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Black hair and band hoodies had a lot to answer for.

Eleven years ago, when Gothboy mooched into their business studies class for the very first time, Krissi had taken one look at him and thought, What a freak. He’s so cool!

Now in their mid-twenties, Krissi Johansson and Jay Meyer are successful businesspeople and still best friends. But while one is moving forward with their life, the other is sliding ever backwards…revisiting the past and wallowing in regret.

Between career commitments, unresolved family matters and friends springing unwelcome surprises, Krissi and Jay have more than enough drama to contend with, and not all of their own making.

On top of all that, it’s Christmas. Yay.

* * * * *

This is a stand-alone story—the first in Front of House—featuring ‘the next generation’ of Hiding Behind The Couch characters. For those reading the main series, this story follows (more or less) chronologically from Reunions (Season Seven).


Author’s Note

Some of the events in the ‘Past’ chapters of this novel have already been told—from other characters’ perspectives—in the Hiding Behind The Couch series.

What that means is if you’ve read the series, you may well know the outcome of some situations in advance. My apologies for this.

If you haven’t read any of the series and go on to do so, this story may spoil some of the plots in earlier books. My apologies for this too.

It goes without saying that this novel is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination. While it includes reference to real locations and famous people, these are fictional representations, which may or may not be factually correct.

Goth of Christmas Past Playlist:

https://is.gd/GOCPPL
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THEN

New Rock Boots

Ice cream and swings had a lot to answer for. However, it began with a pair of New Rock boots, black hair and a band hoodie.

That day, eleven years ago, when Gothboy mooched into their business studies class for the very first time, Krissi had taken one look at him and thought, What a freak. He’s so cool!

It was Year Ten—the start of their exam classes—and they’d had ‘The Assembly’ where Mrs. Taylor—the teacher in charge of their year group—had alternated between claiming she had every faith in their ability to excel and putting the fear of God into them… To fulfil your potential, you must meet—or better still, surpass—both the school’s and your own expectations.

They could attend extra study sessions at lunchtime and after school, and their progress would be monitored to make sure they didn’t fall behind. Their Year Seven SATs had shown they were an exceptionally gifted year group, and the school wanted to ensure they got the results they deserved.

It had all sounded grand and ambitious, and Krissi had left the school hall with high hopes, feeling more than a little smug as she passed a bunch of pupils who’d been pulled up for their uniform misdemeanours—lack of ties, trainers instead of shoes, failure to tuck in their shirts, skirts too high above the knees, and so on. How they looked kind of didn’t matter, but really, it was no big deal to play by the rules.

Turn up in uniform, do the work, pass the exams—the school’s expectations had been easy to meet. Krissi’s own? Well, she’d had some—nothing too far-reaching. She’d wanted A-stars in business and maths—like, really wanted, as in gave up half of the summer holidays for private tuition with Dan, which had been a bit weird. He was her stepdad’s best mate, so it wasn’t as if she didn’t know him, but he was also a bighead with this mega-successful business doing…she wasn’t sure what.

“Dan’s brilliant at maths,” Kris had said.

“But you’ve got an A’ Level.”

“Only because Dan tutored me through it. And I only just passed. He got an A. So what d’you think?”

“S’pose,” she’d agreed, eyes on the prize.

Surprisingly, Dan turned out to be a pretty good teacher.

“Get all of these questions right and I’ll let you drive my car.”

“For real?”

“Yep, when you’re old enough.”

“Unfair!”

“Long-term goal. Short-term, how about—”

“But I’m not seventeen for another two years and four months. That’s, like, forever.”

“I was gonna say I’ll take you out for a milkshake when we’re done—”

“A milkshake?” That was rubbish.

“At Alton Towers.”

“You’re on.”

Best reward system ever—way better than stars or merits or book vouchers—and she learnt so much about maths and business.

So, she’d been feeling confident that first day, in full and correct uniform, hair neatly tied back, a sensible bag and a transparent pencil case complete with all of the required maths instruments. Determined, too, that this year, she’d stop being ‘average’ and blending in. This year, she’d ace the mock exams, get the grades she needed for her college course. And on her seventeenth birthday, she’d tell Dan, ‘Thanks, but no thanks. I’m gonna wait till I have my own convertible.’

*

“I’m so proud of you,” Mum said, all wet-eyed and ridiculous, same as Krissi’s first day of school, and her first day of high school, her thirteenth birthday, the day she started her periods…Krissi was literally dreading turning eighteen, and twenty-one. The day of her wedding? Probably easier to give that a miss completely.

Thank goodness Kris was there to intervene, although he could be as bad as her mum. Sometimes Krissi listened to other kids talking about their step-parents—the fights, mostly—but it had never been like that with her and Kris. He’d been there when she was born, been around all of her life. She was even named after him. He was basically her dad.

“Have an amazing day, Missy.”

“I will.”

“Be good.”

“Course!” She always was.

*

Always had been.

Enter Jason Meyer, black hoodie, lank black hair, no blazer, New Rock boots instead of school shoes, and were those jeans? Turned out they were, but for all that he’d looked like a rebel, he wasn’t really. Nor could Krissi honestly blame her slight derailment on their friendship. Their long, bleak friendship. He’d worked dead hard and been bullied mercilessly, but the teachers ‘never saw anything’, or so they’d claimed. They’d been nearly as bad as the pupils.

That first business studies lesson, the teacher had laid into Jay in front of the class—for his lack of uniform, for his insolence. Yes, OK, she’d been right to point out he wasn’t in school uniform, but she could’ve just sent him to the headteacher. Instead, she’d belittled him, while he’d shrunk even further down inside his hoodie. She’d lost the respect of quite a few in their class that day, not least Krissi.

An hour later, at morning break, Jay had been sitting alone in the canteen. Krissi had made a beeline for him, and the rest…well…


1.

Present

Nothing Wrong

Saturday, 30th November

Bursts of strobe light, five flashes in time with the double bass pedal and speed-strumming of heavily distorted guitar. On the fifth set, Jay squeezed his eyes shut and jerked his head to the side. Too bright, too loud, it pulsed through his body like palpitations—he had to clamp his teeth tight together to stop them vibrating. The pit was alive, a mass surging as one to the chant.

One

Nothing wrong—

With panic mounting, he was lifted off his feet, the space he’d occupied immediately filled by the mindless mob. No air in his lungs, he couldn’t breathe. Shit, I’m gonna be crushed to death.

