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			‘One of my favourite books of the year’ 

			*****

			 

			‘A beautiful book about family, love and forgiveness’ 

			*****

			 

			‘Will stick with me for a long time’ 

			*****

			 

			‘The letters written throughout the story melted my heart’ 

			*****

			 

			‘Consider me a convert to all things Emily Stone from here on out!’ 

			*****

			 

			‘I can’t even put into words how much I love this book’  

			*****

			 

			‘I loved Holly’s relationship with Emma so much’ 

			*****

			 

			‘I don’t think the glow of this book will ever leave me’

			*****

			 

			‘My first Emily Stone book, and it absolutely will not be my last!’ 
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			A journey to love starts with a letter…

			 

			Every December Holly writes to a stranger who is spending Christmas alone, and every year she receives a letter from another lonely person.

			 

			Being a part of the Dear Stranger club is a tradition she has come to treasure. Because ever since the accident three years ago, Holly has spent Christmas alone.

			  

			Usually, the letters go unanswered. That’s the point of the club – no one knows who you are so you can write what’s in your heart. But this year, when Holly gets a letter from an older woman, Emma, that changes. Not only is the letter full of a grief Holly can relate to, but also Emma mentions a place that Holly knows all too well. Holly knows she has to find the woman who wrote the letter. Because maybe, by helping someone else with their loneliness, she can fix her own.

			  

			Holly sets out to find the estranged grandson Emma is desperate to reconnect with. But when she tracks down handsome and successful Jack, he has his own reasons to not want to be found . . . 

		

	
		
			

			serendipity

			(noun) finding something good without

			looking for it

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Holly kept her eyes peeled as she drove along the main road that led through North Devon, her sister resting her head on the window, eyes closed. Which was not helpful, being as how Lily was supposed to be keeping Holly awake on the long drive from London to the little holiday cottage in the middle of bloody nowhere that their parents had rented for Christmas. And right now, Holly was flagging. Despite the cold, damp air, it was toasty warm inside her parents’ little Fiesta, the Christmas songs on the radio were now making her sleepy with their repetition, and her and Lily’s car game of Who Am I? had long since been abandoned.

			And what kind of main road was this, anyway? All these winding turns made it impossible to go safely above about forty miles an hour. All Holly wanted right now was a coffee, but there hadn’t been any sign of a petrol station for miles. It was beautiful down here, though, she’d give it that. There were hedgerows lining each side of the road, slightly bare at the moment but no doubt full of life in spring and summer, with fields stretching out eternally beyond them. Under the grey, December sky, it looked brilliantly moody and almost ethereal.

			At the next sign for the nearest village, Holly hung a right, causing Lily to sit up, blinking her eyes blearily. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘I need caffeine; I’m finding somewhere to stop.’

			Lily wrinkled her nose, but that was the only sign of protest she made as they drove into the village. It was buzzing with life – more life than Holly would have expected. Maybe that was because it was Christmas Eve: everyone was out doing their last-­minute shopping here too, just like in London. There were Christmas lights hanging up on what Holly presumed was the high street and a giant Christmas tree stood on the green, opposite a clock tower. A mini version of Big Ben, Holly thought, snorting quietly to herself.

			When she saw a café, just past the clock, she flicked the indicator and swung over to park on the road outside it, earning a beep from the car behind her.

			Lily frowned. ‘You can’t stop here – there’s no parking.’

			‘I’m not going to last the remaining forty-­five minutes without caffeine,’ Holly said, by way of contradiction.

			‘You wanted to drive all the way,’ Lily pointed out.

			‘I’m not saying I don’t want to drive; I’m saying I need a coffee. Besides,’ she added, ‘you can’t drive, in your condition.’ She patted Lily’s tiny baby bump, which was only just beginning to show.

			‘I’m pregnant, not an invalid,’ Lily muttered.

			‘Can’t you be both?’ Holly asked sweetly, and Lily hit her lightly on the arm.

			‘Be nice. I’m funding this.’

			‘Only until I pay you back.’ Not that she was totally sure how she was going to do that. She’d forgotten her bank card, leaving the house in a last-­minute rush, because she never learned, according to Lily. But really, that was beside the point. She couldn’t afford this family trip. After two years of trying and failing to make money as an artist – something she’d wrongly thought would be straightforward, since she’d graduated from one of the best universities for art in the country – she’d caved and got her PGCE, qualifying as a teacher and earning a nod of approval from her parents and sensible sister. However, until she actually got a teaching job, she was back to living with her parents, and living off their goodwill.

			‘You can’t park here,’ Lily was saying again, barely holding back a long-­suffering sigh. ‘Your front tyre is on a double yellow.’

			‘Oh, no one will notice that, come on.’

			‘Holly,’ Lily said firmly, using her responsible ‘big sister’ voice. But Holly switched off the engine.

			‘Come on, we’ll only be two minutes. Plus, look at how Christmassy this place is!’

			And it was – there was a blackboard outside with the Christmas specials, including a delicious-­sounding camembert and cranberry sandwich, with a hand-­drawn chalk snowman to the side of the menu. Mistletoe hung above the entrance, and the windows were decorated with silver tinsel. Fairy lights were draped around the low, thatched roof, giving the place a delightfully rustic appearance: somewhere you’d want to curl up with a hot chocolate and a good book. Christmas had always been one of Holly’s favourite times of year – perhaps because she’d felt the need to live up to her Christmassy name – but the Christmassy vibes weren’t the reason Holly was feeling increasingly drawn to the coffee shop. Quite aside from wanting to get her coffee and be done with it, she was now intrigued by the name of the place: Impression Sunrise Café. It had to be a nod to Monet’s famous painting, and any coffee shop named after a piece of art had to be good.

			Relenting, Lily got out of the car and followed Holly onto the pavement, sticking her hands in her coat pockets as she walked and making Holly wish she’d grabbed her coat from the boot. Side by side, they looked so similar they could almost be twins, even with the four-­year age gap between them. It was the red hair that did it – twin little redheads. Holly’s hair was wilder than Lily’s, though that was probably because Lily tamed hers religiously with all kinds of fancy products, whereas the most Holly ever did was stick it in a bun when it annoyed her. I’m owning my wild mane of red, she’d said when Lily tried to get her to brush and straighten it before leaving today. I’m like Ariel in The Little Mermaid.

			Not all redheads can be Ariel, Lily had said with a sigh – no doubt because both of them had been subjected to more than enough Ariel comments while growing up. And anyway, Ariel brushes her hair. She’s literally always brushing it with a fork or whatever.

