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      The Camden flat smelled of cardamom and cinnamon, a scent that always reminded Kat of childhood Christmases, of her mother's Finnish heritage bleeding into their London life. She shifted the shopping bags higher on her hip, hoping she'd have enough space in the kitchen to finish making her beetroot Wellington. It needed to be the best she'd ever made because tonight was the night. Finally.

      Two years.

      Two years of dating Jacques, of stolen weekends and late-night phone calls when he wasn't filming. Two years of keeping him mostly separate from her family, of making excuses for why he couldn't join them for Sunday lunches or birthday celebrations. He'd met her mother a few times – quick hellos when he picked Kat up from Simona's, brief encounters at work events where Simona had come to watch a filming. Her mother always laughed at Jacques' jokes, always complimented his charm. But tonight was different. Tonight, he was coming to her mother's flat for a proper family dinner. Christmas Eve with the Woottons.

      Kat had been planning this for weeks. Jacques would arrive with that easy charm of his, maybe a bottle of something expensive and French. He'd compliment her mother's cooking, swap stories with Daniel about living in London as a young man, charm even Lily with his wit. Simona would serve her Finnish Christmas specialities, and Lily and Daniel would finally see what Kat had known for months: Jacques was the one.

      She hung her coat on an overflowing hook in her mum's small hall. The wind had been bitter out there and the rain had almost soaked through the old designer mac she'd found at Camden Market.

      'Mum? I'm here!'

      'In the kitchen, darling!'

      Kat kicked off her boots and padded down the narrow hallway, past the bathroom that was barely big enough to turn around in, past the closed door to her mother's bedroom. The flat was tiny; Simona had downsized after Daniel had left for university, claiming she didn't need space now that the children were grown. The flat had just two bedrooms – Simona's, and a box room she'd converted into a dressing room, crammed with clothes Kat privately thought too young for her mother. A camp bed had been wedged in for Kat; Lily would share with Simona.

      But her mother had made the space cosy. Paper stars hung in every window, delicate white cutouts that cast intricate shadows when the light hit them right. The small Christmas tree in the corner of the sitting room was a riot of mismatched ornaments collected over decades: Finnish wooden angels beside tacky plastic Santas, elegant glass baubles next to wonky clay decorations Kat and her siblings had made in primary school.

      Simona stood at the kitchen counter, flour dusting her hands and a smudge of it across her left cheek. She turned her face as Kat entered, her smile brittle, stretched too wide to be genuine.

      'Oh good, you're here! I was beginning to worry you'd got lost in the Christmas crowds.'

      Simona wiped her hands on her apron. It was red with white snowflakes, a gift from Lily three Christmases ago. She pulled Kat into a hug that smelled of vanilla and spices. But Kat felt her mother's body tense in the embrace.

      'Mum? Are you alright?'

      'Fine, fine! Just the usual Christmas stress, you know how it is.' Simona turned back to the counter quickly, her hands returning to the dough with more force than necessary.

      'What's in all those bags?' she asked.

      'Just a few last-minute things.' Kat set the bags on the tiny kitchen table, which was already crowded with mixing bowls and baking trays. 'Presents for under the tree, some wine, and a few bits for tomorrow's dinner.'

      'You spoil us.' But Simona was already peeking into the bags, her movements jerky, distracted. 'Is that for Jacques? That Burberry box?'

      'A wallet.' Kat felt herself blushing. 'I know, it's extravagant, but I wanted to get him something special.'

      Kat glanced at the counter where star-shaped ginger biscuits were cooling on a wire rack, their rich brown colour and the scent of cinnamon, ginger, and cloves filling the kitchen.

      'Are those piparkakut? Mum, you haven't made proper Finnish ginger biscuits in years! And is that lanttulaatikko?' She spotted the casserole dish of swede waiting to go in the oven. 'You're really going all out.'

      'For Daniel.' Simona's voice was odd, strained. 'And, well, I thought Jacques might appreciate some proper Finnish Christmas food. He's always so complimentary about my cooking when... when we've chatted.'

      A strange note in her mother's voice made Kat pause. But then Simona was smiling again, that fixed, desperate smile, and Kat found herself asking about the secret ingredient in the biscuits.

      'If I told you, it wouldn't be a secret, would it? Let's just say a splash of something that gives them an extra warmth. You'll taste it later.'

      Finnish recipes, Finnish traditions, and soon, Finnish snow. Kat's heart lifted just thinking about the Lapland trip. There were still a couple of months until she’d be flying out with Jacques in February, just the two of them, but she was already getting excited. A proper winter wonderland: reindeer sleigh rides, the Northern Lights, snow-covered forests stretching endlessly in every direction. She'd planned it all, researched every detail, but Jacques had insisted on paying for everything despite Kat's protests.

      'Let me do this,' he'd said, pulling her close in his luxurious flat. 'Let me spoil you for once, ma chérie.'

