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      ‘George, please put it on.’ I can just about glimpse his amber eyes looking back at me over the vast expanse of fabric that I’m holding between us.

      ‘I wouldn’t even know how.’ George sighs heavily, his broad shoulders stiffening as he takes a step back from his knitwear nightmare.

      ‘Oh, it’s easy,’ I say, shaking away his cynicism, refusing to let it steal my cheer. Mere minutes ago, I was in our bedroom, FaceTiming Dee and walking her through the winter wardrobe I have bought for our trip to the Cotswolds next month, the one I’ve planned for all our friends. Dee thought the two-person Christmas jumper was funny.

      ‘I put my arm through here…’ I explain, diving into the fabric and emerging with a Mrs Claus body on my own.

      ‘Poppy, please.’

      ‘And you put your arm through here…’ I say, gesturing for George to become my Santa Claus. He just stands there. ‘Come on, this is meant to be fun. There were no complaints when I dressed up as Mrs Claus last year. I guess this isn’t quite as sexy as that.’

      ‘Can’t we just…’

      ‘I need you to be my Santa Claus.’

      ‘I don’t want to be Santa Claus.’

      ‘No,’ I say, reaching my hands to his hips, the spare arm of our two-person jumper flopping lifelessly by my side. ‘Clearly, you want to be the Grinch.’

      ‘Poppy…’ George whispers my name softly, kindness in his eyes. But I know what he’s doing. He’s trying to distract me from my one-woman mission to get my man in a two-person jumper.

      ‘George, I won’t tell you again,’ I narrow my eyes in fake disdain, putting my hands to my hips, both of us watching the spare jumper-arm dangle by my side. ‘Put the jumper on.’

      ‘I don’t want to put the jumper on.’

      ‘It’s just a jumper.’

      ‘It’s November.’

      ‘Yes?’ I say, hands still on hips.

      ‘It’s not even close to Christmas.’

      ‘Tell that to London.’

      George shakes his head. I know from the five Christmases we’ve been together that he’s one of those don’t play me a Christmas song before the first of December people. I’ve never understood those people. If something makes you happy, why wouldn’t you want to extend the celebrations? It’s the reason I still buy George a coffee every second Monday of the month, to mark the first cautious coffee we ever shared together. Yes, some people may think that’s overkill, that once you’ve shared a thousand coffees together you don’t really need to commemorate the first. But I like remembering how two relative strangers can become the kind of close-knit couple that squabble over knitwear.

      ‘Plus, it’s only a month until Christmas,’ I go on, mustering the excitement I had felt when talking to Dee on the phone. Our trip is going to be perfect: five full days, four couples, three day trips, two hot tubs (two!), one wonderfully wintery getaway.

      ‘No.’ George looks from Mrs Claus to my face. ‘It’s a month until Christmas Eve.’

      ‘Everybody knows that’s when Christmas begins!’ I throw my arms out but only one of them is visible under the weight of the fabric. ‘Now. Put. It. On.’ I push one arm into the air, followed by the other, becoming the cheerleader I always am for George. Even when what I’m cheerleading him into is way out of his cool-guy comfort zone.

      ‘But I need to talk to you about something,’ George says softly. That old chestnut. But I shall not be deterred. He’s been so busy with work lately, not to mention his band, which started as a side-project but is now making its way onto centre stage.

      He needs cheering up and ’tis the season for cheer. It’s a month until Christmas. Less than four weeks until we go away. And I know George wants to get on this holidays-are-a-coming train with me, he just needs a bit of coaxing to get on board.

      ‘Well, we can talk and look dashing at the same time.’

      ‘Is that a reindeer pun?’

      ‘It’s not not a reindeer pun,’ I say, and I see his face dimple at the cheeks. There it is. The smile I love most in the world. The one I always manage to probe and poke and kiss out of him, no matter how busy or stressed or tired he’s been.

      ‘I’m not sure I…’ George begins as I twiddle Mrs Claus’ pigtails on my front, which are unfortunately positioned in the exact same place as my nipples. ‘Poppy, are you even listening?’ he asks. ‘If I put the damn jumper on, will you listen to me?’

      ‘Deal,’ I say, as George disappears underneath the jumper until his messy mop of dark hair pops through the neck and he becomes the Mr to my Mrs. He turns to me with a smile so soft that I fear that if I hold him too tightly, I might just scare it away.

      ‘Happy now?’

      ‘Almost.’ I begin to shuffle in the direction of the mirror. George follows. He has no choice not to. Together, we look at our reflection. We look ridiculous. Gloriously ridiculous. I study our shapes, the way his big frame towers against mine. Mr and Mrs Claus dangle from our fronts, almost as good a double act as us.

      ‘Now I’m happy,’ I say, turning my body around to face him as the fabric holding us together forces George to do the same. He looks down at me, his eyes widening as if to take me in, flicking through my features, from my eyes to my nose to my mouth, lingering on my lips for a moment that seems to stretch on forever. The fact that I am still desperate for him to kiss me after five years of kisses feels like a dream come true.

      ‘But I’m not,’ George says slowly. ‘Poppy, I… you’re…’

      ‘Fine, you can take it off now,’ I laugh, reaching to pull the jumper up.

      ‘No, Poppy,’ George objects as I wonder whether he just likes disagreeing with me. ‘It’s not the jumper. Well, it’s kind of the jumper,’ he admits, catching another glimpse of himself in the floor-length mirror. ‘Look, shall we sit down?’ He smiles again but for some reason it doesn’t feel like all the smiles that have gone before.

      ‘No.’ Now it’s my turn to object. ‘If it’s not the jumper thing…’

      ‘It’s the whole thing,’ George interjects, the volume of his voice inching louder.

      ‘What thing?’ I say, my heartbeat quickening to match the urgency of his tone.

