how much it changed her. I saw that it was her and not him who did all the work. Logically, I know that’s an extreme example—not everyone’s fathers are shitheads.” Mel can’t help the subtle wince at the harshness of the word. Not that she has any particular love for Finn’s dad, but she knows he loved Finn, even if he went about maintaining the relationship badly. And she knows that Finn struggled with that—the need not to be like his father warring with the fact that he’s always wanted some kind of connection.

		“I don’t want that,” Hattie says quietly. “I don’t want what my parents had.”

		No matter how hard we try, I don’t think any parent can ever fully bring a child up without scathing them, just a little.

		Oh, Susan.

		Hattie’s eyes glimmer with tears, and Mel puts her coffee down so she can step toward her, lay a comforting hand on her arm. “Hattie,” she murmurs softly. “I’m sure it’ll be okay.” But the words stick in her throat, because how can she be sure? People didn’t always stick together, didn’t always work things out. Her parents were the exception, not the rule.

		“What if I have to cancel the wedding?” Hattie’s voice hitches. “I love Dylan.” She swipes at a tear. “Like, I really, really love him. But if I say I might want kids just to keep him, that maybe I could change my mind—that’s lying, isn’t it? Because what if I don’t change my mind? I can’t lie to him. That’s the one thing I can’t do,” she adds, and Mel wonders if that fierceness in her voice is coming from the fact that their dad had lied to their mum, over and over.

		“What does Dylan say?” Mel asks hesitantly.

		Hattie makes a scathing sound that is part laugh, part sob. “He keeps saying we’ll figure it out and that we need to talk about it—but he’s expecting me to come round, I think.”

		“Well, maybe you should give it a chance? Try talking a bit more?” She hates how unsure she sounds. But who is she, to be able to offer relationship advice, after what happened with Finn? And here she is, attempting to do so for the second time in twelve hours. Her stomach squirms as she thinks of Kristen, of the secret she’s hiding.

		“What will Mum say if we cancel the wedding?” Hattie whispers, and Mel knows her mind has jumped ahead to the worst possible conclusion.

		“One step at a time,” Mel says firmly—though Hattie doesn’t seem to be listening to her.

		“Me and Mum used to talk weddings all the time. I know it’s silly, like some sort of cliché, but it’s true. I always wanted the chance to plan my own wedding with her. For her as well as me, you know?” Hattie takes a steadying breath. “Though it’s weird, actually, because Mum doesn’t seem to want to be involved as much as I thought she would be.” She frowns, her eyes turning to Mel’s. “Maybe that’s because she doesn’t think Dylan is right. Maybe she’s always thought it wouldn’t last.”

		“I’m sure that’s not it,” Mel says firmly. “I think you just need to take a beat—that’s all.”

		Hattie taps her fingers against the kitchen counter. “She was like that with all of Finn’s girlfriends—before you. Mum, I mean. Like she knew they wouldn’t stick around.”

		“That doesn’t mean anything,” Mel says, a touch of impatience rising up in her despite her best efforts. She has no right to be impatient here, no right to be anything other than supportive. But she doesn’t want to hear the comparison to Finn. Doesn’t want to hear how Susan thought Mel was different—because she was wrong, wasn’t she?

		“I used to be jealous of you and Finn,” Hattie says with a sigh. “You were always on the same page about everything. I remember Finn telling me it was just like that, almost from the moment you met. It’s why it never made sense to me, you guys breaking up.”

		Maybe Hattie hasn’t been judging her for getting back together with Finn, then. Maybe she’s been wondering why things ended between them instead.

		“He broke up with me,” Mel points out, and can’t help the defensive tone, despite the role she is supposed to be playing.

		“Well, yeah. I guess.” Hattie cocks her head, considering Mel—and apparently distracted enough to forget her own dilemma. “I guess you talked about it—whatever it was he was so worried you were keeping from him?”

		“Ah…” What the hell does that mean? What she was keeping from him? He had been keeping things from her, not the other way around. Like how he had quit his job, how he had never liked said job, or London, or settling down. How he’d decided things were over between them, before telling her.

		Hattie must see something on her face, because she grimaces. “Sorry, Mel. I shouldn’t have—”

		“No, it’s fine,” Mel says quickly. Because in this scenario—the one where she and Finn are back together and happy again—they probably would have talked about it, wouldn’t they? Whatever it is—if there even is an “it,” and it’s not some excuse he offered to Hattie.

		She clears her throat. “Yeah. We talked about it.”

		But this is all going to come out, isn’t it, when she breaks up with him. It will become clear she’s been lying in some way, won’t it? And, God, she’s not sure she wants to let all his family down like that. Hattie and Susan. Will the revenge be worth it? She didn’t bloody think it through, did she? Maybe she should talk to Finn about it. But if she doesn’t break up with him at the end of the holiday, then she’ll just leave, without being able to say goodbye properly. A mess. That’s what this is. A bloody mess.

		“I suppose I should go back upstairs,” Hattie says on a sigh. “Maybe he’ll have fallen back asleep and we can postpone any further mention of the subject for now.”

		“Yeah,” Mel says. “Maybe.” Though she very much imagines Dylan is up there, figuring out what to say to her. It’s what she would be doing, if she were him. Though he didn’t follow Hattie downstairs—so maybe he knows her well enough to know she needs a bit of space, time to process.

		After climbing the stairs for the second time this morning, Mel creeps back into the bedroom and tries her best not to fall over Finn. She notices the way his breathing has changed as she lies down. She wishes she wasn’t so attuned to it—but now she knows he’s awake, she can’t help whispering into the dark.

		“Finn?”

		“Yeah?” His voice is husky from sleep.

		“You’re awake.”

		“Yeah.” She can hear the slight smile in his voice.

		She thinks of what Hattie said, that it never made sense to her, why they broke up. So it hadn’t been obvious to everyone but her that Finn was falling out of love with her, then. It brings a rush of relief, though it doesn’t make the fact of it any less real. She can’t help thinking, too, of Hattie’s idea that Finn had thought she was keeping something from him.

		“Finn?”

		“Mmm?”

		She opens her mouth. But she can’t ask. She’s not sure she’s allowed to ask anymore—or if asking will take them into dangerous territory. So instead she says, “You can sleep on the bed, you know. For the next couple of hours, I mean.”

		She expects him to refuse again. But the tension from last night seems to have dissipated a little and she hears the creak of wooden flooring, then the scent and heat of him. Feels her body settle a little, as his essence wraps around her.

		“Finn?” she says, one more time, trying to gather her courage.

		“Yes, Mel?”

		But what if there’s not a reason—or, at least, not a reason she wants to hear? “It snowed last night,” she says in the end.

		“That’s cool.” She senses the curve of his lips. “We’ll have to build a snowman.”

		And, gradually, she lets her body fall back to sleep, carving out a few more hours of rest before the household wakes up.
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		Chapter Eighteen

		So, as it turns out, spending time at a Christmas market in Scotland is not the relaxing experience you might have been led to believe. Not when you have a Secret Santa present to buy for a brother-in-law who is notoriously difficult to buy for, or when, as a result of said Secret Santa, you realized that you had a family of seven to buy presents for the day before Christmas Eve. Which is exactly the situation Mel now finds herself in, trying to get round all the stalls in record speed while at the same time realizing that it is hopeless—because she can only buy Mark’s Secret Santa present from the market, can’t she? If she buys everyone else’s presents from here, they’ll know she only thought of them last minute, won’t they?

		Around her, there is the tinny sound of Christmas music coming from God knows where, and despite the freezing cold, the slushy snow on the streets, she is hot and sweaty under her coat collar as she fights through the crowds—not as bad as in London by a long shot, but still that definite Christmas chaos. The smell of roast chestnuts and gingerbread lingers in the air in a way that would be comforting if it weren’t for the panic that is currently clutching her insides.

		Why—why did she not think of this beforehand? She should have remembered to buy them all presents before she left London, for God’s sake. But no, instead, as Susan was handing around the hat of names this morning, while Kristen explained to Freya what a Secret Santa was, the penny had finally dropped. On Christmas Day, when everyone else is giving out presents, she will have nothing to show for herself. And Finn won’t have thought of it, will he? So here she is, barely able to see what’s on the stalls because she’s moving so fast, catching sight of carved wooden reindeers, Scottish shortbread, Christmas ties. Fuck it, maybe she should just get Mark a tie.

		Her phone buzzes in her gloved hand and she looks down to see a message from Priya. Thank God.

		Okay, the thing with Finn at the pub—I think that is going to take a proper conversation, so let’s deal with the immediate problem at hand first. Presents. You could just ask Finn to put your name on the ones he’s already bought—assuming he’s done that. It’s the least he could do. But, failing that, what about:

		Freya—a toy or a book. Anything cuddly. Kids are easy, buy the first age-appropriate thing you see.

		Hattie—a gimmicky thing? Like something with a slogan on.

		Kristen—a scarf? Generic, but that’s all I’ve got. Or, better, buy a few bottles of wine for Mark and Kristen as a joint present, then you don’t have to worry about Mark.

		Dylan—never met him, obvs. Some popcorn—a movie-star reference? JK. But seriously, all I’m coming up with is hair gel or an expensive watch—what do movie stars like???

		Susan—she won’t care, in a nice way. A candle? A book—isn’t she in a book club? If that’s too boring, why don’t you download an experience voucher or something?

		Needless to say, do not buy Finn anything.

		It is to-the-point, practical advice, which is just what Mel needs right now. Though she hasn’t actually answered any of the questions Mel asked about Australia—which she deliberately asked after sending her a panicked what the hell do I buy everyone message. Is that deliberate? Maybe she’s just focused more on Mel’s crisis at the moment. Mel hopes she doesn’t feel like she can’t talk to her about her life anymore—maybe she doesn’t want to throw happiness in her face?

		She’s looking down at her phone as she walks, starting to type a reply to Priya to thank her—plus reiterate her questions about Australia—when a solid body slams into hers, sending her backward a few steps. Hands reach out to steady her, just as she scowls up to whoever it is—and sees Finn looking down at her. Well, of course.

		He looks down at her hands—which are currently empty of bags. He, however, is holding a giant ridiculous reindeer toy—so he either got Freya or Hattie. “Secret Santa not going so well?” he asks.

		“I got Mark,” she blurts out. Wow, there is way too much adrenaline coursing around her body right now for what should be a simple shopping expedition—she feels a little dizzy.

		“Okay, so not so secret.”

		“I have no idea what to get him.” Her voice is too high, too panicked, but she can’t seem to stop it. “I saw a stall selling Christmas ties, but I just couldn’t do it.”

		“Well, I don’t think it’s—”

		“And I haven’t got any presents.”

		He frowns. “I don’t—”

		“I haven’t got anything for anyone, Finn. Even your mum. Even you! It’s going to look weird.” She tries to take her voice down an octave, can’t seem to get there. “When they see the lack of presents, they are going to know we’re lying about being back together and it’s all going to be ruined and your mum will be sad and—”

		He takes hold of her hands, as if he’s trying to ground her. “Mel, honestly, it’s—”

		But she is breathing far too hard, too fast. She thinks, dimly, that she might be about to have a panic attack, which strikes her as odd, given she’s never had one before. But she’s definitely not breathing properly, the cold air scraping down her throat in an attempt to feed her oxygen. She is definitely spinning, or the market is spinning around her—she’s not quite sure which. And Finn’s blurry face is definitely looking at her with alarming concern as he drags her toward a row of picnic benches near a food stall.

		“Sit down, Mel.” His voice is almost harsh, full of command, and he shoves her down on the bench, which is a good thing, because her legs feel like they might be about to give way.

		“I can’t—” It comes out as a gasp, even as she’s not sure, exactly, what she’s referring to. Can’t buy presents? Can’t be here? Can’t breathe?

		“You can,” he says, still in that forceful voice. Well, it’s a good thing he thinks so. “Breathe, Mel,” he says, and his hand comes up to stroke her back. He lifts her chin with his other hand so her eyes meet his. “Breathe,” he says again. And with his eyes on hers, with the feel of his hand on her back, she finds herself steadying, the world around her settling.

		Around them, chatter and laughter rise in waves, along with the sound of bagpipes somewhere in the distance. No one nearby seems to have noticed her complete breakdown, for which she is grateful. No one apart from Finn.

		Maybe she should feel embarrassed. But the thing is it’s Finn. And she can’t bring herself to be embarrassed. No matter how things ended, she knows he won’t judge her for this. It’s alarming, how certain that knowledge is, when she should be finding reasons to hate him, to hold on to that feeling so she can walk away unscathed at the end of this holiday.

		She lets one final breath out on a whoosh and drops her gaze from his. He releases his hold on her chin, though the echo of his touch lingers.

		“Want to talk about it?” he asks casually.

		She licks her lips. “I don’t know what that was.” And it’s true. She’s worried about the present situation, but she probably shouldn’t have been that worried. “It’s just…I’m a bit stressed,” she admits. “At work. And then, I guess being here…” She trails off, unable to articulate it, but he nods as if he knows what she means.

		His expression sets into a near grimace. “I’m sorry, Mel. It was selfish to suggest this.”

		“I could have said no,” she mutters. And she could have, couldn’t she?

		“I suppose. And you’ll still get to dump me on Boxing Day, right? Silver linings and all that.”

		“Right.” She tries to muster up enthusiasm into her voice but can’t quite get there.

		Finn nods toward the wooden pop-up stall. “Hot chocolate?”

		“Yeah. Okay. Thanks.”

		She waits while Finn stands in the queue and then returns with a Christmas spiced hot chocolate for each of them. She cups her hands around the takeaway cup, trying to stop her teeth from chattering. She feels calmer now but ragged, like she’s had something cut out of her—the way you often do after a good crying jag.

		She watches Finn as he sips his drink, his eyes traveling around the crowds. She notices a few people—women, mostly—sneaking glances his way from nearby tables, or looking over as they pass by. He’s always just had that presence, hasn’t he? The way some people carry it, without even knowing they’re doing it. She used to tease him about it, the fact that he could be so oblivious—yet had obviously used it in the past, knowing the effect he could have on people if he turned it on.

		I’m only oblivious when I’m around you, Mel, he’d said once, eyes sparking in a way she’d loved. Back when they belonged to each other.

		“Do you regret it?” she asks, and his attention moves to her. “Asking me to come here with you?”

		He hesitates for long enough to make her heart jump with nerves. Though she’s not quite sure what answer she’s looking for here. “It’s been more difficult than I thought.”

		“Hmmm.” She takes a sip of her drink. That’s gratifying, at least.

		“I think I’d convinced myself it wouldn’t be that hard. Convinced myself that I was…”

		“Over me?”

		He winces. “Well, not quite that. But that I’d be able to keep it together, at least.”

		She shakes her head. “I don’t get it. You ended it, Finn.” Yet here he was, acting like it was hard to be around her.

		“Because I knew we were unhappy. Not because I stopped loving you.” It’s so matter-of-fact that all she can do is stare at him as the words slam into her chest.

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		The words echo around her body, reaching every part of her. She wants to believe them. Wants to believe that she’d meant as much to him as he had to her. But he’d still done it, hadn’t he? Still thought it necessary to end things—in a public way, in front of his family.

		Because I knew we were unhappy.

		It brings her down, tethering her to an uncomfortable truth. Unhappy. He might have loved her, but he was unhappy doing so.

		“You were unhappy,” she whispers. “I wasn’t.”

		“Are you sure about that?” She hates it when he looks at her like that, his gray-green eyes entirely focused on her. It makes it difficult to think, to remember the point she is trying to prove.

		“Yes,” she says firmly. He nods, though the action is sad—like he wants her to validate his actions by saying she was miserable too. She wants to ask him at what point he became unhappy—at what point he decided that she was not enough.

		She wants to ask if he still loves her now.

		“I really wanted it to work, Mel,” he says quietly. “But London and my job—it was, I don’t know, it felt like I couldn’t function properly. Like I was playing a role and it wasn’t working. When you bought the flat, I just panicked—you were making a home for us, and I knew I couldn’t keep going as things were. And I felt sure I wasn’t living up to your expectations of me.”

		“You should have talked to me about it,” she says, and she can hear the hint of bitterness creeping in. “Maybe we could have moved somewhere else.” Would he have done that? Was it really just about London itself—or is he just trying to soften the blow?

		“I could never have asked you to move for me—your job, it’s what you love. You’ve worked so hard for it, and now you’re about to have even more success.”

		Right. If she convinces Lillian Hart. If she can keep proving to everyone that she is the ambitious, successful entrepreneur they all think she is.

		There’s something else, though.

		“You said, when we were cooking…” She hesitates, not entirely sure she wants to go through with her line of thinking. But she might not get another chance. “You said that your dad dampened your mum. That you were glad she’s managed to find happiness on her own.” He holds her gaze, lets her talk. “Is that…Did you mean that I did that to you?”

		He frowns. “Of course not.” He says it like she should have always known that, like she’s slightly ridiculous even to ask. “I was talking about you.”

		“About me?”

		He rakes a hand through his hair. “I don’t—didn’t—want to be like my dad. He made my mum unhappy and she never said anything, never complained. He took away her happiness, her spark, bit by bit, and we all watched it happen, knowing there was nothing we could do. And I could see it happening to you, Mel, in the months coming up to Hattie’s engagement party. I could see it happening, and I couldn’t do anything about it.” He shakes his head, something like self-disgust there. “I couldn’t stand it, that I was taking away your spark.”

		Mel opens her mouth, but nothing comes out—because she’s not quite sure what to say to that. He’s wrong—of course he’s wrong. He could never do that to her. That’s what she should say. She should tell him that it wasn’t him making her stressed in the months leading to their breakup. But she can’t do it. Because if she admits what was really making her unhappy, then she’ll be admitting that she isn’t the driven, capable, ambitious person Finn thinks she is. The successful, smart person her parents think she is. And she isn’t quite ready to do that yet.

		“You’re not like your dad, Finn,” she says instead. He lets out a disbelieving sound—and she lets it drop. For now. “Why are you telling me all this?” she asks instead. What she really means is why now? Why after six months is he choosing to lay all this bare—instead of talking to her when they could have done something about it? When maybe it wouldn’t have been too late.

		“Because you were right at the pub, Mel. We should at least be honest with each other.” His gaze holds hers as he says it, and the way he is looking at her tightens something at the base of her core. She should say something. She knows she should say something. But she’s not sure what.

		“There you both are!” It’s Susan’s voice, and it makes both Finn and Mel jump. Despite the fact they’re surrounded by people, for a moment it had been just them.

		Mel gets to her feet as Susan approaches them, holding Freya’s hand and accompanied by Kristen and Mark. “We’re all heading for a ride on the Ferris wheel,” Susan says, smiling. “Want to join?”

		“Ah…” Mel hesitates, trying to think of an excuse. She still has everyone’s presents to buy—and now even less time to do that.

		“Thanks, Mum,” Finn says. “But Mel and I were just saying we wanted to check out the whiskey collection at one of the stalls.”

		“Is that a euphemism?” Mark asks.

		“What’s a euphabism?” Freya asks.

		“Children ears,” Kristen hisses.

		“And parent ears,” Susan adds pointedly.

		“It’s just a way of saying Finn and Mel want to do something else,” Mark tells Freya.

		Freya bites her lip, looking a little worried by the idea that this may mean a postponement of the Ferris wheel.

		Susan smiles down at her. “Don’t worry, Freya-bean. We’re still going.”

		“I seem to remember you refusing to come on one with us when we were kids,” Mark muses. “Was the fear of heights all just an elaborate lie, then?”

		Susan draws herself up impressively. “I think I can get over that for a ride with my granddaughter.”

		“Good. Because Kristen actually is afraid of heights.”

		Kristen gives a sort of shrug-nod to concede this point.

		“I’ll drive Mel and me home when we’re done,” Finn says. “Hattie and Dylan have their own car, right?”

		“Yes,” Susan says. “Good thing, too, given I’ve no idea what they’re up to.”

		“Champagne bar,” Finn says.

		“Casino,” Mark says.

		Susan rolls her eyes at them, then, partly dragged by Freya, moves off through the market toward the funfair, waving goodbye over her shoulder at Finn and Mel. Mel can’t help watching Kristen as she walks away too. Presumably, she hasn’t told Mark about the pregnancy yet—surely it would be a bigger deal if she had.

		Mel looks up at Finn. “So. Whiskey, huh?”

		He shrugs. “All I could come up with at short notice.”

		“Well, thanks.”

		He seems to consider her for a moment. “You know, I bought presents for everyone. They definitely wouldn’t expect anything—from either of us—but I’ve already added your name to them. They’re from both of us.” She stares at him. Well, this proves Priya wrong, then.

		She can’t think of anything to say other than, “Oh.”

		“And I think a tie would be great for Mark, for Secret Santa. But we can have a look for something else if you want?”

		She nods slowly. “Okay. Thanks. I’d still like to buy your mum something, though. To say thank you.” And sorry, she adds silently.

		“Okay. Well, we’ll have a look. There’s a high street not far away if there’s nothing here.”

		She bites her lip. “I have to be back home by five. For the Lillian Hart meeting.”

		“Of course. We’ll get you home by then.”

		He hesitates, then holds his hand out to her, like a question. And even though there is no one around to see, to pretend for, she takes it.
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		Chapter Nineteen

		They’re the first ones to make it home and it’s strange, coming back to an empty cottage. It feels too quiet as they step inside, their footsteps echoing on the wooden floorboards. Finn switches on the hallway light as Mel shivers involuntarily, bringing the cold from outside with her. She can’t figure out where to look, too aware of the fact that it is only the two of them here right now. It shouldn’t matter. Why does it matter?

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		When she glances up, Finn is looking down at her and for a moment they do nothing, both seemingly immobile in the corridor. The air between them tightens.

		Then Finn clears his throat. “I’ll, er, light the fire.”

		Mel watches Finn head into the living room, then heads upstairs to get her laptop from her room.

		Just because he loved you then, doesn’t mean he loves you now, Melanie.

		She glances out of the bedroom window but can barely see anything in the dark that’s settled in, making it feel far later than it actually is.

		Back downstairs, when she peers in around the living room door, she finds Finn crouched by the woodburning stove, one hand on a metal poker, prodding at the wood inside as it starts to spark. He’s switched the Christmas tree lights on, which dance in the corner of the room. She watches him for a moment, the sharp curve of his jawline lit up by an orange glow.

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		He seems to sense her presence, glances over her. “How long until your meeting?”

		A knot of nerves tightens in her stomach. “Half an hour.”

		“Right.” He shuts the door to the stove and stands, rocking back on his heels—like he’s at a loss as to what to do now it’s just the two of them. Sleeping arrangements are one thing—this, apparently, is another. “Tea?”

		“Sure.”

		She settles herself on the sofa while Finn heads to the kitchen, opening up her laptop and staring at it. She flicks through notes she knows by heart, scans over the designs she’s sent to Lillian for the millionth time. She hates this bit—the minutes right before the meeting when it’s too late to do anything, when all the prep is done and you just have to wait.

		She looks up at the sound of Finn’s footsteps. He hands her a mug of steaming tea and the tips of her fingers graze his as she takes it.

		“So, are you feeling ready?” Finn asks.

		Mel bites her lip, then shuts her laptop screen determinedly. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

		He hesitates, then sits down next to her—far enough away so that they aren’t touching, but close enough for her to feel the heat of his body, encasing her. There is quiet between them. It’s like something has shifted, after the conversation at the market—one that feels unfinished, somehow.

		“Finn?” He looks at her. “You’re not like him, you know. Your dad.” It’s the one thing she feels she needs to say—and the thing that feels safest to focus on. And it’s true—she met his dad. It took a while, but she met him. She knows they aren’t the same.

		He makes a sound of disbelief at the back of his throat—and she knows how many people have told him the opposite. She doesn’t think they mean it horribly, and in looks they are similar, as well as that charm—though Finn is never mean with it. It’s the type of thing people say offhand, but which can grow to be a self-belief. Maybe she should have realized that a little more, when they were together. She knew how worried he was, introducing her to his dad, but she’s not sure she fully understood the extent of it.

		“You’re not,” she says firmly. “Not in the ways that count, anyway.” She hesitates, a trickle of doubt creeping in—is there a chance he cheated on her? Could that be what he meant by that? That, like his dad, he was unfaithful? No. She shuts that thought down as firmly as she can. She knows he didn’t cheat, and no matter what is between them now, she doesn’t want to start doubting that.

		“And I’m not like your mum, you know,” she adds, setting her mug down on the side table. A crease forms on his brow, and she knows he’s wondering where she’s going with this. “I would have told you if you were making me unhappy.”

		He glances over at her, but she can see he doesn’t believe that, either. “You didn’t dampen me, Finn,” she says—with the tiniest hint of frustration. Because how could he not know this?

		Finn nods, but she knows him well enough to see he’s just humoring her. God, he can be so bloody stubborn.

		“Fine,” she says, throwing her hands in the air. “Don’t listen to me. Keep thinking you’re right about everything, it’s not like I was fifty percent of the relationship or anything.”

		She’s scowling as she pushes off the sofa, but his hand comes out to grab her wrist, holding her in place. “Mel, wait—”

		She turns to look at him, but whatever it was he wanted to say, he seems to have lost it—because all he’s doing is staring at her. She can feel his fingers on the pulse of her wrist, her blood thudding there. Can feel the tingle that runs from that point of contact, all the way up her arm. She sees the way he swallows, his eyes on hers. She wonders if he’s swallowing down things he wants to say. It was always her, after all, who found it easier to say what she meant. Until the end, that is.

		“Mel,” he begins again. But she doesn’t let him finish. She doesn’t think about what’s driving her, or where this need has come from, or if it’s been there, simmering, this whole time.

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		She doesn’t fully realize what she’s doing when she leans down and presses her lips against his. There is the briefest moment of hesitation, both of them holding their breath, neither wanting to take responsibility for what happens next. And then he is kissing her back, his mouth capturing hers with such force that she stumbles.

		His arms come around her, pulling her down onto his lap, his solid chest pressed against hers. Her thighs come to rest on either side of his and, God, the relief, at being able to touch him again, at being able to pull her hands through his hair, tugging him to her.

		She whimpers, wanting him closer, and he obliges by digging his fingers into her back, pressing her to him. He moves his lips to her neck and she tips her head back, letting out an appreciative groan.

		Finn. He’s here. He’s touching her. He wants her.

		It’s all she can think as sensation overwhelms her, stronger than it’s ever been before, that first taste of chocolate after months without. She grinds her hips against his, moving her hands to brace against his shoulders, and he responds by nipping her neck.

		He pulls back, his gaze raking across her face, as his hands soften, moving up her sides.

		“Fuck, Mel,” he murmurs. “I’ve missed you.”

		It sends her heart into a complicated kind of spasm and she closes her eyes against that feeling as his mouth comes back to hers. His fingertips brush the back of her neck, she runs her hands down his back, then around, moving up underneath his jumper to the hard plane of his stomach. She feels his muscles tense against her and a liquid pull goes right through her core.