Two

Nothing wrong—

Eyes still shut and arms tight to his chest to shield against the rough buffeting of hot bodies, he was hoisted above the carnage, terrified, frustrated… The light dimmed, the volume dropped, and a welcome whoosh of chilly air whipped over his bare arms and up the sleeves of his T-shirt.

When finally his feet touched down again, he opened his eyes and shrugged angrily. “What the hell, Hadyn?”

“I thought you were having a fit!”

“I wasn’t.”

“You had your eyes shut, and the lights—”

“Not photosensitive.”

“You went all stiff.”

“Yeah, well, you know…” Jay’s anger diminished as the explanation registered. He waved towards the fire exit through which, he assumed, they’d just left the gig. “People?”

“Oh.” Hadyn sagged in remorse. “Sorry. I didn’t… I just…I just got you out of there.”

“No way you carried me out here on your own.” Jay was slim, not that tall, probably underweight. OK. Definitely underweight because he forgot to eat, which was weird when Hadyn never seemed to stop, yet they were the same build.

“No,” Hadyn confirmed. “Some big guy in front of us.” His eyelids drooped, along with the corners of his mouth, and he fidgeted with his hands. “Jay…I’m sorry, man.”

“Don’t worry about it. Hey, thanks for looking out for me.”

A sheepish smile appeared in the midst of Hadyn’s mosh-tousled hair. He straightened up and looked towards the building—an old warehouse converted into a performance venue that got some big names, although it was Jay and Hadyn’s first gig there. “What if they won’t let us back in?”

“Meh.” Jay shrugged. Stu’s band had a great sound—not quite Jay’s kind of music, a bit too retro and into their cover versions—but they had a big following and they were only second on the bill. It was going to be a madhouse when the headliners came on. If only Jay had remembered that before Stu got them tickets for the mosh pit. Ten years ago, he’d have been right in front of the stage. Even five years ago. Is twenty-six too young to hope we’re home before midnight? Bed, hot chocolate…oh my god, get a grip, you sad—

“You’re not enjoying it, are you?” Hadyn’s question was perfectly timed, and telling.

“Yeah, I am. It’s great—just a bit hot and crowded. Where did they get the idea for a Thanksgiving gig?” Jay wasn’t really expecting Hadyn to answer, but he did anyway.

“Stu reckons it’s to get rid of all the shitty pumpkin spice beer they bought for Guy Fawkes night.”

“They had live music for Guy Fawkes night?”

Hadyn nodded. “And Samhain before that.”

“Money spinners of no cultural merit.”

“Apparently, the venue’s trying to recoup their lost profits in advance. Their New Year’s Eve licence was turned down.”

“They could still run it without a licence.”

“Stu says they don’t think people will come.”

“Lack of alcohol hasn’t stopped anyone coming to our gigs.” Jay studied the warehouse again. “It’s about double the capacity of Black Hole, would you say?”

“About that. What are you thinking? New Year’s?”

“No. I’ve got that charity gala thing, yay.” Jay silent-clapped in non-anticipation of another of those must-attend events that went with running a community trust. “You got any plans for Boxing Day?”

“None whatsoever.”

As Jay had thought. Last year, they’d both endured Christmas Day with their respective families and come back to the flat first thing on the twenty-sixth. “Are you up for putting something together?”

“Totally.”

“Cool.” Jay shivered. “D’you want to go back in?” Silly question. Hadyn loved live music in all its forms—crappy pop included—and seemed immune to the ‘ravages of age’.

“Do you?”

Jay slow-blinked a faked ‘what do you think?’

Hadyn wasn’t fooled. “If Krissi had come, you could’ve gone home.”

“I didn’t ask her.”

“Weren’t you going to?”

“Yep, but she’s working, so I didn’t bother. She’d have hated it anyway, but even if I did want to go home, I wouldn’t leave you here on your own.”

“I wouldn’t be on my own. Stu’s here.”

“He’s playing—that doesn’t count. Come on.” They set off for the building to chance their luck at someone hearing them and letting them back in.

“I’m really sorry,” Hadyn said again.

“Yeah, stop apologising. You’d have basically saved my life.”

***

“Stephen?” Krissi couldn’t see him, but she’d said his name loudly enough that she knew he’d have heard her. She stared hard at the L-shaped enclosure that marked his location, psychically willing him to do the right thing and acknowledge her. But the seconds ticked by. She was all set to go marching over there when, at last, a dark head popped into view, and two beady eyes homed in on hers. “Stephen,” she said as if she hadn’t said it once already, “can you come here a sec, please?” She smiled and beckoned him over.

Stephen tugged his headset off and threw it with unnecessary force. Under her breath, Krissi muttered, “If it’s broken, it’ll come out of your wages,” and switched up the smile to super-nice as Stephen arrived in front of her.

“What’s up?” he asked, the eye contact exchanged for floor gazing, his arms folded loosely in half-felt defiance. He knew exactly what was up. She’d just heard him deliver the standard patter: Calls are recorded for training and monitoring purposes…

“Your last call. Can you tell me, what was going on?”

That got her a shrug. She suppressed a weary sigh. After eleven years as BFF to Gothboy, Stephen All-in-Black and his sulky, sullen ways were no challenge, not even on a bad day when his offhandedness had upset one or more of his colleagues. On this occasion, however, his attitude wasn’t the problem. She’d heard the way the customer had spoken to him—it was a vicious, personal attack. Sadly, eight months of managing the late shift in QCall’s customer service centre meant Krissi also knew it wasn’t unusual for customers to speak to the staff that way. They were trained to continue responding politely or, in the event they couldn’t, to pass the call on to their supervisor/manager.

“Why didn’t you transfer her to me?” she asked.

“You were on a call.”

“Or put her on hold?”

Another shrug.

This time, the sigh escaped. “Look, Stephen, I accept the customer was really rude to you, but you have to remain professional. If you’re losing it and there’s no-one to transfer to, put the customer on hold—even hanging up would be better than retaliating.”

“I’ve been sworn at four times today,” Stephen protested flatly.

“I appreciate that.” Krissi cast a subtle glance at the clock, not that Stephen would’ve noticed if she’d done a full ninety-degree turn and sung the time in operatic soprano. Forty minutes and I never, ever have to come here again. “It’ll have to go on your file, Stephen. I’m really sorry. Next time, just…”

“Transfer the call,” he muttered bitterly.

“Yeah.”

“’Kay.” His arms dropped, hands stuffed into pockets as he turned, paused—“Can I go?”