      ‘Us. You and me.’ The way he refers to us together before breaking us into two parts feels ominous, like he’s trying to warn me of something I can’t quite comprehend.

      ‘We’re not a thing,’ I object breathlessly. We’re a couple. We’re in love. We’re best friends. How can five years of shared life and growing up be bundled into a single thing?

      ‘What I’m trying to say, Poppy,’ George says, still standing before me as the fabric holding us together begins to itch. ‘Is that you’re wonderful…’ Okay, well, that’s not bad. ‘And gorgeous…’ These are all good things. So, why is he looking at me like he’s about to punch a puppy? ‘But… I think we should break up.’

      Everything stops, from my breath to my heartbeat, as I wait for the punchline. Come on, George, where is that smile? The one that tells me that everything will be okay. George tries to take a step backwards but still attached, I come with him. I always come with him. Ever since that first coffee date on the second Monday of the month, we’ve rarely left each other’s side. We’ve woken up every morning together, gone to sleep every night together. First at his place, then at ours. I look from Mrs Claus to my Mr Right and everything feels wrong.

      ‘Poppy, shall we sit down?’ George echoes again, eyes darting to the sofa, the one we picked out together to go perfectly with the one-bedroom flat we rent together. He motions to lift the two-person jumper up so that we can become two separate entities. But I can’t move.

      ‘Wh…’ I manage to make a sound, neither one of us knowing where it’s going next. We both know it’s a question though. What? Where? Why?

      ‘Poppy, let’s take this jumper off…’

      I watch as George wriggles his way out of the jumper, the one he never wanted to put on in the first place. I keep it on, letting the arm that George was filling once again fall limp. My whole damn body is limp. My eyes follow his frame as he moves to sit on the sofa, not looking back to see whether I’m following. I’m not following any of this. Somehow, I move from the mirror to stand mere metres in front of him but unable to stomach sitting down, I stand there, still drenched in a jumper made for two. I feel like a melted snowman.

      ‘Poppy, I know this may be a bit of a shock…’ George begins, his voice still butter. He can’t even bring himself to say that I probably saw this coming too. We both know I didn’t. Not even an hour has passed since Dee was laughing through my phone screen commending my cashmere, telling me which outfits to share photos of on social media, promising I’ll look every inch like Cameron Diaz in The Holiday. ‘Who does that make George?’ I had asked, already knowing her answer: ‘Jude Law, who else? You guys are perfect together. I wish Charlie could be a bit more like him…’ Not even an hour ago I felt like the luckiest girl in the world. Now, I’m standing here before the man I love, jilted and shivering. If Baby thought it was cold outside, she has no bloody idea how icy it is in here.

      ‘I’ve been feeling this way for a while,’ he says, looking too sad for me to hate him.

      ‘How long?’

      ‘A few months.’

      A few months? We’ve been together for years. Surely, a few months isn’t worth throwing five years of love and friendship away? I search his face for signs I should have seen earlier, the ones that would have warned me something wasn’t right but there are none. We were perfect. We are perfect. I’ve made sure of it.

      ‘Yeah, a few months,’ he repeats, eyes drifting into the middle distance as he tries to pinpoint the precise moment he started to feel differently. ‘Around the time you lost your—’

      ‘I didn’t lose my job,’ I don’t let him complete the sentence I know is coming next.

      ‘Okay, yeah, sorry,’ George continues to speak softly but more quickly, like he just wants to get this thing over with now. ‘When you took voluntary redundancy.’

      I know from the way he says the word ‘voluntary’ that he’s struggling not to make air quotes with his fingers, struggling not to make a mockery of my decision to abandon the sinking PR start-up I was working at in favour of a freelance lifestyle, one that has started so slowly that you’d be forgiven for thinking it hadn’t started at all. But I’ve been busy. It’s not my fault that the exact moment my career started to stall, George decided to turn up the volume on things with the band.

      ‘I guess since then you’ve been… well, we’ve been a bit…’ George hurries to correct his misplaced word but we both know he means it. I’ve been a bit something, a bit what? Loving? Supportive? So scared that I’d look like I wasn’t happy about him finally trying to make his boyhood fantasy become a reality that I pushed aside job-hunting to meet him on his lunchbreak or clap along front-row at every single one of his gigs?

      ‘Needy?’ George says reluctantly, like he knows it’s a mistake even before he’s muttered it. Even so it floors me, my legs chattering together at such speed that I decide it’s better to sit on the carpet, kneeling by his feet for a second before I try to muster a more powerful pose. I cross my legs, feeling like a child. A bit needy. Needy?

      ‘Well… I don’t know if that’s the right word,’ George goes on, reaching for my hand. Words were my thing before I took that redundancy. Despite being a musician by night, George is an accountant by day, and I know he still thinks in numbers. Five years of happiness plus three months of doubt and this still isn’t an outcome I can compute.

      ‘But ever since you lost… since you decided to go freelance…’ I feel the invisible air quotes again. ‘You’re always…’ He searches for the right word again. ‘…here.’

      ‘In the apartment?’

      ‘No, not here here.’ He shakes his head hurriedly. He’s not making sense. None of this is making sense. I study the symmetry of his face, from his strong jaw to his crinkled brow, searching for signs of exhaustion or mental breakdown or something else going on that his confused brain has decided to pin on me. ‘Just here, as in, where I am. You’re wonderful…’ I wish he’d stop saying that. ‘But…’ I’d wish he’d stop saying that even more. ‘I wake up and you’re here, I go to sleep and you’re here. I go to work and you’re there, waiting to take me on my lunchbreak or surprise me with my favourite coffee…’

      I watch on, stunned, trying to see how adding any of these things together can equate to a mistake. These are nice things. And you do nice things for the people you love. Not that my family taught me that, but George did, right around the time he became my family.