		More. She wants more of him, right now, and she doesn’t care what it costs her. His hands are coming under her top now, too, everywhere he touches turning to flame. Fuck, she’s missed this. And she hates this. Hates how right it feels, how no one else can ever come close. Dimly, she’s thinking this is a bad idea, because now that she’s reminded herself it’s going to be impossible to forget a second time.

		But that’s not enough to stop her kissing him, to stop her shifting on his lap and feeling just how much he wants her, the length of him digging into her thigh. He pulls back a fraction, his nose skating down hers, his breath heavy, hers shaky. Her skin is hot and needy all over, wanting his hands, his mouth, on every part of her.

		And she knows she’s not the only one. His gaze is inky black as he edges back another centimeter. But he shakes his head, rests his forehead against hers.

		“Shit,” he mutters.

		She swallows. “Yeah.”

		“We shouldn’t do this.” But he grips her buttocks, holding her to him.

		“I know.”

		“This can’t…We can’t…”

		“I know,” she says, and this time it is more of a snap. She’s really perfecting that tone this holiday, isn’t she?

		He moves back from her, his fingers loosening their grip. “I don’t want to hurt you, Mel.”

		But you already did.

		She can’t say that, of course. Instead, she swings her leg off him, standing up. He lets her go. She can’t look at him. Not because she’s embarrassed, particularly, but because she knows that if she looks at him, both of their resolve will weaken—and he’s right, this is not going to end well for her if they go there.

		There’s the sound of a call buzzing, and Finn moves to fish his phone out of the back pocket of his jeans. She tells herself not to look, but of course she does—only she can’t quite see the caller ID.

		She wonders if it’s the same person. “D.”

		There it is, that much-needed but not-so-much-wanted crash down to reality. He might have opened up to her, might have tried to explain what went wrong between them—he might have kissed her back, but he’s still clearly moved on.

		She checks her own phone, needing a distraction—and not wanting to let on just how much it’s hurting her to know that he can be kissing her one moment and texting someone else the next. Even if it was her who started it.

		Stupid, Melanie.

		And also—shit! She has seven minutes until the meeting. What the hell was she thinking? This is it, the moment that could turn her into a celebrity brand—and instead of focusing she’s here kissing Finn?

		Some of this must be showing on her face, because Finn frowns at her, putting his phone down. “Mel?”

		“Lillian!” she declares, by way of explanation. She doesn’t wait for him to respond, just runs upstairs to the bathroom to check her reflection, dabbing concealer under her eyes, applying lipstick, and sorting out her hair. Trying to make herself look like a professional, and not someone who was just making out with her ex on the sofa.

		“You can use the kitchen!” Finn calls up to her.

		She gives herself one last stern look in the mirror, then runs back downstairs. Finn is waiting for her at the bottom and her gaze briefly snags on his. But she doesn’t have time to talk about what just happened—or what almost did. She doesn’t have time to digest her feelings about it—or try to understand his. So instead she takes the laptop he’s holding out to her.

		But…“What if she doesn’t like me?” she whispers. And in her head—what if it’s all for nothing? These months and months of planning, of conversations, of pouring herself into her business and ignoring everything else she’s feeling. Of working late, and hiring people to do the bits of the job she loves so that she can focus on profits and wooing agents and strategy. What if, in the end, none of it matters?

		Finn gently takes her chin with his thumb and index finger. He lifts it so that she has to look him right in those gorgeous eyes. “Well then,” he says firmly, “you make her like you.” He drops his hand. “You are good at your job, Mel. She should be convincing you to work with her, too, not just the other way around. There are plenty of Lillians in the world. There’s only one you.”

		She laughs, though his words send her stomach tumbling. “I’m not sure the rest of the country would agree with you there.”

		Finn smiles—a real, shining smile. And her stupid heart flips. “Well, who cares about the rest of the world?” He places his hands on her shoulders, gives her a firm, direct nod. “You can do this, Mel.”

		She lets out a long, loose breath, then returns his nod with one of her own. He’s right. She can do this.

		So she heads to the kitchen and shuts the door behind her as Finn tells her he’ll keep the rest of them out of her way if they come home. She sits down at the table, opens up her laptop screen, and logs on to Zoom. She focuses on Lillian, on her business, on what this could mean for her life if this all goes to plan. Not on the memory of Finn’s fingers, digging into her waist.

		She’s expecting to have to wait for a while, but both Lillian and her agent come into the meeting right on time. So Mel finds herself face-to-face with the brunette who has captured the hearts of so many people, whose million-dollar smile is plastered on London buses. She looks as good as she does in the cinema—luscious curls, perfect skin, big, dark eyes that have a kind of knowing look to them. And in her ears, Mel sees with a jolt, are her firework earrings.

		“Melanie Carrington!” Lillian’s accent is not quite as posh as it sounds onscreen. “The Instagram sensation! At last, we meet!” Everything she says seems to end with an exclamation point.

		“Lillian!” Mel presses her tongue to the roof of her dry mouth as she realizes she’s matching the exclamation tone, tells herself to calm down. “I’m so thrilled to be able to talk with you.” She ignores the agent’s beady-eyed look, and focuses only on the actress, remembering the tips Dylan gave her. Get in a compliment early. “You look like you’re glowing!” She can’t help mimicking the exclamation point tone. “Is that Christmas, or have you been away somewhere?”

		Lillian beams. “Well, actually, I’ve been in Turkey, filming.”

		I know, Mel thinks silently. Out loud she says, “Turkey! What’s that like?” Following another of Dylan’s tips: Ask her questions about herself.

		Onscreen, Lillian’s perfectly curved mouth puckers. “Oh, well, in some ways it’s just brilliant, you know, because…” And Lillian is off, explaining the pros and cons about her time in Turkey, tapping one red fingernail against her lip whenever she thinks, and not seeming to need much more from Mel than a “hmmm” whenever there is a pause.

		This lasts a solid five minutes before the agent clears her throat. “Ah, yes. But, Melanie, given we only have thirty minutes carved out in Lillian’s schedule, perhaps we should hear from you?” She gives Mel a look as if it is all her fault that Lillian went off on one.

		Mel smiles, and is gratified when Lillian returns it. She might like to talk about herself—but she’s still somehow warm. “Okay, sure.”

		There are plenty of Lillians in the world. There’s only one you. Finn’s voice echoes through her, and she feels her resolve strengthen.

		“Well, I know you’ve already seen some of my suggestions on paper,” Mel says, her voice steady, sure. “But what I’d really like to talk about is how we can help each other, Lillian. Because my brand isn’t about making me shine. It’s about making you shine.” She sees Lillian’s beautiful brown eyes light up at that, and knows she’s picked the right tack.

		She hears Finn’s voice again, like it’s rooted itself in her mind.

		You can do this, Mel.

		And do you know what? Maybe he’s right. Maybe she can.
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		Chapter Twenty

		Two years, three months ago

		One year, nine months until Hattie’s engagement party

		Finn jangled a set of house keys as they stepped out of Brighton train station, the air warm and bright around them. He didn’t even realize he was doing it until Mel clasped a hand around his to make him stop.

		“Sorry,” he said, letting the keys fall back into his jeans pocket. “It’s just—don’t ask him about the past, okay?”

		“No problem. I’ll steer clear of Harry, my childhood pet spider.”

		He raked a hand through his hair, dodging a woman with a twin pram who was somehow also trying to juggle ice cream. “I mean it, Mel.”

		Mel linked her arm through his, and the feel of her against his side settled him a little. “Finn, give me some credit. I’m not going to start asking him why he cheated on his wife, if that’s what you’re worried about. I do have some tact.”

		“Right. You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just I barely even see my dad and…” He trailed off, not quite sure what he was trying to say. They turned right at the bottom of the road, toward the line of flats where his dad lived. You could see the pebbly shore from here, along with a glimpse of the pier, which would no doubt be packed on a day like today.

		“Finn,” Mel said firmly. “I’m not going to judge you on your dad’s actions. I know you. Nothing your dad does or says is going to change that.”

		He stopped walking, looking down at her.

		“What?” she asked, reaching up to pat her hair a little self-consciously.

		He shook his head. “It’s just…” But he couldn’t explain what it meant that she just got it. So instead he slipped his arms around her, leaning in to kiss her. The taste of her both settled him and worked him up, the way it always did.

		“I love you,” he said as he pulled away.

		She grinned up at him, her black hair gleaming a little in the sun. “I love you too. Now stop distracting me and let’s go meet your maker.”

		He linked his fingers through hers as they walked up to the entrance of the flats. “Is that the right way to use that phrase?”

		“Not really sure. Feels appropriate, though.”

		He glanced down at her as he pressed the buzzer to number 7. “Did you really have a pet spider called Harry?”

		She nodded somberly. “My first love. He lived under my bookcase and I tried to feed him cheese. I was so upset when he died.”

		“Right. Not an actual pet, then, just a random spider you found and tried to win over with unsuitable dairy products.”

		“Well, it was the closest thing to a pet I was allowed, sooo…”

		His dad’s voice came through the intercom. “Come on up!” The door buzzed, and Finn held it open for Mel.

		“Would you want a pet?” They’d not quite built up to talking about kids yet, but pets…He reckoned they might be able to handle it.

		“Of course. One day. But it feels a bit unfair to have a pet in a London flat, doesn’t it? Especially when I’m out a lot.”

		Right. Because she was set up to live in London for the foreseeable—whereas he was still moving around. “Depends on the pet, I suppose,” he mused.

		“True. I bet I could fit ten Harrys under my bookcase, easy.”

		“And I’m sure Priya would love that.”

		Mel snorted out a laugh as Finn’s dad opened the door to number 7. His face was a little sun-weathered, as if he’d spent too long on the Brighton beaches, and his hair was thinner than Finn remembered it being last time. He still had the same smile, though—Finn’s smile, so he was told—and he still looked in great shape.

		He clapped Finn on the back, then beamed at Mel. “The famous Melanie!”

		She did a sort of curtsy, which made his dad laugh, and Finn rolled his eyes at her. She only grinned at him. He knew she was nervous—but she was hiding it well. For his sake, he knew.

		His dad ushered them into his flat, which was the same as Finn remembered from when he’d last visited, over a year ago. His dad had lived here for a couple of years—rented, not owned—and the place still screamed bachelor pad. A sleek, modern kitchen gave way to a minimalist living room, with an entertainment center as the focal point. There was one sofa and a glass coffee table with a book on gardening landscapes sitting there—slightly pointless given the lack of garden. There was, however, a balcony, where two metal chairs sat looking out at the pebbly pitch, Brighton pier visible in all its glory.

		“What can I get you to drink?” his dad asked, opening up the glass doors that led onto the balcony and gesturing for them to take the two seats. “Beer? Wine? G and T?”

		“I’d just love a water, if that’s okay,” Mel said, to which his dad scratched his thinning head of hair—as if the concept of not having an alcoholic drink was unfathomable.

		“If you’re sure,” he said with a shrug. “But I’ll bring out some beers in case, hey? It’s a beautiful day, after all.”

		Finn accepted the beer his dad offered and only stopped spinning the bottle in his hands when Mel gave him a look. His dad pulled the little table over and perched there—the three of them just about fitting on the balcony together. And Finn had to admit, on a late summer day like today, when sunlight bounced off the waves and the sound of laughter drifted up to you, he could see why his dad had chosen to live here. Finn let the small talk wash over him—the weather they were having, how long it had taken them to get here, the extortionate cost of train fares these days.

		“So, Mel,” his dad said after a pull on his beer. “What is it that you do?”

		Finn straightened as Mel shot a glance at him—and he could tell she was surprised his dad didn’t already know.

		“I make jewelry,” Mel said, with a kind of shrug—something she always did, like she was trying to downplay it. Like the fact of starting her own business—a successful one at that—wasn’t something to be enormously proud of.

		His dad’s brow furrowed, showing the lines in his face. He was still handsome, Finn thought, but he was now looking his age rather than the ten years younger he’d always managed to pull off through Finn’s teenage years. “Like necklaces and whatnot?”

		Mel smiled. “Exactly.”

		“Well, that’s very clever, isn’t it!” His dad beamed, but Finn tried not to squirm. Was that patronizing? It sounded patronizing.

		“What about you?” Mel asked. “Finn said you’re a photographer?”

		When Finn was growing up, his dad’s career was something Finn used to be proud of—my dad’s job is more interesting than yours. It turned out that women also tended to find the job interesting, if the number of women his dad had picked up at jobs was anything to go by.

		His dad raised his bottle in a kind of toast. “I am, for my sins.”

		“Do you still get to travel around a lot with it?” Mel asked. She was doing a good job of pretending she hadn’t made Finn show her the photos of his dad’s they could find online only last night—photos that included some pretty incredible shots from all corners of the world.

		“Oh, I try to. I’m not quite so spry anymore, so some of the travel stuff is a bit trickier now—and they want new blood. Or, I suppose, cheap blood.” He chortled, making a joke of it, and Mel laughed obediently. Finn realized, too late, that he was just sitting there, watching the two of them like a gormless orange. Mel raised her eyebrows ever so subtly and he could hear her silent reprimand.

		Try to act less like this an orientation for hell, will you?

		“I’m steering toward weddings these days,” his dad continued. “Good money in it.”

		The irony of his father working as a wedding photographer was not lost on Finn, and Mel glanced at him, the corner of her mouth twitching. He looked away from her before he started laughing—and inwardly marveled that just one look from her could turn him from feeling awkward to amused.

		His dad embarked on a story about a recent wedding he’d been working at where the groom had actually dropped the bride during their first dance, and he’d caught the moment on camera—the look of horror on the bride’s face just before she hit the floor—and the way he told it had both Mel and Finn laughing. This was the good part about his dad—the easy way about him, the fact that you couldn’t help but laugh along with him. So maybe he’d been wrong to stress about this—maybe he’d been overdramatic, putting off the introduction for so long.

		“Anyway,” his dad finished. “Weddings for now, at least. And it still means I can move around—there are weddings in all parts of the world, after all. I don’t like staying in one place too long,” he said, winking at Mel. “Itchy feet—like Finn.”

		“But you’ve settled in Brighton,” Finn said, more pointedly than was perhaps necessary.

		His dad shrugged. “For now, yes.”

		It sat between them—and Finn wasn’t sure why, or why he felt defensive about it. He took a breath, tried to shake off the feeling. “How’s Maria, Dad?”

		His dad grimaced. “Oh, I haven’t spoken to her in a while. She thought we should be settling down—at our age!” He shook his head as if the idea was preposterous. “At some point you just get too old for that.”

		Finn rolled his eyes, trying to make a joke of it, and his dad leaned back on his palms. “So where are you off to next, Finn? Got the next project all lined up?”

		“Not sure yet,” Finn hedged. He did his best not to look at Mel as he spoke, sure that she would read something in his expression. The truth was that he had an idea of where he’d like to be next—had even started applying for proper adult jobs—but he hadn’t actually run it past Mel, yet.

		“Have you got any exciting travels planned next, Andrew?” Mel asked—and her tone was bright, like she’d sensed a need to change the subject.

		“I’m heading to Italy in a couple of weeks.” He rubbed his hands together. “Can’t wait for all the pizza.”

		“We went to Tuscany recently,” Mel said, smiling.

		“Oh yes, I remember—Finn told me.”

		Another brief glance from Mel.

		So you tell him where we go on holiday but not what I do for a living?

		He pretended he couldn’t see her thoughts, focused on his dad instead.

		“I took the family to Italy when the kids were little,” Andrew said—and there was something behind the sentiment, like he wanted to show he wasn’t a terrible dad. Something about the I took, Finn thought. Or maybe he was just overthinking it.

		“Well, little-ish,” his dad continued. “Finn met this Italian girl—do you remember, Finn?” Finn gave a noncommittal shrug. He did remember the holiday his dad was talking about—he’d been, what, twelve? He remembered it being hot as hell, his mum pink-cheeked from the sun, Hattie getting an ear infection from staying in the pool too long and screaming bloody murder for days on end.

		“I swear,” his dad continued, shaking his head, “you couldn’t say two words to one another, but that didn’t seem to stop you. Had yourself an Italian girlfriend by the end of the trip.”

		Finn laughed, but it sounded a little hollow. He couldn’t work out if it was odd, that that was the thing his dad had chosen to remember from their family holiday.

		They carried on chatting for a while, Finn’s beer growing warm in the sun. Andrew didn’t ask about Hattie or Mark or Susan—but, then again, he didn’t tend to. Finn knew that Hattie’s relationship with him was strained at best—and Mark exchanged cursory calls, likely at Kristen’s behest, but it wasn’t like they ever all met up together.

		When his dad headed to the kitchen to get together some snacks and more drinks, Finn followed him to help, giving Mel’s shoulder a squeeze as he passed. She smiled up at him, no sign of tension around her gorgeous eyes. Maybe she really was as relaxed as she was pretending to be.

		“So what do you think of Mel?” Finn asked as he grabbed some more drinks from the fridge.

		“She’s a stunner,” his dad said.

		“She is,” Finn agreed. But it sat a bit oddly—because Mel’s looks weren’t the most interesting thing about her. He’d never asked his dad’s opinion on a girl before—wasn’t really sure what to expect.

		His dad dumped some crisps in a bowl, then paused, looking over at Finn. “Girls like that,” he said slowly, “they’re in it for the long haul, Finn.”

		Finn rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Yeah. I guess so.”

		“I mean it. They’re not made for the likes of you and me.”

		It was like a punch to the gut. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

		His dad hesitated, and Finn knew that he’d heard the defensiveness in his tone. “She’ll want to settle. That’s all I’m saying.”

		“And?” It was a demand. Because who the hell was his dad to be dishing out unwanted advice like this?

		“I made a mistake with your mum,” his dad said, as if he could see the direction of Finn’s thoughts. “I hurt her. And I’m sorry for it. I know it doesn’t always seem like it, but I am. I regret what I put her through. What I put you all through.” It was the closest he’d ever come to an apology. “But I wasn’t built the way she—you all—needed. I should never have settled down—perhaps if I’d been honest about that up front, I could have saved a lot of heartache.”

		Finn had no idea what to say to this. He wondered if his dad had ever broached the subject with his mum—ever offered any kind of explanation. He doubted very much if his mum would have demanded one, given what he’d seen, growing up, of their relationship.

		“That girl out there loves you, plain for anyone to see,” his dad said, matter-of-fact. “And I like her—a lot. But I know you, Finn. You and me, we’re built the same. You’ve got my genes. One girl, one place—it won’t be enough for you. You’ll only end up disappointing her in the long run.”

		He clapped Finn on the shoulder, then turned away with his bowl of crisps—like that was it, point fucking made, case closed. Like he could just damn his son like that and walk away. Finn knew he should be angry—could actually imagine what Mel would say if she’d overheard this. Knew she’d have cold fire in those blue eyes as she defended Finn, stormed after his dad and demanded an apology. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to feel the same. There was a horrible twisting in his stomach, a clammy feeling seeming to spread across his whole body. But it wasn’t anger driving it—it was fear that his dad was right, that he wasn’t good enough for Mel. That he’d only end up disappointing her.

		He knew Mel clocked the change in him for the rest of the visit, though she did her best to keep the conversation flowing. His goodbye with his dad was stilted on his part—not helped by the knowing look his dad gave him as he hugged them both goodbye.

		The sun was still bright as they took a detour to the shoreline, Mel demanding they stop for ice cream. He could feel her gaze on the side of his face, piercing him, the whole time in the queue, though she waited until they both had their cones to speak.

		“If you don’t tell me what’s wrong, I’m going to have to beat it out of you.”

		Finn couldn’t help snorting. “Resorting to threats of violence now, are we?”

		She shrugged. “I don’t work out for nothing, you know.”

		He cocked his head. “Would we define yoga once a week as working out?”

		“Well, I would.” She poked him in the ribs. “Now spill.”

		He raked his free hand through his hair, holding his mint choc-chip ice cream with the other. “It’s nothing.” He wasn’t going to tell her, was he? He didn’t want to give her a reason to walk away. “It’s just, seeing my dad, it always makes me feel…” He trailed off, gesturing with his cone. She licked her ice cream, but he could see the contemplation on her face—and knew she was going to press the issue.

		“Mel, if I moved to London, if I got a job there…Would you…?” He’d blurted it without thinking—a need to distract her combined with a need to ask her now—rather than after he’d gotten a job as he’d planned. Only now he couldn’t figure out how to get the words out.

		She turned to face him with that very direct look he knew and loved. “Finn. Are you asking me if I want to move in with you?”

		He ran a hand across the back of his neck. “Well, sort of. I don’t have anywhere to live so you can’t really move in with me, but—”

		“Yes.” She grinned, then leaned up to kiss him. He tasted the vanilla of her ice cream, then the taste that was only her. The taste that always left him wanting more. She pulled back, her eyes matching the color of the ocean. “Of course I want that, Finn.”
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		Chapter Twenty-one

		Christmas Eve

		Mel is quiet in the car as Finn weaves through the Cairngorms, following Mark in his impressive Land Rover. Snow dusts the tops of the pine trees, and frost lingers in places under the pale winter sunlight, even though it’s late morning. After the call with Lillian yesterday, everyone had come home from the Christmas market, and Mel had helped Susan and Freya to make homemade mince pies, while Kristen and Dylan had attempted to cook dinner in what remained of the kitchen. After Freya went to bed, Hattie insisted they all watch Love Actually—which Mark and Finn had bailed on. Finn had been asleep by the time Mel got upstairs, and the upshot was that they haven’t spoken about what happened—or almost did—at the cottage yesterday.

		She glances at him. He notices, offers her half a smile, but doesn’t say anything. It doesn’t feel awkward, exactly, but Mel’s insides jump a little as she looks back out of the window. She should be thinking about Lillian. She thinks the call went well—but how can she be sure? Lillian seemed to like the designs, but she could have just been saying that. The agent clearly had wanted to wrap things up sooner rather than later—but was that because it was Christmas, and she wanted to go home, or because she didn’t think Mel was worth Lillian’s time?

		Mel wants Lillian to come on board. At least, she thinks she does. Having a celebrity partner would be an amazing coup, even if it did mean a lot more work. She’d have to hire an extra designer, that’s for sure—and the additional business it’d drum up would mean longer hours, and even less time to worry about the actual jewelry-making side of things. But it would be worth it, wouldn’t it?

		So, yes, she should be thinking about all that. But, instead, her mind keeps going back to Finn. Her body keeps remembering the feel of his hands on her sides, and every time she closes her eyes it’s like she’s right back on top of him, on that couch.

		We shouldn’t do this.

		She doesn’t know why that, above everything, should sting. He’s right. They shouldn’t go there. Probably. Not when she’s supposed to be breaking up with him—fake breaking up with him—in two days’ time.

		But also…

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		Maybe, Mel, I just can’t fucking help myself when I’m around you.

		“Think this is it,” Finn says, and the sound of his voice makes her jump.

		She blinks, taking in their surroundings. They are parked next to Mark’s car. They’re somewhere up high, surrounded by trees and overlooking a loch. And there, on their right, is the activity Susan must be leading them to: an ice rink, out in the open air, with a beautiful view of the loch.

		Mel gets out of the car in time to hear Hattie say, “Brilliant! I’m pretty sure I’m fantastic at ice-skating.”

		Dylan gives her a side-eyed look. “You’re pretty sure?”

		“Well, I’ve only been once. We went when we were little, didn’t we, Mum?”

		“Yes, your dad took you,” Susan says, and, though Susan’s voice is bright, Mel swears the temperature drops a little as Hattie looks, very determinedly, away from her mum and toward the ice rink.

		“What do you reckon?” Finn asks, coming around from the driver’s side to stand next to her. “You going to be a natural at ice-skating, just like skiing?” He shoves his hands into his pockets as he speaks and okay, yes, it is bloody cold—but is it her, or is he also being extra careful not to touch her?

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		“As long as I’m better than you, that’s all I care about.” She tries for a light, jokey tone, but her voice sounds rusty. What is that about? He grins anyway, maybe remembering, like her, how she’d been annoyed that he was good at skiing while she, apparently, was not.

		“We won’t just be skating,” Susan says, beaming. “We’re going to have a curling lesson!”

		Mark frowns as Freya pulls on his hand, bouncing up and down to try to get him to do something. “Curling?”

		Dylan scratches his head. “Isn’t that the thing where they sweep the ice?”

		“Mummmm,” Freya says, moving on to swing on Kristen’s hand. “I’m cold.”

		“I know, love. So am I.”

		“We’ll warm up quickly,” Susan promises Freya. “Curling is hard work. It’ll get us all nice and toasty. And it’s a medieval Scottish tradition,” she adds proudly.

		“Don’t tell me we have to dress up in medieval attire too.” Hattie taps her forefinger against her mouth thoughtfully. “Actually, wait, do tell me that. It sounds like fun.”

		Hattie moves to link her arm through Susan’s and they all head toward the outdoor ice rink and into the reception area, which smells of a mixture of sawdust and socks. They are greeted by a rather muscly man, his coat seeming to strain at the seams, who looks them up and down as a line, then nods, as if he is doing some kind of assessment. He reels off their shoe sizes to the girl behind reception—who has to be no older than eighteen—and manages to get everyone’s right without asking them, with the exception of Dylan, who he sizes one size too small.

		“Well, you know what they say about small feet…” Hattie says, raising her eyebrows.

		He shakes his head. “You know for a fact that’s not true.” He immediately flushes, like he’s only just realized who he’s standing near. Finn catches Mel’s eye, and she can’t help the lip twitch.

		“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Susan says, while Freya asks, “What do they say about small feet?”

		“Nothing, sweetie,” Kristen says as Freya looks suspiciously between Dylan and Hattie.

		Luckily, Mr. Muscle claps his hands, and they all sit down on the benches to switch their shoes for their skates, drawing Freya’s attention away.

		“Right, then,” he says in a heavy Scottish accent. “I’m Mike and I’ll be your curling instructor today. Can I just ask, have any of yeh ever curled before?” Resounding silence from all of them. “An’ what about skating—would yeh say you’re beginners or experienced?”

		“Well, I—” Hattie begins, but Susan silences her with a look.

		“Beginners,” Susan says firmly. “Definitely beginners.”

		“Aye, then.” Muscle Mike shows a flicker of disappointment at that, but carries on. What was he expecting, Mel wonders? A ready-made curling team? “Well, you’ll need t’ be in teams.”

		“I’ll go with Mel,” Hattie announces immediately, and Mel glances at her.

		“Ah, sure.” Though she has a feeling she’s being dragged into the middle of something here.

		“No, you’ll go with me,” Dylan says firmly. Probably as firm as Mel has ever heard him. “We are a team.” He leaves no room for argument there, and Mel thinks, from the various looks he gets, that she is not the only one guessing he doesn’t just mean here and now.