			Well, like you said, not all redheads can be Ariel.

			But it wasn’t only the hair. They had the same cheekbones, same pointy jaw, same arched eyebrows (even without plucking them obsessively like Lily did). Only their eyes were different – Lily’s were brown, whereas Holly’s were a bold green.

			Holly pushed through the café door without really concentrating on what she was doing because she was distracted by an absolutely gorgeous painting hanging inside the doorway, the kind of art that demanded your instant attention. It was a rainforest, depicted in a way she’d never seen before – bold and abstract, with vibrant colours that shouted life. She wanted it. That was her first thought. She wanted to hang it opposite her bed so she could wake up to it every morning and take in some of its vibrant energy. Her second thought was that she’d been right about the café – not just an arty name but real art inside and that was—

			Her second thought was cut off as she slammed straight into an alarmingly solid chest. She noticed the crisp smell of a freshly washed and ironed shirt, along with a darker, woody scent, before heat seared down her arm. She yelped and yanked her arm back.

			She swore, loudly, at the same time as a deep voice said, ‘Jesus Christ!’ Something heavy thumped to the ground, along with two takeaway coffees.

			Holly shoved back from the stranger, which caused her to slip on the liquid that was now coating the wooden floor, flailing her arms in the air but then catching herself, just managing to stay upright. She swept her hair back in one angry motion before looking up into the man’s face. And Jesus, that face. She wanted to sculpt that face. Bring it to life with clay, capture the impressive contours of it, the sharp jawline, the dark eyes, the nose that was slightly off-­centre in a way that made it all the more perfect.

			But hot embarrassment was curling in her veins. ‘What the hell!’ she shouted, causing a few people to look over at her, including the woman behind the counter, who was peering over the metal jug of milk she was frothing. ‘You could have burned me!’ It was only her jumper – a Christmas one, black with sequinned writing on the front saying Let Christmas Be-­Gin – that had protected her skin from the scalding coffee.

			‘Are you kidding?’ the man exclaimed. ‘You’re the one that walked into me! Try looking where you’re going, why don’t you?’ That impressive face tightened as he sucked in a breath, looking down at the mess on the floor, where two coffees – one milky, one black – were definitely beyond rescue. His briefcase was also there, one of the clasps sprung open. A briefcase, really? Who carried a briefcase around on Christmas Eve? He was wearing a suit, too – a suit that fitted him perfectly, she couldn’t help notice.

			Holly scowled and opened her mouth to snap back, an automatic response, but felt a light hand on her arm. She glanced at Lily, who was giving her a look. A look she’d seen many times before.

			Holly forced herself to take a calming breath. Lily was right. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said gruffly. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going.’ Her words were stiff and awkward.

			‘Clearly,’ he muttered.

			Though her temper flared and the words Well, I said I was sorry! were trying to fight their way out, she could still feel Lily watching her. So she made herself look up to meet the man’s gaze instead. Which was a mistake, because his brown eyes – like black coffee, she thought, though maybe that comparison was because of where they were – were impossible to look away from. They had a slightly unreadable quality, unlike hers, which she’d been told time and time again always gave all her emotions away.

			Right now, his jaw was held tightly, as if he, too, was biting back words he wanted to snap at her. And as he reached up to run a hand through his hair – dark brown curls that set off the rest of his features – she noticed that his white shirt was stained with coffee. Oops.

			She wrinkled her nose. ‘I really am sorry. I got distracted.’ She waved a hand to the painting she’d been looking at and his expression softened.

			‘I like that one too. It makes me think of . . . life.’ He made a face, like he thought that sounded stupid, and opened his mouth as if to say something else, but Holly cut him off.

			‘That’s exactly right. It’s so vibrant.’ She gave a helpless little shrug, feeling Lily’s stare burning into her back. ‘I couldn’t look away and . . .’ She gestured to encompass both him and the coffee now spilled on the floor.

			‘They’re for sale, you know. The paintings.’ He waved a hand around the café – which was buzzing, she realised belatedly – and noticed more paintings hanging on the walls. She doubted she could ever afford any of them. But still, a coffee shop that doubled as a gallery – that was pretty cool.

			Next to Holly, Lily cleared her throat. ‘I’ll get us some drinks, shall I?’

			‘No,’ Holly said, ‘you sit. I’ll get them.’

			Lily scrunched up her face. ‘I told you, I’m not a—’

			‘Sit,’ Holly repeated firmly, and Lily sighed, going to perch on the nearest empty table – of which there weren’t many. There were tiny little Christmas trees on each of the tables, Holly saw now, each with a wooden star on top. Cute.

			‘She’s not a what, exactly?’ asked the man.

			‘An invalid.’

			‘Oh. Well, that’s good to know, I suppose.’

			‘Look,’ Holly said, over the sound of Last Christmas. ‘Let me buy you another coffee.’ She glanced down at the mess on the floor. ‘Or another two, I should say. As for your shirt . . .’ She wrinkled her nose again as she looked at it. ‘This is the one and only time I wish I was one of those girls who had cleaning supplies tucked into her handbag or knowledge of some kind of secret stain remover, but I have neither of those things, so in all honesty I think all hope might be lost for the shirt.’ She grimaced. ‘Sorry.’

			He laughed, and the sound was open, those deep brown eyes warming so that their depths weren’t quite so unreadable. ‘That’s ok, I have another one hanging up in the car.’

			‘You carry a spare shirt in the car?’

			‘Well, I was right to, wasn’t I?’

			She couldn’t imagine ever packing a spare of something, just in case – it required a level of organisation she wasn’t capable of. She wasn’t convinced she even had enough clean underwear for the Christmas mini-­break – she had thrown pants in at random while shouting downstairs to Lily that she was coming.

			She wondered what was so important that he had thought to come prepared with a spare shirt – a wedding, maybe? His wedding? No, surely not – if it was his wedding, he wouldn’t be standing here with her; he’d be all flustered and running off to get to the church on time. He did have two coffees, though. Off to meet someone? It shouldn’t bother her. She didn’t even know his name, for God’s sake: what right did she have to care if he was off on a date.

			He picked up his briefcase and they headed to the counter together, where the woman serving was surprisingly calm and friendly, given how busy it was. Was this what life was like in the countryside? No London barista had ever beamed at Holly like that before.

			‘What can I get you?’ She tucked a strand of her honey-­blonde bob behind her ears, showing off sparkly earrings.

			‘Ahh . . .’ Holly glanced at the man.