“Yep. And if I can…”

He was already trudging away, heavy-footed, as if all the chunky chains dangling from his baggy, low-slung black jeans were dragging him into the ground—so much like Jay in that regard, or how Jay used to be. At some point, he’d got boring and stuck in his ways—she felt a pang of envy for the night in front of the telly he’d be enjoying right now while she was working.

Stephen finally made it back to his booth, and with a moody glance in Krissi’s direction, disappeared behind the panel. A couple of other heads popped up to see what was going on; Krissi mentally whack-a-moled them back down and checked the time again. Thirty-eight minutes…

***

“Hey, guys. Glad you made it.” Stu lurched towards them, red-faced and dripping with sweat. Shoving his sticks in his back pocket, he gripped Jay’s hand and gave it a firm, squicky squeeze. “Whoa, is it cold in here? I can’t tell.” He automatically went to do the same with Hadyn but swiftly retracted his hand before contact, covering the awkwardness with a grin. “What did you think?”

“Excellent,” Hadyn said, with hands now safely tucked under his arms.

“Yeah, it was,” Jay concurred, or the first thirty minutes had been—before they’d spent the next thirty circling the building in search of an attended or unlocked door. They’d made it inside, frozen to the core, in time to see Stu’s band leave the stage and the headliners’ crew move in to reset it.

“Was that you being carried out earlier?” Stu asked.

“Yeah. But I’m fine. Just a bit hot. Or I was. Not now, obviously.”

“Oh, right.” Stu nodded, glancing Hadyn’s way to check out Jay’s story.

Jay bit back his retort and turned his attention to the techs on stage while Stu got swarmed by fans—mostly teenaged girls—and Hadyn became strategically engrossed with his phone. It was weird seeing Stu sign autographs, but only because it was Stu. A few semi-famous bands recorded at Black Hole, and Jay had never really been the star-stricken type, but it was still cool watching Stu play the rock god, signing arms and legs and waylaying requests he sign other places. One by one—well, mostly two by two—his fans departed, leaving Stu with a suitably bashful grin.

Jay raised an eyebrow. “When’s the Devolution interview?”

“Ha-ha. We’re not that big.”

“Yet. You will be if you keep supporting those dudes.” Jay nodded at the stage where the headliners were nowhere in sight, but the tech checking the mic was getting a few whistles. “D’you want a drink or anything while you’re here?”

“No, you’re OK, thanks. I’ve got water backstage. Actually, I’d best go.” Stu was already moving off. “Their drummer hasn’t turned up, so I’m standing in.” He whipped his sticks from his pocket, waving them in completely unnecessary illustration.

“OK. I need to talk to you about Boxing Day. Are you up for a mini festival if we can get the acts?”

“Sure! You need me to spread the word?”

“Please, if you could.”

“No worries. I’ll introduce you to Ev afterwards.”

“Who?”

“The singer from Hatful of Nightmares—the band that’s on next.”

“That’s not what’s on the posters.”

“I know. I’ll explain later.”

“OK. We need to…forget it.” Jay gave up. Stu had already disappeared into the crowd. “Guess we’re staying,” he muttered.

Hadyn put his phone away. “Did you want to go?”

The answer was yes, but it wouldn’t be fair on Hadyn. “No, but I wish I’d remembered my earplugs.”

Hadyn delved into his jeans’ pockets and fished out a bottle of hand sanitiser, a packet of chewing gum, his return train ticket, a silicone money pouch and, lastly, foam earplugs in a sealed bag. “Here you go.”

“Thanks, but…” Jay leaned to one side and then the other, peering into Hadyn’s ears to check he wasn’t leaving himself without, which he wasn’t. Hadyn was meticulous—they’d agreed they’d only use the word ‘obsessive’ when it was accurate—in everything he did. There was no way he’d chance his hearing on a gig in a warehouse with a sound system that could fill an arena and probably piss off everyone within a five-mile radius.

Jay tore the bag open with his teeth and rolled one of the earplugs between his finger and thumb, glancing over to the bar, less busy now than when they’d returned from their stint outside. “Have we got time to get a dri…oh.” He poked the plug into his ear and speedily repeated the process with the second plug.

“Good evening, Liverpool!” Krrraaannng!

Jay cringed; Hadyn beamed at him.

Now that was loud.

***

Krissi gave the door a half-hearted shove with her shoulder to close it, took one step, felt her hair shift with the draught from the still unshut door, and bumped it with her bum. No joy. She sighed in exasperation and, with some force, pushed with the flat of her hand. Even then, it resisted.

“Seriously, I’m too tired to fight you.” The door smugly clicked shut. “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Krissi kicked off her shoes and shuffled onwards, to the dark kitchen. “Can I be bothered?” Tempting as it was to go straight up to bed, she hadn’t eaten since lunchtime, it was almost midnight, and her empty belly was growling loudly enough to wake the neighbours. Lights on, she squinted, fake-crying, “Why you so bright? Oh! What’s that?”

There was a note on the table, which wasn’t unusual, but the brown paper bag underneath it was. By this point, she was essentially sleepwalking, but she made it to the table and picked up the note:

Boss –

Chicken couscous in fridge. Zap for two mins.

Hugs

p.s. Look in the bag.

She did that: Advent calendar.

“So much for saving money this Christmas.” She left it on the table and stomped—kind of stomped, bit too tired for the heart-and-soul edition—to the fridge, where she stopped, hand on the handle, and tried to figure out why she cared. It was only a cheap Advent calendar, but she’d have to reciprocate, then he would, then she would, and so on, until they’d have spent the same as last year, which they’d agreed not to do. And she just wasn’t in the mood.

Which was why she was concocting a big bad thing out of a little lovely thing. Ungrateful. Mean. Bah humbug.

In the fridge was the couscous, and on top of it one of the small round tubs Wotto used for individual desserts, which he then stored in the freezer. More evidence of how kind and loving he was—that he’d thought to defrost a dessert for her—and how inconsiderate and just downright miserable she was. But it was so late, and she wanted her bed. She peeled back the lid—purely out of curiosity, and—

“You’re kidding me. Oh, I’m so eating you right now!”

They’d been talking about it a couple of days ago, when Wotto had made a catering-sized batch of ‘MissiKissi mud pie’—yes, she had thought it was called that when she was little, and it was still her all-time favourite dessert. He said he’d made it a few times, back when he’d worked in Campion’s soulless staff canteen, which was pretty much the same crappy job he’d been doing for the past eight months. But he’d never made it for her before.