		“I should have said—teams of four,” Muscle Mike says, not seeming bothered by the family drama unfolding in front of him.

		“Perfect,” Finn says. “Looks like we’re a team, then.”

		And Mel, apparently, has no say in the matter.

		“Are you ready to do some sweeping, Freya?” Susan asks, winking at her.

		“Sweeping?” Freya’s voice is suspicious.

		Muscle Mike clears his throat. “Aye, though before we get t’ that part, if I could just explain the rules…” He proceeds to tell them about stones—eight of them, apparently—and various roles within the team, including a “second,” which Mel thinks sounds ominous, but in all honesty after the five-minute speech she has to admit that she’s totally lost. And, judging by the nods along the benches, Mel knows it’s not just her.

		“Right,” Hattie says when no one else speaks. “Got it. Stones and sweeping and…” She gestures in the air. “Stuff.” Muscle Mike gives her a narrow-eyed look—clearly curling is nothing to joke about—but Hattie just offers him a winning smile.

		As they all head out onto the ice, Mel moves over next to Kristen, feeling incredibly ungainly, and gently takes her elbow, pulling her to one side, while Mark carries Freya out to the rink.

		Kristen looks at Mel in question, and Mel bites her lip. “Are you definitely sure you should be, you know…?”

		Kristen rolls her eyes, then glances at the others, who are all making their way on to the rink. “I’m pregnant,” she whispers. “Not an invalid.”

		Mel wrinkles her nose—she doesn’t actually know what the rules are. No hot tubs, she’s pretty sure she’s heard that. But ice? Not so sure. But, still, being the only person who knows about Kristen’s pregnancy is making her feel like she ought to say something—given she’s the only one who can say something, isn’t she?

		“I’ll be careful, Mel,” Kristen says, as if she can see what Mel is thinking. “But not taking part would look weirder. Plus, I can actually skate, believe it or not.” She lets out a little sigh. “I’m not the one we should be watching out for, trust me.” Mel frowns, not quite sure what she means by that, and Kristen catches it, smiles. “I feel sure that Hattie is going to be an absolute disaster, despite what she says.”

		Mel snorts quietly, then glances at the family, who are crowding around Muscle Mike. “You still haven’t told Mark, then?”

		Kristen hesitates, then shakes her head. “I’m going to—but after Christmas.”

		“Why? Is it…Do you think he’ll be disappointed?”

		“No, I imagine he’ll be thrilled.” She starts to toy with a button on her coat, twisting it one way then the other. After a second, she seems to realize what she’s doing and stops. “I was going to start applying for jobs in the new year. You didn’t know me, before Freya, but I used to be a project manager.”

		“Oh?” Mel realizes she’s raising her eyebrows in surprise and stops herself. Why should she be surprised? Kristen is smart, capable, seems to have her shit together. Of course she’d had a successful career.

		“I didn’t love it, which is why I gave it up to look after Freya—that, and me and Mark agreed that one of us should be around for the early years. I wanted to do it. But I…” She swallows. “I was going to look again at jobs—try to figure out if there are any that could be flexible, to allow me to work from home a bit, be there for the school run. Mark remembers Susan always being there for him, and I know it’s important to him that his child has the same. But now…” She presses a hand to her stomach. “I can’t apply for a job when I’m pregnant. I can’t lie about it. And no one will hire me knowing I’m about to go on maternity leave. It just…This changes things, and I guess I wanted time to process that first. I know I should tell him. I do. But I…”

		Mel shakes her head, takes Kristen’s hand. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed.” And she doesn’t know the ins and outs of their relationship, does she? She can’t really imagine being pregnant, having children—it all feels like a distant possibility at the moment. “Of course you should take the time. It’s not my business, anyway.”

		Kristen squeezes Mel’s hand. “It’s your business if you want it to be. I like having someone to talk to about it.”

		Mel returns Kristen’s smile, though her insides squirm. Guilt, she realizes—that’s guilt she’s feeling. For not taking the time to talk to Kristen about stuff like this before. And guilt that she’s probably not going to be around much longer to talk to her again. She frowns, catching herself. Probably? She means definitely. Doesn’t she?

		“Oi!” Finn shouts from the rink. “Come on, you two—we’re waiting to curl!”

		“Is that how you say it?” Mel hears Hattie ask. “To curl?”

		Mel moves away from Kristen, walking awkwardly on her skates toward the rest of them.

		“Mel?” Mel turns back to see Kristen biting her lip, glancing out at the family. Then she shakes her head. “Nothing. Forget it.”

		Mel frowns. “What is it?”

		“Nothing,” Kristen repeats. She comes up next to Mel, smiles again. Surely Mel is imagining the flicker in that smile? “I’m glad you and Finn are back together,” Kristen says. “That’s all.”

		“Are you?” She can’t help the question coming out.

		“Of course. You’re good together. Mark used to tease him, you know. Tell him he wasn’t the settling-down type. He didn’t mean anything by it, but I think it got to Finn more than Mark realized.” And it’s what Finn had believed, isn’t it—that he was like his dad. She’d thought he’d moved past that—but maybe he hadn’t, not really.

		“Come on,” Mel says, glad for the excuse not to continue down this line of conversation. “Let’s go show them what we’ve got.”
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		Chapter Twenty-two

		The curling competition is total chaos. Thankfully, they have the ice rink to themselves—a luxury Mel imagines took some serious foresight on Susan’s part—which means that they’re not in danger of hurting anyone else in the process, only themselves. It is early afternoon, and although the sky is a rather ominous gray, hints of late orange sunlight peek through, reflecting off the icy water of the loch below them. With the fairy lights strung up around the outside of the ice rink, the effect is slightly ethereal—embodying that almost mystical quality that Christmas morning has when you are a kid.

		Though the magical feel is somewhat hampered by the sound of Muscle Mike’s whistle.

		“Whoop!” Hattie says, holding up her broom triumphantly. “Score!” She attempts to do a pirouette, stumbles, and would have fallen flat on her face if it weren’t for Dylan skating over to her in time to catch her. He is the only one of them who glides with purpose, as if he’s had endless practice at this.

		“You should do Dancing on Ice,” Mel calls to him. He shoots her a grin over the top of Hattie’s head.

		“Actually,” Mike says, “that’s not a point. The stone isn’t within the house, unfortunately.”

		“Oh, we can let her have it,” Susan says with a wave of her hand. Mike looks at her, and the expression of incredulity on his face is enough so that Mel has to resist the urge to burst out laughing.

		“Mel!” Hattie complains. “You told me to sweep!”

		“Bad form, Skip,” Finn says teasingly, skating over to her. He’s not as good as Dylan, but has still picked it up annoyingly quickly. She doesn’t look nearly as graceful—she’s sure of it.

		“Hey, you guys put me in charge—I didn’t ask for it.” As “Skip,” she is, according to Mike, in charge of “directing play and strategizing”—but, seeing as how she has no idea what’s going on, she’s doing a pretty poor job of it.

		Freya is up next, and Mark supports her elbows while she attempts to sweep in front of the stone. Both Kristen and Susan watch with almost identical grimaces, like they are just waiting for this to go wrong and for Freya to get hurt.

		“Score!” Hattie shouts again when Freya finishes her go, showing as much enthusiasm as for her own near goal.

		“High five, kid,” Mark says, holding up his hand for Freya to hit. She manages to do it without stumbling—actually, Freya is quite possibly getting the hang of this much quicker than the rest of them.

		“Ah, actually—” Mike begins, but Susan cuts him off with a stern look. “I’ll allow it,” Mike concedes.

		Finn gets really into the sweeping on his next go, so much so that he only just manages to stop falling over, and when the stone makes it into the “house,” Mike actually looks pleased when he blows his whistle—this time to announce a point.

		“Woo-hoo!” Hattie shouts as Finn skates back over to their team, grinning. Dylan high-fives him, Hattie pats him on the back. Finn moves past them, pulls Mel into a celebratory hug. It’s for show in front of the family, no doubt, but she can’t help noticing the way her body fits against his, the way her head knows the exact right spot to nestle after years of practice. His arms tighten around her and for a moment it is just them, the warmth of his breath against her neck as they sway on the ice.

		“Mum!” Hattie commands. “You’re up!”

		Finn pulls away, giving Mel a little half smile, and it is almost apologetic. She finds herself looking down at her skates. Is he thinking about the other girl he has—in Wales, presumably? Or is he just feeling guilty for hugging her for show, after what happened yesterday?

		“Oh, I’m not sure I have another round in me,” Susan says, leaning against the side of the ice rink with her broom behind her.

		“Nonsense,” Mark declares. He skates over to her, takes one of her hands in his, and pulls her into a twirl, making her laugh and Freya clap. Mel glances up at Finn, sees the softening in his eyes as he watches his mum—and her heart squeezes. Damn it.

		“You’re a natural, Mum!” Hattie calls, laughing, as Freya declares that she “wants a go.” Susan is laughing too, cheeks pink. Mark twirls her again—and Mel sees it before it happens. The loss of balance as Susan turns. The way she grabs Mark’s hand, tries to right herself—and the way Mark fumbles his hold.

		She hits the ice with alarming force, the sound of her body smacking against it seeming to reverberate around the rink. Freya screams, someone swears, and Mike, for reasons best known to himself, blows his whistle.

		Mark is already bending down, checking on her, and Susan is pushing up into a sitting position, grimacing slightly as she touches the back of her head, but otherwise seeming unharmed. Everyone converges as Mark tries to help her to her feet.

		“Don’t move her!” Kristen snaps. “What were you thinking, Mark?” It is a harsher tone than Mel would have expected from Kristen—is that a hormones thing? “Stay there, Susan,” Kristen continues. “She might have concussion or something. Mike.” She clicks her fingers—and actually, fair play, she seems to know how to command a room. “You’re first-aid trained.”

		“Aye,” Mike says, skating over. “I think let’s get her off the ice, though.”

		“You think or you know?” Kristen demands.

		“Kristen, love,” Susan says from her sitting position. “I’m all right.”

		“Mummy? I need a wee.”

		“Daddy will take you,” Kristen says firmly.

		“K, I think she’s—”

		But Kristen cuts Mark off. “Take Freya to the loo. I’m staying with Susan.”

		He hesitates, then nods. He takes one of Freya’s hands, then bends down to squeeze his mum’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Mum.”

		She pats his hand. “Don’t be silly. It’s my terrible balance to blame. But come on! Let’s not let this spoil things! Someone help me up!”

		Dylan and Mike help Susan up and escort her off the ice, Kristen following behind, watching Mike as if she doesn’t trust him. Finn and Mel follow, and, after checking that his mum definitely is okay, Finn heads inside to get everyone a hot drink—curling competition apparently abandoned.

		“You need to go to the hospital,” Kristen is saying to Susan as they sit her on a bench next to the rink.

		“I do not,” Susan says. “It was just a little fall, love.”

		“It was an epic fall,” Hattie corrects. “It will go down in the history of falls. But are you sure you’re okay, Mum?”

		“Yes,” Susan says, sounding exasperated now. “And I most certainly do not need to trouble the poor hospital on Christmas Eve.”

		“Aye, I think she’s fine,” Mike says. Mel has to admit, he’s not giving off huge confidence that the first-aid training he’s done was any good.

		Kristen pushes her hands through her hair, face a little pale—and Mel thinks the stress of hiding her pregnancy must be getting to her. She takes a seat on the next bench along, feeling a little redundant—but not wanting to get in the way, given there are already multiple people fussing. Mark comes back out with Freya before Finn reappears, heading over to his mum.

		“We’re taking her home,” Kristen announces.

		“No, love, I—”

		“Yes,” Kristen says. “No arguments.”

		Susan sighs. “Well, at least the rest of you stay, have a nice time, hmm?”

		“Do you know what,” Hattie says, “as much fun as this has been, I reckon I’m all curled out. How about we all head back, put on a fire, and eat all the remaining mince pies?”

		Susan sighs. “Well, if you’re sure.” She glances over at Mel. “Mel? What about you?”

		“Me and Finn will follow. Kristen’s right—go and get warmed up.”

		They all head inside to get out of their skates, Kristen insisting Susan walk very slowly, just as Finn reappears with a tray of hot drinks from the on-site café. He raises his eyebrows at the lack of people. “Way to clear a crowd.”

		“They’re taking your mum home,” she explains. “She’s fine,” she adds quickly.

		“Course she is. She’s tough.”

		He moves to sit on the bench next to Mel, handing her a cup of tea and putting the tray with the other drinks on the floor next to their feet. “Good thing I ordered all of these, then. Now we’ll have to drink up just the two of us.”

		“I think, even for me, six cups of tea back to back might be too much.”

		“Ah, well.”

		His phone buzzes and he reaches into his coat pocket to retrieve it. The screen is alight with someone calling, but Mel looks deliberately away. It is not her business, she tells herself firmly. They are broken up. They are faking it, for his family.

		“Mel?”

		“Hmmm?”

		“You’re not listening, are you?” His hand is empty—no phone in sight.

		“Sorry. What did you say?”

		His gaze flicks over her face, considering. “Is everything okay?”

		“Of course.”

		He shakes his head. “Not buying it. I know you, remember.”

		She wrinkles her nose. If he knows her so well, he wouldn’t have broken up with her, thinking it was for the good of them both, would he?

		“Come on.” He nudges her lightly in the ribs with his elbow. “Tell me. Is it work?”

		“No.” Although, come to think of it, shouldn’t she be due an email from Lillian soon? Maybe the agent will wait until the new year to give her their verdict.

		“Well, then what?”

		She hesitates briefly. She could just brush him off, tell him it’s not his job to care about what’s wrong with her anymore. Instead, she jerks her head toward his now-empty hand. “Who was that?”

		His turn to hesitate—long enough that she has to bite her tongue to stop speculating out loud. “It was my dad, actually.”

		“Your dad?” She stares at him. “Seriously?”

		He raises his eyebrows. “Yes. Seriously.”

		“Your dad,” she repeats again. “Just your dad?”

		“Yes,” he says, his voice on the edge of a laugh. “My dad. Why, Mel, who did you think it was?”

		She feels a lightness travel up to her chest. His dad. Not another girl. She wants to laugh with the relief of it—that he hadn’t been kissing her last night, then texting someone else. That he hasn’t been here, pretending to still be attracted to her, to care about her, while there is another woman waiting for him.

		“But why are you being so secretive about it if it’s just your dad?”

		He sighs. “Hattie…She still hasn’t spoken to him. Still hasn’t told him about the wedding. She wouldn’t like it if I was speaking to him while we’re all on holiday together. And also because…” He hesitates. “Well. I haven’t been speaking to him over the last few months either, in all honesty, so it feels weird to own up to it now.”

		She cocks her head. It’s not as if he spoke to Andrew all that much anyway, but the way he said it makes it sound as if it’s a deliberate decision. “How come?”

		He shrugs. “Partly because I didn’t want to speak to anyone. I didn’t even speak to Hattie that much after we broke up. I was working a lot, I guess, but it felt easier to, I don’t know, be alone?” He says it like a question and she finds herself nodding—because she knows exactly what he means. “But also…I guess I didn’t want to see the look on his face, you know. Or the tone in his voice, whatever. The kind of ‘I told you so’ look. The ‘oh, well, we all knew you were like me, really—it was only a matter of time’ look.” At his sides, his fingers flex into a fist, then relax again as he breathes out.

		She considers this. Considers what Kristen had said, how Mark’s teasing had gotten to Finn more than he let on. How Finn had told her at the Christmas market that he’d been worried about being like his dad, that he’d worried he was taking away her spark, bit by bit. Like Andrew had done to Susan.

		Mel acts on instinct and leans over to kiss Finn’s cheek. She feels the way his body stills, and only eases back as he turns his head to look at her.

		“I’ll say it again,” she says firmly. “You’re not like your dad, Finn. Not in the ways that matter.”

		Finn does a sort of nod-shrug, then his expression turns thoughtful as he pulls back to consider her. “Why just?”

		“Huh?”

		“You said but it’s just my dad.”

		She feels a flush creep up her neck and is grateful for the scarf she’s wearing. “Oh. Right. It’s just, I thought…” But it would sound stupid if she said it out loud—and is it really any of her business, if he is seeing someone?

		“You thought it was a girl?” Finn asks, eyebrows raised. Because, of course, he does know her. “You really thought I’d shack up with someone else that quickly?” His tone is biting—almost angry.

		“It’s been six months, Finn,” she says pointedly.

		That gives him pause, like he hadn’t quite realized that fact. Then something else seems to occur to him, and the corners of his mouth turn down. “Are you seeing someone?”

		She could lie here. She could say she is—to save face. To try to make him think she has moved on, that she hasn’t been miserable without him.

		We should at least be honest with each other.

		“No,” she says.

		“Okay.” It comes out on a whoosh of breath. “Okay, good.”

		The space between them goes quiet as they both sip their drinks and Mel gets out her phone. Her heart lurches as she unlocks it, sees a notification—one new email. Her thumb spasms a little as she opens it up.

		
			Dear Melanie,

			Thanks so much for your time yesterday and for explaining more about your brand. Lillian very much enjoyed meeting you and has much admiration for your brand and what you have created. She remains keen to work with you going forward—however, we do have one key stipulation. Lillian would only like to wear jewelry that has been designed and made by you, specifically. Our understanding, from the call, was that you were planning on delegating this and whilst we appreciate that you would be overseeing it, we’re afraid that we’re not willing to take anything other than the best. The piece that Lillian most liked out of the catalogue you sent through was the fireworks earrings—I believe this was your design?

			We would be willing to look at a contract that allows at least three public appearances per year, with different designs needed for each. Social media posts to be discussed.

			Perhaps this is something we can pick up on in the new year?

		

		“Mel?” Finn’s voice sounds far away and she blinks a few times as she looks up. Lillian wants her. She wants to work with her. This is really happening. “Mel, are you okay?”

		“I’m…” But she can’t finish. Is she okay? She’s not really sure. On the one hand, yes, she is. She is more than okay. This is what she’s been working toward for months. This is the validation she’s been craving—and, more than that, Lillian wants her. Specifically. But on the other hand…She wants her. Specifically. Which means…She doesn’t know what that means. She doesn’t have time to run a business and to make jewelry—that’s the whole reason she has designers. If she says yes to Lillian, how will the business function? She already works long hours—she doesn’t think she has it in her to work longer, harder. And in that moment she suddenly feels impossibly tired.

		“What is it?” Finn presses, and now he sounds a little panicked. “Mel, what’s happened? Is it Priya? Your parents?”

		“What?” Mel frowns at him. “No, nothing’s happened. Everything’s okay. I just…” She takes a breath, tasting cold air—and knows, as she speaks, that she’s going to have a choice to make. Like he had a choice, six months ago. At what point did he decide? Just how long had things been brewing for him?

		But no. She can’t think about that right now. She has to stay focused. So she squares her shoulders, looks Finn in the eye. “It’s Lillian. She wants me.”
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		Chapter Twenty-three

		One year ago

		Six months until Hattie’s engagement party

		Mel’s flat was freezing when they got home from the Cotswolds, where they’d spent New Year’s Eve in a massive house with Hattie and Priya. Hattie had just met an actor who she was claiming, after only one date, was “the one.” Mark, on the phone, had told Finn it would never last—but Finn wasn’t so sure. Hattie didn’t do things by halves.

		Finn shut the front door behind them, and Mel groaned at the sight of all the boxes. She’d gotten the keys just before Christmas, and although they’d moved all their stuff in they’d pretty much headed straight to Mel’s parents for Christmas Day, to his mum for Boxing Day, then on to New Year’s plans—and as such they hadn’t gotten around to unpacking yet.

		“I’ll make us something to eat,” Finn said, heading to switch the heating on.

		“That would be amazing, thank you. Give me a shout if you need a hand.” She took her bag, headed to the bedroom, and shut the door behind her. He tried not to read too much into that—she was entitled to privacy. It was just that she’d been a little distracted over the holiday, heading off to be on her own at times, seeming more stressed than usual. She’d insisted that it was nothing, just work—but he couldn’t help wondering at the timing, given she’d just bought this place, tied herself to London—and, maybe, to him?

		He checked the cupboards, set some pasta to boil. It wasn’t exactly going to be a culinary delight, but it would do. He was knackered, the way everyone is after the holidays. And he had to admit, now that he was back in London, he was dreading going back to work this week. He’d been unhappy at his job for a while—but hadn’t realized quite how much he hated it until taking a break from it over the holidays. The people were nice enough, but he was starting to think that marketing wasn’t for him—that, maybe, London wasn’t for him. He missed working with his hands, missed looking at a house and seeing the potential, the fact that no two days were ever the same. But now Mel had bought a flat, very clearly signaling her intention to stay put in the city, and he didn’t want to lose her. She was nesting, and he didn’t want to take that from her. Besides, it was too late now, wasn’t it? She’d bought the place.

		He set the pesto pasta in two bowls, carried one toward the bedroom, and knocked. Maybe she was napping. She was tired too—he could tell. But when he pushed the door open she was sitting cross-legged on the bed, hunched over her laptop, hard at work. And while he admired her for that, and for what she’d achieved in her business, it did make him wonder. She’d been happy enough to chat and talk to everyone when they were a group, but did the fact that she wanted to shut herself away the moment it was just the two of them say something about him?

		“Dinner’s ready,” he said, holding up the plate. “Want to eat in here?”

		She looked up, bit her lip. “Does that make me a massive slob?”

		“Yeah, but who cares?”

		She pushed the laptop off her lap to make room for the bowl, and kept trying to type with one finger at the same time.

		“Something wrong?” he asked, because she had that kind of frantic look he tended to associate with impending doom.

		“No, nothing,” she said. She didn’t really tell him what was going on with her job anymore, not in the way she used to. He tried to peer over her screen, but she angled it away. “It’s nothing, Finn,” she repeated. “Just boring work stuff.”

		“Ah. Well, it’ll all be worth it when the business goes global, right?” It was something that had started out as a joke between them—the hours working in a shop on a low wage, living in damp flats in London, then the long hours Mel had to put in to make the business work—it would all be worth it when she was some kind of global superstar. She’d loved the idea of that, of being able to travel for work. It was something they’d bonded over, the love of experiencing new places, with the difference being that Mel had never been on a plane until she was eighteen, whereas Finn’s dad had regularly taken them all on holidays abroad, usually after he’d stopped sleeping with the flavor of the month and the guilt had taken hold. Somewhere along the line, though, he and Mel had stopped talking about working from anywhere.

		“Right,” Mel said, though it was said on a sigh.

		He rocked back on his heels. “Is it anything I can help with?”

		She offered him a tired smile. “No. But thank you. And thanks for this.” She gestured to the bowl.

		He hated that he was doubting it, whether it was definitely just work stressing her out. She’d tell him if it was something else, wouldn’t she? Like, if she was regretting asking him to move in with her, if she’d rather be starting on her own, in this new flat.

		He could remember the first time he told her he loved her. Mel had been right when she’d talked about their anniversary, or lack of one. It wasn’t one day when you fell in love with someone—it happened gradually, piece by piece, layer by layer. And, for him, he fell in love with her a little more every day. So it hadn’t been a case of grand declarations, of roses or a romantic dinner. They’d been in the supermarket, buying ingredients for a dinner party, which they were hosting at Mel and Priya’s flat. She’d been weighing grapefruits in her hands, harsh supermarket light shining off her long black hair.

		She’d pursed her lips down at the grapefruits, holding them out to him. “What do you think?”

		And he’d said it, without thinking, without any nerves. “I think that I love you.”

		She’d looked at him with those very direct, measured eyes. “You think or you know?”

		“I know. I love you, Mel.”

		She’d crossed to him and kissed him. “I love you too, Finn.” Her voice was quiet but strong, and he’d felt the very center of him settle. “So much.” And he heard relief there as she said it, wondered if she’d doubted it, wishing, then, that he’d told her sooner. She pulled back. “But now tell me which grapefruit I should buy?” And just like that she made him laugh, made that wish disappear—because he’d said it, because it was right, because he loved her.

		The next day, he’d headed to his mum’s for Sunday lunch—without Mel, because she and Priya had plans together. He’d been smiling to himself as he’d helped peel potatoes in his mum’s small kitchen, listening to Radio 4 in the background.

		“What are you smiling about?” she’d asked, after throwing a carrot baton at him when he wasn’t listening.

		He’d only grinned more. “Nothing.” But it wasn’t nothing. It was everything.

		And his mum had crossed to him, putting down the carrot peeler and enfolding him into her lavender scent. He’d hugged her back, bemused.

		“What’s all this?” he asked.

		“I’m so happy you’re happy,” his mum said, squeezing him tight. “It’s all I ever wanted for all of you.”

		He drew back, glancing at her face, more lined now, but her eyes still the same, her smile still one that comforted him. “I hope you’re happy too?” Because she hadn’t been, with his dad, and because there had been nothing he or Mark or Hattie had been able to do about that.

		“I am, love,” his mum said. “I promise you.” She placed a palm to his cheek. “I know things were tough and I’m sorry about that. I’m sorry, too, that I didn’t always handle everything as well as I should have done.” He wanted to tell her that she had, that she wasn’t the one who should be sorry, but she was carrying on. “But it brought us all here, didn’t it? Here in this kitchen, peeling potatoes and enjoying the little things in life.” She nudged him in the ribs—a habit she and Hattie shared. “And, maybe, the big things too.”

		He didn’t tell her, but he sensed she knew why he was smiling, that it had something to do with Mel.

		He loved Mel. He hadn’t ever thought he’d find that with someone—and then she’d come along and changed everything. And now, it was impossible to imagine life without her.

		“Mel?” She looked up. He should ask her directly whether it was something more than work upsetting her. But he couldn’t quite get it out. Because he didn’t want to hear confirmation that it was him, that his dad was right.

		She was tired—that was all. They’d had a great break, and now reality of January and work was hitting both of them. He was certainly dreading facing the office again, so why couldn’t she be too?

		Mel was watching him. “Finn? You okay?”

		“Sorry.” He pulled a hand through his hair, then shook his head. “Nothing,” he said, parroting her. “It’s nothing.”
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		Chapter Twenty-four

		Finn insists they stop in the nearest town to buy celebratory fizz. Mel lets him drive, lets him talk, congratulating her, telling her he knew it, that his family is going to be so excited. All the while, her head is pounding while she thinks.

		She gets a text from Amanda as darkness sets in around the car.

		You did it!!! Congratulations! So does this mean you’re back heading up the design team too?? What Lillian Hart wants, Lillian Hart gets, right? What does this mean for the Jan interviews—should I cancel them?

		Mel stares at the message for a moment. What does it mean? She has no idea. She hasn’t replied to the agent yet—which she figures she will get away with, given it is Christmas Eve. Which prompts the reply she sends Amanda.