			‘A black Americano and an oat milk latte, please.’

			The woman looked at Holly expectantly. ‘And, umm . . .’ She caught sight of the specials. ‘A cinnamon spiced latte and a mint tea.’ Not that she saw the point in paying for mint tea, but Lily was drinking it by the bucketload these days, refusing to even drink decaf coffee in case it was bad for the baby.

			Holly glanced at the man. At five foot ten she considered herself pretty tall, but she felt small next to him. It wasn’t just his height – it was the way he was standing there all broad-­chested in his black suit jacket, confidence somehow radiating from him. ‘Um, can I get you a cake or something too? To make up for almost knocking you over?’

			‘You don’t have to.’

			‘I want to.’

			‘Alright, then . . .’ He ran his gaze across the display of cakes behind the glass. ‘The chocolate and ginger star looks pretty good.’ It did look pretty good – and perfect for Christmas. It’s exactly what she would have gone for – and it was the only one left. He let out a little chuckle. ‘You want that one, don’t you?’

			She realised she must have been looking at it a little longingly, was probably one step away from drooling. Nice one, Holly.

			‘No, no,’ she said quickly. ‘It’s all yours.’ She ordered it, along with a lemon torte for Lily, who was going through a lemon-craving phase.

			‘That’ll be £16.80, please,’ said the woman, smiling again.

			It was only then, after a quick pat of her jeans, that she remembered. She slapped her forehead. ‘Oh God, I don’t have my card. I forgot it when I was leaving the house and I . . . Look, wait here,’ she told him. ‘I’ll go and ask my sister. Hang on.’

			She turned, feeling her face burn – not a good look for a redhead – at the mortification of having to go and ask her big sister for money, but he caught her arm, his fingers resting there. Only lightly, but enough that she felt the pressure of them through her jumper, felt a little thrum of heat at each point of contact.

			Stop it, Holly.

			‘It’s fine. I’ll get them,’ he said, his eyes meeting hers.

			‘But I—’

			He handed over his card to the woman before Holly could argue, and she felt her face burn even more.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, almost a groan. ‘I left my card at home; I’ve had to borrow money from my sister for fuel, and I—’

			‘It’s fine. Honestly.’

			The barista handed over their coffees and cakes, saving Holly from trying to explain further. They shuffled to the end of the counter to separate out the drinks and get out the way of the queue behind them. After peeping into one of the brown paper bags, the man brought out the chocolate and ginger star and held it up. ‘Looks pretty good, doesn’t it? And it smells delicious.’

			She tried not to bristle at the teasing – he had just paid for her drinks, after all.

			Then, his lips curving into a small smile, he split the star down the middle, and handed half to her.

			She looked at it. ‘I can’t—’

			‘Sure you can. You’re saving me from an overload of sugar and caffeine.’ He held up his two coffees.

			‘They’re both for you?’ Was that relief she was feeling? Get a grip, Holly!

			‘Afraid so. I need the hit today, so I’ll down the Americano, then enjoy the latte.’

			‘Wow. That’s a lot of coffee.’

			‘Exactly. So I don’t need any more stimulants – it would send me over the edge.’

			Holly silently snorted at the idea of this very solid man going over the edge, but she took the offered cake. ‘Thank you.’

			There were more people moving to their side of the counter now, so Holly backed out the way – and in doing so, stumbled straight into the man’s briefcase, knocking it over. The other clasp sprung open, and a few papers fell out.

			Holly groaned inwardly. There was clumsy, and then there was her. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, bending down to help tidy the papers up.

			He laughed, the sound warm, a little infectious. ‘I’m beginning to see a pattern here.’

			Holly handed over a pen that had rolled away, then picked up a card off the floor. She stared at it for a moment. It was beautiful. A painting of the sea, but like she’d never seen before – a swirling mass of blue and grey and green that gave life to it, somehow making each wave look distinct whilst capturing the vastness of the ocean. The boldness of the colours, the shapes, reminded her of the rainforest painting hanging inside the café door.

			‘This is so cool,’ she said to him. ‘Is it hand-­painted? An original? Did you paint it?’ He laughed again, and she shook her head. ‘Too many questions, sorry.’

			‘Yes, yes and no,’ he said, ticking off her questions on his fingers. After a beat, he added, ‘It was given to me, a while ago . . . It was painted by a local artist. There are a few of her things hanging up here, actually.’ He gestured around the café.

			‘What’s their name? The artist?’

			‘Mirabelle Landor.’

			‘Mirabelle Landor,’ Holly repeated, trying to commit it to memory.

			The man cocked his head. ‘An art lover, are you?’

			Holly gave a non-­committal shrug. She didn’t feel bold enough to call herself an artist. Because if she’d never made any money doing it, could she really own that title? Lily told her that she could still follow her dream, could still work towards becoming a real artist, whatever that meant. But for Holly, she sort of felt like she was already giving it up and changing her course in life, by going down the teaching route. No, she told herself firmly. She mustn’t think like that – who knew what the new year might bring?

			Holly looked at the card again, tracing one of the waves. She glanced up to see the man watching her, a smile playing around his lips. But there was something more, something deeper, in those dark eyes of his. ‘Sorry,’ she said quickly, thrusting it back to him.

			‘Don’t be.’ He hesitated, then reached into his briefcase and slipped out another card. One of a forest this time – more golden and brown than green – but still the same style. ‘Here.’ He pressed it into her hands. ‘It’s by the same artist. I can’t give you this one,’ – he held up the waves – ‘because . . . Well, just because—’

			‘You don’t have to justify that!’ Holly exclaimed, feeling mortified. Did he think she’d been trying to take it? And for God’s sake, why could she not stop blushing? ‘And I wouldn’t take it. I didn’t mean . . . I wasn’t asking—’

			‘I know you weren’t,’ he said, his voice, unlike hers, perfectly level. Level – and gorgeous. Could the sound of someone’s voice be gorgeous? She decided right then that it could be – all deep and low and smooth, like liquid chocolate. But dark chocolate – rich and alluring. ‘But I bought this one on a whim,’ he continued, ‘at a shop on the way into town – and maybe this is why I did. So I could give it to you.’ It was a stupid, romantic notion, what some might call fate, which Holly did not believe in. But even so, she couldn’t stop her heart from fluttering ever so slightly.

			It felt churlish to keep protesting, so she took it. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured. ‘I don’t . . . I’m not being weird. It’s just, that’s what I want to do – I want to be an artist, and it’s cool when you see people who aren’t super-­famous or whatever making it work, and I . . .’ She broke off, sure that she was only sounding more crazy, not less.