      ‘I play a gig and all the guys have this, like, air of mystery around them,’ George says, and I want to shout that if it’s mystery he’s after then bravo because he’s sounding as clear as a flipping raincloud. ‘But no, not me; there’s my girlfriend standing front row, shouting my name.’

      I thought he liked that, that we’ve always been each other’s biggest fans.

      ‘I thought that’s what you wanted.’

      ‘Yes, I…’ George softens, but then his body stiffens again as if he’s mustering the strength to break my heart in two. ‘What I want,’ he breathes and it’s like he’s been holding onto this for years. A few months, I remind myself. He’s only been feeling this way for a few months. ‘Is to be with someone whose whole world doesn’t revolve around me. It’s too much pressure. I want to be with someone who takes risks, tries new things…’

      Like being the first person to ever cry cross-legged in the centre of their living room wearing a two-person Christmas jumper in November?

      ‘I want to be with someone who knows what they want and maybe you just need some time to work that out and…’

      ‘I want you.’

      ‘Poppy…’

      I knew as soon as I’d said those three words that they were basically George’s case in point, but the way he’s saying my name now tells me that for sure. And yet, I can’t help but say the next three words that come to my mind, the only ones with enough power to fix this.

      ‘I love you.’

      ‘I know, me too, I just…’ George shakes his head. ‘I think we need this.’

      How the hell could I need this?

      ‘What are we going to do now?’ I say, hating myself for needing George to have the answers. But he always has. Or at least, I stopped asking so many questions about my past around the time I started planning my future with him.

      ‘One of us needs to move out,’ he says, reaching for my hand again. I pull away.

      ‘With what money?’

      ‘I guess, maybe… you need to get a job…’

      I thought I had a job, a freelance one. But the way George says this tells me he thinks I’m as employed as my redundancy was voluntary.

      ‘I have a…’

      ‘A steady job.’

      ‘I need time.’

      ‘We’ve paid the rent until the end of the year, you can stay here until then.’ He forces a sad smile, trying to keep strong for the two of us. Is this the kind of pressure he is talking about? The pressure to be the leader, the decision-maker, the one that makes things happen?

      ‘Then what?’ Damn it, Poppy.

      ‘Then we’ll find somewhere new,’ George says, treating the word ‘we’ with a light touch seeing as we’re not really we anymore. ‘Or I’ll stay on here.’

      ‘In our place? That’s not fair.’ Now I don’t just look like a child, I sound like one too.

      ‘If you can afford to cover the rent by yourself then by all means…’ he says, the end of his sentence drifting off at the sight of my widening eyes, staring back at him now. If I didn’t love him so much, I’d hate him. But the man has a point.

      ‘But where will you stay?’ I say, tears making tracks down my face.

      ‘I’ll stay here too,’ George says, and a glimmer of hope fills my heart. He’s not ready to move on either. ‘But I’ll sleep on the sofa bed,’ he looks to the cushions beneath him, the ones that have made so many of our guests feel welcome at ours.

      ‘And I’ll be at the office three days a week and out most evenings anyway,’ George goes on, mentally mapping through his routine even though I know every inch of it by heart. I used to love Mondays and Fridays when George was working from home, sleepy Sundays where he had no band practice to run off to. Now these days are going to be excruciating.

      ‘You’ll have plenty of space, I promise. Then I’ll be back at my parents’ for Christmas,’ he adds, and this feels like the most excruciating thought of all. I’ve only had five good Christmases in my life and each one of these was spent with George and his family. And, though he hasn’t explicitly asked me to spend Christmas with his family this year, after spending the past four festive seasons embraced by the whole clan as if I was one of their own, I assumed it was a given. There is a lot I’ve assumed.

      ‘So, you’re saying we should stay together until New Year?’

      ‘Well, in the flat until New Year… not together-together.’

      Yes, thanks, George. I got that part, at least.

      ‘Oh crap, I’m going to be late for practice,’ George says, looking up from his watch to me, as if he’s waiting for me to stop him from leaving or follow him out of the bloody door. I just sit there, in the middle of the floor, drowning in ugly knitwear and even uglier tears.

      This can’t be happening. The thought runs on repeat as I watch George grab his guitar and head towards the front door to our apartment. I look down to see Mrs Claus smiling back at me, mocking me, and up to see my should-be Santa Claus leaving his baggage behind.
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      Waking up on the sofa, I can’t breathe and it only takes a moment for me to realise why. I look down to see the festive-green arms of the couple’s jumper tangled around my neck and peel off the comedy knitwear. Turns out I’m the joke.

      I look up at the clock on the wall, the one we bought on our trip to Paris this time last year. Back when everyone thought George was preparing to pop the question. Only an hour has passed since he left. One blissful hour of release but now I fear I may never sleep again. This can’t be right. I scan our shared apartment for clues, mentally replaying the last few hours. Rewind one hour and I’m asleep on our sofa. Rewind three and I’m dancing in our bedroom. But rewind two and the love of my life is breaking up with me for being too needy.

      I want to be with someone who takes risks, tries new things… The injustice of his words pushes me to my feet. I take risks. I try new things. Just three hours ago I was trying on multiple new things for Dee. I walk into the bedroom and it’s exactly as I left it even though by now, everything has changed. I pull on a bright white jumper, hoping to feel something of the joy I had felt just hours ago, but it doesn’t work. I flick through the lifestyle magazine I was reading before, but the same headline catches my eye – Giving Back is the New Going Out – and it just makes me feel as angry as it did earlier.

      Dee: did George like the jumper? I read the message that has just popped into my phone as another wave of sickness washes over me. What should I tell her? What does she already know? I leave her question unanswered whilst more of them flood my mind: Will George stay out all night? What do I say when he comes home? What do I do now? Every inch of this apartment reminds me of him. We share everything together.