		You should switch your email off, is what you should do. It’s Christmas Eve!! Go drink mulled wine or eat a mince pie. We will talk about this on the 2nd, not before. Xxx

		She wishes she could tell her brain to stop thinking about it until then too. Instead, all she’s doing is going around in loops. On the surface of it, this is just three pieces a year—she could surely fit that into her schedule, on top of the meetings, managing the advertising, taking journalists out for lunch, checking the accounts, managing her team—and the million other things that she does. But, even as she thinks it, she knows it’s not as simple as that. It won’t just be three designs—it’ll be a portfolio to discuss with Lillian, to develop and tweak, to find the right materials, to actually make. And that’s if she only wants three. If it goes well, the social-media posts could lead to more pieces being needed, and there’s a chance, isn’t there, that this will lead to further brand partnerships, that celebrity friends of Lillian’s might want Mel to design their jewelry too. Her heart skips—part excitement, part utter terror—at that thought.

		Then there’s the spin-off designs. Because even if Lillian wants bespoke pieces—which of course she bloody does—Mel will be able to create jewelry that mimics those for general sale. And all of this is definitely not doable while she also tries to run the business.

		“Mel?”

		She looks over at Finn. He has definitely been talking to her. He smiles a little. “Thinking about your business?”

		She blows out a breath. “Yeah.”

		He shoots her a look. “My Mel-reading skills may be a little off, but you don’t actually sound that thrilled.”

		“No, I am.” She bites her lip. “I mean, I think I am. It’s just…complicated.” Out of the window, moonlight illuminates snow-capped hills against a dark sky. “Finn? Can you pull over a sec?”

		His brow furrows, but he does as she asks, pulling over on the side of the deserted road, leaving the headlights on, but switching the engine off so that quiet descends around them. Mel opens the door, steps out into the cold, and takes a breath. This is what she needs. She just needs to breathe, for a second.

		She looks up. The stars are unbelievable here—you never get this in London. She hears Finn close the car door and come to stand behind her, though he doesn’t speak.

		“God,” she murmurs. “This is glorious.” She wraps her arms around herself, pulling her coat tight to her, but doesn’t move to get back in the car. She can feel Finn’s gaze on her and shifts slightly to meet it. The way he is looking at her makes her feel just a tiny bit self-conscious.

		“What?” she asks.

		He smiles. “You’re so fucking beautiful.” She wants to shove at him, to tell him to stop it, but with the way he’s looking at her she can’t quite make herself. Instead, she lets herself meet those eyes, moonlight reflected in them.

		His gaze searches her face, as if he’s looking for something more than she has right now. “You said if Lillian Hart came on board, you’d be happy.”

		She nods. “I am happy.” She is. Isn’t she? She definitely should be. And she can’t deny that the idea of creating something bespoke sends a thrill of excitement through her, the way she used to feel, back before everything exploded.

		“Okay. Good.”

		She narrows her eyes. “Why do you sound like it’s not good?”

		“I don’t.”

		“You do. Do you not want me to be happy?”

		He lets out an impatient huff. “Of course I do, Mel. That’s the whole point. It means I was right, doesn’t it?”

		She frowns. “Right? Right about…” Something sharp stabs through her. “Wait, are you talking about breaking up with me?”

		“I just…if you’re happier now, without me, then—”

		“Oh, for God’s sake, Finn.” She moves back so she can glare up at him in full force. “You’re using this to make yourself feel better? Really?”

		He grimaces. “I didn’t mean—”

		“Why did you think I was unhappy?”

		“What?”

		“With you. Why did you think I was unhappy with you? I never said that, did I? You made it up, Finn. So I will say it again, and I want you to actually listen to me this time.” She’s biting out the words and tries to take a breath, to steady her voice. “You may be happier without me, but I am not.” She feels a twist as she says it—the full vulnerability of saying the words out loud. She closes her eyes briefly, knowing that, now it’s out, she can’t take it back.

		She opens her eyes to see him watching her.

		“I’m happier outside of London,” he says slowly. He takes a step toward her, and she tilts her head up to meet his gaze. “But I’m not happier without you, Mel.” She swallows a lump in her throat. It doesn’t make sense for it to be there, but it is.

		“I saw this house recently,” Finn continues, voice almost conversational. “In Norfolk, gorgeous countryside. Not too far from Norwich, so still a good city nearby, but amazing beaches around too. I went to visit it. It needs doing up, of course—but I saw it and I…” His gaze flickers back to her. “I thought of you. I thought of us, living together there. I don’t know why it was this house in particular—maybe it would have been any house. But I could imagine us being there, together.” His mouth lifts into a crooked smile. “Like, I could see you in the bedroom, could imagine how we’d decorate it. I could imagine what the kitchen would look like, and how we’d cook terrible meals together—or maybe not so terrible, after the other night. Spinach excluded, of course.”

		Her heart is beating hard against her ribs as she watches him talk. He’s talking about a life—a life with her. He’s been imagining a life with her, even after he left her. He still hurt her, he still abandoned her, broke her heart. But he didn’t forget about her.

		“Maybe that’s what you had with the flat,” Finn continues. “Maybe you saw a life for us there, together—and then I let you down. But I didn’t think that’s what I was doing. I thought I was, I don’t know…” He huffs out a frustrated breath, waving a hand in the air as he tries to find the words.

		“If you say ‘setting me free,’ then I’m going to kick you, Finn.”

		He laughs, just a little, then gives her a guilty look.

		She shakes her head. “Why didn’t you just ask me if I was unhappy?” Because is this really it? All of this, because he’d convinced himself she didn’t want to be with him?

		“I did.” He scrapes a hand through his hair. “Well, I tried. But you always said it was work.”

		“It was work.”

		“Right, but you never talked about it, specifically. You seemed to be drawing more and more away from me, into your business and—”

		“Because it’s my business, Finn.” She can’t help her voice from coming out short. “I need to put time into it, to make it work.”

		“I know.”

		“I’m allowed to be stressed about it,” she says, impatient.

		“Of course you are. But you didn’t want to talk to me about it, so how was I to know it was just work stressing you out and not me?”

		She stares at him. It feels obvious to her, because of course he should have known it wasn’t him. But, then again, she hadn’t wanted to talk to him about it, had she? Because she hadn’t wanted to make out that she wasn’t capable, that she might fail at doing this thing that everyone was so proud of her for.

		“You wouldn’t tell me what was wrong,” he continues quietly. “I knew you were upset about something, in the months before we…before I ended it. It was gradual, but I could see it creeping up on you, could see how much you were trying to pretend you were fine. It was my mum all over again, pretending she was fine when we all knew, what Dad was doing to her—or what he was doing without her, more to the point.”

		“I’m not—”

		“I know. I know,” he says again, more gently. “You’re not my mum. And I’m not my dad. But, still, I could see it happening and when you wouldn’t talk to me all I could do was assume it was me making you feel like that.”

		“That’s…” Ridiculous, she wants to say. But she manages to stop herself, because he’s being honest, isn’t he? And, whether or not she thinks it’s ridiculous, it’s what he felt.

		He seems to hear her unsaid word, though. “I always knew where I stood with you,” he says on a sigh. “Always, pretty much from the moment we met. And then it was like suddenly I didn’t and I couldn’t figure out why. You were always so direct, always said what was on your mind. Then you stopped doing it and I didn’t know how to figure it out. So I assumed that, if you weren’t telling me, it must be because you didn’t want to hurt me.”

		“Well,” she says, “you were wrong. I wasn’t trying not to hurt you. I was trying not to let you down.”

		We should at least be honest with each other.

		He frowns. “Let me down?”

		She closes her eyes, presses a hand briefly to her forehead. “You always used to say you loved how ambitious I was, how driven, how I’d accomplished so much with my business.”

		“I did. I do.”

		“Right. But the thing is the business hasn’t been working for a while now.” She opens her eyes, tucks her hair behind her ears. “Well, that’s not exactly right. It’s working—it’s just not working for me. It’s too much,” she says, her voice quiet. “I am tired all the time. I constantly feel like I’m on edge, like one wrong move and everything will come tumbling down. I started it all because I loved designing and making jewelry. But I don’t even do that anymore—I can’t remember the last time I did. And all I know how to do is keep going, keep trying to make it work, keep proving that I can do it, but at some point I know I’m not going to be able to do that anymore.” She lets the words out on a rush, only now really admitting it to herself, as well as to him.

		He is staring at her. “But if you’re struggling, why didn’t you say?”

		“Because!” She throws her hands into the air. “Because you loved me! Because my parents were proud of me. Because everyone is always saying what a bloody inspiration I am. And I didn’t want to prove anyone wrong. I didn’t want to let anyone down. I still don’t.”

		Finn closes the distance between them with one step. In the distance, there is the sound of an owl calling somewhere in the forest.

		He reaches down, places his hands on either side of her neck. She shivers with the cold and with the feel of his skin on hers. “You could never let anyone down, Mel. Jesus, you could never let me down. Of course I’m proud of you. Of course your parents are. But you’re an inspiration whether the business succeeds or fails. You’re an inspiration because you took something you loved and made a go of it—because you tried, Mel, and because you’ve made it work. Even if it all falls through now, even if Lillian hadn’t wanted to work with you, even if the whole thing folded after six months of you setting it up, everyone would still be proud of you.”

		She closes her eyes. “I won’t be able to do it. I can’t do what Lillian wants and still run the business the way I do now.”

		“You’ll figure it out,” he says firmly. “There will be a way to make it work and, if there isn’t, if something has to give, then that’s okay too. Everyone around you wants it to work because they love you, because they think it’ll make you happy. Not because they have expectations.”

		Mel hitches in a breath as she opens her eyes, looks up at him. “I was a wreck when you left, you know. A wreck.” Her voice wobbles as she says it. “I’ve been a wreck for months now.”

		One of his hands moves down her back and she feels his fingers tighten there. “I’m so sorry, Mel. If it helps, I have been a wreck too.” He presses his forehead against hers and she closes her eyes, breathing him in. “It’s been hell without you,” he murmurs, and there it is again, that damn lump in her throat.

		They stay there, her hands on his arms, his on her back, cold pressing in around them. Then Mel pulls back, bites her lip. “So what now?”

		Finn rakes a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. I know I screwed up. I’m so sorry for hurting you.” Mel nods, not quite trusting herself to speak. “And at the end of the day, we still want different things—we’re still in different places. At the end of this, you’ll go back to London, won’t you?”

		“But…for now?” His eyes are unmoving on hers, and she thinks he knows what she’s asking. Right now, when it is just them, when all of this is out in the open and they still have two more days with each other before real life catches up with them—can they do it? Can they just be them?

		For a moment, there is quiet, a faint skittering of wind over frozen ground. Neither of them moves. Neither of them looks away, even as the air between them throbs and tightens, and Mel’s breath hitches.

		Then, she’s not sure who closes the distance between them, but somehow her mouth is on his, his arms coming around her. She groans at the sheer relief of it, of being able to taste, to touch, and feels his fingers tighten their grip. He moves her backward, his thigh coming between her legs, so that she is pinned between him and the car. She wants to feel his hands on her skin—but there are far too many clothes between them, and she whimpers with frustration as she tugs uselessly at his coat.

		He lets out a soft laugh against her mouth, nipping gently at her bottom lip. “I don’t think this is the ideal place for this, Mel.”

		“Why not?” Her voice is low, a little breathless. The weight of him is pressed against her as she leans against the car door, but it’s not nearly enough. “There’s a perfectly good car here.”

		He laughs, though it hitches as she moves her mouth back to his, threading her hands through his hair. He moves his mouth to her jawline, his lips leaving behind pinpricks of heat, and she hums an approving sound. His hands move down to the backs of her thighs, gripping them so her pelvis tilts up, and she feels the low, gratifying ache spread there.

		His mouth moves to her earlobe, and she feels the rough scrape of his jaw against her skin. A tingle spread downs her spine, and her hand moves to the handle of the door behind her. But he pulls back, letting go of her thighs to brace his hands on either side of her head. His breathing is ragged as she blinks up at him, his eyes as dark as the night sky around them.

		“Much as I don’t want to stop, we can’t have sex in the backseat of a car.”

		“Can’t see why not,” she says, reaching up to toy with the zip on his coat.

		“Well, it’s not our car, for one.” She wrinkles her nose at that. “And, for another, it’s fucking freezing.”

		“I’m sure I’ll warm right up once you’re inside me.” At the side of her head, his hands clench into fists, and his gaze drops to her mouth in a kind of predatory focus. His hands move, traveling slowly down her body, then inching, tauntingly slowly, under her coat, under her jumper beneath, until finally they find skin. All the time he watches her, and she’s not sure if it’s the look in his eyes or the feel of his hands that makes her shiver.

		“Case in point,” he says, his voice low, just on the edge of a smirk. He pulls away, closing his eyes briefly as if waging some internal battle. Then he rests his forehead against hers, places his hands on her waist. “Later,” he murmurs, his breath caressing her cheek. She feels a flood of liquid warmth at the sound of that one word, the promise there.

		She swallows and pulls back far enough so he can see her expression, the intent in her eyes. Then she nods. “Later.”
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		Chapter Twenty-five

		The rest of the car journey back is torture, the air too thick between them. She doesn’t want to wait, doesn’t want to risk one or both of them changing their minds. She wants to enjoy it, these last forty-eight hours, even if that means pretending to herself it’s not going to hurt a thousand times over when she has to let him go. She wants to reach out now, to touch him, and nearly does more than once. But she knows that if she starts she won’t be able to stop, and that doesn’t feel advisable given the country lanes they are driving along. So instead she keeps her gaze fixed firmly ahead, neither of them speaking a whole lot. She can sense the rigidity in Finn’s posture next to her, and wonders if he, too, is fighting himself.

		When they reach the cottage, Mel can see Freya and Mark dancing together in the living room, the Christmas tree lights blinking behind them. She and Finn get out of the car, and she feels a rush of relief as he crosses to her, links his fingers with hers. He gives her one quick smile before tugging her toward the house.

		Later.

		“What took you two so long?” Hattie demands as Finn and Mel come into the hallway.

		“Car trouble,” Finn says, deadpan, and Mel resists the urge to snort with laughter.

		“Well, come on. Kristen’s done us all mulled wine again. Dylan was all for champagne, but we’re saving that for the morning.”

		Kristen brings mugs into the living room for them all, while they perch on sofas, watching Freya and Mark finishing up their dance, Susan applauding loudly. Mel swears she can taste the brandy as she sips. If she’s not careful, this is going to go straight to her head. Mark takes a bow, then Finn stands, holding out his hand to his mum.

		Susan smiles, lets him pull her to her feet and twirl her around. Mel can see Finn is treating her gently, maybe more worried about the fall than he let on—and Kristen is beady-eyed as she watches Susan. It doesn’t seem like there is any lasting damage from the fall, though, as she laughs and dances with Finn.

		Mel sees her phone light up, heads to the kitchen to listen to a voice note from Priya.

		Happy Christmas! I know, it’s not actually Christmas there, but it is here—isn’t that WEIRD. Anyway, I’m on the way out to meet a couple of people from work and we’re going to have Buck’s Fizz on the beach. And then I’ve got a barbecue, then I’m not TOTALLY sure what I’ll do, but at some point I have to ring my parents. But I’m sure it’ll all be great. I miss you, though. But, more importantly, tell me how it’s going there. Has it been okay? Did you sort everyone’s presents? What was on Susan’s list for today? Are you doing okay with Finn? And dare I ask about Lillian Hart?

		Mel smiles at the sound of Priya’s voice, just as Kristen comes into the kitchen, even as her stomach squirms. Lillian Hart. She should ask Priya what to do—Priya always has sound advice. But it is probably not a discussion for Christmas Day, or when Priya is off to drink Buck’s Fizz with her new friends. Is it just her, though, or does Priya sound ever so slightly manic? What she’s saying sounds like she has a fun day planned, but the way she says it…Then again, Mel is probably reading into it. Priya would tell her if she wasn’t happy—wouldn’t she?

		“All okay?” Kristen asks, and Mel realizes she is standing by the counter, staring into space.

		“Yes!” She clears her throat. “Sorry, yes. Just my friend in Australia—twelve hours ahead and she’s already up doing Christmassy stuff over there.”

		She sends a quick message back to Priya.

		Buck’s Fizz on the beach sounds perfect! Hope you have a great time—photos, please!

		She stops typing, chewing her lip as she wonders how to put into words how, exactly, things are going with Finn. But she can’t figure out what to say—or what, exactly, their conversation earlier means for her after Christmas.

		I’ll update you on everything with a proper voice note later—maybe I can call you tomorrow if we can work it out? But sounds like you’re busy! And, drumroll…Lillian Hart wants in. It’s complicated, but she wants to work with me!

		She presses send, figuring good news is best on Christmas. She gets a response immediately.

		Omg I KNEW IT. My Mel, jewelry designer to the stars. I’m SO proud of you. Xxx

		Mel bites her lip, staring at the message. She thinks of what Finn said and wonders if it’s true—will Priya still say she was proud if Mel doesn’t find a way to make it work?

		There’s the clattering of pans and Mel jumps, looking over at Kristen in the kitchen. She sets her phone down on the side, crosses to help pick up a pan lid that Kristen has dropped.

		“Can I help?” Mel asks.

		“Sure. I was going to get started on dinner—we’ve got salmon in. Susan wanted to make it, but I feel like she should rest.”

		Mel nods. “Put me to work. Just don’t put me in charge of spinach.”

		In the living room, someone has put Christmas songs on, and if the stomping of feet is anything to go by, there is still some dancing happening. Mel starts to peel the potatoes, while Kristen sets the salmon on oven trays.

		“Kristen?” Mel asks, and Kristen looks over her shoulder. “Did you, like, have a feeling about when it was right to quit your job?”

		Kristen switches the oven on. “Well, the very small human made it an easier decision.”

		“Right. Of course.”

		Kristen moves to lean on the counter near Mel. “I could have gone back to work right away. But I was thinking, hey, maybe I’ll get a different job—one where I could be my own boss, put my skills to good use and have some flexibility to take care of Freya.” Kristen puts a hand on her belly, and Mel wonders if she realizes she’s doing it. Then she sighs. “And then life happened and somehow here I am, all these years later.” She cocks her head. “Why do you ask?”

		“No reason,” Mel says quickly, just as Finn comes into the room. His gaze finds hers and her whole body goes taut, expectant.

		Later.

		She swallows, looking back down at the potatoes to try to get herself under control. He comes around to her side of the counter, casually runs a hand down her arm. Under her jumper, she feels goosebumps rise.

		“I’ve been instructed to get everyone drinks,” Finn says. “But then I’ll come back, help lay the table.”

		Mel sits next to Finn at dinner and this time, when their thighs touch under the table, she doesn’t move away, even if it’s a sort of torture. At some point he takes her hand, linking their fingers together on the table—and it is so easy, so natural, to fall back into this pattern with him.

		When they move into the living room after dinner, Hattie insists on a game of Who Am I, and only once she loses the last round, unable to guess that she’s Jane Austen, does Kristen insist it’s time for bed.

		“But why is Santa coming to this house, if we’re staying in that one?” Freya asks, frowning between her mum and her dad.

		“Because Santa is a genius,” Hattie declares.

		“He’ll know where to come because the stockings are hanging here,” Kristen says. And, indeed, stockings are currently hanging in all their red velvet glory above the woodburning stove, next to the Christmas spice candles.

		“And how will he even fit down there,” Freya asks, looking skeptically at the stove—which is nowhere near as big as her fireplace at home.

		“He’s been on a diet,” Finn says, and earns a snort from Hattie and one of Freya’s skeptical looks in return.

		“Come on,” Kristen says. “Let’s get the mince pies.” That seems to placate Freya, who helps to put out a mince pie and a glass of sherry for Santa and a carrot for Rudolf, then manages one last look at all the presents under the tree before Mark and Kristen take her off to the cottage next door, telling everyone they’ll see them in the morning. Susan uses this as an excuse to head up to bed, too, kissing all four of them on the cheek before heading up.

		“God, I’m just so stuffed,” Hattie says, sprawling on the sofa next to Mel, so that she’s taking up the majority of the room—impressive, really, given how small she is.

		“Maybe it was the third mince pie that did it,” Finn says mildly.

		Hattie waves him off, then groans, putting a hand on her stomach. “I’m going to have nightmares, for sure. I always do if I eat too much.”

		“Well, why don’t we go for a walk, burn some of it off?” Dylan asks, who is standing next to Finn, their backs to the woodburning stove.

		Hattie wrinkles her nose. “In the dark?”

		Dylan laughs. “Well, why not?”

		Hattie purses her lips, then concedes with a shrug. “Yeah. Why not?” She allows Dylan to pull her to her feet, and winks at Mel as they grab their coats. “See you kids later.”

		And then it is just her and Finn. For a moment, it is quiet as they just look at each other. His gaze is so focused on hers that she feels something jump in her stomach. She becomes very aware that she’s sitting down, and that he’s standing, and immediately gets to her feet. Then she feels ridiculous, like she’s called attention to herself for no particular reason.

		He is watching her, and she feels the weight of his focus as he takes a step toward her. She mirrors him. The corner of his mouth pulls up. “Hi,” he says.

		She smiles. “Hi.”

		He takes another step toward her and she tilts her chin up to look at him. He reaches out, runs his thumb lightly over her jaw. Her breath catches, and his gaze drops to her mouth. He moves slowly, eyes flickering to hers once more. Asking for permission, she knows.

		She’s the one to close the last gap between them, the one to take his mouth in hers. Her arms wind around his neck, and his hands come to her waist. His tongue sweeps in, hungry, tender, and she presses herself against him, needing every inch of her against every inch of him.

		He draws back, the gray in his eyes storm-cloud dark. Without a word, he moves his hands from her waist, holds one out for her to take. Another question. She links her fingers with his, following him upstairs. Neither of them speaks, but she can feel her heart beat in the back of her throat, a sense of anticipation coiling in the base of her stomach.

		She goes into their bedroom first, and he shuts the door with a quiet click. Then her hands are in his hair, and his mouth is gliding down her throat and oh God, finally. She closes her eyes and tilts her head back as his mouth nips lightly, humming her approval. He turns her, moving her so that her back is against the door, then hesitates, pulling back.

		He kisses the corner of her mouth, featherlight. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

		She runs her hands up his back, feeling solid muscle beneath his shirt, muscle built from all that work he does in houses, rather than hours at the gym.

		“Yes,” she says, no trace of doubt.

		“Do you think maybe we should—”

		She frames his face with her hands. “Don’t,” she whispers. His gaze meets hers, searching. But she doesn’t want to talk about what this means, what’s in store for the future, whether or not this is a good decision. She doesn’t want to crash back down to reality, and she doesn’t want to lose this chance to have him one last time. “Just for tonight, let’s allow ourselves this.”

		She moves her hands, running them over his chest, and he nods. He kisses her neck, the soft skin under her heart. Then, finally, her mouth again, and she closes her eyes, losing herself in it. His calloused hands run up under her top and she shudders with the feel of them, nerve endings firing. She lifts her hands up, letting him pull her top off her, so that she is there in only her bra. She sees the way his eyes glaze as his thumb sweeps up the outside curve of her breast, and her whole body lights up.

		She tugs at his shirt, helping him to pull it off, and feels relief as she touches him, running her hands up the smooth contours of his chest. His hands move to the back of her thighs and his grip tightens, then he lifts her, pressing her farther against the door. She hooks her legs around his waist as he bites down on her neck, sweeps his tongue over that spot, tasting salt. She hears him groan, his fingers tightening their hold, and together they rock against each other.

		Need stretches out in every direction as she arches her spine to get more friction against him. She reaches down for the button on his jeans, but they are pressed too tightly together, and she lets out a frustrated huff. He laughs, just enough of a dark edge there to make her nipples tighten, and lets go of her thighs, lowering her gently to the floor.

		She pushes him back toward the bed, helps him out of his jeans, then strips off her own. He’s already hard, and he shudders as she reaches there, palming him through his boxers. She starts to shove him down onto the bed, ready to straddle him, but he stops her, grabbing her hand and frowning.

		“I just realized…” He grimaces. “I don’t have a condom.”

		“I’m still on the pill.” She hesitates, her hands on his bare chest, and tilts her head up. “But are you…”

		His hand sweeps down her cheek, into her hair. “There’s been no one else, Mel. No one else since you.”

		A glorious shiver climbs her thighs, and a sense of relief spreads through her. Six months—and he’s not jumped into the arms of someone else, this man who would have no trouble to do so, if he chose. She reaches up, places a hand on his cheek. “Me neither.”

		The green in his eyes sparks, and he runs his hands down her bare stomach, leaving pinpricks of warmth behind. He shifts, then nudges her onto the bed, knee between her thighs, and keeps moving his hand down, fingers dipping below her underwear, where she’s already wet. He hisses as he feels it, though he stays slow, his thumb lightly circling her clit. She reaches up to touch, to pull his boxers off, but he takes both of her hands in one of his, lightly clasping her wrists and holding them above her head.

		He kisses his way up her stomach, fingers still there, thumb circling tighter and tighter. Her muscles clench as she whimpers, the pressure inside her building. She tries again to move, to touch, but he holds firm. “If I only get one night,” he whispers against her skin, “I want to take my time to enjoy it.”

		Need coils at the promise in his voice, and she groans as he slips a finger inside her, moving against her. He kisses her neck, teeth scraping lightly over the top of her breast. It’s not enough. She arches against him, her breath a whimper in the back of her throat.

		“Finn, I need—”

		But, as his thumb presses down, she cries out, a wave of pleasure skittering down her spine, the first release tearing through her.

		His smile is dark and hungry as he lets go of her wrists, his gaze inky black. And now he doesn’t stop her as she reaches down, both of them struggling to free themselves of what little clothing remains. He struggles with the clasp of her bra, swearing in a way that makes her laugh. She manages to get his boxers down.

		She reaches between them, thrilling at the feel of him in her hand, and his head bows into her shoulder, his breath released on a hiss. He flips them, so she is on top of him, and she moves to straddle him, grabbing hold of him once more. She guides him inside her, just the tip, pausing, then taking him slowly deeper. She places her hands on his chest, and he grabs her hips. God, he feels so familiar, so right. Yet somehow it feels different, as if they haven’t done this a thousand times before.

		The slowness doesn’t last long. They are both too frantic, too desperate, and Finn flips them again, sweat slicking over their skin as friction engulfs her body in heat. He pins her hands over her head and she bows up to meet him, and in that moment she feels powerful and wanted and right.

		“Fuck, Mel,” he mutters, grinding into her, his fingers tightening. And he looks at her, then, just looks at her, as if he’s never seen her before, as if he can’t believe she’s there. And that look is enough to have sensation rushing to her core. Her muscles pulse, and she swears under her breath as her muscles lock tight, an orgasm rushing through her.

		He covers her mouth with his as she starts to cry out with release, swallowing her groan. Then he shudders, pressing his forehead to hers, kissing her one last time. He looks at her for a long while after, like neither of them can bear to break away just yet.