He made me MissiKissi mud pie. A warm, twinkly feeling rose up inside her and escaped as a tiny laugh. Somehow it didn’t matter anymore that she was semi-comatose, nor that she’d left the call centre without hearing a single ‘sorry you’re leaving’. Perhaps they weren’t. She certainly wasn’t.

Whatever, this was the last time she’d be eating dinner alone at stupid o’clock. The least she could do was eat it in the right order.

Maybe just a little taste while she waited for the couscous to heat up.

“Oh my god…amazeballs.” Maybe a little bit more. She groaned and covered her mouth, though no-one was there to hear her. Even so, she quickly got herself in check. No more till she’d eaten her main course. She clipped the lid back onto the tub and pushed it out of reach, distracting herself by watching the microwave timer as the seconds counted down through the longest two minutes ever.

Finally, the ding! She gave the couscous a swift stir, grabbed a glass of water and tucked right in.

Past

And You Will Know Us…

September

“Anyone sitting here?”

Jay shook his head. Krissi could only see his nose and one eye through his lank, black hair.

“You OK, after…?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“I thought what she did was really mean.”

He nodded.

“She didn’t even ask why you were late, and it could’ve been something really serious, like—well, I don’t know what.”

“It was.”

“Oh, no! Really?”

“Nah, not really,” he said. She peered under his hair and caught a hint of a smile in the crinkle of his cheeks. “My mum’s alarm clock packed up, and we got up late. That’s all. I’m Jason, by the way.”

Krissi sat back and narrowed her eyes. “You nearly had me there.”

“Sorry. And thanks.”

“What for?”

“Talking to me.”

“Why wouldn’t I talk to you?”

“Because I’m a goth.”

“I didn’t notice.” She smirked. It earned her a little more of that half-hidden smile. “You were in my English class in Year Eight.” He’d even been a goth back then, before it was ‘trendy’.

He shrugged. “I don’t remember. I was getting bullied.”

“Yeah, well, you do kinda stand out. Not that I’m saying it’s right to bully someone just because they’re…unusual.” She blushed. She really didn’t mean that at all, not after what Kris had told her about how both he and her mum had been bullied at school, although each for very different reasons. “So…are you a goth? Or an emo?”

“I’m neither! I’m just into the music.”

“Weird. How come you’re doing business studies?”

“My dad said music wasn’t a proper subject.” He air-quoted the word ‘proper’.

“Why not?”

“Dunno. He said he’d already compromised—” the air quotes again “—by letting me choose art, even though that’s not a proper—” and again “—subject, either.”

Krissi laughed. “I’m doing art too. Kris—my stepdad—did it for one of his A’ Levels. He said I’d enjoy it.” She made a big thing of gesturing air quotes back at him on the word ‘it’, and he smiled for real.

“What sort of music are you into?” he asked.

“Anything. Nickelback—”

“Ugh.”

“What’s wrong with Nickelback?”

“Cheesy rock’s not my thing.”

“What is your thing? No, wait. Let me guess. And You Will Know Us By The Trail Of Dead?”

“You know about emo music?”

“Nope.” She pointed at the front of his hoodie, and he glanced down.

“Oh, yeah. I’d forgotten I was wearing this one. I’m listening to a lot of MCR at the moment.”

“MCR?”

“My Chemical Romance.”

“Ugh.” She intentionally repeated his earlier response.

“What’s wrong with MCR?”

“Nothing, probably. I’ve never heard any of their stuff.” She grinned. He folded his arms and scowled at her, although she was pretty sure it was an act.

“I like metal as well,” he said. “Old School stuff, like Metallica and Maiden.”

“Never heard of either of them.”

“And Slipknot. I listen to a lot of Slipknot.”

“Ugh. I have heard of them. They’re the dudes with masks.”

“Yeah. They’re really talented musicians, actually.”

“If you say so.”

“Plus, I’m in a death metal band.”

“Sounds gruesome.”

“It’s not.”

“What d’you play?”

“Bass and lead guitar, a bit, but I’m not very good yet.”

“I won’t come and watch you play yet, then.”

“Fine, don’t,” he said, faking the hurt. She laughed. She really hoped it was fake.

“Anyway, Gothboy, shall we head back? Oh, and I’m Krissi.”

“OK, Krissi, cool.”

***

December

Her alarm-fail this time. Krissi rushed around like a mad thing, no chance to do anything about the state of her hair. She shoved it up in a scrunchy and half-pulled it through, shuffling her feet into her shoes and checking her tie in the mirror all at once. God, I look a show. Straightening her tie and skirt—because obviously, the zip is meant to be at the front, for God’s sake—she grabbed her blazer, raced downstairs, snatched her coat and bag from the hook, door open—“See you later”—and—

“You haven’t had any breakfast.”

“No time!”

“And what about your lunch?”

“I’ll get something at school.”

“Have you got money?”

Krissi shut the door and trudged back to the kitchen, studying the ceiling, upturned palm held out in readiness.

“You could have a piece of toast. Two minutes won’t make any difference.”

She sighed, exasperated. “It’s assembly.” They knew this. Tuesday morning, therefore Year Ten assembly. It had always been so—even when they were at school.

The toast popped up, and Kris plucked it from the toaster. “You’re having a piece of toast,” he said. She drew breath. “Don’t even try to tell me you’ll look stupid going into assembly late. I know you won’t go into assembly at all.” He peered back at her over his shoulder, finding it all pretty funny.

Krissi gave him a wide, fake grin and snatched the toast from his hand. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Right, dinner money…” Kris dug in his pocket for change. “A pound and five pence. Think you might need a bit more than that, don’t you?”

“Yeah, tiny bit.”

He put the coins away and pulled out a five-pound note instead. She took it and leaned up to kiss his cheek.

“I’ll bring you the change.”

“Keep hold of it.”

“OK. See you later.”

“Have a good day.”

“You too.” Finally, she was on her way.

After all that, the morning went fine. Kris was right; she’d hidden in her form room until assembly was over and got the highlights from Yasmin in first period—maths. Yet another past exam paper. They’d done two a week since the start of the term, count so far: twenty-three.

“You’re going to literally run out of past papers by Christmas, d’you know that, Sir?”

“Lucky I’m literally going to enter you all for the exam in January, then, isn’t it?”

The entire class gasped, “January?!”

Sir shrugged. “What’re you worried about? You’re all ready for it.”

***

Krissi saw Jay standing under a tree at the far side of the school field—his usual break/lunchtime haunt—and made a beeline for him. “Is your class doing the maths exam in January?”

“Yep.”

“You don’t care?”