      Well, except our love of Christmas in November…

      The cold winter air slaps me around the face as soon as I step outside. I’m too tired for this, too emotional, but I can’t stay in waiting for George to come home. Plus, if anything can make me feel better, it’s the Christmas markets. From the smell of a thousand different street foods filling the air to the twinkling lights and happy pink-cheeked faces of friends and tourists mooching around aimlessly, it’s the kind of barrage to the senses that can just about make you forget yourself. And God knows, I need to forget today.

      Tracing the short walk from Elephant and Castle to South Bank, I hear the sound of music and chatter before I see the market coming into view and try my best to shake off my sadness. George is always talking about travelling the world, touring with the band, but it’s the one thing I won’t budge on. London has everything we need; well, it did.

      I head to the first stall I pass, allowing my eyes to feast on the stacks of multi-coloured fudge before me. But then I see a banoffee-flavoured block and remember the time that George and I tried to make a pie for Dee and Charlie only to accidentally order one hundred and fifty kilograms of digestive biscuits to our apartment. Next, I come to a hut selling scarves, allowing the very many colours to momentarily wrap around me, making me feel warm. But then I see a simple grey one that George would love. I walk past a stand selling coffee and see the slumped figure of an elderly gentleman, with the kind of grubby hands and unkempt beard that tells me he has been sleeping rough for weeks.

      ‘My boyfriend just bailed on me,’ I say, handing him the second cup of coffee I have just bought, mustering a lie to give him some dignity along with his drink. Then, I realise it isn’t a lie at all. My boyfriend has just bailed on me. He smiles back at me before the sound of singing distracts us both from the moment. I follow the music until I come to stand outside the heaving Cider Lodge, packed full of smiling faces that somehow manage to make me feel even worse. There, I see a twelve-piece choir swaying from side to side in front of it.

      ‘On the first day of Christmas my true love gave to me…’

      I look between their shiny faces. Half of them are in their fifties, but I’m surprised to see there are some younger members too. One choir member offers me a massive smile that goes straight to my stomach. He must be in his late twenties, with floppy dark hair, a thick black beard and dark olive skin, even though almost every inch of it is wrapped up in worn denim. He holds my gaze as the choir take a collective and exaggerated intake of breath before listing off the increasing amount of presents they’re receiving from their true loves.

      ‘On the sixth day of Christmas my true love gave to me…’

      The stranger smiles at me again, a twinkle in his eyes, before he starts to bob up and down on the spot. Oh gosh, they’re bobbing. He rolls his eyes as if he knows it’s cheesy and I can’t help but laugh. Then I notice another member of the choir: an auburn-haired woman dressed in a multi-coloured coat is looking at me. I watch as she turns to look at my new bobbing friend. For some reason I feel like I’ve just been caught checking the poor guy out.

      ‘On the eighth day of Christmas my true love gave to me…’

      As the choir sings on, I try to imagine my life with anyone other than George. Could I just walk up to this handsome stranger and start talking and never stop, just like I did with George all those years ago? Where one coffee had turned into seven, then eight, then…

      ‘On the ninth day of Christmas my true love gave to me…’

      I can’t do it. I can’t see myself with anyone else, can’t see myself laughing and joking and spending Christmas with anyone but him. As the choir builds to the crescendo of one of the happiest songs in the world, I feel a rush of emotion run through me. On the twelfth day of Christmas… tears begin to make their way down my cheeks. Eleven, ten… more follow suit. And by that one bloody partridge in that effing pear tree, I am sobbing, shoulders shaking, audibly wailing into my gloved hands. And there is nothing I can do to stop.

      After what feels like an age, I sense a hand on my shoulder and I hate the not-so-small part of me that hopes it is George, finding me in the one place he knew I’d be and telling me that he’s making a stupid, seismic mistake; that of course, he could never let me go.

      ‘Honey…’ I follow the sound of the voice back to the auburn-haired woman from the choir. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ I say, barely audible among my sobs.

      ‘Yeah, well,’ the woman begins tactfully, as I notice her loud feather earrings. ‘I might just believe that if you didn’t look like Alice Cooper just found out Christmas got cancelled.’

      ‘Who’s Alice? Does she like Christmas?’

      ‘He has make-up down his…’ she begins, shaking her head as my face falls. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she rallies a smile. ‘You look like you could do with a drink?’

      ‘I…’ I begin, taken aback by her offer. If only a random middle-aged stranger asking me for a drink was the strangest part of my day. I should say no. What kind of person accepts a drink from a random stranger? But then, George did say he wants to be with someone who takes risks, tries new things. Is this the kind of ‘yes’ person he wants to be with? I force myself to nod before I can think better of it. After today, what have I got to lose?

      ‘I’m Marie, by the way,’ the woman says as she steers me into the Cider Lodge and seems to effortlessly make her way to the front of the queue. There was an article in that damn lifestyle magazine that said that fifty is the new thirty; that there’s a confidence that comes with living in your body for that long. I wish I knew how that feels. Right now, having spent years twenty to twenty-five with George, I feel like my body is one half of his.

      ‘I’m Poppy.’

      ‘And you’re having a bad day?’

      I look back at her blankly.

      ‘Mulled wine okay for you?’ She goes on, unperturbed. I accept the steaming cup she’s handing me and will my face to look more thankful than I feel.

      ‘Bad week? Month? Year?’ Marie quizzes me further, increasingly concerned. It feels like the kind of count-up climax she’s just been singing about – except lamer.

      ‘No, no,’ I say, shaking my head and following her to a nearby bench. I see her shoo a group of boys so that we can sit down but I sense their scared faces are less to do with her and more to do with the state of my face. ‘I was having a good year, at least I thought I was.’