		When he does ease away, he pulls her tight to him, stroking a hand down her stomach and resting it there. He kisses her shoulder. “You have no idea how much I missed you, Mel.”

		And into the dark, with his arms around her, she whispers, “I’ve missed you too.”
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		Chapter Twenty-six

		Christmas Day

		Mel wakes curled against Finn’s front, both of them still naked, skin against skin. She knows it must be early. It’s pitch-black outside and although that isn’t telling this time of year, there is no sound within the house, no light coming from under the bedroom door. She can feel the rhythm of Finn’s deep breathing behind her, and smiles. She is happy, she realizes. Happy to be here, with Finn, on Christmas Day. She wants to stay next to him, maybe try to wake him up, slowly, for a repeat of last night. But she is also dying of thirst—and there is no water anywhere in sight.

		She moves out from under Finn’s arm, careful not to wake him as she hunts for her pajamas, then slips on a dressing gown. She leaves Finn sleeping, tiptoeing downstairs. It’s chilly, the fire from last night burned out, but she feels an echo of childhood excitement. It’s Christmas Day morning, she’s here with some of the people she loves most in the world—and for today, at least, she has Finn.

		She heads down the corridor to the kitchen, pauses just outside when she sees the light is already on. There are voices, she realizes, and she bites her lip—what if it’s Hattie and Dylan, in the middle of a conversation that she shouldn’t interrupt?

		“I’m fine, Kristen. I just couldn’t sleep—that’s all.” It’s Susan’s voice.

		“I still say we should have taken you to the hospital.” Kristen. What’s she doing up and over in this house so early?

		A long sigh from Susan. “They’re not going to tell me anything I don’t know. And I fell over because I’m a bad ice-skater—not because I have cancer.”

		Mel’s whole body goes cold. No. She mustn’t have heard right. There is a ringing in her ears as she hears Susan’s words again in her mind.

		Not because I have cancer.

		It can’t be true. Susan can’t have cancer—they’d know, wouldn’t they? Finn would know. He’d have told her.

		She doesn’t know what to do. She can’t go in, not when they are having a private conversation. But she can’t just go back upstairs, pretend she hasn’t heard. And she wants to know if it’s true, if she’s really heard this right.

		She doesn’t know what to do, feels panic clogging her throat. Then she sees Kristen heading into the kitchen area, switching the kettle on to boil. She must make some kind of noise, because Kristen turns—and sees Mel.

		Kristen immediately fixes a smile to her face. “Mel! You’re up early. Do you want a…” But she trails off. And Mel knows that her expression must say it all. “You heard,” Kristen says, and her own expression twists into a grimace.

		Mel nods and steps farther into the room. Susan, sitting at the dining table, looks over to her. She looks tired, with a slightly puffy face and gray circles under her eyes. She hasn’t looked this tired all holiday, has she? Or has Mel been too wrapped up in her own drama to notice that something is seriously wrong? Oh God. It can’t be happening. It can’t be.

		The three of them are quiet. Then Susan blows out a long breath, rubbing her hands over her face.

		Mel swallows, her mouth dry. “Cancer?” She has to say it. She has to get it out there.

		Susan drops her hands, and nods.

		“But…”

		“They don’t know,” Kristen whispers. “Finn, Mark, Hattie. They don’t know.”

		Mel stares at Kristen. “But you?”

		“I found out, the day before we came away. There was a letter from the doctor…”

		“Which I was stupid enough to leave out,” Susan says wearily.

		Mel looks between the two of them, hoping one of them will say something to make it better, that it’s not that serious, that Susan hasn’t been keeping this from her family the entire holiday.

		“I haven’t told Mark,” Kristen says, and now her eyes are swimming with tears. And it’s that which makes it real. Kristen is crying. She is crying, because Susan has cancer.

		“Why not?” Mel manages to get out, her throat almost too tight to speak.

		“Because I asked her not to,” Susan says. “And I’m going to ask that of you too, Mel.” She gets to her feet, crosses to where Mel is standing, and takes both her hands. “I’m so, so sorry you found out like this. But I made a decision not to tell the family, because I don’t want to ruin Christmas. I wanted everyone to enjoy this holiday, to have this time together. So I’m asking you to help me with that. I’m asking if you’ll let me tell everyone in my own time, when I’m ready.”

		Susan squeezes Mel’s hands to emphasize the point. She doesn’t look ill. Does she?

		“How long have you known?” Mel whispers.

		“A few weeks.”

		Mel nods, trying to take it in. Then she pulls Susan into a hug, swallowing down the lump in her throat. Susan does not need to see her cry. “I’m so sorry,” she murmurs.

		Susan pats her back. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

		Kristen brings three mugs over to the table, and sets them down. Susan pulls away and they all sit, Mel cupping her hands around the tea for warmth. “How bad…?” She trails off, not sure if she should ask.

		The way Susan hesitates sends a bolt of fear through Mel.

		“I’ve got a follow-up appointment in the new year,” Susan says calmly. “I’ll know more then—and that’s when I’ll tell everyone.”

		Mel goes quiet. She doesn’t know what to say. It’s still not sinking in—that she’s been ill, this whole time. That she’s not told everyone. Is this what the Christmas list has been about? Has Susan wanted everyone to enjoy this Christmas as much as possible—because it might be her last? No, stop it, Melanie. She doesn’t know that. She shouldn’t jump to any conclusions.

		Kristen checks her phone for the time, biting her lip. She seems to have managed to control her emotions, her eyes a little dryer. “I’m going to have to go back next door. Freya will be up any minute. She won’t wait for sunrise on Christmas.”

		“Yes, you should go back,” Susan agrees. “Give Freya a Christmas cuddle from me and come over when you’re all ready.”

		But Kristen hesitates. “Susan, I—”

		“Go,” Susan says firmly. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

		Kristen blows out a long breath, then gets to her feet. She gives Mel a small, sad smile. “I’m sorry, Mel.” As if anyone needs to apologize to her, in this scenario.

		“I’m sorry too,” says Mel quietly. Because what else is there to say?

		When Kristen is gone, Mel and Susan sip their teas quietly for a moment. Then Mel takes a breath, gearing herself up. “Susan, I’m sure Kristen has already talked about this with you, but are you sure you don’t want to tell everyone? They…” But she stops herself. She was going to say “they have a right to know,” but that sounds harsh, doesn’t it? And, really, it is Susan’s decision, not hers.

		But Finn. Her heart lurches painfully. What will Finn do when he finds out? How will he cope? Oh God. She needs to tell him. She can’t keep this from him, can she?

		Susan seems to contemplate Mel for a moment, both hands cupped around her mug. “When the kids were little,” she says slowly, “there was this one Christmas when Andrew didn’t come home on Christmas Eve. Mark must have been about twelve, I think. Andrew had stayed over somewhere, effectively got stranded with car issues and couldn’t make it back in time. He rang me about six a.m., woke me up, genuinely panicking. He wanted to be there, see—he knew the kids were excited—and he just hadn’t thought it through.” She gives a low sigh. “He never thought anything through, that man.”

		Mel says nothing, just watches Susan’s face as she speaks. “Anyway, I remember thinking, well, I just have to keep it together, don’t I? It’s not like he hadn’t let me down before, countless times, and, mostly, I’d managed to block it out. But Christmas for some reason felt different—he’d always been there on birthdays, holidays, school plays. The things where the kids would really notice his absence. But I smiled, and hugged the kids, and told them nothing was wrong, all the while I had this awful feeling inside. It’s silly, isn’t it? I knew what he was like, I knew he’d been cheating on me, but for some reason this was the thing that really got to me? It was kind of a point of no return—the moment I realized there was no hope for us, despite the fact I stayed with him for years after.”

		“I don’t think it’s silly,” Mel says quietly.

		“Well. Most people would, I think. Most of my friends wondered why I put up with it. But that’s not the point. On the day, I pretended, and we opened the stockings without him and the kids were so excited. I’ve got no idea what was in any of them—but I remember Mark, who was turning into a teenager, being like a kid again, one of those moments you treasure when they are growing up too fast. And when Andrew made it back—before Christmas dinner, before the kids opened their main presents, they were so happy. I remember Hattie, running into his arms, laughing as he twirled her around. It’s crystal clear.” She taps her temple with her forefinger. “Andrew was in a crumpled shirt, his eyes tired, face drawn. He looked terrible, and like he might burst into tears. But he hugged Hattie and made up some excuse—that part I didn’t remember. But we ended up having such a laugh—and I knew where he’d likely been, what he’d been doing, but the kids opened the presents we’d chosen for them together, and I could tell they were so happy for us all to be together, and it was worth it.”

		Mel’s heart is breaking a little, listening to this—imagining Susan on the verge of breaking down, trapped in a marriage and feeling unloved and let down on Christmas Day morning. Imagining little Finn and Hattie and Mark not understanding why their dad wasn’t there, Hattie delighted when he’d turned up—compared to Hattie now, who doesn’t want to speak to him. And here she is, this woman who has given everything for her kids, who might have made mistakes and inevitably handed down ideas of relationships to her children, but who has wanted the best for them, always.

		“It was worth it,” Susan repeats firmly, “to keep them happy. And I made a promise to myself from then on that I wouldn’t let him ruin Christmas again. I always made sure we had the best day, have always loved having my kids around and seeing them happy. I want my family to have a last perfect Christmas together, Mel,” Susan continues. Mel flinches at the word “last.” If Susan sees, she doesn’t comment—and she doesn’t expand.

		It might not be as bad as she thinks, Mel tells herself. And then, it can’t be as bad as she thinks.

		“I want them to be able to remember that, after everything.” She takes a deep breath. “I want you to promise me, Mel. I will tell them, after my appointment. But I want you to promise that you’ll help keep my secret until then. That you’ll let everyone—including me—enjoy this Christmas.” She reaches across the table to take Mel’s hand. “I know it’s a lot to ask. I’m sorry that I have to. But I need you to promise.”

		And she can’t argue, can she? Because it is not her choice to make. So, against her better judgment, she finds herself whispering, “Okay. I promise.”
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		Chapter Twenty-seven

		Finn is getting dressed when, an hour or so later, Mel lets herself back into the bedroom. She has been trying to figure out what to do, how to act, because Finn will notice something is wrong the moment he sees her face, won’t he?

		He smiles at her the moment she steps in. “Morning, sunshine.”

		She raises her eyebrows. “Is that one of the nicknames we’re trying out?”

		He grins, then cocks his head. “You okay? You look a little tired.”

		So much for her poker face. “I’m fine!” Okay, that was too squeaky. Get a grip, Melanie. “Just, you know, up early, sneaking a peak at the stockings.”

		“Please tell me you saw my mum sneaking around in a Santa costume.”

		She laughs, but it sounds slightly hysterical. His mum. His mum has cancer—and he doesn’t know.

		“Mel, are you sure you’re okay?” His mouth twists. “Or…is this about last night? Do you want to—?”

		“No,” she says firmly. She pulls a hand through her hair. “I mean, yes, we can talk about it if you like—but, no, I’m not upset about it. I wanted it. I don’t regret it.”

		He searches her face, as if he’s checking for the truth. Then he nods. “Okay. Good.”

		Somewhere on the floor there is the sound of her phone ringing. Enormously grateful for the distraction, she immediately drops, looking for it.

		“Shit,” she mutters. “That’ll be my parents.” And thank God for that.

		Finn finds her phone, hands it to her. “I’m guessing they don’t know you’re with me?”

		“Ah, no.” And she certainly doesn’t want to explain the extent to which they are together to her parents right now.

		He kisses the top of her head. “I’ll shower.”

		He grabs some things from around the room, then a towel off the back of the door, then glances back at her. “Oh, and, Mel? Happy Christmas.”

		She smiles, and it’s a little more real this time. “Happy Christmas, Finn.”

		She quickly straightens the bedclothes, trying to make sure the bed doesn’t look too rumpled, before getting under the covers and propping her head against a pillow, trying to look comfortable and like she’s just woken up in a B and B.

		Her parents’ faces fill her phone screen as she answers.

		“Happy Christmas, Melly!” Her dad grins cheerily into the camera—his ears a little more sunburned again than earlier in the week.

		“Darling!” Her mum beams. “Happy Christmas!”

		“And to you both! What time is it there? What have you been doing?”

		“Oh, it’s around midday I think,” her mum says, waving a hand in the air.

		“You think?”

		“Well, it’s a little tricky to keep track of time when you’re having fun, isn’t it! We’ve been for cocktails on the beach this morning, darling—can you imagine? Cocktails! On the beach! In the morning! On Christmas Day!”

		Given the slightly tipsy air to both of her parents, Mel very much can imagine, but she doesn’t say that.

		“Anyway, how are you?” her mum asks. “You look well. Doesn’t she look well, Gavin?”

		“Very well,” her dad agrees.

		“Spending time with Priya is clearly good for you,” her mum says. And it is easier, all things considered, to “mmmm” in agreement. “What are you doing today, then? Any plans?”

		“Oh, just the usual. Dinner and a walk, you know,” Mel says, feeling a knot of guilt in her stomach for the lie. But her parents seem flushed and happy and tipsy—and she does not want to ruin that by telling them who she has been sleeping next to this week. “And you? What’s on the agenda for this afternoon?”

		“Our hotel is having a special Christmas dinner, then we might go and see if our local beach bar is open for an evening tipple,” her mum says, eyes bright. Mel can see she’s loving saying “our local beach bar” and feels a rush of affection. “Oh, and, darling, you’ll never guess what!”

		“What?” Mel says obediently.

		“I’ve had a business idea!”

		“Oh! Really?”

		“Yes, you know, I thought about doing recipes for people, and they can subscribe and I’ll send them new ones every week.”

		“Ah…Like Mindful Chef?”

		Her mum frowns. “Hmmm. Never heard of that one, love. Can’t be doing very well if we’ve not heard of them, can they? Poor loves. But, you know, we get those vegetable boxes every week, but we don’t always know what to do with them, do we, Gavin?”

		“Not a clue,” her dad pipes up.

		“This would be recipes to help people.”

		“So you’ll send the food and the recipes together?” Mel is trying hard not to point out how many companies already do this.

		“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe just the recipes—bit easier, isn’t it? Anyway. We’ll have a little chat about it when I’m back. You can give me all the tips.”

		“Sure, Mum.” She thinks again of what Finn said last night by the car. That her parents would be proud of her, even if the business failed. Now, she decides, is not the time to test that theory.

		She says goodbye to her parents, tells them to send lots of photos of their day, and immediately gets one of them beaming into the camera, side by side, in exactly the same place as she left them. She laughs quietly to herself, then switches to WhatsApp, starting a voice note.

		“Priya! Happy Christmas! I realize it’s the end of the day for you there now—but how was the barbecue? How was your first Australian Christmas?” She stops recording. She wants to tell Priya about Finn, but she’s not sure how she’d react. And she really, really wants to tell her about Susan, to have someone to talk to about it—but that all feels too much for a voice note on Christmas morning. “I’ve been having a nice time, actually, and I’m looking forward to eating way too much today. Hope you’re good!”

		She presses send, though the voice note feels incredibly inadequate. God, she misses her. It would be so much easier if Priya was nearby—if she was able to go and spend New Year with her, or even just call her in the same time zone.

		She gets dressed, choosing her sparkly Let Christmas Be-Gin jumper that she bought especially, plus snowflake earrings—not one of her own designs this time. She’s putting red lipstick on in the mirror—because why not?—when her phone lights up.

		A voice note from Priya. That was quick.

		Mel! Christmas has been great. Good. Fine. No, good. We’ve been on the beach alll day. Anyway, I’m fine! Australia is GREAT. So sunny, and people went swimming today, Mel! In the sea! I mean, I didn’t. But I could have, if I wanted to. I just got off the phone with my parents. They are good. They say they miss you. I mean, I think they miss me more, but still.

		The bedroom door opens as Priya’s message finishes.

		Please update me on how your day is! I miss you!

		Mel glances over at Finn. “Took your time.” She sees, though, that he is fully dressed, his hair damp—and that he’s holding two mugs of coffee.

		He holds one out for her. “Thought you might want some time.” She takes the mug, breathing in the smell of it. He jerks his head at her phone. “Priya?”

		She takes a sip of coffee. “Yeah.”

		“She having a good Christmas?”

		“Yeah,” Mel says slowly. “I think so.”

		He sits down on the edge of the bed. “You don’t sound too sure.”

		“She just sounds a bit, I don’t know—homesick, maybe?” Although, to be fair, she’d also sounded a bit tipsy—so maybe it was just that?

		Finn nods. “Understandable.”

		“Yeah.” Mel frowns down at her coffee. “I guess.”

		Then comes Susan’s voice, bellowing up the stairs, making Mel jump. “Mel! Finn! Blinis are ready!”

		Finn stands and holds out a hand to Mel. She takes it, even as something lodges in her throat at the sound of Susan’s voice—something that makes it difficult to look at Finn as they head downstairs together.

		Everyone is already in the kitchen, all dressed in Christmas jumpers with the exception of Hattie, who is in a sparkly top, and Freya, who is wearing a Santa dress. Everyone can help themselves to homemade blinis in the center of the table, with cream cheese and smoked salmon. Dylan is making Buck’s Fizz and handing around glasses. Mel wonders if she’s the only one who notices when Kristen says she’ll have a straight orange juice instead. Freya has the entire contents of her stocking in front of her on the dining table, having been unable to wait for everyone before she opened it, and Susan is leaning against the French doors to the garden, seeming to watch them all, a small smile playing around her lips. She looks happy. She doesn’t look sick—but then, if she’s only just been diagnosed, maybe she wouldn’t? Or maybe it’s a sign that it’s not as bad as Susan thinks.

		Mel struggles to keep the smile on her face, and finds it hard to look at Kristen, Susan, or Finn as they all clink glasses with a loud “Merry Christmas.” The result is that she ends up spilling some of her Buck’s Fizz over the rim of the glass, though thankfully no one seems to notice. Oh God, how is she supposed to get through today?

		She’s not really concentrating, so when Hattie sidles up to Mel she jumps. She hadn’t even noticed Finn slipping away to inspect the contents of Freya’s stocking. Hattie is wearing glittery eyeshadow and a headband with reindeer ears that must be Freya’s, along with a very determined expression.

		“I have something I want to ask you,” Hattie says without preamble.

		“Ominous,” says Mel.

		Hattie grins. “Will you be a bridesmaid?”

		Mel nearly drops her glass as her stomach performs a pleasant little flip. “Oh my God! Hattie!”

		“I know, it’s all really real.”

		“So, did you and Dylan…” Mel glances at Dylan who is chatting away to Susan by the blinis. “Did you manage to talk?”

		“Yeah.” Hattie blows out a long breath. “He says we’re a team.”

		Mel raises her eyebrows. “You mean at ice-skating? Because I heard that too…”

		Hattie nudges Mel in the ribs. “After that too. He said we’re a team no matter what—and that won’t change whether we do or don’t have kids.” She wrinkles her nose. “I guess we still have a lot to figure out. And we should probably talk a bit more about it.”

		“Might be wise,” Mel says dryly, and earns another prod in the ribs.

		“Anyway, I think the wedding might still be on.”

		“Well, I’m very glad to hear it.” Although Mel can’t help wondering whether anything will change after Susan delivers her news in the new year. Mel is still clinging to the hope that this will be okay, that the doctors will cure Susan, that she’s going to have many more Christmases to come, even if she might think this one is her last. But, one way or another, it’s still going to be a crisis, isn’t it? And families either pull together during crises—or they fall apart. She hopes it’s the former, for all their sakes.

		“So?” Hattie prompts. “Will you be a bridesmaid? Kristen is one too, of course, and my friend from school, Anna. You haven’t met her, but you’ll like her.”

		“I…” But something sharp sticks in her throat. She’s supposed to break up with Finn tomorrow—that was the plan. Does that agreement still stand? Is he still expecting it? Does he still want that? Does she? She glances over at Finn, who is playing with some kind of mini Lego set with Freya. No, she thinks. She doesn’t want to end things, doesn’t want to face the future without him. She never wanted that. But even if she manages to have a conversation with him, how is she supposed to talk about the future, knowing what she knows?

		“You know, Mel,” Hattie says, her tone conversational, “I’d always want to be friends with you. Even if you and Finn hadn’t got back together, I was going to find a way to ask you, and just make Finn deal with it.”

		Mel’s gaze snaps back to Hattie, who has a rather shrewd look in her eye. So maybe Hattie knows a little more than she’s letting on?

		Mel smiles. “I would love to be a bridesmaid, Hattie. Thank you for asking me.” She gives Hattie a quick, hard squeeze. She’ll deal with it, she tells herself. If this is it, for her and Finn, she’ll deal with it. And at least they will have parted on better terms this time around, so maybe being there at the wedding will be possible? Maybe they’ll be able to see each other and be, if not friends, then friendly? And as for Susan…

		“Right,” says Susan loudly, gathering everyone’s attention. “Shall we do Secret Santa before the obligatory Christmas Day walk?”

		They all head into the living room, curling up on every available seat, with Hattie perched on the sofa arm next to Dylan, and Mark sitting on the floor by the fireplace with Freya. Freya hands out the presents, bouncing on her toes when she gives Mel hers. Mel shakes it, holding it to her ear, and Freya grins.

		“On three!” Susan says. “One, two, three…” And they all tear off the paper.

		Mel hears Mark’s chortle when he sees his tie—a bunch of Santas wearing kilts on a green background. “Oh, this’ll be great for the office Christmas party next year,” he says. Mel catches Finn’s eye, where he’s sitting on the sofa next to his mum, and he winks at her.

		Finn has a tartan hat, which Hattie insists he has to wear to the wedding, and Susan has a few jars of Scottish-made jams, which she declares “lovely.”

		Mel’s present is a gorgeous wooden jewelry-making set, with wooden beads and a set of paints. “This is amazing!” She holds it up for everyone to see. “Thanks, Santa.”

		“It wasn’t Santa—it was me!” Freya bursts out.

		Mel laughs. “Well, you’re an excellent stand-in for Santa. Maybe you can go and work with the elves.”

		Freya comes over, clearly desperate to open the kit.

		“Freya,” Kristen says, a touch of gentle warning to her tone, “that’s Mel’s present, remember?”

		“It’s okay,” Mel says. “We can share.”

		She gets out all the different parts and starts showing Freya how to make a bracelet. It’s silly, given the kit is obviously made for kids, but there’s something soothing in the activity—and it reminds her of the bit she’d once loved. She’d started her business a bit by accident, given the way it took off, but she’d always done it because she’d loved designing and making jewelry, loved the idea of someone wearing one of her designs and it helping them feel special. Loved the feeling of satisfaction at the end when you saw something you’d created with your own hands. And, somewhere along the line, she’d lost that.

		They all go out for a walk before lunch, heading directly from the cottage into the pine forest, where snow still lingers on the forest floor, crunching underfoot and frosting the top of the pine trees. Is this Mel’s first-ever white Christmas, she wonders? She thinks it might be.

		She and Finn hold hands as they walk, content to just be there in each other’s company, while Freya gets a piggyback from Mark most of the way, and Hattie and Susan link arms, chatting at the back of the group. Mel tries not to keep checking on Susan as they walk, tries to forget about the secret she’s holding and what it might mean, and concentrate only on the here and now. Because if Susan wants a perfect Christmas then she’s damn sure going to get it.

		Christmas dinner is a huge success, with roast turkey, roast potatoes in abundance, and the best Yorkshire puddings Mel thinks she’s ever tasted. They all chip in with cooking—Hattie refuses to let Mel anywhere near the spinach—with Freya getting involved and making the cranberry sauce. When Mark asks Kristen if she wants a glass of red with dinner, she declines, and though Mark gives her a slightly quizzical look he says nothing.

		Mel manages to pull Kristen aside, the two of them hanging back in one corner of the kitchen while the rest of them are being loud in the dining area.

		“I just wanted to check,” Mel says, glancing around to check no one is in earshot. “Are you…okay?”

		Kristen gives her a shrewd look. “Are you?”

		Mel blows out a breath. “No. Not really.” She swallows and lowers her voice. “I can’t get my head around it. It doesn’t feel real, and, God, poor Susan, but I…”

		“I know,” Kristen whispers. “I’ve been off with Mark all week—I know it, and I know he can tell, but I think he just thinks I’m tired and a bit stressed.” Mel feels a rush of guilt. Here she is, feeling awful about not telling Finn, when Kristen has been keeping this secret all week.

		Kristen places a hand on her stomach. “I found out I was pregnant the day before I found out about Susan. I was working up to tell Mark, after figuring out how I felt about it and what it meant for me, but I was going to tell him, talk to him about it, and then…” She shoots a nervous glance toward the dining area. “It’s like it’s tied up together. Like if I tell him about being pregnant, I’ll have to explain why I didn’t tell him sooner, and that will lead to Susan, and she really wants to be able to tell them herself—so what do I do?” She closes her eyes. “It’s all such a mess, Mel.”

		“I know,” Mel says quietly. Because what else is there to say? Is there a right thing to do, Mel wonders? What would she want, if it were her mother, keeping this from her? She can’t imagine, and even the thought of it sends a jolt of fear through her. And she doesn’t know what she’d want. She’d want to know, wouldn’t she? But what if she could do nothing to change it? And does it matter what she’d want? It’s about what Susan wants, isn’t it?

		She pulls Kristen into a hug, and they stand there for a minute, Mel fighting the urge to cry. She feels Kristen take a sobbing breath and knows she must be trying to do the same.

		“Hey, what’s going on over here?” It’s Finn’s voice, and Mel jumps away from Kristen guiltily. Kristen turns her head away, using the excuse of bending down to find some placemats, while Mel forces herself to smile brightly.

		“Oh, just girl talk.” She immediately cringes. Since when has she used the expression “girl talk”?

		“Right,” Finn says, looking between the two of them. “Are you sure you’re—”

		“We’re fine, Finn.” And again, that too-bright voice is back. “Come on. It’s time for dessert.” She marches back over to the dining table, where they have a Christmas pudding waiting for them—and a chocolate brownie for Freya, which Hattie declares she’s jealous of. Mel can feel Finn watching her, and does her best to throw herself into the conversation around the table so he can’t keep probing her. He was right. He does know her too well—but she only has one more day to get through, doesn’t she? One more day to keep the secret, and then surely by the time she sees him again—if she sees him again—he’ll know? And she can’t think about that right now, how he’ll be once he knows.

		Susan has got them all crackers, and they sit with paper hats on their heads, reading out the jokes to one another.

		“What do you get if you eat Christmas decorations?” Finn asks.

		“Ah, Christmas food poisoning?” Mark asks, and earns an eye roll from Hattie.

		“Tinselitis!” Finn says.

		“Why don’t penguins fly?” asks Susan.

		“Oh, I know this one,” Dylan says. “Because they’re snow good at it.”

		“Can’t penguins fly?” asks Freya.