			‘Then all the more reason for you to have it,’ he said simply. He slipped the other card back into his briefcase. It was worn, she noticed now, the edges well-­thumbed, and there was writing inside. She wanted to ask who it was from, but she didn’t – she had some sense of what was appropriate, after all.

			‘I’m Holly,’ she said instead.

			He smiled. ‘And I’m Jack.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The way Jack was looking at her right now made Holly glad she’d applied a wash of colour to her lips, put in the dangly star earrings. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Ah, so, where are you off to today in your suit and with your briefcase then, Jack?’

			His face tightened a fraction. ‘Oh. It’s a . . . family thing.’

			Before she could ask anything else an alarm went off on his phone, making them both jump. ‘Sorry,’ he said as he switched it off. ‘I’ve got to go – my parking ticket is about to expire.’

			‘You set an alarm for that?’

			He smiled a little sheepishly. ‘Just to be safe.’

			Holly laughed, somewhat delighted.

			‘Sorry,’ Jack said again. ‘I might risk a parking ticket to keep talking to you, but I can’t miss this . . .’

			‘Family thing?’

			‘Right.’ But he hovered for a moment longer. ‘So, I think it’s your turn to buy the coffee next time.’

			Holly cocked her head at him. ‘Or, actually, four coffees, plus half a biscuit.’

			He grinned, and Holly couldn’t help grinning back.

			Then she sighed. ‘I definitely do owe you, but I don’t live around here.’ Would it be inappropriate to move to Devon as the result of a single conversation?

			‘Great. Me neither.’

			‘I’m in London at the moment,’ Holly said, her eyebrows raised.

			‘Well that works, because so am I.’ Ok, she knew what it looked like but this was not fate. Fate wasn’t real.

			Jack took a pen from his briefcase and reached for her takeaway coffee cup, which she handed over to him. He wrote his number on it, passed it back to her. ‘There. Now you’ve got to call me – this is what all those romcom movies start with, right? Next thing you know we’ll be caught in the middle of a montage.’

			Holly just stopped herself from snorting – snorting was not attractive. ‘I love a good montage.’

			‘Me too,’ Jack said, and though he added a wink to make it jokey, Holly couldn’t help it – she blushed again.

			Jack turned to leave and Holly made her way back to the table where Lily was sitting.

			‘Well, that took longer than expected,’ Lily said, looking up and giving Holly a knowing look.

			‘He was just being polite,’ Holly said primly. Though she couldn’t help the glance over her shoulder to where Jack was now leaving the coffee shop. He had a nice back, she decided. A back she really wouldn’t mind seeing without that jacket on. Stop that, Holly!

			‘This might just be me,’ Lily said mildly, ‘but I don’t make a habit of handing out my number when I’m just being polite to someone.’

			Holly glanced at the number scrawled on her coffee cup. ‘It will probably come to nothing. I mean, I can’t actually call him, can I? I’m about to start a new job and I’ll have to move and—’

			‘And?’

			‘And it’s complicated,’ Holly finished with a shrug.

			‘Look,’ Lily said, taking a sip of her mint tea, ‘I never thought I’d meet Steve the way I did, but when I bumped into him outside that club—’

			‘Your eyes met across the smoking area and you knew he was the one. I know, Lils, I was there.’

			‘I’m only saying . . . sometimes fate steps in and you have to—’

			‘Yes, yes.’ Holly didn’t like it when Lily started playing the ‘fate’ card – it was a way for people to justify the bad things in life, in her opinion. ‘Come on, let’s go – aren’t you worried about the parking?’

			Lily rolled her eyes but got to her feet. Holly knew it was ridiculous – Lily was only a few months pregnant after all – but she couldn’t help watching her extra carefully as she did so.

			She glanced at Lily’s stomach. ‘How’s my little Talula doing? Soaking up all this Christmas atmosphere?’

			Lily gave her a look. ‘She’s not going to be Talula. I’ve told you that.’

			‘Well, I’m calling her that,’ Holly said, as they walked out the café.

			‘Even if she’s a boy?’

			‘Yes, even then.’

			‘I’m sure you’ll get tons of auntie points for that.’

			‘Pfft!’ Holly waved a hand in the air. ‘As if I have to worry about that – I’ll obviously be favourite auntie.’

			‘You’re the only auntie.’

			‘Yes, exactly – that’s why it’s obvious.’ She made it into a joke for Lily, but Holly couldn’t disguise it – she was very excited about becoming an auntie. She was so far off even thinking about kids of her own, but she loved the idea of having a little niece or nephew to play with – and to buy copious amounts of art supplies and colouring books for, of course. She’d actually already started working on a little sculpture to give him or her on the day they were born. It would be a little giraffe, she’d decided, because Lily loved giraffes, and small enough that the baby could clutch it in little hands – and she’d paint it with bright, bold colours, like Elmer the elephant, who both Holly and Lily had loved growing up.

			Holly switched on the ignition and cranked up the heating the moment they got into the car – it was definitely colder down here than in London. It wasn’t yet four p.m., but it was already getting dark, and small misty droplets of rain were clinging to the windscreen. Holly wrinkled her nose – not exactly ideal driving conditions. Still, it was only forty-­five minutes; she could manage that in the dark and rain.

			Lily was strapping herself in and looking at the coffee cup Holly had put down in the cup holder. ‘Seriously, Holly, this guy could be the one – you should send him a message now.’

			Holly rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, because that wouldn’t come across as overly keen.’

			‘Those games are ridiculous – if you like someone, you like them.’

			‘Says the happily married woman who doesn’t have to worry about it anymore.’

			‘At least save his number then.’

			‘Lily!’ Holly adjusted her rearview mirror. It was only seeing the headlights on the car behind them that made her remember to switch her own on.

			‘I’m just saying . . . You’re always complaining that you never meet anyone. This is why – you don’t take chances, even when they’re offered up to you on a coffee cup.’

			‘I take plenty of chances,’ Holly said, trying not to sound defensive. And she did – she usually said yes if someone asked her out, didn’t she? Fine, she wasn’t on all the apps, but Lily hadn’t done that either – really, what chances had Lily taken? Met her husband aged twenty-­one, stayed together five years, got married, two years later she was pregnant and on the way to a 2.4 lifestyle. And though she knew her sister was genuinely trying to be supportive, it did sometimes feel like Lily was telling her to hurry up – meet someone, follow the same pattern. But she kept quiet – it would only turn into an argument if she said more.