      ‘And then what?’

      ‘I, er…’

      ‘Sorry if I’m being nosy,’ Marie steals the thought from my mind. ‘But having just gone through a second divorce, I know heartbreak when I see it. And crying to the bloody “Twelve Days of Christmas” is a code red in my eyes.’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘It is what, love?’

      ‘A code red… erm… a heartbreak.’

      ‘Honey,’ Marie says with code red levels of sass. ‘At least you’re not fifty-two, twice-divorced and singing in a twelve-piece choir.’ She grins so broadly that I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘But if you wanna talk, I don’t have anywhere better to be.’

      The low hum of her phone vibrating on the table tells me she has a thousand places she could be. But given that I really need to talk to someone – anyone – I start to share.

      

      ‘He said what?’ Marie exclaims, over an hour later, throwing her hands into the air before reclaiming her third glass of mulled wine with care. I take a dirty great sip of my own.

      ‘That I’m needy.’

      ‘And are you?’

      ‘No!’ I say quickly, though the fact I’m drinking with someone I’ve only just met tells me otherwise. ‘But ever since we started dating, my life got better and I’m scared that without him…’ I allow my sentence to trail off, not wanting to tell a relative stranger the scariest thought of all. ‘I guess since I went freelance, I’ve tried to be there for him as much as possible…’

      ‘Maybe you need a hobby?’ Marie says, her neat eyebrows raised.

      ‘I’m not joining the choir,’ I object for the third time since we started drinking.

      ‘Just saying,’ Marie puts her hands in the air. ‘It’s a good way to meet people.’

      ‘But I don’t want to meet people,’ I say as she pretends to look offended. ‘I mean, I don’t want to meet guys – I just want George.’

      ‘Is he your true love?’

      ‘I don’t think he’s going to buy me a partridge any time soon.’

      ‘I’m serious,’ Marie says, lowering her voice, leaning in a little closer. ‘Is it love?’

      ‘Yes,’ I sigh, never meaning anything more. ‘I’m sure of it.’

      ‘Then what are you waiting for?’ Marie says with a sly smile. ‘Show him that he’s making a huge mistake by breaking up with you.’

      ‘But how?’

      ‘Well, that depends…’

      I wait on the next words out of her mouth as if they might solve everything. I need them to solve everything.

      ‘How long have you got?’

      ‘He’ll be back with his family from Christmas Day,’ I say, and just whispering the words his family reminds me they’re not mine.

      ‘Okay, so you have a full month to work with.’

      ‘Not exactly,’ I say, remembering George’s assurance that he’d rarely be in the apartment. His words sting all over again. ‘He’ll be out a lot so really, I have every Monday, Friday and Sunday between now and then.’

      ‘Great, well…’ Marie says in a way that doesn’t sound all that great, but I can tell she’s trying. ‘That means you have twelve days to show him you still belong together.’

      Just twelve days to fix this, fix us, before Christmas.

      ‘Do you think that’s enough?’

      ‘If you’re as in love as you say you are…’ Marie begins as my mind drifts to my conversation with George earlier. I had told him I loved him. What did he say back? I rack my brain for his response but know it’s already stored in my heart: I know, me too…

      ‘He said he loved me.’

      ‘Honey, you had five years together. Of course he said…’

      ‘No, he said he loves me, today, when he was breaking up with me.’

      ‘Oh well, then twelve days is more than enough time to remind him why.’ Marie’s eyes glisten, before searching the room. ‘But just in case, better to start with a bang. Aran!’

      My mouth hangs open as I watch Marie get to her feet and call the name across the room. From the other side of the makeshift Cider Lodge the handsome, dark-haired man from the choir stands up and begins to make his way across the room.

      ‘Marie, no. He’s coming over. I don’t want to bang him…’

      ‘Who said anything about that?’ Marie whispers back to me quickly.

      ‘You just said, “best start with a bang”.’

      ‘I meant a date,’ Marie laughs. ‘Any “banging” is up to you.’

      ‘A date?’

      ‘Yes,’ Marie hisses as Aran’s figure gets closer and closer to our wineglass-scattered bench. ‘It sounds to me like George loves you as much as you love him,’ she says. ‘But people also want what they can’t have, especially men…’

      ‘I’m not sure I—’ I begin but before I can form the sentence, Aran appears by our side.

      ‘Hey, trouble,’ he says, smiling from me to Marie. ‘What can I do you for?’

      ‘This Sunday. You free?’ Marie asks, no time for small talk.

      ‘I am,’ Aran says slowly, trying to work out where she’s going with this.

      ‘Not anymore,’ Marie beams between us. ‘You’re taking Poppy here on a date.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          Thursday, 25 November

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I notice is that it’s still dark outside, the second thing is my dry mouth. I guess George was wrong about the ‘gimmicky festive pop-up bars’ always watering their mulled wine down. For a second, I can’t wait to tell him, to tickle him in the ribs until he puts his hands up in surrender, sighing, ‘Okay, fine. You’re right, Poppy.’ But then I roll onto my side and realise that his side of the bed is empty.

      I riffle through every item on my cluttered bedside table until I finally land on my phone. It’s five. And not the good it’s five p.m. somewhere kind, but the one I never, ever see. I must have fallen asleep waiting for George to come back from band practice. The fact that my body gave up waiting makes me wonder whether he even came home.

      As soon as the thought has entered my mind, I know there’s only one way to get it out again. Creeping to our bedroom door, I push it open, preparing myself for a vacant sofa, an empty apartment – or worse, the misshapen lump of the man I know most in the world with a stranger he’s just brought home. It takes a millisecond to recognise the steady beat of George’s breath, deep and slow and importantly, alone.