		Mel is stuffed at the end of the meal and only manages a small sip of the port that Dylan produces out of nowhere. Finn is next to her, his hand resting lightly on her knee. She wonders if he feels a ticking clock, like she does. After tomorrow, they won’t have an excuse to touch each other anymore, will they? Only, for her, the ticking clock is less about that, and more about what the new year will bring.

		They open the last of the presents after dinner, sitting with hot drinks around the Christmas tree.

		“Cinnamon!” Susan beams as she opens the scented candle from Mel. “Thanks so much, Mel love.” And Mel feels horribly guilty, that all she managed for Susan was a bloody candle—even if Finn had indeed added her name to the present he’d already gotten for his mum—a gorgeous hand-knitted jumper in a bold red, soft to the touch and expensive-looking.

		“Oh, this is just wonderful!” Susan says. “I’ll wear it every day for the rest of winter.”

		“Please don’t,” says Hattie. “You’ll end up smelling terrible.”

		Mel opens a bracelet from Hattie, and a bottle of wine from Kristen and Mark. When she gets to a large flat square present, she frowns, having no idea what it could be. “Who’s this from?”

		“That would be me,” Finn says—and he runs a hand across the back of his neck, almost as if he’s nervous.

		And because he’s nervous she’s nervous as she opens—though something else takes over when she sees what it is, and she catches her breath. The painting she’d seen in the shop at the end of their scavenger hunt. The landscape of a forest overlooking a loch—majestic and awe-inspiring. And maybe not quite as lonely as she’d thought it looked the first time.

		“I can’t believe you noticed,” Mel murmurs. He tries to shrug it off, but she gets to her feet, crosses to him, and bends down to give him a light kiss on the cheek. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I love it.”

		The evening ends with a game of charades. It takes the full minute for anyone to figure out that Dylan is acting out The Jungle Book, which makes Mel laugh.

		“Aren’t you supposed to be an actor?” she asks.

		“Apparently a terrible one,” he says, hanging his head in mock shame.

		“Don’t worry,” Hattie says breezily. “You can be a kept husband, no problem.”

		When Freya’s head is drooping on Kristen’s shoulder and everyone else is yawning, they decide to call it a night. Mel’s steps feel heavy as she and Finn climb the stairs—the day feels as if it’s gone far too fast. She wonders if that’s how Susan feels. She’d wanted this—a last, perfect Christmas, and now it’s over, far too soon. She feels tears stinging her eyes and blinks furiously. She can’t cry, not yet. She’ll have to save that for when she’s alone.

		She doesn’t speak to Finn as she shuts the bedroom door, but she does cross to him, running her hands over his shoulders, down his back. He reaches out, traces the outline of her face, and she closes her eyes, willing herself not to give into it, not to cry.

		“I know,” he whispers. But he doesn’t know, does he? He thinks she’s sad about the end of the holiday, about the fact that their time is supposed to be up. And because she can’t contradict him she doesn’t say anything as they peel each other’s clothes off, taking their time, tracing skin with fingers and mouths. Finn moves her to the bed gently, kisses along the inside of her thigh, slowly, tenderly—as if she is something to be cherished.

		He moves higher, tongue pressing over her center. There are tears in her eyes as she comes, though she closes her eyes so he can’t see, reaching for him and burying her face into his neck as he slips inside her.

		Not because I stopped loving you.

		I never stopped loving you, either. I’ll always love you. That’s what she wants to say, what she knows is true. But the words won’t come, trapped by her secrets and by the uncertainty of what this all means.

		Afterward, as they lie curled together, sweat cooling on their skin, she closes her eyes with Finn’s arms around her. She feels her breathing slowing to match his, and tells herself to enjoy this, for maybe the last time. She tries, very hard, not to think of how their last breakup played out. Tries not to think of what tomorrow will bring.
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		Chapter Twenty-eight

		Six months ago—at Hattie’s engagement party

		Finn let out a low whistle as he and Mel stepped into the lobby at the Ham Yard Hotel. He didn’t usually hang out in posh hotels, but he could immediately see why Hattie had picked it for the engagement party. It was like a living art gallery, both elegant and quirky—a bit like Hattie. The artwork was bold, eclectic and so colorful he wasn’t sure where exactly to look. Mismatched sofas and armchairs took up most of the space, where a couple of people were lounging, staring down at their phones as they did so. He wasn’t one to worry about interior design—when he’d been flipping houses he never thought that far ahead, leaving things as neutral as he could so that people could see the potential and could put their own stamp on the place. But he had to admit this was pretty cool.

		He glanced at the oversize clock in one corner, which showed that they were five minutes late and grimaced a little. He didn’t usually care whether he was late or not, but his little sister’s engagement party seemed like the sort of thing for which he ought to be on time. Especially when he’d been asked to do a speech, though why for the life of him she wanted him and not Mark to do that was beyond him. He patted his suit jacket, reassuring himself that his notes were definitely there, and fought to fight away the annoying curdle of anxiety that had lodged itself in his gut last night and refused to leave.

		Mel, however, seemed to notice none of this, as she’d been glued to her phone since the moment they got off the tube. Probably work. Almost definitely work. Still, he couldn’t help asking. “Who are you talking to?”

		She didn’t look up. “It’s no one, Finn. Don’t worry about it.”

		He didn’t say anything to that. Back when she was starting out, when the business took off, she used to tell him everything. He’d get regular blow-by-blows, and although a lot of it went over his head, he’d loved watching her enthusiasm. She glanced up at him, noting the silence. She could read him as well as he could read her.

		“It’s just work,” she said, with an apologetic smile. She took his hand, squeezed it. “I’m in the room now, I promise. And this place is amazing.” She looked around as they crossed through the foyer to the lift—Hattie’s party was up at the top of the hotel, on the roof terrace.

		“I know. I’ve got no idea why we don’t hang out here more often.”

		“Probably to do with the fact that one night here would likely equate to about half our mortgage payment.”

		“Yeah. Probably that.”

		They took the lift up to the rooftop bar, and Mel stopped in her tracks as they stepped out. “Wow.”

		Finn knew what she meant. It was part garden, part sleek and elegant bar, with olive, apple, and pear trees, and he caught sight of various herbs and vegetables cordoned off by picket fencing. Plush seating areas were nestled among lush greenery, with strings of fairy lights and lanterns giving the place a sort of glow—which also may have been the sunset that was currently firing up the sky in shades of pink and orange.

		The best part, Finn thought as they stepped farther into the bustle, was the view of London’s skyline, various landmarks peeking through. It was almost enough to convince him that maybe he could fall in love with London after all. Almost.

		They started to make their way toward the bar, which promised a selection of fancy-sounding cocktails, when Hattie marched over, looking all sorts of glamorous with her blond hair waved, bright red lipstick, and a matching dress.

		“You’re here!” She gave Finn a quick, hard hug, then pulled away to grab Mel’s hand. “Come on, let’s go get a margarita.” She gave Finn a stern look. “None for you, though. You can’t have one until you’ve done the speech—they’re lethal and we can’t have you stumbling over your words.”

		Finn rolled his eyes, though he felt a shot of nerves again. Hattie dragged Mel away, with Mel giving him a little shrug as if to say she knew protesting was futile. Finn watched the two of them laugh at something as they reached the bar. He loved how well Mel got on with his sister. But was it odd that Mel looked more at ease here than she did with him at home?

		He glanced around the rooftop, saw his mum sitting among the foliage. She gestured him over and he moved, embarrassingly grateful to have someone to talk to. He kissed her on the cheek, smiling politely at the woman who excused herself as he arrived.

		“A cousin’s cousin of Dylan’s,” his mum explained. “Something like that, anyway. She lives in London and, reading between the lines, that’s the only reason she got an invite.” She took his hand, pulled him down next to her. “Now, love. How are you? How’s the grand old world of fruit juice?”

		He winced—both because it was totally ridiculous that he ever took a job at a juice company, and because he was currently working out his notice period. Something he’d not yet told Mel about.

		“It’s good,” he said, lying as easily as he had when he was a teenager, and ignoring the squirming in his gut. “Very juice-like.”

		“Hmmm.” She was quiet for a moment, then, “Have you spoken to your dad recently?”

		He tensed, the way he always did when the subject of his dad was mentioned in the family. “No,” he said, as casually as he could. “Why?”

		“I was trying to get Hattie to invite him tonight.”

		Finn frowned. “Why would you want him here?”

		She sighed. “I don’t, particularly, but I also don’t mind him being here.” She laughed at the skeptical look he gave her. “It’s true. I put up with him through an entire marriage—I could have managed one evening. I just, I thought Hattie might want to have him here—it’s such a special occasion. But she says she didn’t.”

		“Well, then,” Finn said with a shrug. “That’s that.” The two of them looked over to Hattie leaning against the bar with Mel, sipping a margarita.

		“She still hasn’t introduced him to Dylan,” his mum said quietly.

		Finn nodded. “I know.” He and Hattie had talked about it, and he got it. He’d put it off for ages with Mel.

		“He’s her parent.” His mum’s voice sounded sad now. “She can’t just write him off like that.”

		She could, and she would, if he knew Hattie. And it’s not like their dad had done all that much to stay in touch, had he?

		He took his mum’s hand, squeezed it. “You’re the only parent we need.”

		She looked a little saddened by that statement, but squeezed his hand back, then got to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get a drink for the toast.”

		Hattie caught his eye from over at the bar, and tapped her glass meaningfully. Right. He supposed it was better to get it out of the way.

		Mel was moving toward him, though she had her phone pressed to her ear. “I’d love to,” she was saying. “Absolutely. I’ll call you first thing on Monday.” She hung up just as she reached him. “Showtime?” she asked.

		“Looks like. Who was that?” He gestured to her phone.

		“Just work.”

		Right. But now was not the time to press it. He didn’t have a champagne glass in his hand. Shit, that was an oversight, wasn’t it? He needed something to clink, and to raise for a toast at the end of the speech.

		Without asking, Mel pressed an almost empty martini glass into his hand. “It’s not champagne, but I’m sure Hattie won’t mind. And I’ve heard you practicing your speech. It’s great, so don’t be nervous.” Then she gave him a gentle shove, so that he moved into the center of the roof terrace, London’s dusky skyline at his back.

		He cleared his throat, feeling awkward as fuck, and tapped his glass. Hattie, thankfully, clinked hers more forcefully to get people’s attention and followed it up with an “Oi! Speech time!” She crossed to Dylan, who wrapped an arm around her, cementing her firmly to his side.

		Everyone turned to look at Finn, smiles expectant. He took a deep breath, worked up a smile he’d been told more than once was charming. “When Hattie first told me she’d fallen in love with an actor, I’ll admit I was a bit worried. As anyone here will know, Hattie is very much a leading lady of her story, not a supporting act, and here I was, imagining someone equally as dramatic as her.”

		Hattie gave him an eye roll, and Mel gave a subtle thumbs-up. A few people around the terrace tittered appreciatively. And some of the tension left his body, allowing him to settle into the rhythm of it. “Thankfully, Dylan doesn’t live up to the typical cliché of what an actor should be. At the risk of offending several people here tonight, he doesn’t demand to be the center of attention—meaning Hattie can be that—and, from what I can tell, he isn’t inclined to throw tantrums when things don’t go his way. Which, again, means that Hattie can do that.” She sticks out her tongue at him, while Dylan laughs, showing off those impressive white teeth. In writing the speech, it had struck him how little he really knew Dylan—but with his sister, when she said it was right, he had to believe her.

		He carried on through, barely having to consult his notes, and got a few more laughs and one or two whoops—probably from Hattie’s school friends, if they were anything like his memory of them. He tried not to, but his gaze kept drifting back to Mel as he spoke. Mel, who he’d once imagined proposing to—having a party just like this one, though maybe not quite as glamorous. She was watching him, smiling at all the right places, but one hand was tight around her phone, which had found its way back out of her bag.

		He pulled his attention away from her, told himself to stop being stupid. “I’m sure there are those of you here that will also attest to how convincing Hattie can be, too, when she sets her mind to something. I swear she once convinced me it was her who’d come up with the idea behind Zoom and someone had stolen all the software.”

		He remembered the conversation with Mel, where they ended up doubting themselves. How do we know for sure she didn’t, though? Are we entirely certain we know what she actually does?

		“So convincing me to like Dylan, before I’d even met him, was easy for her. And luckily, from the moment she introduced him to the family, we all got it—the way they make each other brighter.”

		He managed to get through the whole thing without stumbling, and when he raised a glass in a toast at the end and everyone clapped he was just so bloody relieved it was over.

		His mum came to envelop him in a hug, smelling, as always, comfortingly of lavender. “That was wonderful, Finn. You should give speeches more often.”

		He laughed as she pulled away. “I’ll bear that in mind.”

		Hattie and Dylan came over, too, Hattie hugging him tightly, then punching him on the arm. “You didn’t need to be so mean about me.”

		“Would we call it mean?” Dylan mused. “Or accurate?”

		Hattie punched him too at that, but he could see her eyes sparkling. Around them, dark had settled in, London’s skyline lit up against the dark, the lanterns on the terrace glowing. He could see Mel, on her way over to them, but she stopped a little way back, chewing her lip as she read something on her phone, her face illuminated by the screen light.

		“Mel okay?” Hattie asked, and although the question was casual, it made his stomach clench.

		“I think so,” he said, and she gave him a curious look. Perhaps because he didn’t sound overly confident.

		It made him feel ever so slightly nauseous. Hattie pressed a margarita into his hand. He was doing this to Mel. He was dimming her, bit by bit, making her anxious, the way his mum had been, even as she’d tried to hide it from them. And although his mum was doing okay now and claimed to have no regrets, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t strip Mel back, layer by layer, couldn’t watch it happen to someone else he loved. And she wouldn’t talk to him—which meant it had to be bad, because Mel always said what she thought.

		“So when are you going to pop the question?” Mark asked him, winking. “Or, don’t tell me, you’re too chicken.”

		“Leave him be, Mark,” Kristen said firmly. “He’s teasing, Finn,” she said. Then she reached up to kiss him on the cheek. “We’re both so proud of you.” Would they still be proud of him, though, when they learned that he’d quit his job, with no plan of what to do next? And what would Mel say then?

		He couldn’t marry her, could he? He was unstable. He didn’t even have a bloody job. The only thing he was good at was moving from place to place, instability inherent in every nail he hammered or wall he painted. He couldn’t drag Mel around with him—it would only make her give up what she loved, and then he’d dim her even further.

		“I can’t do it,” he said out loud.

		Mark glanced at him. “What?”

		The conversation had moved on, but he felt like he was treading water, standing in the middle of his family. He looked at his brother. “I can’t marry her.”

		“Finn,” his sister-in-law said gently, “he was only joking.”

		Mark was frowning at him now, clearly sensing something was wrong. “Yeah, mate, I didn’t mean—”

		“I think it might be over.” He thought he’d said it quietly, but silence descended over their little group and it made him realize that he might have said it far more loudly than he meant to.

		Then Hattie was looking over Finn’s shoulder. And he knew, of course he did, that she was standing there.

		He turned, slowly, to see Mel’s face. She was staring at him, her skin draining of color, blue eyes scarily bright. His heart twisted. She’d heard. How had he not realized that she’d closed the gap between them?

		“What did you say?” she whispered.

		“Mel, I—” he began, his voice choked.

		“You can’t marry me. You think it might be over.” Her voice, on the other hand, was crystal clear. And he was an idiot. He hadn’t meant it, hadn’t wanted her to hear, didn’t want to be the reason for the way she was looking at him right now. None of this came out, though, because his brain had frozen.

		“Well, Finn?” she demanded, her voice rising. “Is it? Over?” Her eyes, as always, were directly on his. And shit, no, this isn’t what he’d meant. He didn’t want to do this here, in front of everyone—and especially not at Hattie’s engagement party, which was supposed to be a celebration.

		“Ah, we’ll just…” Finn wasn’t even sure which of his family said it, but, as one, they all seemed to dissipate around him, melding into the crowd.

		Finn swallowed. “Mel, I didn’t mean—”

		“Didn’t mean that it’s over? Or that you don’t want to marry me? Didn’t mean to tell other people before you told me?” He could think of nothing to say. Why, for fuck’s sake, could he think of nothing to say?

		“Well?” Mel demanded again. “When were you planning to tell me how you felt?”

		“Maybe we should—” He reached out to steer her away from the roof terrace, away from prying eyes, but she snatched her arm out of his grip.

		“No, you started this here, so let’s finish it.”

		“It isn’t working, Mel.” He said it quietly, reluctantly. But he had to say it now, didn’t he?

		“What isn’t working?” There was an angry fire to her voice, her eyes—but worse than that was the hurt, laced underneath it. And, shit, what was he doing? He didn’t want this. He didn’t want to lose her. But if he dragged things on it would only be worse. She wasn’t happy—he knew that. And she was too kind to end things herself. She might hurt now, but it would be better in the long run. Wouldn’t it?

		“Us,” he said. “We’re not working.”

		She stared at him. “You’re serious.” She scanned his face, looking for clues. Then her voice dropped to a whisper. “You’re actually doing this?”

		“It’s for the best,” he said, and his voice sounded flat, uncaring. He could see the way her face shuttered, at the sound of it, but he couldn’t do anything to change it. It felt as if his whole body was shutting down, in preparation for what was to come.

		“Fine,” she said. Then, louder. “Fine.” And she turned. She turned and walked away, before he could see the tears he knew were there, before he could see her break—though he knew her well enough to see it in the way she held her posture, the way she swept from the roof terrace.

		She wanted him to go after her. He knew that. And a part of him so desperately wanted to. But all he could see was his mum’s face, impassive as his dad called to let her know that he wouldn’t be home for dinner—again. Not one time but a mixture of hundreds, that expression that he and his siblings got to know so well. He’d never do that to Mel, never cheat on her.

		But he wasn’t right for her, was he? Not if he was making her stressed, and anxious, and dimmer. He had to do this.

		So he didn’t call her back, as the crowds converged around her. Didn’t run after her, didn’t explain that, no, this wasn’t what he wanted. It was just the right thing to do—for her.

		Instead, he just watched her go.
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		Chapter Twenty-nine

		Boxing Day

		Mel and Finn are both quiet in the morning as they wake, get dressed, and begin packing up their things. When Mel puts her final piece of clothing in her suitcase and zips it up, she just stands there, staring at it, not wanting to move.

		“So,” Finn says and she turns to look at him. “I suppose this is it.” He’s standing with his hands in his pockets, and he can’t quite look at her. “Mum wants us all to go to the pub on the way back to St. Andrews. Do you want to end it here, or after the pub?” His voice is flat—and she knows he does not want this any more than she does.

		So she takes a breath. “What if I don’t want to end it at all?”

		He frowns at her. “Don’t you? Because yesterday it seemed like…” She tries not to wince, to let on that she’s hiding something, but she knows what she was doing yesterday, pulling away a little, so he wouldn’t guess the truth. But she can’t tell him that, can she?

		He’s watching her, and she sees him reading something on her face—though she can’t guess what. If he asks her outright if she’s hiding something, what will she say? But he doesn’t. “At the engagement party,” he says slowly, “things seemed a little…off.”

		Her eyes narrow and he holds his hands up. “Before I…Before all of that, I mean. Was it work?” he continues quickly, as if he’s trying not to think of what he’d actually done. “Was it you being stressed, like you said, and not wanting to talk to me about it?”

		She nods slowly, hesitates, then sighs, pulling a hand through her hair. “I was thinking about taking another job. That was what the call was about. I don’t know if you remember, but—”

		“I remember,” he murmurs. “You were on the phone to someone. You said it was work.”

		“Right.” She grimaces. She hadn’t thought of it as a lie—because it was still about work, wasn’t it? Just not her work. “Well. I’ve told you how stressed I was with the business. I was panicking, thinking maybe I couldn’t do it anymore. So that day there was this recruiter who was supposed to be calling and hadn’t—and I was freaking out, thinking maybe I couldn’t do anything else, because, apart from my business, and not counting my shop-assistant days, I’ve never had another job.” She takes a breath. “So I was constantly checking my phone and it was stupid, but when he called I was so relieved I had to answer. And then…” She closes her eyes briefly, not wanting to relive that day. “Then everything with us happened, and I realized it would be madness to quit my business, so I kept going. And then all the stuff with Lillian happened and I…” She raises her hands in the air, lets them fall again.

		“I wish you’d told me,” he says quietly.

		“Yes, well, I wish you’d told me you’d quit your job, were hating London, and thought things were over between us.”

		He winces, then nods. “I know. I should have. I’m so sorry, Mel. I just, I guess I felt like I was failing to be the stable person you deserved—and then I started thinking maybe you didn’t really want me to stay, anyway.”

		“You’re such an idiot,” she says on a sigh, and he smiles, just a bit. “And for my part,” she continues, because if they’re getting it all out there she might as well say the whole lot, “I thought I needed to figure it out on my own. I thought that I’d come up with something better, and that maybe I could still be the person everyone thought I was. The person you’d fallen in love with. I was scared that if I showed you this side of me, if I showed how much I was flailing, I’d prove not to be the girl you’d thought I was and you’d leave.” She swallows. “But then you left anyway.”

		“I’m so sorry, Mel,” he says again, and his eyes say how much he means it. He takes a tentative step toward her. “For what it’s worth, I love all the sides of you. No matter how many there are.”

		And there it is. The words she’s wanted, needed, to hear. She feels a lump rising in her throat, swallows it down. But she doesn’t say it back, not yet.

		His eyes trace the lines of her face. “So what now, with your job? Are you going to quit your business?”

		She chews on her lip. This is what she’s been trying to work out over the last few days. “I don’t think so,” she says slowly. “But I think…” She blows out a breath. “I don’t want to keep running the business like I am. I can’t keep doing it. Especially not if Lillian wants me, specifically, to design the pieces. So I think…” She is thinking out loud as she speaks. “The bit I love is making the jewelry. That’s why I started it. And I suppose I’ve been reminded of that. I haven’t quite figured out how it would work, but businesses hire managers and CEOs all the time, don’t they? So who’s to say I can’t do that—hire someone to take care of the actual running of things—and then I do what I love, what I’m best at?”

		He smiles, brighter this time. “No one’s to say that. It’s your business. You can do what you like.”

		“Right.” She lets out a small laugh. “I can do what I like. So that’s what I’ll do. I’ll say yes to Lillian, look after her designs and maybe more. And I’ll get someone else to do the organizing bits.” And the relief she feels when she says it makes her sure it’s the right decision. Okay, so maybe things won’t be done exactly how she would do them, maybe she’ll have to let go a little and share the business with someone else, but she’ll be able to do the bits she loves as a result.

		She squares her shoulders, looks Finn right in the eye. And comes to the crux of it all. “And, Finn, if I do that, I don’t think I need to be in London. At least not full time.”

		His eyes turn a little cautious—not quite the reaction she’d been hoping for. “I can’t ask you to move for me.”

		She lets out a frustrated sound. “Haven’t you been listening? It’s not just for you. That’s the whole point.”

		He takes her hand in his. “I don’t want to let you down, Mel.”

		She snatches her hand away, throws it in the air. “For God’s sake, Finn! Is this the same bullshit about your dad? Because you are not your dad, Finn. How many times do I have to tell you? You will not do to me what he did to your mum. And you can’t keep using that as an excuse—you have to bloody grow up.”

		He splutters. “Grow up?”

		She sticks her chin in the air. “Yes. Grow up. You are an adult. You are responsible for your own actions, your own decisions. As far as I can tell, you’re letting fear of an imagined future stop you from living the life you want today. So, fine, either keep on thinking that, keep on being sure that there is some kind of inevitability to what will happen—or fight, Finn. Decide you’re not going to be like your dad. Decide you want me enough to try.”

		There’s quiet for a beat, and Mel feels heat flooding through her system, a mixture of anger and nerves. But, you know what, if he is going to continue to use this same excuse, continue to let what happened with his mum and dad define his future, then screw him. He can just—

		She’s turning away, when he grabs her to stop her. “Of course I want you. You’re it for me.” He lets out a breathless laugh. “Fuck, you’ve always been it for me, Mel.”

		She stares at him, heart thumping, breath catching in the base of her throat. “Yeah, well.” She throws her hands in the air, frustration and anger and relief all mixed into one. “You’re it for me too.”

		Their gazes hold, the air between them buzzing. She’s torn between wanting to kiss him and wanting to thump him on the chest for being such a bloody idiot.

		He moves toward her, gaze dropping to her mouth.

		“Auntie Mel, Uncle Finn!” Freya’s voice booms up the stairs.

		Mel is well and truly Auntie now, isn’t she? So let’s just hope that’s not all for nothing. Her throat bobs as Finn’s eyes find hers again, but Freya is shouting again, impatience lacing her tone.

		“It’s time to go!”

		Finn pulls a hand through his hair. “So…we’ll talk? Later?”

		Mel’s breath loosens in her chest. There is still Susan to think about. Still that secret she is keeping from him—and talking about any sort of future is going to make that harder. But she doesn’t want to break up with him. She doesn’t want to go back to an empty flat, alone, knowing she didn’t at least try.

		“Yes,” she says firmly. “We’ll talk.”
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		Chapter Thirty

		When Mel gets downstairs, Freya is going around each room in turn saying goodbye to inanimate objects. “Bye, tree!” She tries to hug the Christmas tree and laughs when Finn joins in, doing a good impression of a man who has not just had an emotional conversation upstairs.

		Kristen watches her daughter, standing by the doorway with Mel. “I suppose she has to make friends with trees, with no other children here.”

		Mel glances at Kristen’s stomach. “Well, maybe not for long.” Kristen immediately grimaces. “Sorry,” Mel says quickly.

		Kristen shakes her head. “I just—I can’t think about it. Not until…”

		“Yeah,” Mel agrees, her mouth dry. Not until Susan says something.

		Mel feels tearful as she leaves the cottage, and almost wants to do what Freya did, go around and say goodbye to each room in the house. The fact that she’d said no to coming in the first place seems alien to her now.

		Susan looks a bit pale and drawn as she locks the front door for the final time, the Christmas tree a little sad through the window, without the lights to brighten it up. Mel wonders if it’s the knowledge of what the new year might bring that’s making Susan look like that. She’s been putting it off, Mel knows, maybe refusing to see reality, using Christmas as something on which to focus—and now that’s over she’s got nothing to distract herself with, nothing to hide behind. She can’t imagine how Susan must be feeling—and doesn’t know what to do to make it better. She wants to give her a hug, tell her it’ll all be okay. But she can’t do that without calling attention to something wrong—and she doesn’t know if it’ll all be okay, does she?

		She brushes past Susan on the way to the car and squeezes her arm as subtly as she can. It feels inadequate—even more so when Susan catches her eye, smiles sadly, and gives her a nod.

		“You okay?” Finn asks as they get into the rental car—just the two of them. It’s the first time they’ve really spoken all morning.

		“Yeah,” Mel says, because what else is she supposed to say?