“It’s an exam. So what? They wouldn’t enter us for it if they didn’t think we’d pass.”

“True.”

“I refuse to be drawn into the dramatics.”

Krissi admired his chilled demeanour. “I had tuition in the summer,” she said.

“Right? So why the dramatics?”

“Yeah, OK.” Her belly rumbled. “I should’ve gone to the canteen.”

“No snacks?”

“Nope. No lunch either. I was late.”

With a shrug of one shoulder, he dropped his school bag to the ground and crouched to unzip it. He extracted a banana and held it out to her.

“What about you?”

“I’ve got more.”

“More bananas?”

“I could visit a monkey sanctuary and still come away with leftovers.”

“Seriously?” Jay held his bag open for Krissi to look inside. He had a whole bunch of bananas in there. “Wow, that’s…”

“Insane? Try telling my mum that.” He zipped his bag, hoisting it back onto his shoulder. As he did, Krissi saw a flash of red. She leaned forward and around him to get a better look. He pulled back and shook his hair down in front of his face, but it was too late. She’d seen it now, the small cut on his eyebrow.

“Who did that?”

“Me.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Hmm.” The last cut—which had only just healed—came from some idiot ‘accidentally’ throwing a pen at him. She hadn’t seen it happen, and it could’ve been an accident, she supposed, but she didn’t think so.

“I bent down to pick something up off the floor and hit it on the corner of the table.”

“You swear?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die.”

“Yeah, don’t.” She still didn’t believe him, but the bell rang, so she let it go. But if she ever saw it going on, she’d batter whoever it was. She was raging at the mere possibility he’d been bullied again, and it was a scary feeling, not quite under her control.

“I’m OK,” Jay reassured her as they reached the building and prepared to go their separate ways. “See you at lunch?”

“Yep.” She watched him mooch away and disappear around a corner, then set off for the ICT suite.

***

Jay answered the phone on the first ring. “Hey.”

“Hey, it’s Krissi.”

“Yep. I saw.”

“What are you up to?”

“Talking to you?” Jay rolled onto his back and put his legs up against his bedroom wall.

“Ha-ha. I mean apart from that. Are you busy?”

“Nope. I’m grounded.”

“Grounded?” she repeated incredulously.

“Why is that so horrifying?”

“What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything.” Jay let his feet slide down the wall. His heels came to a rest on top of the headboard. “All right, I’m not grounded, exactly, I’m just not allowed to leave the house.”

“Sounds like you’re grounded to me, which is ridiculous at our age.” She was blustering, all indignant on his behalf. “I was going to ask if you want to go snowboarding with me.”

“Doesn’t that require snow?”

“Dry slope.”

“Will you be upset if I say no?”

“Again.”

“You’ve never asked me to go snowboarding before.”

“No, but I asked you to the theme park for my birthday.”

“I don’t do roller coasters.”

“I know. You told me.” She sighed but didn’t say anything else for a while—he could almost hear her crossing through a list of suggested activities—and then, “D’you want to go into town?”

“And what? Hang out at the mall?”

“I thought we could go to the pictures.”

“To see?”

“Whatever’s on. I don’t know. Does it matter? It’s what friends do!”

And friends confide in each other. “I won’t be allowed, but—”

“So you are grounded.”

“I’m not. It’s because…look, d’you want to come over?”

“Are you even allowed to have friends visit? It’s not, like, solitary confinement?”

Jay sighed and tried not to laugh. They hadn’t known each other very long, but he’d seen her get in a mood a few times. It was hilarious. “No, it’s not. Are you coming? If so, get a pen and some paper and I’ll give you directions.”

“Just tell me the street and what bus goes closest to you.”

“I’ve no idea about the bus. Won’t your mum or parent-thing drop you off?”

“Parent-thing?”

“Stepdad, whatever…”

“We don’t have a car.”

“Oh.” Jay was surprised. He thought everyone had cars—unless they were really poor, which he didn’t think Krissi was. “OK, it’s eighteen Grosvenor Road—around the back of—”

“The park,” Krissi finished. “That’s only ten minutes’ walk from ours. I thought you lived miles away.”

“What made you think that?”

“Cos you get dropped off at school. Oh, wait—have you been grounded since summer or something?”

“Yeah, something,” Jay dismissed. “I’ll explain when you get here.”

“OK. See you in…hang on.” She must’ve had her phone against her chest, because it was suddenly muffled and crackly. Krissi shouted to her mum and asked if she could go out; he didn’t hear the response. The sound cleared again. “I’ve got to do the dishes first. See you in half an hour.”

“OK. Bye.” Jay ended the call and let his phone slip from his hand onto the bed. He wiped his palms dry on his T-shirt and pressed them down on the duvet. Mostly, the shaking was nervousness. He’d never told any of his classmates before—if they knew, it was because they’d seen it, and when they saw it, they were mean because they were frightened, or that was what adults liked to think. They had no idea how frightening it was to wake up surrounded by people who, for a few seconds, he didn’t recognise.

Krissi wasn’t the sort of person to freak out—well, only about small things that didn’t matter, like when she forgot her pencil case and had to buy a pen off the teacher. She’d become a bit obsessive about checking she had it with her since, but this? She’d be totally cool with it. It would all be fine.

Thirty minutes later, when the doorbell rang, Jay was already waiting in the hall and stressing. What if it wasn’t fine?

“Got it,” he called casually to his mum in the living room. He’d forewarned her a friend was coming over so she didn’t have to get up from her chair. She was having a bad pain day, and they’d need to keep the noise down.

“Wow, this is epic!” Krissi exclaimed loudly when he opened the door.

Jay shushed her and beckoned her inside. When she didn’t move, he towed her by the wrist while she stumbled along in a daze, staring all around her.

“Is that a girl’s voice I hear?” his mum called.

“Yeah.” Jay sighed and whispered to Krissi, “My mum’s home,” such notice as she was taking.

“You’re not going up to your room, are you?”

“No. Basement,” Jay answered and, one-handed, opened the door to the same. “Come on.” He started down the stairs, pulling Krissi along with him, which was a bit dangerous. A few steps down, he released his grip on her, pleased to find she followed of her own free will.

“This is amazing!” She spun, sort of spiralled, Sound of Music style, across the space, pausing briefly to take in the sofa and drinks fridge, the piles of band stuff against one wall, the very out-of-tune upright piano. Otherwise, it was just an ordinary basement—home to the washer, dryer, boiler and an assortment of other things that were too big to store elsewhere. “Whose are the golf clubs?” Krissi nodded at the caddy.