      Tiptoeing over to the pulled-out sofa bed, I see the shape of his body curled up to one side, as if he knows the empty space is meant for me. I perch on the edge of it. My true love. Surely, he must know that’s what we are? That he’ll wake up today and realise that yesterday was a mistake, that we’re perfect together?

      I watch the steady rise and fall of his chest, studying the freckle that sits on top of his slightly parted lips. This Christmas was going to be perfect. I had it all planned out. I still have it all planned out – and more besides, thanks to that Marie woman last night. Drinking with a stranger is one thing but can I really go on a date with one?

      I was so confident last night that she was speaking sense; that true love always finds a way but that sometimes you need to give it a little push in the right direction. But now, watching George sleeping like this, I’m not so sure. Surely, he’ll realise that he’s made a mistake without me having to manipulate him. I just have to carry on. Act normal.

      ‘Shit, Poppy, what the hell?’ George’s eyes open to find me inches from his face.

      ‘Good morning, George…’ I begin woodenly, like I’ve just bumped into someone I used to know at the bus stop. So much for normal.

      ‘Were you watching me sleep?’

      ‘No, er… I just need…’ I begin as George sits up, rubbing his eyes. ‘Here it is!’ I say, like I’ve just found the very thing I’ve been looking for. Evidently not my marbles.

      ‘Here what is?’ George asks, now fully confused and on the far edge of the sofa bed.

      ‘My pillow.’ I grab one of the decorative cushions he’s pushed to one side. ‘Can’t sleep without it.’

      ‘Poppy, I’ve never seen you sleep with that cushion in my life. Are you okay?’ he asks, eyes searching my startled expression for signs of madness. ‘What time is it?’

      ‘It’s half five.’

      ‘Four hours sleep,’ George groans, counting up the hours on one hand as the sheets around him fall and I see his gorgeous body in the dim morning light.

      ‘What were you doing until half one?’ I say before I can stop myself.

      ‘Poppy, please,’ he whispers from somewhere beneath the sheets. ‘I need a couple more hours before work,’ and then, sleepier still, ‘Some of us can’t just sleep in.’

      Some of us can’t just sleep in. I replay his final words as I head back to our empty bedroom until they sound an awful lot like some of us have jobs. I roll the rewrite of his whispers around my mind until I hear George leave for work hours later and I wander lifelessly into our living room, trying to remind myself how I would usually spend my day.

      Back when I was working at Great Relation Expectations, I would leave the house at the same time as George, him always bemoaning the start-up’s name – It just doesn’t work. It should be Great Relations, or Great Expectations – before I could kiss his complaints away and he would kiss away my concerns. Then, I’d head into a day of planning promotions and working on our clients’ digital campaigns. Lately, I’ve spent my mornings looking for work and falling down YouTube holes, surfacing around lunchtime before going to meet George for food, something he said he was looking forward to when he got a new job so close to home. Maybe I don’t need to show George what he’s missing, I just need to secure what’s missing from my life. A job. A real one.

      I pull on my puffer jacket and head out of the door, blasting some music into my headphones in the hopes of mustering some type of movie-montage energy, the kind that would see the hero of a film turn everything around. I walk past the coffee shop on the corner of our street, the one George and I go to at least twice a week. I wind past the bakery we buy our bread from and the off-licence where we get our wine and realise that George is written on every page of my story. I also realise that I’ve been wandering down the exact same route to his office at the exact same time I always do. What was I thinking, believing I can turn this around in three minutes of motivation when it took every ounce of my strength to turn my life around the first time? Just before I met George.

      The memories flood my mind, draining my reserves until there is nothing left, and my legs stop outside a dark stone church on the corner of the street. I look up at the stained-glass window, a multi-coloured angel illuminated by the winter sun. I must have walked past this building a thousand times but have never once looked up. Am I meant to go in there? I wonder, just looking for something or someone to tell me whether I should take a random stranger’s advice, whether I should wait to see if George changes his mind or if I should use our last twelve days together to see to it that he does? Is this a sign?

      It’s then that I notice an actual sign outside the church. Flipping ’eck, is there meant to be a noticeboard underneath all that crap? I wander closer towards the wooden frame haphazardly covered in papers and posters as multi-coloured as the stained-glass window that had first caught my eye. Well, this is an eyesore. In quick succession I read the conflicting messages layered over one another, vying for my attention: Welcome to Church Street!

      Coffee shop inside!

      Welcome to Book Club.

      Movie night every Thursday.

      Jesus Saves.

      Alcoholics Anonymous Every Wednesday!

      Wine-Tasting Night: Free for All.

      And I thought I was confused. What is this place?

      ‘Can I help you with something?’

      A gruff voice makes me jump out of my skin and I turn around to see a quizzical expression staring back at me. I take a step back to take in the size of the man’s frame, all six-foot-something of him, from his worn jeans to his grey zip-up fleece. His pursed lips are surrounded by a light dusting of stubble, which climbs up his angular jaw to meet a messy head of strawberry-blond hair. His green eyes narrow at me in suspicion.

      ‘What is this place?’ I ask, his earthy, country-boy ruggedness making me feel like a prissy princess in comparison. I pull my puffer closer around my body in protection.

      ‘Church Street,’ he says back to me, still straight-faced.

      ‘No…’ I reply slowly, taking a step back from the noticeboard, feeling every bit like I’m trespassing. ‘I’m on Church Street.’

      ‘Yes, you are,’ he says, still not cracking a smile. ‘But you’re also at Church Street.’

      ‘How can I be on and at somewhere at the same time?’ I ask, instantly regretting it. I have a job to look for, a relationship to fix, I don’t need to be wasting my time trying to understand a place that clearly doesn’t understand itself. Or talking to a stranger who is about as welcoming as a broken window on a blustery day. But something about the way he’s sizing me up makes me want to cut his silly noticeboard down to size.