		He takes her hand, squeezes it. And she wonders if, despite what is going on with Susan, things might really work out between the two of them.

		Susan has booked a table at the same pub they’d danced at—was that really only three days ago? The fire is roaring and crackling in the corner, just like last time, and it smells comfortingly of smoke and wood and beer. There’s no band this time—Mel supposes it’s not quite the right vibe for Boxing Day lunch. The atmosphere is still buzzing, with music on in the background and the sound of chatter and laughter sweeping over them.

		They are seated at a corner table, and the waitress produces menus for them all and a coloring book and crayons for Freya.

		“I actually think I’m stuffed after breakfast,” Mark says with a sigh, rubbing his stomach for emphasis.

		“Ah, suck it up,” Finn says.

		They order drinks, Mel opting to stick with water even though she’s not the one driving, and when it’s time to order food she barely pays attention to what she’s choosing.

		“Well, this has been the best Christmas,” Hattie says. Dylan puts an arm around her and Hattie leans in. Mel has hope that they will, in fact, see it through. “Thanks, Mum. You’re amazing, not that we needed any more proof of that, of course.”

		Susan smiles. It seems forced. Is it forced? “I’m so glad you could all make it. And thank you, all, for getting stuck in.”

		“Let’s do best bit, worst bit, funniest bit of the holiday,” Hattie announces. “I’ll go first. Best bit—winning the meal competition.”

		Finn raises one eyebrow. “I thought we weren’t judging that?”

		“Funniest bit,” Mark says, “seeing Dylan act out The Jungle Book.”

		Dylan shakes his head. “Never going to live that down, am I?”

		“Mel?” asks Hattie. “Best bit?”

		Mel immediately thinks of Finn, of kissing him under the stars, of the way he looked at her in their room, only last night. “Do I have to pick just one? Being here with you all has been the best.” Finn puts an arm around her, pulling her close, surrounding her with his scent.

		Hattie waves that away. “You’re terrible at this game. Mum?”

		“Hmm?” Susan blinks at her daughter. “Oh. I’m with Mel, it has all been amazing.” She smiles around at them again. “I just need to pop to the loo. You all start, if the food arrives.”

		“What about you, Freya-bean?” Mark asks. “What was your best bit?”

		“Presents,” Freya says, without looking up from her coloring.

		Mark nods sagely. “Presents indeed.”

		Their food is brought out—fish pie for Mel. Did she really order fish pie? She can’t remember, too distracted. Everyone does, indeed, dig in, Hattie swiping Dylan’s hand away when he reaches for her chips.

		Mel sees Susan come out from the bathroom before the rest of them do. She seems to be walking slowly—or is that just her imagining things? Mel is still watching as someone bumps into her, catches the glass they’re holding, and apologizes profusely. She watches as Susan turns, as if to say something, only to stumble.

		It happens in slow motion. The rest of them are still chatting—no one else seems to have noticed that Susan has come out the bathroom yet. But Susan is there. Susan is growing pale. Susan is falling.

		The noise of the pub washes over Mel as her stomach turns. She’s on her feet before she fully realizes what is happening. She’s lurching away from the table, as if she can catch Susan before she falls.

		“Mel, what are you—?” But there’s the scrape of many chair legs behind her as everyone sees what she has seen. Susan, collapsing, right there in the middle of the pub.

		“Mum!” She’s not sure which one of them shouts it. The person who knocked into Susan drops their glass as they bend down to help, liquid going everywhere, the tumbler bouncing off the wooden floors. They get out of the way as Mel approaches.

		“Susan?” Mel reaches for her hand, but it feels limp. She squeezes gently again. What should she do? Should she check for a pulse? But she can see the gentle rise and fall of Susan’s chest.

		Think, Mel!

		“Mum?” Finn is by her side, bending down too.

		Questions from around them, the voices indistinguishable.

		“What happened?”

		“Oh my God, did she faint?”

		Susan’s eyelids flutter, then, slowly, she opens her eyes. She blinks up at them, clearly confused. But she’s okay. She’s hit her head, but she’ll be okay. Mel tries to tell herself this as all the blood seems to rush to her own head.

		“Mum?” Mark is on the other side now, all of them crowded around Susan as the owner of the pub rushes over, producing a glass of water, which Mark takes.

		Kristen looks down to Mel in wide-eyed panic. “Mel!”

		“I know,” Mel whispers.

		“You know?” Finn snaps. “What do you mean, you know?”

		Mel doesn’t know what to say. She can’t tell him, not like this.

		“I’m okay.” Susan’s voice is weak and raspy, but it’s there. Mel lets out a relieved breath, swears she sees the rest of them do the same.

		Mark helps Susan into a sitting position, and Mel hears Hattie murmur something to Dylan above them.

		“Here, Mum,” Mark says, holding out the glass of water.

		“I’ll get the first-aid kit,” announces the pub owner, wringing his hands as he leaves them.

		Susan takes a slow sip, both hands cupping the water. Mel needs to say something. She needs to tell them.

		But Kristen takes over. “She’s sick, Mark,” she murmurs. “She needs help. We need to get her to a hospital.”

		“Nonsense,” Susan says, her voice raspy.

		“Enough,” Kristen says. “You have cancer. You’ve passed out. You’re going to the bloody hospital.”

		Silence ricochets out around them, the word throbbing in the space between them, ugly and unwanted.

		Everyone looks at Kristen.

		“What are you talking about?” Finn asks. He glances at his mum, waiting for her to contradict this statement, but she only closes her eyes.

		“Dylan’s phoning an ambulance,” Hattie says. She’s standing above the rest of them, where they are all crouched around Susan, and her face is pale. “But, Kristen, what are you—?”

		“It’s true,” Mel says, finding her voice at last.

		Finn is staring at her. They’re all staring at her.

		“You knew?” Finn’s voice is a whisper, but in it Mel hears the pain, the disbelief. The damnation. “You knew and you didn’t tell me?”

		“I’ll go and see if Dylan has got an ETA on the ambulance,” Hattie says, her voice high, panicked.

		“Ambulance?” The pub owner is back, with a first-aid kit in one hand, a cushion in the other. “They’ll take a while to get out here. You’d be better off driving—St. Andrews is the nearest big hospital.”

		Through all this, Susan says nothing. She just sits there, holding her water, looking down at her lap. She looks impossibly vulnerable, impossibly sad. And, God, Mel’s heart aches for her. This isn’t how she wanted her children to find out—Mel knows that.

		“Fine,” Mark is saying. “Thank you. You hear that, Mum? Let’s go.”

		“I’m fine, love,” Susan says. “Honestly, I just need a sit-down.”

		“You do not just need a sit-down.” He grabs his mum’s elbow, helps her to her feet. “We’re going. Now.” Mark says nothing to Kristen as he steers his mum outside, Kristen gathering up Freya and all their belongings from the table. Everyone follows, apart from Dylan, who is already outside, hanging up his phone.

		“They say they’ll be—” he begins.

		“We’re driving,” Mark says, his voice on the verge of a snap. He unlocks his car. “Get in, Mum.” It’s a command, but his voice is a little gentler now.

		“Is she okay?” Kristen asks, a little out of breath as she pulls Freya toward the car. “What can I do? Susan? What do you need? Freya, get into your booster, okay?”

		Mark doesn’t look at his wife, but Susan waves a hand in Kristen’s direction, closing her eyes, tiredness seeming to seep into every part of her. “Try to calm down, love, stress isn’t good for the baby.”

		Another beat of silence around their small group.

		Then, from Mark, “The baby?”

		Susan winces, eyes opening. “Oh, it’s just an expression.”

		“It is not just an expression.” Mark is looking at Kristen like he’s seeing her for the first time.

		Kristen wets her lips, tucking her red hair behind her ear. “Let’s talk about it later, okay?”

		“What baby?” Freya asks, ignoring the instruction to get into the car. “Who has a baby?”

		“That’s what I’d like to know,” says Mark darkly.

		Finn scrapes his hand through his hair. “Jesus. Let’s just deal with one thing at a time, shall we? I’ll come in your car,” he says to Mark.

		Mel swallows. “I can go with Hattie and—”

		“No,” Finn snaps, cutting her off. “You can get the car back to the rental. The address is in the glove box.” And Mel knows he is shutting her out, stopping her from going with the rest of them. Blaming her, because she knew and didn’t tell them. Mark isn’t forbidding Kristen from coming to the hospital, but then she’s married to Mark, bound to the family—Mel is not.

		“Okay,” Mel says, her voice small. She can think of nothing else to do, to say, as she watches them bundle into the car, Finn not looking at her as he gets into the backseat next to Kristen. She says nothing as Hattie offers her a quick squeeze on the arm before getting into her car with Dylan to follow them to the hospital.

		She’s still standing there as both cars leave the pub car park. She is numb, cold. And all she can do is watch as they drive away, wondering if she’s lost them forever.
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		Chapter Thirty-one

		Mel sits in the car outside the rental place. But it’s Boxing Day and, of course, it’s closed. The car is switched off and cold is seeping in, her hands turning numb in her lap. It’s dark outside, and she’s in the middle of the city center, with no idea what to do now.

		She’s called Finn repeatedly but hasn’t gotten through. Either he’s busy or he’s ignoring her—and her money is on the latter. She left two different voicemails, and when that didn’t work, she texted Hattie. She rereads the message exchange now.

		How is she?

		She’s okay. Doctors are running some tests. But it’s cancer, Mel.

		She starts to type out I know, then thinks better of it.

		Keep me posted. I hope you’re all okay. I’m here if you need anything, okay? She wants to add that she’ll be there in the morning, when visiting hours are open—but is she allowed? Would they want her there?

		OK. Thanks Mel.

		She looks around her. Everything nearby seems closed and empty. Should she eat? Possibly—lunch was abandoned, after all. But she doesn’t feel hungry.

		Because her phone is in her hand, she does the only thing she can think of—she calls her parents. They are clearly asleep. It’s not a video call this time, but she can tell from the hoarse sound of her mum’s voice.

		“Mel? What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

		“No, no, I’m fine.” Shit, she shouldn’t have called them—she should have thought about the time difference. Obviously, they would panic. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have woken you up.”

		“That’s okay. Your dad wants to hear. Hang on. I’m putting you on speaker.”

		“Did it work?” It’s her dad’s voice.

		“Dad? I’m here.” Her voice is choked, and she feels heat burn the back of her throat. God, it’s been a really, really long day.

		“Mel, what’s this all about?” her mum asks gently.

		“It’s Susan,” Mel says on a sob.

		“Susan? Finn’s mum?”

		“Lovely woman,” says Gavin.

		“She’s ill. She’s got cancer and I don’t know how bad and she’s in hospital and everyone’s there and I don’t know what to do.”

		“Okay. All right, love. Calm down. Have you spoken to Finn?” Her mum is clearly trying to follow.

		“He doesn’t want to speak to me.” That much, at least, is true.

		“Well, this is a stressful time. People process this kind of thing in their own way. All you can do is offer to be there, can’t you?”

		“But Susan—she’s really ill, Mum. She’s in hospital and I don’t know what will happen, whether she’ll be okay.”

		“Exactly. You don’t know what will happen. And there’s little point worrying about things until they do happen. I know that’s impossible. I know you’ll worry anyway. But, Mel, you can’t do anything. And you don’t know yet how bad it is, do you? So wait, try to distract yourself. And deal with it when you know a bit more.” Her mum’s voice quietens a little, though Mel still hears the next bit. “Maybe we should try to get an earlier flight, Gavin.”

		“I’ll google it.”

		“No! No, please don’t cut the trip short. You couldn’t do anything even if you were here.”

		Her parents say nothing—and Mel suspects they are looking at flights on her dad’s phone, fully intending to ignore her. “I mean it,” she says firmly. “Don’t come home, okay? I’ll be fine.”

		“Where’s Priya?” her mum asks. “Is she with you?”

		“She, ah…” Mel swallows. “Yeah. Yeah, she’s with me. Not with me with me, but she’s, you know, nearby.” It will make them worry less if they think she’s not alone, won’t it? Maybe it will stop them cutting their trip of a lifetime short, all because she rang them in tears. But she can’t have her mum questioning her too much on this—she needs to change the subject.

		“Also, I hate my job.” She blurts it out, the first thing that comes to mind.

		“What’s that?” her dad says. “Did she say she hates her job?”

		“But, darling, you love jewelry.”

		“I do, but I hate my job.” It comes out in a rush. “Well, I hate the business side. I hate the numbers, I hate all the meetings, I hate the stress. I—”

		“Melly, slow down.”

		Mel takes a breath. “I’m sorry.” She’s on the verge of crying again. “I’m sorry. I know how proud you are of me. And I’ve tried, I really have, to keep going, to make it work. But I don’t think I can—”

		“Mel,” her mum interrupts firmly. “We don’t care what you do.”

		“You…You don’t?”

		“I have been so, so proud of you—look what you’ve accomplished! I always knew you were destined for great things.”

		“Exactly,” Mel murmurs. “If I’m not running it anymore, I won’t still be great, will I?”

		“Your happiness is more important. Do you know, that’s something that’s really hit home, traveling out here.” Her mum takes an audible breath. “I’m sorry if I made you feel pressured to live up to expectations, Mel.” There is a muttering in the background from her dad, and her mum continues. “I’m sorry that I made you feel pressured. I just wanted you to have opportunities, to believe you could do things, not to settle if you wanted more. But I didn’t mean that you had to do anything, and I know it might have come across that way.” She sighs. “I was trying to do the right thing. But I suppose you never quite know what that is.” It’s so close to what Susan said, and that makes Mel tear up. The idea that Susan blames herself for anything in her children’s past.

		“If you want to quit, then you quit,” her mum continues. “You could come and live with us if you’re a bit tight for money. Couldn’t she, Gavin?”

		“Love to have you,” her dad says, full of such sincerity that Mel is welling up again.

		“I don’t want to quit,” she says on a deep breath. “I just don’t want to run it all myself anymore. I want to do some bits—the bits I love.” And to think she was so worried about admitting that. So worried about not letting anyone down, when all this time her parents didn’t care. Or, more accurately, they didn’t mind. She was trying to live up to expectations that just didn’t exist, and she wants to laugh at the ridiculousness of it.

		“Well, that sounds wonderful!” her mum exclaims. “Though I think I’ll still do my business degree,” she muses. “Or maybe I’ll do a computer science one. Apparently, that’s all the rage these days.”

		“I think you have to like computers for that,” her dad says.

		“Maybe I could learn to like them. You know, like you taught yourself to like chili.”

		Mel’s phone beeps in her ear with an incoming call. “I’ve got to go. Someone is calling me.”

		“Okay, love, keep us posted about—”

		But Mel has already hung up. She thinks it might be Hattie—or Finn—but it’s Priya, calling on WhatsApp.

		She answers.

		“Hey,” Priya says. “I saw you were online and I thought maybe we could—”

		Mel immediately bursts into tears—why can she not stop—and has to explain the whole thing again. She tells Priya about Susan and about the fact she knew, and about Finn, and how it’s all such a bloody mess.

		Priya takes it all in, offering the occasional brief comment or asking for clarity, but mostly just lets Mel talk. When she’s done, Priya speaks.

		“Well, I think I need to state the obvious here and say that none of this is your fault.”

		That elicits another sob from Mel. “I’m sorry. You called me and you get this.”

		“That’s what friends are for,” Priya says firmly.

		“Right. But now tell me why you were calling. Distract me. God. Please distract me. I can’t bear to keep talking about this. I’m going round in circles.”

		“Okay…I hate Australia.” It is said exactly like Mel has just admitted to her parents that she hates her job.

		“What? But you said you loved it!”

		“I lied. I’m so lonely out here, Mel. I think I made a mistake quitting my job, moving here—who do I think I am, Julia Roberts?”

		“Ah…”

		“Eat Pray Love.”

		“I’m not sure that was—”

		“Whatever. I just…I wish I was home.” It’s Priya’s turn to cry now. “I wish I was back in England. I’d come to Scotland and be there for you.”

		“I know you would.”

		“But not just now. I want to go back. I want to live in our flat again. I want my old colleagues back. Everyone here is so, so…”

		“Australian?”

		Priya lets out a sob-laugh. “Exactly that. I just…I thought it would be this grand adventure. But it’s hard, and really it’s just me and my life but somewhere new with people I don’t know well enough to be stupid in front of or say how I’m really feeling. And it’s exhausting. And I think I want to come home, but what will everyone think? I’ve barely managed a few months and everyone keeps saying how jealous they are and what an adventure it is and—”

		“Stop. It doesn’t matter what everyone else thinks, P. And it’s okay if things don’t work out.” Which is something she’s learning, too, isn’t it? “It’s definitely okay to let things go and realize it’s not right. You’re not letting anyone down. And who cares what random people think, anyway? Most people are too wrapped up in their own lives to give any of it much thought.”

		“Yeah,” Priya sniffs. “Yeah, maybe.”

		“But also—things might get better. It’s okay if things take a while to settle too. Either way, Priya, things will work out.”

		“You think so?”

		“Yeah. I do.” She’s not sure where this optimism is coming from, given everything, but it’s there, somewhere. “And I’ll come and visit. Soon. Even if you decide to come home, I’ll come and visit before you do.”

		“Okay. Yeah. God, it’s so good to talk to you, Mel.”

		“You too. I’m sorry I’ve been so crap. Things have been…”

		“Not great.”

		“Yeah. Not great. And I didn’t want you to worry.”

		“Mel, I worry—whether or not you tell me—so you might as well talk to me.”

		Mel laughs and though she feels hollowed out, it is a real laugh. “Good to know.”

		“Bugger, I have to go. But, Mel? You can’t let Finn shut you out like this, okay? This isn’t your fault—he’s upset and shocked and panicked and he probably doesn’t even mean it. But even if he does, you’ve got to think of Susan here. She’s your family, too, remember.”

		She’s your family too. And that’s true, isn’t it? Despite how hung up she’s been, about them being Finn’s family and not hers, it’s been clear, this holiday, that they do not think of it that way.

		“You’re right,” she says. “You’re always right.”

		“I try. I love you.”

		“You too—always.”

		Mel stares at her phone after Priya hangs up. Still no message from Finn. But she squares her shoulders, then starts the engine. Because Priya is right. Susan would want her there—she’s sure of it. And she wants to be there. She wants to be there for Susan, who is going through the most awful time, and for Hattie, who might just need a friend to talk to. She wants to be there to support them all—including Finn, whether he likes it or not.
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		Chapter Thirty-two

		It is late, but the hospital still seems packed, and Mel makes her way through a busy waiting area, then down the corridor, following the directions a friendly nurse gives her at the desk. She takes a breath and inhales that distinct bleach and medicinal smell.

		She couldn’t see any of them out in the waiting room. Presumably, that means they are all with Susan, and despite the fact that she wants to see them, despite her resolution earlier, still her stomach twists with nerves. Will it only be Finn who is mad at her for not saying anything? Or will Mark and Hattie hate her too? And Susan—Hattie said she’s okay, but what does “okay” actually mean in this scenario?

		She finds Susan’s room number. The door is slightly ajar, and she peers in. She sees Susan lying on the white hospital bed, a drip in her arm. Hattie and Dylan are sitting next to her, Hattie holding her hand, Dylan’s hand on Hattie’s shoulder. No one else seems to be in there.

		She pushes the door open gently. Susan looks over to her and smiles. It’s a tired smile, but a smile nonetheless.

		“Mel. I’m so glad you came.” She looks so fragile, pale against the color of her hospital gown, and her gray-blond hair looks limp and a little greasy.

		Hattie gets to her feet and immediately envelops Mel in a hug. Her eyes are red, and she’s clearly been crying, but her arms are firm and strong around Mel. Mel lets out a sob as she returns it, and the two of them cling to each other for a moment. She takes a breath, inhaling the scent of Hattie’s shampoo. And something inside her settles.

		“I’m so glad you came,” Hattie whispers against Mel’s shoulder, and although that only makes Mel want to cry more, she manages to control it, pulling back and nodding.

		Dylan comes over to her too, gives her a quick, hard hug, before taking Hattie’s hand. Mel thinks about her theory that families either pull together or fall apart in times of crisis—it looks like, for them, it will be the former, doesn’t it?

		“Mark and Kristen have checked into a hotel so Freya can sleep,” Hattie says, saving Mel from having to ask. She hesitates a beat, then adds, “Finn has just popped out to make a few calls.”

		“Yes,” Susan says, her voice a little croaky but strong enough, “and now that Mel is here to sit at my bedside, will you two please go and get something to eat too? I can hear your stomachs rumbling and it’s ruining the peaceful vibe.”

		Hattie lets out a sob-laugh. She bends down to kiss Susan’s forehead, then straightens. “If you’re okay with that, Mel?” she asks.

		“Of course,” Mel says immediately.

		Hattie bites her lip. “We’re waiting on test results from the doctors.”

		“If they come back while I’m here, I’ll call you,” Mel promises.

		It seems to be enough to convince Hattie, because she and Dylan head out into the corridor, leaving Mel alone with Susan.

		Mel feels tears welling the moment she takes the seat beside the bed. “I’m so sorry, Susan.”

		“Hey, now.” Susan reaches for her hand and Mel meets her halfway. “Why are you sorry? I’m the one who should be apologizing.” Her mouth is a thin line. “I shouldn’t have put you in a position where you had to lie. I was just trying to protect them all, to put it off. I was being selfish, and I’m so, so sorry.”

		“Don’t be. God, please don’t be. And selfish is one word no one would use to describe you.” She swipes the tears away, determined to keep it together. “I just want you to be okay.”

		“Well, I might not be okay, but this isn’t the end—I’ve got time in me yet.” She smiles again, and Mel does her best to return it. How much time, she wonders? Does Susan know—has she been given the odds? Susan sighs. “And I was a fool to think I could keep it from my children, to think I could stop more bad things happening to them. I screwed up, Mel.”

		Mel shakes her head. “Susan, I don’t think there’s a right way to handle this kind of thing. I think they’ll come to understand that.”

		“Not that. I mean, yes, that. But I mean, I think, in trying to protect my children, I’ve ended up teaching them all the wrong things. Well, some of the wrong things, anyway. Lying here, after a scare like that, it gets you thinking. I have always been so desperate not to show conflict in the house—but instead all they learned was to avoid that? Not to have a conversation about things as things get tough.” She’s not talking about her illness, now, but something else. “I see it with Hattie, sometimes—though, thank God, Dylan pushes her into talking. And I see it with Finn.” Susan’s warm brown eyes find hers. “I suppose I’m saying sorry that Finn learned how to be in a relationship from me.”

		“You have nothing to apologize for. Nothing,” Mel says firmly.

		Susan shakes her head a little sadly. “Maybe all we can do is our best.”

		“Absolutely. That’s absolutely all we can do.”

		Susan gives her a very direct look. “I’ve told Finn he’d be a fool to let you go again.”

		Mel bites her lip. “It was a lie, Susan. Me and Finn. This holiday. We were only pretending.”

		Susan cocks her head, and the smile she gives Mel is knowing “Were you?”

		Mel chats a bit to Susan, turning the conversation away from Finn, and when Susan’s eyelids start to droop, she goes quiet, allowing her to fall asleep. She sits there, still holding Susan’s hand, watching the rise and fall of her chest.

		She’s okay. She repeats in her mind like a chant. And, yes, the future is uncertain, and there is still a lot they don’t know—but right now she’s okay, and that’s something to be thankful for. As for Finn…

		I’ve told Finn he’d be a fool to let you go again.

		But is that what Finn wants? Even if he can forgive her for keeping that secret? It seemed like maybe he didn’t want things to end before they went to the pub—but now, with everything going on, will he change his mind?

		There’s a knock on the open door, and Mel looks over to see Finn there, leaning against it. He looks tired, his hair messy, stubble across his jaw. Her stomach flips at the sight of him, though she immediately averts her eyes. How long has he been standing there, watching?

		She gets to her feet. “Sorry,” she whispers. She’s not totally sure why she’s apologizing but she does it anyway, letting go of Susan’s hand.

		“The others are nearly back,” Finn whispers. He hesitates. “And we’re not supposed to be overcrowding her, according to the doctors.”

		Well, Mel can take a hint. And, yes, she wants to be here for all of them, but maybe, for now, that’s about letting them know that she’s around when they need her. She certainly doesn’t want to force her presence on him. And maybe the doctors are right—Susan is clearly exhausted.

		“All right.” She gets to her feet. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” She strokes a hand over Susan’s head, gently so as not to wake her, then heads to the door.

		Finn stays exactly where he is. She’s almost past him when he grabs her wrist, pulls her a couple of meters down the corridor. He lets go of her, then shoves his hands in his pockets.

		“Mel, look. I’m sorry I reacted like that.”

		“It’s okay.”

		“It’s not. It’s just—it was a bit of a shock.”

		“I know.” There is a beat of quiet, then, “How long did you know for?”

		She bites her lip. “I found out on Christmas Eve.”

		He rakes a hand through his hair, nods. “And she said she asked you and Kristen not to say anything?”

		She nods. “I didn’t know what to do,” she whispers. “I wanted to tell you.”

		He hesitates. “I know.”

		“Do you know how bad…?”

		“Well, it’s cancer, so not great.” He swallows. “Stage three.”

		“Okay.” Mel blows out a breath. “Okay. So she’s…?”

		“There’s definitely hope,” Finn says, his voice firm. Hope. Yes, thinks Mel. That’s right. “She’s got a long road ahead of her, but it’s all out in the open now, and we’re all going to be there for her.”

		“Of course you will.”

		There’s a pause, and Mel thinks she can hear Hattie’s voice, coming from somewhere along the corridor. Apparently finding food did not take all that long, or they just couldn’t bear to stay away.

		“Mel, I know we need to talk, but—”

		“It’s okay,” she says quickly, even as her heart does an awful drop into her stomach, wondering what he was going to say. “Now isn’t the time.”

		He glances down to the end of the corridor, to where Hattie and Dylan are coming into view, then nods.

		“Where are you all going to stay?” Mel asks. You. Not we.

		“I think we’ll just crash here tonight, to be honest. If they let us. And you? Where will you go?”

		She hesitates. “I’ll check into a hotel. There’s a Holiday Inn not far from here. I’ll see if they have a room, so I’ll be near if you…” Need me? Change your mind? She’s not sure what she’s trying to say.

		“Okay. I think she’ll be allowed to go home tomorrow. They said her collapsing was more to do with stress than the…” His words seem to dry up for a moment. “The illness,” he finishes.

		Mel nods. The stress of hiding it, panic over the fact that she had to tell them all—Mel can imagine it.

		“Okay. That’s good I guess?”

		“I guess. I don’t really know, to be honest.”

		“Finn, you know if there’s anything I can do…”

		“I know,” he murmurs. He hesitates, and Mel thinks he might say something else, then he gestures to Susan’s room. “I better…”

		“Of course. Well, I’ll see you later.” It’s inadequate and she doesn’t really know what she means by it, but he nods.