			Holly pulled out when the road was clear, belatedly realising that she had no idea where she was going. She fumbled for her phone, which she’d stored next to her coffee cup, and brought up Maps, entering in the last known postcode before propping it on her dashboard. As she drove, the raindrops grew heavier – though actually, now that she looked closer, it looked more like—

			‘It’s snowing!’ Lily exclaimed. ‘It’s actually snowing – on Christmas Eve!’

			Holly turned on the windscreen wipers. ‘I’d say that’s more sleet than snow.’

			Lily flapped her hand. ‘Stop ruining it. Mum and Dad are going to love this.’

			‘I doubt they’d like it if they had to drive in it,’ Holly muttered, but low enough that Lily could pretend not to hear her. She turned left at the end of the road and Lily frowned.

			‘You’re going the wrong way.’

			‘No, I’m not. I’m following the blue line on Maps.’

			‘Well, maybe you entered the postcode wrong, because I looked at the map just now in the café and you’re going the wrong way.’

			‘Lily! For God’s sake, just let me drive, ok?’

			‘I’m not telling you how to drive, I’m telling you you’re going the wrong way. Look, I’ll show you.’ She reached over and snatched Holly’s phone from the dashboard.

			‘Hey!’

			‘All I’m saying is that your sense of direction is hardly brilliant, Holly. Better I just—’

			Holly snatched for the phone with one hand, glaring at her sister when she moved it out of reach. ‘Give it back!’

			‘I’m checking, Holly, that’s all.’

			‘Well, there’s a junction coming up. Am I supposed to turn left or right?’

			‘Hang on for a minute, will you?’ Lily lowered the phone, zooming in on something.

			Holly made a sort of growl noise. ‘Why do you always have to interfere like this every time I’m in charge of something? Why can’t you just let me sort it myself?’ There was a car coming up from behind now, practically tailgating. For God’s sake! She was going the speed limit, even when it was sleeting; couldn’t they back off a bit?

			‘I think that’s a touch dramatic.’

			‘No, it’s not! You always think you know better, don’t you?’ On some level Holly did realise she was overreacting, but it was so annoying.

			The junction was coming up fast now, and she pressed on the brake. With a car right behind her, though, and on a main road, she couldn’t just stop completely.

			‘Give it back,’ she said again, snatching and this time grabbing the phone. Victory!

			And in that moment, that tiny moment when she was concentrating on the phone, a car swerved around the junction ahead of them, far too quickly. So quickly that it missed the turning, had to over-­compensate, and sped over into their lane. Holly dropped the phone and gripped the steering wheel with both hands.

			‘Shit!’ she swore, at the same time as Lily yelled, ‘Brake!’, her hands coming up protectively over her stomach.

			So Holly braked.

			But the car behind them did not brake. Not in time. And so instead of avoiding the oncoming car, their own car was thrown forward a few extra metres – straight into harm’s way.

			Holly felt it – the moment of impact. Felt her body lurch, heard a sickening crunch of metal. Felt her seatbelt cut into her, her breath being stolen from her. Saw Lily’s face, her eyes wide, the hair she’d so carefully styled this morning flying out in front of her.

			That was it. That was the last thing she registered, before something hard smacked into her head. Before the pain, shooting across her skull. Before her whole world went dark.

		

	
		
			Three Years Later 

			December

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Dear Stranger,

			This will be my third Christmas alone. By the time you get this letter, it will be three years since I drove my sister headfirst into another car. Three years since we were taken to hospital, both unconscious. Three years since my sister disappeared from my life.

			Every year, I think it will get easier – but it never does.

			Christmas will always be the anniversary of that day, a reminder of the crash. Christmas Eve will always be the day I wonder, what if? What if I hadn’t insisted on driving? What if I’d powered on through, hadn’t stopped at that café? What if we’d enjoyed our drinks there, instead of taking them on the road?

			I started taking part in this Dear Stranger club to feel less alone. Well, if I’m being totally honest I started it because my friend Abi made me do it after she heard about it on some radio programme, but the reason I went along with it was because I hoped it might make me feel less lonely. And I suppose it does. Knowing that you, wherever you are, whoever you are, are out there, somewhere, knowing that you will read what I write, listen and understand what it feels like, is a comfort. So thank you for that.

			But Christmas is supposed to be a time for family and friends, isn’t it? And it still is in some ways for me too, I suppose. I still find myself looking at things in a shop window, and thinking they would be a good present for Mum or Dad. For my sister. Even if I’ll never spend Christmas with Lily again, I still manage to find the perfect gift for her, every year.

			I’m sorry: this letter is more morbid than my letters usually are. It isn’t all bad, I promise. And soon enough, the festive period will be over and I can look forward to term starting and the distraction that brings. I hope that you, too, have some distraction to look forward to.

			Anyway, I’m glad you’re out there, Stranger, and I hope that, like me, it gives you comfort to know that even if you are alone, even if you are lonely, you are not the only one feeling like that. We will both get through this Christmas, I promise, and there will be a bright, shiny new year waiting for us. At least that’s what I’m telling myself. I’m telling you too, and I hope maybe you’ll believe me.

			I am sending love and good thoughts out into the world as I send this. I was never one for fate – that was always my sister’s style – but good thoughts can’t hurt, can they?

			Love,

			Holly

			 

			‘What are you doing right now? Are you sitting around on the sofa doing nothing?’ Holly held the phone away from her ear as Abi practically shouted at her down the line. She had a tendency to do that. Holly was convinced it was the drama teacher in her – she got so used to telling all her students to project that she’d forgotten what it was like to speak at normal volume. ‘You are, aren’t you?’ Abi pressed. ‘You promised me you wouldn’t.’

			‘I’m not sitting around doing nothing,’ Holly said obediently, though she was, in fact, currently sitting on her secondhand green sofa, staring into space because switching the TV on felt like too much effort.

			‘Lies,’ Abi said, calling her bluff. ‘But I’m seeing you tomorrow, right? For Christmas Eve drinks? I’ve sent James to London to see his brother, so it’s just the two of us.’

			Holly sunk deeper into the sofa. Christmas Eve. She’d done nothing to decorate the flat this year – that had always been Abi’s domain, before she’d moved out – so there was no sign of impending Christmas in her little flat. The flat itself wasn’t terrible – it was small, yes, but had been done up nicely before Holly had moved in, and it still had a sleek, modern feel, even if the kitchen cupboards did have a tendency to fall off their hinges. But right now, it seemed danker than usual – the grey winter light giving the living room a dreary feel, making it obvious that the beige carpet had seen one too many spillages over the years. It made Holly wonder if she’d done the right thing, continuing on the lease after Abi had moved in with James, her gorgeous Irish fiancé – but where else was she supposed to have gone?