      ‘Do I know you from somewhe—’

      ‘And what do you actually do here?’ I go on, my sentence slicing across his before I can stop it. ‘Are you a book club or a coffee shop or a church or a wine bar?’

      ‘Yes,’ the stranger says, eyebrows raised at the intensity of my questioning. I just want to work something out today. ‘All of the above.’

      ‘Well, which is it? You can’t have it all.’

      ‘No, but you can do a lot with a little.’

      Okay, now I really don’t have time for this. The man is talking in riddles.

      ‘Yes, we’re a book club,’ the stranger goes on, taking another step closer to me and I feel a spark of anger or energy or something shoot through my veins. ‘And a coffee shop and a church and a wine bar as well; this place is whatever it needs to be.’

      And then he smiles, disarming me completely. It’s probably just because I wasn’t expecting it. Or maybe because it lights up his face in a way that makes him look Hollywood handsome even though he’s standing in a graveyard wearing a fleece from the eighties.

      ‘Well, you’re in need of some snappier branding.’

      ‘And if you need to know where you are, you’re at Church Street Community Centre on Church Street and do I erm… know you from somewhere?’

      ‘Poppy?’

      I turn around to see George standing there, looking from the man to me like we’re both strangers to him – or aliens, like we shouldn’t be here at all.

      ‘George,’ I say, hating myself for still being happy to see him. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Did you follow me here?’ He ignores my question completely, clearly concerned; he thinks I’m having a break-up breakdown and that it’s all his fault.

      ‘Follow you where?’ I ask, trying to stop my cheeks from flooding red.

      ‘Church Street on Church Street,’ the stranger looks at me, smirking.

      ‘Yes, thanks,’ I say, narrowing my eyes back at him. ‘I got that.’ I turn back to George, who should be in the office right now. ‘Are you going to a meeting?’

      ‘Yes,’ he begins slowly. ‘Well, I’m meeting somebody. A friend…’

      Which one? I know all of George’s friends. I feel my heartbeat picking up pace, panic rushing through my veins. Unless he’s not meeting a friend at all. What if he’s meeting a something-like-a-friend or a more-than-friend when just yesterday I thought I was his best friend and girlfriend all wrapped into one stupid, ugly jumper? ‘Were you coming to my office?’ George smiles sadly, seeming to ignore the strawberry-blond stranger beside us.

      ‘No!’ I object. Well, not intentionally. I drifted here, just like I’ve drifted for months. ‘I am here, at…’ I try to form a sentence and the stranger mouths ‘Church Street’, like these two little words and the sheer amount of times we’ve said them to one another during the last ten minutes is now a private joke between us. But there’s nothing funny about this.

      ‘At Church Street, to…’ I’m standing here in front of the man I love looking every bit as needy as he thinks I’ve become. But I’m not needy. I’m not that girl. I’ve just had a blip. Marie is right: I need to use our remaining twelve days together to show him that before it’s too late. ‘I’m here to volunteer,’ I say as both George and the stranger look back at me in surprise. But George had better get used to surprises, risks, new things, because the blood coursing through my veins tells me I’m not letting this – us – go without a fight.
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      ‘The coast is clear.’

      I look up from my position perched on a wooden bench inside the stone-floored entrance to the community centre to see the stranger towering over me.

      ‘Ex-boyfriend?’ No, not an ex. My boyfriend, my best friend. I shake my head, unable to voice a compelling answer out loud. But soon, soon George will be my future again.

      ‘Well, I guess you should be getting back to your day?’

      Clearly, I haven’t convinced him that I am here to volunteer. But what about George? I glance down at my phone to see whether he’s messaged. But no, he’s occupied with his friend. And I’m really not in a rush to go back to our empty apartment and my empty inbox.

      ‘Because I need to…’ The stranger goes on, his eyes gazing through the glass double doors into the body of the building, which I’ve walked past countless times but never stepped foot inside until now. The hall looks alive with chatter and activity as bodies gather around tables and criss-cross each other along the width of the church hall. ‘I’m busy.’

      ‘I’m Poppy.’

      ‘I know,’ the man looks taken aback. ‘I heard your non-ex-boyfriend say.’

      ‘Are you this welcoming to all your volunteers?’

      I see his eyebrows soar as if to say: are you actually going to volunteer, then? I’m asking myself the same question. But what better way to show George that my life doesn’t revolve around him?

      ‘Theo,’ he says, putting a strong open palm between us. I look at it, grubby and scarred, nothing like George’s moisturised mitts. ‘Where I’m from, you shake it.’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘Hands, you shake hands,’ Theo holds my gaze, trying not to smile.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say, shaking my head before shaking his hand.

      ‘Let me show you around.’ He tilts his head to one side before I realise I’m still holding his hand. His eyes explore my expression inquisitively like he still can’t work me out, our fingers wrapped tightly together. Then he gives my hand a little tug, pulling me to my feet. He proceeds to push one of the glass doors open and I am hit with sights and smells and sounds. It’s the same assault on the senses I got at the winter markets yesterday, only this time, the cheer doesn’t feel magical: it feels chaotic.

      To my left I see a long row of paper-covered tables, the kind with metal legs that fold beneath them so that they can be stored around the back of school stages until the next bake or bric-a-brac sale. Steam rises from deep silver urns, covering the people standing behind them who are serving a long line of people dressed in heavy coats and multi-coloured clothes; I instantly feel overdressed, uncomfortable. To my right there are yet more tables assembled with people gathered around each of them, some holding playing cards, one man in an anorak craning to look over the next lady’s hand.

      ‘Stanley,’ Theo says with a stern voice. ‘Don’t think we can’t see you.’