		“Okay. Bye, Mel.”

		And as she walks away, leaving Finn to go and see his mum, she can only hope he doesn’t mean goodbye for good.
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		Chapter Thirty-three

		Mel pays the bill for her dinner for one in the Holiday Inn restaurant, smiles at the poor waitress who’s had to work over the holidays. There are a few other people here, but it’s relatively empty, although she supposes that could be because it’s evening, and people will be winding down by now. There’s a plastic Christmas tree in the corner with fake presents underneath, and it has that kind of depressed feel about the place, like the hotel itself is sad Christmas Day is over.

		She takes her glass of red wine through the hotel lobby, nodding to the friendly woman behind the reception desk, who’d seemed sympathetic when Mel checked in last minute, perhaps wondering what brought her here, alone, on Boxing Day.

		She’s had no updates from anyone all evening. Still, she supposes that’s a good thing. If there was anything drastic, she thinks they’d tell her. She texted Hattie, telling her where she is staying, just so more than one of them knew they could call on her. But they must all be knackered. She imagines them trying to sleep at the hospital, cramped up in tiny little chairs. She gets it, though. Of course she gets it.

		Her parents have been in touch, checking she’s okay—though thankfully don’t seem to be planning on catching the next available flight to the UK. Her mum has sent her a list of courses, asking for her opinion on which she could do—which, to be fair, was a useful distraction, probably as her mum had intended. Her dad, a little to Mel’s surprise, has asked how Finn is doing—she replied, honestly, that she wasn’t entirely sure, but that she thought he was coping.

		That’s good, had been her dad’s response. So maybe they didn’t hate him quite as much as she’d imagined. Or, if they did, they could still empathize, for something like this.

		She gets a message from Priya as she presses the button for the lift.

		Hope you’re doing okay—here if you need me. I think you’re probably right. I think I’m going to stick it out, at least for the school year. Would love—so much—if you wanted to visit. Xxx

		It makes her smile a little—both at the thought of having a holiday in Australia with her best friend, and also the fact that Priya is going to give it a bit more time. Because she’s looking at her phone rather than the lift, she misses it, looking up just as the doors are closing. She huffs, pushing the button again—only this time, when she goes to step inside, she hears a voice coming from reception. And stills.

		“I don’t care what hotel policy is, I need to talk to her.”

		She turns to see Finn, messy blond hair damp from the rain, gesturing wildly at the receptionist.

		“Sir, don’t you think it would be better to call ahead? Unless she has a reason not to want to take your calls?”

		Fair play to the receptionist, Mel thinks, for standing her ground while Finn is scowling at her like that.

		“Oh, for God’s sake. I just want to make a romantic gesture. Is that so hard to achieve? Haven’t you seen Love Actually?”

		It makes Mel laugh, a short, high burst, and at the sound Finn turns, slowly, and sees her standing there by the now-closed lift. His frown stays in place for a moment, though he marches toward her with intent.

		“They wouldn’t give me your room number,” he says shortly.

		She nods, searching his face, looking for an answer as to why he’s here—and hoping it’s not so he can tell her it’s over, for good. “So I gathered,” she says, and is impressed by how composed her voice sounds.

		He takes a deep breath as he reaches her, his chest rising and falling with the movement. “I don’t know what to do about Mum, Mel.”

		She reaches out to him, then thinks better of it and drops her hand. “Oh, Finn.”

		“I’m scared and I’m panicking and I’m trying to keep it together, but I really don’t know what to do.”

		She takes another step closer—but she has no idea whether he wants comfort from her, if that’s what he came here for. “Finn,” she says quietly, “you’ve literally just found out. You need to give yourself time and—”

		“No.” Now the snap in his voice is back. He lets out a whoosh of breath. “Damn it. I’m saying this all wrong.” He squares his shoulders, looks directly at her. “I don’t know what to do about Mum. But I do know what to do about us. Or what I want to do, at least.”

		Her heartbeat rises to the base of her throat. “And what is that, exactly?”

		His eyes soften, and now it’s his turn to step toward her. “I don’t want to lose you, Mel. I should have said that at the hospital.”

		She hears it again and again, as if his voice is bouncing off the white walls. She feels her eyes spark with tears. “I don’t want to lose you, either.” She’d never wanted to lose him.

		He gives a self-deprecating shake of his head. “I tried to stop loving you. I thought it was for the best. But I couldn’t.”

		She swallows down the lump in her throat. They are still a couple of meters apart, but he’s made no move to reach for her. “Me neither.”

		“You were right. I need to grow up.” She raises her eyebrows at the admission, and he nods. “I don’t want to be like my dad.”

		“I know.”

		“So I won’t be.”

		And despite the awfulness of the day, despite how tired and wrung out she is, she feels a smile spreading over her face. “Good.”

		“I shouldn’t have let that fear define me. I should have talked to you. Well, I think we can both agree there are a million things I should have done differently, but I promise, if you give me another chance, I will make it up to you.”

		She moves closer to him, tilts her chin up to look at him. “I promise to tell you if I am ever struggling with anything—work or otherwise.”

		“I promise to ask you—and I mean really ask you—rather than assuming it’s me.”

		She lets out a long breath and, finally, feels his arms come around her. She lays her head on his chest, breathing him in. “Well, okay, then.”

		“We’ll work it out,” he says, tightening his arms around her. “You could come and live with me, in this house in Norfolk I told you about. Or we could try to find somewhere closer to London, so you can commute.”

		She smiles against him. “Norfolk sounds okay.” It sounds like a change—and maybe that’s what she needs.

		“And I was thinking…”

		“Yes?”

		“Kristen.”

		She frowns, pulling back a bit. “Not where I thought this was going, but okay.”

		“She might be able to help, with your business.” Her frown deepens. “I mean,” he continues quickly, “it might be a terrible idea. But I think I got the impression this holiday that she’s a little, well, frustrated.”

		“Yes,” Mel says wryly. “I got that impression too.”

		“And I don’t know how much she told you, she’s not one to boast, but she used to be this big-shot project manager in London. Now, I’ll admit I don’t know what, exactly, a project manager does, but it sounds the kind of thing that might be useful, when it comes to running a business.”

		She chews her lip, thinking about it. Then she smiles. “Do you know what? You might actually be onto something.”

		He grins. “Well, I was due a good idea. It’s been a while.”

		She laughs, then leans into him again when he tightens his hold. This. This is all she needs, all she’s wanted. And, yes, things with Susan are uncertain and they’re going to have to find a way to get through that. But they’ll do that, together.

		“I love you, Finn,” she says as he rests his forehead against hers.

		“I love everything about you,” he says simply. Dimly, she thinks she hears the receptionist sob.

		She smiles a little. “It’s impossible to love everything about someone,” she says, remembering a similar conversation in Tuscany.

		He rests his forehead against hers. “Everything,” he murmurs, and she closes her eyes, allowing that to settle. And when he says it again, this time, she allows herself to believe it. “Everything, Mel.”
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		Chapter Thirty-four

		Six months later

		The hotel Hattie chose for her wedding is perfect. Right in the heart of Marylebone, it somehow embodies the glamour of the best parts of London, but it also feels as if you could be in the middle of the countryside, with unlimited space and tranquility. It almost looks like a Victorian manor house from the outside, with intricate stonework and towering windows, which made Mel wonder if it had once been the home of an aristocrat before becoming a hotel.

		The ceremony had been gorgeous, a mix of traditional and enough quirky details to make it perfectly Hattie. Mel had done her best not to cry, standing up in front of everyone as one of the bridesmaids, but Finn had hugged her afterward in a way that let her know her emotions had been all over her face.

		She and Finn are now sitting at the high table at the front of the Grand Ballroom. “Ballroom” is exactly the right word for this space—Mel can imagine actual balls taking place here, like something from Bridgerton. High ornate ceilings stretch above them, while gilded mirrors reflect the glow of the candlelight as the sky outside begins to turn to dusk. The three-course meal has just been cleared away—which equaled the best restaurants Mel has ever been in—and glasses are clinking in expectation of the speeches.

		Traditionally, of course, it would be the father of the bride to give the first speech. And Andrew is, in fact, here. He might not be sitting at the high table, but Hattie had caved and invited him, perhaps having learned a thing or two about the fragility of life over the last few months. It’s a work in progress, Mel knows. Maybe she’ll never really forgive him, maybe the relationship will never truly heal, with her or all the siblings—but inviting him to the wedding was a big step for Hattie. He’s sitting at a table with Mel’s parents, at her suggestion. They’d been delighted to be invited—there was much crying from her mum and “well, that’s jolly nice” from her dad. They’d descended on Hattie after the ceremony, thanking her profusely, and she’d waved it away. Of course! You’re family!

		It’s not her father, however, who Hattie turns to now. Mel catches Finn’s gaze, smiles as he takes her hand, squeezes. And they both look over to the head of the table, where Susan is now getting to her feet. She is wearing a gorgeous white-and-green floral dress, with a matching headscarf wrapped around her head, having claimed, when she started losing her hair from treatment, that wigs were not for her. She holds her glass of sparkling elderflower up, clinking a spoon against it—though there is no need, because the whole room is already silent.

		“Well,” Susan says, and Mel can hear the emotion in her voice even with that one word. When Hattie had decided that Susan was the best person to give this speech, it had caused a showdown between mother and daughter, despite the fact that everyone agreed. It was the only time, according to the siblings, that Susan had protested this strongly about something.

		I might not be here by June—you can’t ask me to do it.

		Well, tough, because I am.

		Mel isn’t quite sure what Hattie said to get Susan to agree to it—she actually suspects it might have been Dylan who had a quiet word with her. She’s also not sure what Hattie would have done if her mum hadn’t made it to the wedding, and feels eternally grateful that they didn’t have to find out.

		“I think any parent will tell you,” Susan continues, “that seeing your children happy is the best possible gift. My darling Hattie has been called many things over the years.” A few snickers around the room at that—most from Hattie’s school friends, as far as Mel can see. “Wildchild. IT genius. Creative but lacking in concentration.” She lifts her fingers in the air to do the air quotes, and more people laugh. “I never cared about any of the labels. The only one I care about is happy. I’m not a believer in needing another person to make you happy.” At the table, Mark and Finn both shift—neither of them, perhaps, wanting to look at their dad. Mel gives Finn’s hand another squeeze. “But finding the right person can certainly help. And, Dylan, my love, you have proven yourself to be the right person over and over. Hattie told me, after only a few weeks of knowing you, that you were the one. When I met you, I knew she was right. And I thought to myself, well, if my only accomplishment in life is in raising a daughter who is damn sure she knows her mind, then I can be proud of that.”

		Susan continues, telling a story of Hattie as a child, and how she’d come up with a list of what she wanted her life to be like when she grew up. Mel manages to keep it together through all the speech, though she can see tears shining in both Hattie’s and Kristen’s eyes and somehow, behind her, she hears the distinct sniffle that will be her mum, trying to stem a sob.

		So, yes, Mel manages to keep it together through the whole speech, even when Susan sits down and everyone claps. However, when Hattie gets up next, she knows this will be the thing that does it.

		Hattie takes a breath. She looks stunning—she’s gone full-on princess dress, with no sleeves and a sparkling bodice that puffs out into a Cinderella-style gown. It suits her perfectly, and is complemented by her hair, curled around her face, with flowers she’d let Freya put in herself.

		“I know the groom traditionally does this bit,” Hattie says. “And because I couldn’t make him totally give up the right, you’re going to have to listen to us both—but I promise I’ll keep it short. I know we all want to get dancing.” Mel smiles at Hattie, nodding. She’d not seen Hattie nervous before, but when she’d practiced this speech on Mel, her hands had been shaking. Now, though, she seems steady, tall, and proud.

		“My mum has told you all what an accomplishment it was to raise a daughter who knew her own mind. And I just want to say, that, yes, it was an accomplishment.” She turns to look directly at Susan, who is gripping Kristen’s hand tight on the table. “Mum, you have been the most brilliant parent. You have taught us all to be strong and independent, and you have always, always encouraged us to go after what we want. The reason I could be sure I loved Dylan was because I knew how to be loved—because you always made us feel cherished, and happy, no matter what. You have kept the family together when it wasn’t always easy. You have made it so that me and Finn and Mark always know we have somewhere to call home, and someone to depend on. You have never made us feel less for mistakes that we’ve made, and you have always made us believe that we deserve good things. I didn’t realize, as a child, just what a gift that was. So thank you. For being you.”

		Hattie takes a breath. I’m no good at speeches, she’d wailed at Mel, eyes wide with panic, just hours before.

		You don’t have to be good, Mel had told her. You just have to say what you feel.

		Hattie looks out at the crowd, raises a glass. “To Susan.”

		The whole hall echoes the sentiment—and Mel knows she is not the only one crying now. There had been a brief discussion, among the bridal party, about whether it would be awkward, Hattie so publicly thanking her mum, when her dad was at the next table. They’d unanimously decided that it didn’t matter—Susan was the one who deserved to be thanked, and Hattie needed to take the moment to do that, for herself as well as her mum.

		Hattie’s eyes are shining with tears as she sits down, and Mel swipes at a tear on her own face. Finn’s arm comes around her, pulling her to him. Susan is a full-on mess, sobbing into a napkin as Mark comes around to hug her and Freya looks on, alarmed. Mel knows it is as much because she made it to the wedding as it is Hattie’s words. The doctors are “cautiously hopeful” about Susan’s chances—that she’ll fight this thing, that she’ll have time left. Susan had admitted that she’d been so set on making last Christmas a perfect one because she’d thought it would be her last, but now it looks like there’s a real chance she’ll be here for this Christmas too. Hattie has promised to do a list for them all this year, which Mel is somewhat dreading, given the type of activities Hattie might come up with.

		Dylan clears his throat as he gets to his feet—and even his voice is not quite steady. “Well,” he says. “I’m not totally sure I can top that. Shall we just skip past this and cut the cake?” It lightens the mood enough so that everyone manages to get their act together, and Dylan has them all laughing when he tells the story of how he and Hattie met.

		After the speeches, the band plays a few beats of music, then the singer pulls the mic toward him. “If the bride and groom could please take to the dance floor?”

		Kristen grabs Mel’s shoulder as they all head down from the high table. Her red hair is tied up in a chic knot and there is no denying now that she is well and truly pregnant. “Mel, about the business plan I sent through for your business—”

		“Our business now. And I’m not talking about it until Monday.” She’s learned a thing or two about work-life balance over the last year, and she’s sticking to that.

		Kristen wrinkles her nose. “Okay, but—”

		Mel takes Kristen’s hand, and squeezes. She knows she still feels she has to prove she’s doing a good job, that Mel was right to take a chance on her—but from day one Mel knew it was the right decision. “It’ll be great, Kristen. And besides, you’re in charge. I’m just a lowly designer now, remember?”

		Finn is dragging her toward the dance floor and she lets him, happy not to be talking about work.

		“I need you to sign off on my maternity-leave cover!” Kristen calls behind her.

		“I’m on it!” Mel waves a hand behind her. “But whoever you’ve decided on will be great, I’m sure.”

		Hattie and Dylan, who have gotten distracted by chatting to guests, are ushered toward the center of the dance floor as everyone crowds around, ready for the first dance.

		Mel feels Finn behind her, both arms coming around her. He leans in to whisper in her ear. “Did I mention how stunning you look?”

		She grins over her shoulder at him. Hattie nailed the bridesmaid dresses—managing to pick one that suited Mel, Kristen, and her friend from school, which is no mean feat. The dress is pastel blue, hanging loosely from one shoulder and around her waist. It cinches in at all the right places and brings out her eyes—something that the makeup artist had accentuated even more when they’d all sat in Hattie’s suite this morning.

		The opening bars to “Ho Hey” by the Lumineers comes on, and Dylan takes Hattie in his arms. It’s clear that he knows how to dance—like, really dance—because he holds Hattie in a proper frame, moving her around the dance floor and twirling her on all the right beats. Mel supposes that, as an actor, he’s had lessons—and, God, do they make a gorgeous couple. Dylan looks handsome as always in his tux, his dark brown hair the perfect complement to Hattie’s blond, commanding attention just by the way he moves.

		Mel reaches for her phone to take a photo, sees a WhatsApp from Priya—just a line of heart-eye emojis in response to the selfie she’d sent her earlier. Priya seems to be enjoying Australia a lot more now. It took some time, but she’s made a few friends and is feeling more settled. She keeps promising Mel that it’ll only be another year then she’ll be back—though Mel isn’t quite sure about that. Either way, Finn and Mel are flying out to see Priya next week. It had taken a little convincing on Mel’s part, given Priya was still not sure about forgiving Finn as easily as Mel had. She’d had a front-row seat to the fallout of their breakup, and Mel didn’t blame her for putting Finn through the ringer a little. But Finn had promised Mel he was up to the challenge—and that he was going to make it his mission to heal his relationship with Priya, no matter how long it took.

		Mel hopes so. She misses the way the three of them used to hang out. They’d actually put the trip off for a while because of Susan, worried about being too far away should something happen, but Susan had put her foot down and told them that if they didn’t go she would, and then she’d be the one on the other side of the world should something happen.

		Hattie and Dylan finish their dance and instead of hugging or kissing as most couples do, Dylan holds Hattie’s hand out to the side, and they take an extravagant bow to the watching crowd. Everyone laughs, and Hattie gestures for people to join in as the next song starts to play. She and Dylan are soon joined by Freya and Mark, Freya standing on her dad’s feet as he moves them around. Freya is apparently very excited to have a baby brother and has come up with a list of possible names—which Kristen has promised to “think about.” Mel has seen this list, and given that it includes “Hedgehog,” she doubts the thinking process will take all that long.

		“Can I have this dance?” Finn asks Mel, holding out his hand. She smiles as she takes it, and he leads her out onto the dance floor. They are no Hattie and Dylan as they move, that’s for sure, but she loves dancing with him, moving in one rhythm, feeling his heartbeat against hers. She loves how right it always feels when his arms come around her.

		They are splitting their time between Susan’s house in Sussex and the house Finn bought in Norfolk, doing it up together while Mel works from home, with the odd commute to London when she needs to. Only, for the first time, Finn is doing up a house with the idea of making it for them, rather to sell on—so the whole thing is taking much longer. It might be they don’t stay there long term—but they are at least thinking long term, and that’s good enough for her.

		Finn’s thumb circles lightly at the base of her spine, and she brings her attention back to him. “So what do you reckon?” he asks. “Would you want one of these one day?”

		Mel’s heart skips, though she cocks her head in confusion. “This as in a grand ballroom? Because I’m not sure we can afford that.”

		He twirls her on a laugh, then brings her face-to-face, his eyes meeting hers. “You know what I mean.”

		“I do, although you’re doing an incredibly unromantic job of proposing.” She’s grinning, though. Because that’s what he’s doing, isn’t it? He’s bloody proposing. “Actually, you’re managing to be both clichéd—proposing at a wedding, after all—and unromantic, which is an impressive feat.”

		“Well?” he asks, and there is a touch of impatience in his voice. No, she realizes, not impatience. Nerves. He’s worried. He’s actually worried she might say no. “What do you think?”

		She places a hand over his heart. “As if it’s even a question.” She reaches up, kisses him lightly on the lips. “Of course I’ll marry you,” she says when she pulls back, and she sees the relief, replaced by a beautiful wide grin, spreading across his face, lighting up his eyes. It’s enough to make something bright bubble up inside her, enough to make her want to shout out over the music. But she won’t—obviously. Today is Hattie’s day.

		She takes his hand, squeezes. “It doesn’t make a difference, though. I’m already yours, Finn.” He’s been hers, almost since the moment they met. No matter what happens in the future, that will always be true.

		His hands run down to her waist, tightening their grip through the thin fabric of her dress. “If you say things like that, it’s going to make it difficult to last the appropriate amount of time before I drag you back to the hotel room.”

		She laughs, then his face softens, grows more serious. “There’s never been anyone else for me, Mel—and there never will. You know that, right? It’s only ever you.”

		And although there is still so much uncertainty in their future, she knows that, for now, she is exactly where she’s supposed to be.
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		Questions and Topics for Discussion

		
				
				Explore the role of family in shaping both Mel’s and Finn’s characters. How do family expectations and past experiences influence their decisions and interactions with each other?

			

				
				How does Finn’s family help Mel grow over the course of the novel? What specific roles do Kristen, Freya, Susan, and Hattie play?

			

				
				How did the flashbacks of Mel and Finn’s relationship leading up to the engagement party affect your understanding of them in the present?

			

				
				Did your opinion of Finn change once you gained more insight into his actions? How so?

			

				
				We see Mel and Finn in many different places in the novel. How does each location—Paris, London, the Highlands, etc.—affect their relationship?

			

				
				What do the Christmas activities reveal about Mel, Finn, and his family? How does each activity progress their characters in the novel?

			

				
				Do you agree with Susan’s decision to keep her diagnosis from her children, even when Kristen and Mel found out? Why or why not?

			

				
				What did you think of Mel’s decision to step back from the management side of her business? What does this say about the power of creativity and its connection to happiness?

			

		

	
		
			Kristen and Mark’s Roasted Figs with Parma Ham

			(Serves 4 as a starter or side)

			Ingredients

			
					
					8 ripe figs

				

					
					1 tbsp honey

				

					
					2 tbsp balsamic vinegar

				

					
					8 slices Parma ham

				

					
					150g rocket

				

					
					75g Parmesan

				

					
					2 tbsp olive oil

				

			

			Method

			
					
					Preheat oven to 350°F.

				

					
					Cut the figs in half, then place on a baking tray and drizzle with honey and balsamic vinegar.

				

					
					Bake for 5 minutes, then remove from the oven and place the ham alongside the figs.

				

					
					Return to the oven for another 5 minutes or so until the ham is crisp and the figs are softened and juicy.

				

					
					Divide the rocket between the plates. Arrange the ham and figs around and grate the Parmesan over it. Mix the juices from the roasting tray with olive oil and drizzle over the leaves.

				

			

		

	
		
			Mel and Finn’s Beef Wellington

			(Serves 6)

			Ingredients

			
					
					Around 1kg of beef fillet

				

					
					3 tbsp olive oil

				

					
					250g chestnut or mixed mushrooms

				

					
					50g butter

				

					
					1 sprig of thyme

				

					
					100ml dry white wine

				

					
					12 slices prosciutto

				

					
					500g puff pastry

				

					
					2 egg yolks

				

			

			Method

			
					
					Preheat oven to 400°F.

				

					
					Place the beef fillet on a roasting tray and brush with 1 tbsp olive oil. Season with pepper, then roast for 15–20 minutes.

				

					
					Remove from oven to cool, then chill in the fridge for 20 minutes.

				

					
					While the beef cooks, chop the mushrooms as finely as possible.

				

					
					Heat the butter and remaining olive oil in a pan and fry the mushrooms with the thyme for about 10 minutes, stirring often. Season to taste.

				

					
					Add the white wine and cook for a further 10 minutes or until all the wine has been absorbed. Remove mixture from pan to cool.

				

					
					Lay the prosciutto on cling wrap, slightly overlapping, in two parallel rows.

				

					
					Spread half the mushroom mixture over the prosciutto, then place the fillet on top and spread the remaining mushrooms over it.

				

					
					Use the cling wrap edges to draw the prosciutto around the fillet, then roll into a sausage shape. Chill the fillet while you roll the pastry.

				

					
					Dust your surface with a little flour, then roll out a third of the pastry into a 18 x 30cm strip. Place on a nonstick baking tray.

				

					
					Roll the remainder of the pastry to about 28 x 36cm.

				

					
					Take the fillet out of the cling wrap and set it in the center of the smaller strip pastry.

				

					
					Beat the egg yolks with 1 tsp water, then brush the pastry’s edges, plus the top and sides of the wrapped fillet, with the egg mixture.

				

					
					Carefully drape the larger strip of pastry over the top of the fillet, pressing into the sides and sealing the rim.

				

					
					Glaze all over with remaining egg yolk, then use a knife to mark the Wellington with long diagonal lines. Do not cut into the pastry.

				

					
					Chill for at least 20 minutes and up to 24 hours.

				

					
					Cook the Wellington at 350°F for around 20–25 minutes until golden and crisp.

				

			

		

	
		
			Hattie and Dylan’s Yule log

			(serves 8)

			Ingredients

			
					
					3 eggs

				

					
					85g golden caster sugar

				

					
					85g plain flour

				

					
					2 tbsp cocoa powder

				

					
					1 tsp baking powder

				

					
					140g dark chocolate

				

					
					50g butter

				

					
					1 tbsp golden syrup

				

					
					285ml double cream

				

					
					200g icing sugar

				

			

			Method

			
					
					Preheat the oven to 350°F.

				

					
					Grease and line a Swiss roll tin with baking parchment.

				

					
					Beat the eggs and golden caster sugar until thick and creamy (approximately 8–10 minutes).

				

					
					Combine the flour, cocoa powder, and baking powder in a bowl, then sift into the eggs. Fold together, then pour into the tin.

				

					
					Spread the mixture into the corners and bake for 10 minutes.

				

					
					Lay a sheet of baking parchment on a flat surface. When the cake is ready, tip it onto the paper, then roll the cake up from its longest edge with the paper inside. Leave to cool.

				

					
					For the icing, break the chocolate into squares, then melt together with the butter in a bowl over a pan of hot water.

				

					
					Remove from the heat and stir in the golden syrup along with 5 tbsp of the double cream. Sift in the icing sugar, then beat until smooth.

				

					
					Whisk the remaining double cream until firm. Unroll the cake, spread the cream over the top, then carefully back roll into a log.

				

					
					Place the log on a plate and ice. Scatter over the remaining icing sugar like snow (or snowflakes, like Hattie). Eat and enjoy!
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			Emily Stone is the author of five bestselling festive romance novels, including Always, in December. Her novels have been translated into eleven languages.

			Stone has lived in many places over the years—including London, Wales, Cornwall, Germany, and Mozambique—before finally settling down in Bristol, where she spends most of her free time with her two rescue ponies. Emily Stone is the pen name for Becky Hunter, and she also writes speculative romance under her own name.

			Stone loves connecting with readers. You can find her on Instagram at @emstonewrites. She’d love to hear from you!

			Instagram: @emstonewrites

			Find Emily Stone on Facebook

		

	
		
			Random House Book Club

			Because Stories Are Better Shared

			Discover

			Exciting new books that spark conversation every week.

			Connect

			With authors on tour—or in your living room. (Request an Author Chat for your book club!)

			Discuss

			Stories that move you with fellow book lovers on Facebook, on Goodreads, or at in-person meet-ups.

			Enhance

			Your reading experience with discussion prompts, digital book club kits, and more, available on our website.
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			Join our online book club community!
[image: ]Facebook
[image: ]Goodreads
randomhousebookclub.com

			Penguin Random House collects and processes your personal information. See our Notice at Collection and Privacy Policy.
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				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.
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