			She’d met Abi just after the crash when she’d moved to Windsor, running away from London and her life there, unable to face the grief and the guilt. She’d managed to get a job at a secondary school and she had been thankful every day since then that Abi had been one of the other teachers there – because though it had felt like her very world had been imploding on her, Abi had been there to help her through it. And when Abi had moved to the creative arts college to become Assistant Head, Holly had managed to get a job there too. She’d even let Holly move in with her, which had proven to be a godsend, because Holly hadn’t factored in quite how expensive rent was in Windsor and had been struggling in a random houseshare at first.

			Abi had moved out two months ago, finally caving to the pressure to move in with James, and leaving Holly feeling a little bereft. She’d meant to get a new flatmate, advertise on SpareRoom or whatever, but hadn’t got around to it. Plus, she had a vague notion that she might ask Daniel to move in with her – because isn’t that what you were supposed to do in your late twenties when you’d been with someone a while?

			‘Do you want to get dinner or just drinks?’ Abi asked, bringing Holly out of her reverie.

			‘Umm, dinner? We should probably eat, right? Though will we get a table anywhere this last-­minute?’

			‘I’ll sort it,’ Abi said simply. And she would – Abi always mysteriously ‘sorted’ things.

			Holly’s phone beeped at her and she checked the screen. ‘I’ve got to go, Abs, Daniel’s trying to call.’

			‘Good. Do something with him so you stop sitting around. Go and have some fun!’

			Holly didn’t bother trying to deny it this time. ‘I can’t. He’s off to Prague, remember?’

			‘Oh yes, how could I forget.’ There was disapproval in Abi’s voice.

			‘He’s allowed a life, Abs.’

			‘Yes, he is. I just think maybe he ought to invite you along with him every now and then.’

			‘We have a healthy relationship,’ Holly said, aware that she was going on the defensive but unable to stop herself. ‘We respect each other’s space.’ It was one of the things she liked about being with Daniel – he wasn’t on top of her all the time, didn’t make her feel claustrophobic.

			Abi rang off and Holly took a moment to make sure her voice was bright before answering Daniel’s call. ‘Hey!’

			‘Hey, listen, can we talk?’ He sounded stressed. He did have a tendency to talk that way – had, in fact, been nicknamed Stresshead by some of the students at school, and could be heard losing his cool during his music lessons at least once a week – but generally that was limited to teaching, so this was a little odd.

			‘Sure,’ Holly said. ‘What do you need to talk about?’

			A cyclist in the wrong lane? He really didn’t like that. Or maybe he couldn’t find something he needed to pack for Prague?

			‘Are you at home?’ Daniel asked, his words tumbling into one another.

			‘Err, yes . . .’

			‘Ok . . . Look, I’m five minutes away. Can I come by?’

			‘Aren’t you supposed to be packing?’ It was the reason he’d given for not wanting to see her earlier, when she’d suggested they meet up before he left for Prague. His flight was going out first thing tomorrow – Christmas Eve was cheaper, apparently.

			‘I know, I just . . . Look, Holly, I really need to talk to you.’

			‘Ok, well, come on over!’ She didn’t like his tone, but she kept hers optimistically bright. There was no reason to freak out, none at all.

			A few minutes later, Daniel let himself in the front door. She’d given him a key and the code to the block of flats about six months ago – another of those steps she’d thought she ought to take. She stood up as he shut the door behind him, noticing the letters stuffed through the letterbox, ones she hadn’t got round to sorting yet. Some of them must be Abi’s – she still hadn’t changed her address, though not through lack of organisation, but rather, Holly knew, a worry that things wouldn’t work – that however much she loved James, living together would uncover some incompatibility that they’d never noticed before.

			Holly conjured up a smile for Daniel, who was wearing that oversized expensive black coat he’d bought two years ago. It didn’t fit him very well and the black made him look washed out, especially in winter, but she’d never said anything.

			‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ Holly asked. ‘I’ve got those lemon and ginger teabags that you like.’ She headed for the kitchen – kitchenette, really – which joined on to the living room. But he didn’t follow her.

			She turned back around. He was patting his blond hair, the way he did when he was nervous, making it even flatter and highlighting the fact it was thinning out on top – something he was self-­conscious about, she knew, but which she’d told him, repeatedly, didn’t bother her.

			‘Daniel? What’s up?’

			He took a breath, his chest expanding with the motion. ‘Holly.’ His voice was a little strangled. ‘This isn’t working.’

			Holly frowned. ‘What isn’t working? The tea?’

			He shifted from foot to foot. He hadn’t taken off his shoes, Holly noticed – still in those chunky walking boots that were his go-­to in winter. ‘Us.’

			She looked at him blankly, genuinely baffled. ‘What do you mean, us?’

			He closed his eyes briefly – a pale blue. ‘Sorry.’ He patted down his hair again. ‘God, sorry, I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that.’

			‘Blurt what out?’

			‘I don’t think . . . That is to say, you and I . . .’

			She stared at him – at the thinning hair, the eyes that wouldn’t quite meet her gaze, the crooked nose from breaking it as a child after falling out of a tree – and felt a dawning realisation. ‘Wait, wait, wait . . . Are you . . . Is this a break-­up?’

			His grimace was enough to confirm it.

			‘What the hell, Daniel!’ She took a breath, tried to take the snap out of her voice – that was unlikely to help anything. ‘Where has this come from?’

			‘It’s . . .’ He swallowed. ‘It’s been coming a while.’

			‘For a while?’ And there she’d been, postponing looking for a flatmate under the assumption that sooner or later they’d be living together. ‘Well, thanks a lot for clueing me in on that.’ She pulled both hands through her hair, only realising then that she hadn’t brushed it today. ‘Why?’

			‘I . . .’ He dropped his gaze to the beige carpet. ‘I don’t think your heart’s in it.’

			‘Are you serious?’ She felt her temper rising again. ‘You’re showing up here, the day before Christmas Eve to break up with me and you’re blaming me?’

			‘I didn’t want to wait to talk to you about it,’ Daniel said, his words rushed. ‘I mean, I was going to wait until the new year, but I was talking to my mate and he pointed out we’d do all the presents, the whole shebang, over Christmas and it didn’t feel right to go through that, when I knew . . .’