“My dad’s.” Jay gestured to a second caddy behind the sofa. “My mum used to play too, but she’s got osteoporosis. She found out when she broke her arm taking a swing at the ball.”

“Ouch.”

“Yep. Now she just watches my dad play.” Jay went to the fridge. “Do you want a drink of anything?”

“What’ve you got?”

“Coke, 7Up, OJ, water…”

“Coke, please.”

Jay bent to collect two cans and heard the twang of the E string on his bass guitar.

“These all yours?”

“Yep.”

“All five of them?”

“Yep.” He shut the fridge and took their drinks over, handing one to Krissi.

“Thanks.” She immediately opened it, swigged and stifled a burp. “Excuse me.” Not even a blush. Jay envied her confidence. It was so natural. “Kris cooked breakfast, and it was mega-salty.”

Jay nodded his understanding and led the way over to the sofa. “I’d put some music on, but…” He pointed to the ceiling, above which was the living room.

“It’s fine.” She plopped down next to him with one leg tucked under her. “Can you play the piano? I mean, not now, obviously.”

“Yeah. I had lessons and did my grades. I wanted to learn guitar, and those were the conditions. Piano first, then guitar.”

“Harsh parents,” Krissi said.

“Not really.”

“You were gonna tell me why you’re grounded, anyway.”

“Do you play anything?” he asked, delaying a little longer.

“Nope. I sing a bit, though.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah. Not, like, in front of people.”

“Why not?”

“Shy.”

“For real? You don’t act shy.”

“Did I tell you about my dad?”

“Your…which one?”

“Not my stepdad, or my parent-thing…” She smirked, but he hadn’t said it to be funny. He genuinely had no idea what she called her…dad-thing. “I mean my biological dad.”

“Um…you mentioned you’d never met him.”

“Right. My mum says she doesn’t know who he is, but I think my shyness must come from him, because my mum and Kris are definitely not shy. But enough about me—”

“You don’t believe her?” Jay asked. He had a major case of cold feet. “That she doesn’t know?”

“I dunno. Maybe if I just asked her straight out…but she might be upset.”

“Yeah, probably. Couldn’t you ask your stepdad?”

“He says he doesn’t know anything either. Look, Jay…you don’t have to tell me, you know.”

This is it, then.

“I do have to tell you. Even if we’re only friends until our GCSEs are over, it’s…something you should know.” She’d either stay or she wouldn’t. He was optimistic she’d stay. If she left… Better just get it out of the way. Quick breath in, and… “I’m epileptic.”

He stared at his lap, waiting. She said nothing. He shifted his eyes sideways to see her reaction, but she was just watching him, like she expected him to say more. So…he did.

“I’ve had it all of my life. When I was little, it was really bad. It’s more under control now, but my sleep’s messed up since going back to school this year, and that makes it worse. I had a couple of seizures this week, and…”

“Your mum and dad are worried about you having one while you’re out,” Krissi said.

“Yeah, which is why they won’t let me go on my own.”

“What happens?”

“I don’t know, exactly. I shake, my body goes rigid, I lose consciousness. I don’t get any warning it’s going to happen—I feel totally normal before it—but my mum knows because I talk too much and too fast, like I’m on speed or something.”

Krissi nodded solemnly, but she was fighting a smile.

“How is that funny?”

“If you’re suddenly sociable, I’ll know why.”

“Ha-ha.” Jay wasn’t even slightly amused, though he could see why she was. He was still waiting for—dreading—her switching to Oh my god, what a freak…look at him breakdancing…

“You get no warning at all?” she asked.

“Nothing.” Some of the kids he’d met in the hospital when he was younger got warnings—smelled funny smells or saw lights or felt sick—and could even get themselves to safety. But his seizures were sudden and violent—so he’d been told.

Krissi’s smile became less tormenting, more kind and understanding. “So when it’s bad, you’re basically a prisoner.”

“Pretty much.” It sounded awful when she put it like that, but at least when he was home, he didn’t have to worry he was going to make an idiot of himself. “I used to have a support worker—took me to music lessons and out to places at weekends—but he got fed up with me when I hit my teens. He just left one day.” He shrugged, dejected.

Krissi looked like she might cry. “I’m sorry, Jay. That must’ve been really hard on you.”

“OK, now I feel bad.” He’d been kidding—or, at least, his support worker had left. “He went to train as a neuro nurse.”

“He—” Krissi glowered. “I hate you,” she muttered, nothing like she meant it.

“Sorry.”

“Whatever.” She looked away and showed him a talk-to-the-hand hand. He nudged her with his knee. She nudged him back, then he did, then she did, then silence for a while before she turned his way again, her expression serious and purposeful. “I could learn.”

“Learn…?”

“What to do when you have a seizure.”

“Well…I…the thing is, sometimes I have…accidents.”

“Like…wet yourself, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“O…K…maybe I won’t help with that—unless you want me to?”

“No.” Just the idea of her…no. Just no. “But I can clean myself up if someone’s there to help me get to the bathroom.”

“Oh, well, I can help with that.”

“You’d really do it?”

“Course!”

“For me?”

“For us,” Krissi clarified. “Because seriously, Jay, this basement…” She shook her head. “No wonder your skin’s transparent. It’s dingy down here. Like, really dingy.”

“Transparent.”

“See-through…”

“You’re so weird.”

“Speak for yourself.”


2.

Present

Retro

Sunday, 1st December

Seven o’clock, on a mild, wet, December Sunday morning, Krissi slowed to a stop, handbrake on, gearstick in neutral, ignition off. The clear arc of the windscreen wipers’ last swipe filmed over with light rain that sparkled under the dim blue-white streetlight. It would have been enchanting, had it not been so damn early.

So this was it: day one of the Next Big Adventure. Well, not that big, and not that much of an adventure. More financial necessity and a favour for a mate, the trouble being Jay thought he’d done her a favour. It wasn’t as if he’d left her no option to refuse, but if she’d said no, then…what? Her savings had dried up three months ago, and she was twenty-six now. She really couldn’t rely on her parents’ goodwill forever.

A stretch and she’d get out.

Or…stay where she was a little bit longer. Just until the rain eased off. She checked the shelf under the dashboard for chewing gum or mints—a suck on a Magic Tree air freshener would’ve done. The Advent calendar chocolate was bitter on her tongue—she could only imagine how bad her breath was. Chocolate for breakfast was so not her preference, but making something might have woken Wotto and he’d only finished work a couple of hours earlier. She’d felt the chill of his skin as he’d climbed into bed, felt the familiar shroud of loneliness wrap around her, and rolled over, spooning against his cold back. He’d squeezed her arm to his chest, and then he was out like a light, same as every morning.