      She hadn't told anyone yet, not even her mother, but she had a feeling. The way Jacques had been acting lately, the secretive smiles, the way he'd mentioned 'something special' for their trip. This could be it. The proposal she'd daydreamed about since she was a girl, except it would happen under the Aurora Borealis instead of in some predictable London restaurant.

      'I can't wait for Lapland,' Kat said, unable to keep the excitement from her voice. 'It's going to be magical.'

      Simona's hands stilled on the dough. 'Lapland.' Her voice cracked slightly. She turned back to her baking, working the dough with such force that her knuckles were white. 'That's in February.'

      'I know! I can hardly believe it's less than two months away. I've been planning what to pack for ages. Do you think three jumpers is too many? I keep reading that it gets down to minus thirty...'

      'And Jacques is definitely going?' The question came out too quickly, almost sharp.

      Her mother's tone made Kat pause. 'Of course he's going. He paid for the whole thing. Why wouldn't he go?'

      'No reason.' But Simona wouldn't face her. She focused intently on rolling out the dough, cutting more star shapes with a metal cutter. Her hands were trembling slightly. 'It just seems very... romantic. Very serious.'

      'It is serious, Mum. That's why tonight is so important. I want him to feel like part of the family. I know he's met you before, but this is different. This is him coming here, to your home, sitting down with all of us for a proper meal. I want Daniel and Lily to see what I see in him.'

      Simona made a small sound – almost like a sob quickly suppressed. 'I'm sure they will.'

      Before Kat could press further, her mother's phone lit up on the counter. Simona snatched it up with a speed that seemed excessive, her eyes scanning the screen. Kat watched as her mother's face went through a rapid series of expressions. Shock, relief, then panic, then a new one that Kat couldn’t define. Guilt?

      'Everything okay?'

      'Fine!' Simona turned the phone face-down so quickly it clattered against the counter. 'Just... just spam. They never stop, do they?'

      But Kat had caught a glimpse of the name on the screen before her mother turned it over. Just one letter. J.

      Jacques.

      Why would Jacques be texting her mother?

      Before Kat could ask, the front door crashed open.

      'Anyone home? I come bearing gifts!' Daniel's voice echoed down the hallway, followed by the sound of him stomping snow off his trainers. 'Bloody freezing out there. Is it supposed to snow properly tonight? The weather app says – oh, hi Kat!'

      He appeared in the kitchen doorway, all six feet four of him filling the frame, his fair, tousled hair wet from the rain and his cheeks red from the cold. At twenty, Daniel was still finding his way – midway through an engineering degree at Birmingham University he wasn't entirely sure about, but always, always cheerful. Kat had a soft spot for her baby brother that nothing could shake.

      'Danny.' She hugged him, smelling the cold air and aftershave, pushing away the unease about her mother's strange behaviour. 'How was the train?'

      'Packed. Everyone heading home for Christmas, clearly.' He set down a canvas bag that clinked suspiciously. 'I brought wine. The cheap stuff because I'm a poor student, but it's French, so that should impress Jacques, right? When's he coming? I'm looking forward to finally meeting him.'

      'Six o'clock,' Kat said, glancing at her mother, who had gone very still.

      'You don't need to impress him,' Kat added to Daniel.

      'Course I do. He's a celebrity chef. He probably drinks wine that costs more than my monthly rent.'

      But Daniel was grinning as he said it, already rifling through the shopping bags on the table. 'Ooh, are these piparkakut? Can I have one now?'

      'No, they need to cool properly.' The words came out clipped. 'Sorry, darling. Go and put your things in my room. You're on the sofa bed tonight, remember?'

      'That's fine, Mum.' He was already heading down the hallway, still talking. 'What time's Jacques coming? Should I change? I've only got this jumper and the one with the hole in it...'

      His voice faded as he disappeared into Simona's room. Kat turned back to her mother, who was staring at the star-shaped biscuits as if they held the answers to some terrible question.

      'Mum? What's going on? You've been acting strange since I got here.'

      'Nothing! Nothing at all.' But Simona's hands were shaking as she reached for the rolling pin again. 'Just nervous, I suppose. Want everything to be perfect.'

      'You've met Jacques before.'

      'Yes, but that was just... brief. A few minutes here and there. This is different. This is...' She trailed off, her voice thick with some emotion Kat couldn't identify.

      Kat studied her mother's face – the way she wouldn't meet her eyes, the flush high on her cheeks that wasn't just from the warmth of the kitchen, the way her fingers kept twisting the edge of her apron.

      'Mum, are you sure everything's alright?'

      Simona faced up to her then, and for just a moment, Kat saw a new expression in her eyes, before her mother smiled that bright, determined smile again.

      'Everything's perfect, darling. Now, tell me about this beetroot Wellington you're making. I want to help.'

      But even as they worked side by side, preparing the vegetables and assembling Kat's carefully planned dish, something felt wrong. The air in the small kitchen seemed charged with a tension Kat couldn't name. Her mother's phone flashed twice more, and each time Simona's hand moved toward it before she stopped herself, forcing her attention back to the food.

      And each time, Kat noticed, her mother's cheeks flushed deeper red.
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