      ‘What?’ The man turns around to look at us with a smile so broad and mischievous that it makes up for the two front teeth he is missing. ‘I’m not doing ’owt.’

      Theo laughs, shaking his head in feigned despair before turning back to me.

      ‘Any good at poker?’

      ‘I’ve never played,’ I say, feeling every bit like I don’t belong here. Unlike Theo, who looks more and more in his element with every step we take into the hall.

      ‘I’ll learn ya, pet.’ Stanley whips around to look at me; he’s clearly from Yorkshire but he looks at home here too.

      ‘Teach her.’ Theo manages to correct him without sound patronising, something George has rarely mastered when mansplaining to me. ‘And like heck you will.’ Theo laughs again, and I feel something inside me flutter as he fixes his eyes on me. ‘Get Linda to teach you,’ he explains, both of us pretending that this tour isn’t a one-time thing. ‘We still can’t work out her tell.’ Theo looks at an elderly woman, hunched over her cards and beaming back at him. Clearly, Theo is a hit with the ladies – the over-sixties, at least.

      ‘What’s mine?’ Stanley asks loudly; there is nothing subtle about him.

      ‘Poppy?’ Theo says, ushering me to guess.

      ‘Er…’ I stall, looking around the crowded room, feeling increasingly like a fraud. I don’t know anything about poker or these people. ‘You look at other people’s cards?’

      ‘And we have a winner!’ Theo says, putting his hands up in the air in celebration before steering us past more people, all looking up at him and smiling, until we come to the back of the hall.

      I look up to see the stained-glass angel towering over us. On the wall below her, an array of clip frames is mounted on the wall, each one displaying a photo of people with arms wrapped around each other. Some photos are black and white, others full colour and some look like they were taken just weeks ago.

      ‘Who are these people?’ I ask, looking into one, searching every smiling face. They look like no friendship group I’ve been a part of – all different heights and colours and shapes and styles. Well, no friendship group I’ve been in recently. The people in these photographs, in this room, are a far cry from the carefully curated group of millennials I’m in now.

      ‘These are the people that have spent time here at Church Street,’ Theo explains, turning to me with a soft smile. ‘I know our “branding” may not be quite to your taste…’ Unlike George, Theo doesn’t even try and spare the air quotes. ‘But we’re here to help people who have fallen on hard times get back on their feet again. So, sometimes we’re a book club and sometimes we’re a food bank or a soup kitchen and even though that might not fit into a neat brand…’ he continues, increasingly agitated. I would tell him he’s got nothing to prove if I didn’t feel like I was trying to prove myself too; if I didn’t feel miles away from the girl I once was. ‘Turns out different people need different things because, well, people are different.’

      ‘I know that,’ I mutter, allowing myself to fall further into one of the photographs, studying every broad smile and year-lined face. I’ve always felt different, no matter what school I was shifted to next, I always felt like the different one. A silence stretches on and I feel like Theo is waiting for me to say something but all I can think about is the lump in my throat and the tears forming in my eyes and the fact that George has always been my home.

      ‘You making girls cry again?’ A woman’s voice breaks me from the thought and I turn to see her weave her body underneath Theo’s arm, nestling close to his side.

      ‘I didn’t think I was.’ His head jolts to me, wondering whether he’s missed something.

      ‘No, he’s not,’ I confirm, shaking my head and, I hope, shaking my sadness away too. ‘Just dust from the photograph.’

      ‘I told you, you need to clean them,’ the woman looks up at Theo teasingly, her eyes wide with affection. Well, I say ‘woman’, but she looks about seventeen, eighteen at a push. And Theo has to be a good ten years older than that. Is this the kind of ‘someone’ that George is after now? A younger someone?

      ‘I’m Avery,’ the pale, red-haired girl thrusts a hand out towards me. ‘Theo’s sister.’ Oh… his sister. ‘Ohmigod, I love your coat, and your shoes…’

      ‘They’re Kurt Geiger,’ I say before catching Theo trying and failing to stifle a scoff. ‘They were a present,’ I add quickly. I imagine he doesn’t need to ask who from.

      ‘Cool,’ Avery says, elongating the word, reverberating with enthusiasm in a way that makes me wish I could be seventeen again. Well, someone else’s experience of being seventeen. ‘Are you volunteering here now?’ She beams, eyes wide.

      ‘Just today,’ Theo says a little too quickly as I try to work out why he’s making it so damn hard for me to join his team; do I just repel men nowadays?

      ‘Oh, you should definitely volunteer regularly,’ Avery chatters on. ‘You’ve won Stanley over already.’ She winks, looking back to the old man who waves across the room. Okay, so I haven’t managed to repel all men – just the ones under thirty.

      ‘I’m sure Poppy has more important things to do with her time,’ Theo says again, looking from my Kurt Geigers up to my Lululemon puffer until I feel suitably judged.

      ‘I don’t actually,’ I say quietly, reluctantly, before recovering my smile. I should. I should have a job by now. But I’ve been trying to get work for weeks. And I can’t risk spending the next month waiting for an opportunity to fall into my inbox. Not when George needs to see that I’m still the perky, positive Poppy that he fell in love with. ‘I mean, it sounds quite fun.’ I see Avery shake her head slightly, warning me that ‘fun’ is not the right word to convince Theo that I’ll make a good addition here. ‘Quite worthwhile, I mean.’

      ‘Amazing!’ Avery claps her hands together in glee.

      ‘That’s great, Poppy,’ Theo says slowly, his hands in his pockets. ‘But this isn’t really a pop-in, pop-out situation. We do require a level of commitment from our volunteers…’ If only Theo knew how committed I am. The only reason I’m here is to show George that our commitment is worth it. To show him that I can take a risk, that I can try new things.
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