That was when she’d remembered. They didn’t have to do this anymore—strangers with a bedshare that coincided for exactly one hour before she began her day as he slept, worked the evening as he began his day, and slept as he worked. The last eight months had been horrible. Going from working together for ten hours every day to a snatched hour in bed, maybe a cup of tea if they were lucky—it felt all wrong, like part of her was missing. Morbid thought, but it was like visiting Grandad, except there was a chance—increasingly slim, admittedly—that her grandad would recognise her. If she and Wotto continued with their separate lives much longer, they’d forget each other’s existence.

OK, slight exaggeration, but still, it was over now. She could feel the clutches of loneliness loosening…and her minor niggles with her new job nudging past her defences. She was grateful to Jay for keeping the opportunity open for them, giving her time to think, to look for something more…exciting. She hadn’t found it.

So, a few hours alone while Wotto adjusted to ‘that whole daytime shenanigan’, and they’d be back to working the way they did best: side by side, a team, a couple.

She wished he’d stop calling her ‘boss’, though.

Are you in the shower?

~ Yeah. Won’t be long, boss.

D’you want a cup of tea?

~ Sure thing, boss.

~ You know what, boss? I love you.

It wasn’t ‘sweetheart’ or ‘honeybee’ or ‘darling’, so that was something.

The rain wasn’t letting up. Annoying. With a sigh, Krissi opened the door, grabbed her bags from the passenger seat, her laptop from the foot well, locked the door and made a run for it.

“Keys…keys…” She should’ve put them with the rest of her keys. Why hadn’t she? Handbag: no. Shoulder bag: nope. This pocket…this one… “For God’s…a-ha!” Rattling and shaking them free of her jeans and then one-handedly searching the bunch, she finally found the right key, unlocked the door, silenced the alarm. She was home and dry…ish, and all was well, apart from the insta-frizz of fifteen seconds standing in the rain.

Krissi dumped everything on the counter and bent at the waist, tipping right over and ruffling her hair, turning damp frizz to wet ringlets—marginally better. She straightened up again.

“OK. Where are we?” Flicking on the under-counter lights, she left the rest off for the time being and took a step back, rotating on the spot to take in the chrome machinery, plush black and pink seats, black and white chequered floor, chrome-topped tables, that crazy-big clock…

Milky’s milk bar.

Her domain.

Well, it wasn’t.

It never would be.

She had her back to the door, but there was a bell hanging above it that tinkled—pointless when the place was heaving and music was blasting, but she heard it loud and clear in the Sunday morning silence. Nor did she need to look to know who had come in. After eleven years, she could pick up the Gothboy vibe within a two-mile radius—maybe even wider afield than that.

“It’s early for you,” she said.

“Sleep is for the feeble.”

Krissi turned Jay’s way. “Are you calling me feeble?”

“Only if you’re sleepwalking.” He set a two-litre milk carton on the counter and went around it to switch on the coffee machine. “The delivery doesn’t come until nine-thirty,” he explained, his attention on filling the grinder with beans. “Six-thirty Monday to Saturday.”

“You told me that already.”

Jay grinned grimly through his hair. “No music?”

“At this hour of the day? You’ve gotta be kidding.” Especially his sort of music. “I’ve only just got here, and anyway, it’s a criminal offence to play industrial metal before nine a.m.”

“It’s really not.”

“It should be.”

Back when they’d shared a flat, Krissi had bought him a pair of over-the-ear headphones. The guy in the shop had kept going on about sound quality and noise-cancelling technology, until she told him she didn’t care as long as she couldn’t hear it. Jay wasn’t impressed when she suggested any technology that cancelled out noise for real would’ve left him listening to silence. She could put up with it most of the time, but first thing in the morning…no way.

While Jay made coffee for them both, Krissi switched on a few more lights—no point in turning them all on when they didn’t open for another two and a half hours. She’d already spent a couple of days in the milk bar, observing the staff and getting to know the daily routine, and wasn’t planning to make any big changes. Amy—the manager—was really good at her job, which was a relief. Krissi had always figured she’d got lucky, having Karen as her assistant manager at The Pizza Place. In fact, it had been a close call which of them got the job as manager. James—the managing director—said, in the end, it was Krissi’s qualifications that had swung it, but she’d never quite cast aside the niggling doubt that it was because her mum and Ellie—who was married to James—had known each other forever.

At the sound of a cup landing heavily, Krissi hurried back to the counter. Jay was a bit shaky in the mornings, until his meds kicked in. To save losing half of their coffee on the floor, she carried the two cups over to the nearest table, returned to the counter to collect her laptop and settled on the comfy, though chilly, bench seat. A moment later, Jay joined her on the other side of the table. He yawned long, blinking wearily as he came out of it.

“Bad night?” Krissi asked.

“Late one. Stu invited Hadyn and me to see a Foo Fighters tribute band. I say invited—coerced is more accurate. His band was supporting.”

“Were they any good?”

“Stu’s band was the same as ever.

“At least you know what you’re getting.”

“True, that. The Foo Fighters tribute was excellent. Stu used to be in another band with the singer—he wanted to introduce us after the gig. Very interesting voice, and apparently, that was their last show as a cover band. They’re looking for somewhere to record their next album.”

“Oh, so you were working?” Krissi rolled her eyes. “Do you actually know how to take a night off? Get away from making music for once in your life?”

“Making music is my life. And is it me who’s come in a whole twenty-six hours early to start her new job? I think not.”

Krissi didn’t pass comment, seeing as she didn’t have to be there at all, today or tomorrow or any day thereafter. She and Wotto were directors, but neither was the type to sit in an office and push paper or suffer through long and boring meetings. Jay said their meetings could be as long and boring as they wanted them to be. They were their own bosses now; they could run the company however they saw fit. But the bottom line was, had Jay not been her BFF, she wouldn’t even have considered taking on Milky’s. She wanted something more. Something else.

“So Stu’s confident the FooBar Fighters will agree—”

Krissi held up her hand, cutting him off. “The who now?”

“The Foo—”

“Yeah, I heard you the first time. Are they for real?”

“They’re not called that anymore. They’re called…something to do with nightmares? I can’t remember, but you are going to love the singer—looks like the guy you had the hots for from, um…” Jay clicked his fingers. “The German band.”

“Rammstein?” She had never been a fan.