			She could only stare at him. How had she not seen this coming? How had she not even had an inkling?

			‘And at least this way,’ he continued, ‘we have a few weeks before we’ll see each other again at work.’

			‘Oh yes,’ Holly said bitterly. ‘Very considerate of you.’ She turned from him, heading for the kitchen to get herself a glass of water. She didn’t know what to do. What were you supposed to do, in this situation? She’d never actually had someone break up with her before – all her relationships before Daniel had been short-­lived, and they’d just sort of . . . fizzled out.

			‘I’m sorry!’ Daniel called behind her, following now. ‘I don’t know what to say – it feels like there wasn’t a right thing to do, a right time to say it.’

			Holly got a glass down from the kitchen cupboard, swearing to herself when one of the hinges dislodged, and filled it with water, playing for time while she tried to sort out her thoughts. Then she faced him, over the countertop that separated kitchen from living room. ‘I just don’t get it, Daniel. What’s changed?’

			Daniel took a step towards her. ‘Look, when we got together, you were . . . Well, you were going through some stuff.’

			Holly winced. By the time she’d met Daniel, the crash had been a year in the past, but she still hadn’t got over it. And when Daniel had asked her out, Abi had encouraged her. You need to start looking forward, babe. You can’t live in the past – it will kill you.

			‘And I got that, I did, but I thought maybe . . .’

			‘You thought what?’ Holly asked, her tone biting.

			He shook his head, and the action looked weary. Seriously? Now he had the audacity to look weary? ‘I don’t know.’

			‘You thought I’d get more fun as time went on. Is that it?’

			‘No! You’re plenty of fun.’ But the assurance sounded placatory, like he didn’t really mean it. Was she no fun? Was that the problem? ‘It’s just . . . You don’t seem really . . . in it. It was like you were doing things because you thought you should, not because you actually wanted to. I thought maybe after some time you’d talk to me more.’

			She scowled. ‘I talk to you all the bloody time.’

			He sighed. Like she was the one being unreasonable here. ‘I want someone to build a life with, Holly.’

			‘So do I!’ The words were automatic – the right thing to say. But they were also true. Weren’t they?

			‘Do you?’

			‘Yes.’ She stuck her chin in the air, and the action reminded her briefly of arguments with Lily. Do you really want to wear that, Holly? Yes. Do you really want to drive the whole way? Yes.

			‘Maybe you do,’ Daniel conceded. ‘But not with me. You haven’t even introduced me to your parents, for Christ’s sake.’

			Holly flinched but refused to let him make her feel bad. ‘You’re telling me what I want now, are you? Telling me how I feel? How fucking dare you! And my parents, my family . . . That’s—’

			‘Holly, calm down, I’m not—’

			But Holly shook her head, talking over him. ‘Do you know what? I don’t want to deal with this right now. Get out.’

			He didn’t move. ‘See, this is my point – you never want to actually have a conversation, open up about how you’re feeling.’

			‘Oh, you want me to open up, do you? Tell you how heartbroken I am so you can pat me on the back and console me, the whole time having a little ego boost, is that right?’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’ He pulled a hand through his hair again. ‘Shit, I’m not doing this right.’

			‘No, you’re bloody well not.’

			‘I’ll go.’

			‘Yes, please do.’

			‘I’ll call you later, once you’ve . . .’

			‘Once I’ve what?’

			‘We need to talk this through properly,’ he said calmly.

			Holly sighed. ‘Just leave, Daniel.’ Her anger was fading now, something more tiring coming to take its place. She’d rather be alone when that feeling settled in properly.

			He hesitated, but then turned to leave. He paused in the open doorway, looked back at her. ‘I’m sorry, Holly. I’m not doing this to hurt you.’

			Holly gave a humourless laugh. ‘Well, it feels a lot like that to me.’

			‘I’ll call you,’ he repeated, then closed the door behind him. The action dislodged the letters that had been stuffed into the letterbox. Holly walked towards them, feeling a little numb. She bent down to pick them up, her movements stiff.

			And there, right on the top of the pile, was this year’s Dear Stranger letter.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Dear Stranger,

			I don’t really know how to start this letter – it’s the first time I’ve done it and it feels a bit ridiculous. But I’ll give it a go. I suppose there’s something about knowing I’ll never meet you that makes it easier, to be honest. Pam was right about that – I’ll give her that.

			You see, I’m alone. Have been for years. My son, Richard, died in a car crash eighteen years ago. Almost eighteen years to the day, as I write this. There’s something about the Christmas period that puts everyone in a rush, isn’t there? The rush to get home or get out to see friends. The rush to start having fun or relax, in whatever form that may be. Did you know that you are up to four times as likely to be involved in a car accident around Christmas than at any other time of year?

			When Richard died, that was it. My husband, Charles, couldn’t cope with it, and it tore us apart. We stayed together, and I still loved him and I like to think he still loved me, despite it all. But he was a shell of himself, and when he died, seven years ago, I felt almost relieved. It’s awful to say that, isn’t it? I wouldn’t say it to anyone I know, but writing this letter doesn’t feel like talking to a real person. I suppose that’s what Pam was on about when she suggested it. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t want Charles to die. It cut me up, and of course I would rather he was still here. But I can’t deny the relief I felt, at not having to pretend anymore.

			Charles blamed me, I think. He never said anything, but I know he blamed me. Not so much for Richard’s death, but for the fact that when we lost Richard, we lost our grandson too. His mother took him away from us, told us they never wanted to see us again. I loved that boy, so much. He had his mother’s steadiness and his father’s passion – I wonder if he still has both, or if one or other has been eroded away over time.

			I suppose there is no point in lamenting what we have lost – at some point, you just have to accept it. But as I write this, sitting in my local café – it’s called Impression Sunrise and it’s got lovely coffee, you should stop in if you ever chance upon it – and staring at a painting of a rainforest, wishing I was there, I can’t help but wonder what life would have been like if Richard hadn’t got in the car that day. Would I have someone to lean on now?

			Because I quite wish I had someone this year. I’ve just been diagnosed with cancer. Pancreatic cancer, to be exact. And I suppose there’s something about confronting your mortality that makes you take stock of your life. Of your regrets, the mistakes you made. And right now, I’m not only facing the possibility of death – I’m facing it alone.

			Do you know what? I’m not sure writing this has made me feel much better. I’m not sure it will make you feel better, either – so clearly I’m doing it all wrong. But maybe it will? Because aren’t you alone too? Isn’t that the whole point of this – that we know we’re not the only ones? Perhaps there’s a kind of comfort in that. I wish I had inspiring words of wisdom to give you, but that’s somewhat difficult, given I don’t know anything about you, and good advice should be tailored to the individual, don’t you think? I’m not sure you’d want to take advice from me, in any case – I’m hardly an example of how to live your life.