“No, not Rammstein. They had a sort of eighties goth vibe going on.”

“Tokio Hotel?”

“Yep, them.”

“Ohhh. Nice.”

“It’s a pity you’re not single. Stu says they’ve agreed to play at Black Hole on Boxing Day.”

“Should I know what you’re talking about?”

“No, because I only came up with it last night. We’re putting on a festival on Boxing Day.”

“You what?”

“You heard. Black Hole, Boxing Day—”

“Are you sure you don’t want to ditch that idea to do, you know, Christmas?”

“I don’t do, you know, Christmas.”

“What about Stu and Hadyn?”

“They don’t, either.”

“Did you ask them, Jay? Or did you just tell them they were working?”

“It’s not like it’s Christmas Day or anything, is it?”

“When are you going to set up?”

“Boxing Day.”

“You’re gonna set up the studio and sound check however many bands—well, about two, because, let’s face it, it’s Christmas—”

“Twelve,” Jay said.

“Oh, there’s a coincidence. Like the Twelve Days of Christmas!”

“We’ve been rehearsing a cover of that. It’s awesome.”

“Are you being intentionally ironic?”

“Why, yes, I am.” Jay tugged his hair back and twisted it into a tiny top knot. “Good look for me, no?”

Krissi sipped sharply at her coffee. It really was too early for this kind of test of her patience.

“Look, I know you love Christmas,” Jay began peaceably.

“Ha!” The force of the word puffed foamed milk onto the table.

Jay released his hair and studied her. “You don’t?”

“Yeah, I do.” Krissi frowned. “I did.” And put her coffee down. She traced her finger through the splat of spilt milk and sighed. “The last few have sucked, and yeah, I know. I’m twenty-six now, and Christmas is meant to be for little kids, but…” She sighed again. “Forget it.”

“But?”

“Nothing. I’m being silly.”

“No. Tell me,” Jay pushed. His eyes had gone all soft around the edges, or maybe his eyeliner was just a bit smudgy.

She shrugged. “I hate having to divide my time between Mum and Kris.”

“Didn’t you all spend last Christmas together?”

“Yeah.”

“So…am I missing something? You went from having two parents to four. They’re all still friends.”

“Exactly,” Krissi said.

“Nope. Not getting what the problem is.”

She couldn’t articulate it to explain, or not without ending up in tears, and she hated crying in front of Jay. She’d only done it once, and he’d pretended it hadn’t happened, so she’d vowed never to do it again.

“Is this still you feeling guilty?” he asked.

She nodded and swallowed down the lump.

“Even though you told me they’d have probably split up anyway?”

She nodded again. She had told him that, yes, trying to shove aside her guilt. “How did we get on to this? We were talking about you doing your best Scrooge impression and making your staff work over Christmas.”

“We were, but this is important to you…unless you don’t want to talk about it.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“All right, then.” Jay folded his arms and peered up and around the ceiling. Krissi had to look, of course, if only to see what he was looking at. Nothing, it turned out.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Visualising decorations.”

“Seriously?”

“Unless your newfound loathing of all things festive extends to Milky’s.”

“Jay…”

“OK. I’m done. I won’t mention it again, but you know if you ever want to talk about it…”

“Talk to someone else?” Krissi said and even managed a smile to go with it. Jay merely raised an eyebrow. He was good at that—the one-eyebrow thing. At school, it had earned him a reputation for being sullen and snotty, which…he kind of was, but the other pupils had been pretty snotty with him too.

“So why are we here?” Jay asked.

“Big Bang, chemicals, space stuff, galaxy formation, sun, planets…”

“Do you have a list?” Jay asked, ignoring her facetiousness. She’d sent him a text the previous afternoon saying she’d be at Milky’s if he wanted to join her, knowing full well he’d interpret it as ‘I require your presence’, and she did, but not for any business purposes.

“No list,” she confirmed. “Is that bad?”

“You always have a list.”

“Not true,” she protested even though it was completely true. “I just wanted to get a feel for the place. I can’t do that when it’s full of…Amy.”

“Don’t you like her?”

“I do, but…I don’t know her, and I don’t want to get in her way. If I was the manager, I’d hate having someone watching over my shoulder.”

“Yeah, it’s much better to skulk around behind someone’s back. That would definitely be my preference.”

“I’ll still be here when she comes in later.” Krissi sat back and looked around her again. She and Jay had come up with the design swatch together; it was meant to be a modern interpretation of a 1950s milk bar, but chrome and chequered tiles were the same in any era, and with its swirly neon sign, Milky’s looked like it was caught in a time warp. There was also 1950s music on the playlist, mixed in with music from all the decades since.

“I always thought you were joking, you know, back in school,” she mused.

“About?”

“Wishing we had a milk bar in town.”

“Yeah, I remember how supportive you were. Not at all mocking.” Jay gave her a few hurt blinks. It made her laugh.

“I was wrong, OK? I admit it, but I still think red would’ve been more tasteful than cerise pink.”

“I hate red.”

“I know you do.” Like he hadn’t told her a million times already. She finished the last of her coffee and held out her hand for his cup. He pushed it across the table to her.

“Latte, please,” he called as she went over to the machine. “With a pretty picture on the top.”

“Coming right up.” That, she could do. She’d gone on a barista course while she’d worked for The Pizza Place, although her repertoire was somewhat limited—to a peacock and a holly leaf, of all things. Needless to say, Jay was getting the peacock this morning. He came over and stepped behind the counter. “Don’t interfere,” she warned.

“Wouldn’t dream of it. I’m putting some music on. And before you say it, not metal.” His sneaky tone left her far from reassured, and a moment later, she discovered the reason for it.

“It’s the first of December,” she complained.

“It is,” Jay agreed.

“Right, and we’re going to be listening to this rubbish for the next twenty-five days.”

“Twenty-six,” Jay corrected.

“Do not like.”

“Unfriend me.”

Krissi’s nostrils flared but she kept her mouth shut. The more she protested, the more he’d terrorise her, or maybe she was being over-sensitive. No, she was being over-sensitive, and irrational, and acting like a brat. She hadn’t spent Christmas—not the full overnight, cookies-for-Santa version—with her parents in a long time. Certainly not since she’d left home, so that was four years, at least. They didn’t do Lucia anymore either, but they still did Christmas Eve as a family and got together with her parents’ friends, who were like extended family, so that was fun, or it had been until recently. Last year, it was all about the twins and her young cousins, which was how it should be. Of course it should. That didn’t stop her from feeling jealous, though.
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