			So I’ll leave you with a ‘Merry Christmas’ and be done with it. Merry Christmas – and good luck, whoever you are. I hope that you find joy in the next year, somewhere – even if that is just in looking at a painting of a rainforest and imagining the taste of the air there.

			With regards,

			Emma Tooley

			 

			Holly pulled the duvet up around her shoulders and read the letter for the third time. She’d been holed up in bed since Daniel left, the obligatory chocolate on her bedside table, next to the lamp, which had a tendency to flicker every now and then. It was easier to keep reading the letter, to absorb this stranger’s – Emma’s – grief and loneliness, rather than contemplate her own. Because she didn’t want to face the fact that Daniel had left her, that she had proven herself to be unlovable yet again. She didn’t want to face the fact that she was truly alone at Christmas, especially while her family were together, without her.

			She also didn’t want to face the fact that she should be feeling worse. Shouldn’t it feel like a part of her soul had been torn away? Wasn’t that what you were supposed to feel when someone broke up with you out of the blue like that – if you really loved them?

			I want someone to build a life with, Holly.

			So do I!

			Maybe, but not with me.

			Was he right? The answer sat too uncomfortably in her chest, so she pushed it away, concentrated on the letter. Maybe it was because of what had just happened with Daniel, or maybe it was because this letter was different, more frank in its grief and loneliness, but it spoke to her more than any of the others ever had.

			A car crash. This woman, Emma, had lost her son in a car crash. If anyone could relate to that, it was Holly.

			Then the words about her local café. The Impression Sunrise Café. It gave her a jolt every time she read that bit. Because she knew that café. She’d been to that café. And she’d even googled it to be sure – there was only one coffee shop in the whole of England by that name, as far as she could tell. The one in Devon, where she and Lily had stopped on that fateful day.

			She knew what Lily would say, if she was here with Holly now. Maybe it was fate, you receiving this letter. Maybe you were meant to get it.

			But the only reason Holly was reading this letter was because Lily was no longer in her life, and so it couldn’t be fate. It was too damn depressing if it was.

			This was the third Dear Stranger letter she’d received, and she’d never met any of the senders. She never would have been able to – there were no return addresses on the letters, no contact details. But this time . . . If she was right, and it was the same café, then she knew the village where this woman lived. And she knew the woman’s full name. Not everyone signed off with a surname, but this woman had. She could find her, with some well-­placed googling, she was sure of it.

			Her phone buzzed on the bedside table. Daniel. She scowled and turned it face down. And that was what decided it. She didn’t want to sit here alone, lamenting her failed relationship. She didn’t want to spend the next few days jealous of all those with family to share it with, remembering her past Christmases with her sister and her parents in a way that made her heart hurt. Didn’t want to remember the years before the crash, when she would have been cooking with her dad in the kitchen, listening to her mum tell more and more elaborate stories after one too many mulled wines. And didn’t want to remember the night that had changed it all.

			No, instead she’d do something productive. Whether or not she was ‘meant’ to get this letter, she had decided to act. To throw off the duvet in one fluid movement and grab her phone, ready to look it up, to test her theory.

			Then she saw the time. Somehow it had got late without her realising. Ok, she’d sleep first. She’d sleep and wake up early, and then she’d track this Emma Tooley down – find her and make her realise that there was someone out there who cared. That she was not as alone as she believed.

			 

			‘So, don’t hate me, but I’m not going to make drinks this evening.’ Holly flicked her indicator on, turning left, out of Windsor, and towards the M4.

			‘What? Why?’ Abi’s voice came through the Bluetooth on her car. It had taken two years for Holly to work up the courage to drive again, and she’d made sure to invest in an in-­built satnav as well as a Bluetooth connection so that she’d never again have to touch her phone while driving. ‘And please bear in mind while answering that I will only accept a limited number of excuses, such as the flat burning down, you’ve contracted something contagious, or you are currently ill with food poisoning.’

			‘Daniel broke up with me last night.’

			‘Oh shit, babe. I’m so sorry.’

			‘It’s fine,’ Holly said with a sigh. There was already so much traffic on the road, even though it was barely light, the grey morning dull enough that she’d needed to switch the headlights on. She supposed that made sense on Christmas Eve, everyone was on their way to families for the day itself. She remembered Emma’s statistic about traffic accidents at Christmas in the letter and slowed down a fraction, checking her wing mirrors.

			‘It’s ok to say you’re not fine, you know. So you don’t feel like going out?’ Abi continued. ‘Totally understandable. I could come round instead? Pick up a Thai from that place you like or something?’

			‘Er, well, actually . . .’ Holly explained her impromptu trip quickly, bracing herself for Abi’s inevitable reaction.

			‘For God’s sake, Holly!’

			‘You were the one who told me to join the club in the first place!’ Holly protested.

			‘I told you to write the letters, because I thought it might be cathartic and help you to come to terms with it all, alleviate your guilt or whatever. I did not tell you to go off hunting for a stranger you’ve never met with some ridiculous mission in mind!’

			‘Look,’ Holly said, ‘I need to do this. I need to help this woman.’

			‘Why?’ Abi asked – her voice stubborn rather than curious. Proving a point rather than actually asking.

			‘Because . . .’ How could she explain it? The fact that she felt she should do this – because maybe, even if she couldn’t stop herself from being lonely at Christmas, she could stop someone else feeling that way instead. And fine, ok, maybe she also wanted the distraction. But what was wrong with that?

			‘Holly, I know you think what happened to Lily that day was your fault, but—’

			‘It was my fault, Abi,’ Holly said flatly. ‘I was driving.’

			‘It was the other car who was wrong,’ Abi said gently. ‘You have the court case to prove that.’ Holly shuddered a little, remembering. The driver of the oncoming car had been given a year’s prison sentence. Only a year. And Holly wasn’t even given a slap on the wrist. She was a victim of someone else’s dangerous driving, they’d all said so – the barrister, the judge. Her dad had said so too, as the verdict was announced – her dad, not her mum, because her mum had been sitting separately, on the other side of the courtroom with Lily.

			There was nothing you could have done, Holly. But if he’d really thought that, then why had her parents suggested that it was better, all things considered, if she didn’t spend the Christmas after the accident with them? That it would be better if she gave Lily some space?
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