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			December 24th 2011

			11.30 a.m.

			‘Just take him out!’ shouts Luke, flushed with frustration. ‘It’s useless. Get me another one.’ 

			The thing about cats is, they only eat when they’re hungry. It’s an empirical fact. And Amy’s idiotic decision to give this particularly aristocratic Siamese a few scraps of bacon from her super-sized American breakfast bap (he looked so doleful) will probably mean that this shoot will never wrap. And then she won’t make her flight, and her Mum, who loves Christmas so hard that she might be the only fifty-eight year old in the world who still believes in Santa Claus, will never forgive her. AND she’ll be left spending Christmas Day in whatever the New York equivalent of a Travelodge is, pulling a cracker with a random assortment of hobos and junkies. That was one expensive piece of bacon. 

			‘We can try’ she ventures, tentatively. ‘But there’s probably pretty much a cat drought on Christmas Eve.’ 

			The shoot’s on the fifth floor of a studio in Chelsea, cotton candy flakes of snow dotting the letterbox of Manhattan skyline that she can see through the narrow window. 

			‘A cat drought?’ he says, wheeling around, anger mounting. Amy tried to tell the agency that using someone who usually directs art house movies to try and add elegance to a cat food commercial was folly, but no one paid any attention. Besides, she didn’t want to make a fuss. It’s a step up, producing, and she’s sure she only got the gig because she happened to be here and it saved flying someone out. Although ‘happened to be’ makes her reasons sound far too gentle, far too meditative. Amy remembers thrusting her passport at the surly Customs officer and praying for him to finish his theatrical deliberation over whether or not she was a terrorist, tearing through the arrivals hall and hugging her cousin Sally like she was her life support.  

			‘I mean – a shortage. I don’t think we can get a replacement cat.’ The cat’s strutting back towards his handler now, luxuriant tail swishing back and forth like a metronome. Amy tracks his furry rump, trying not to hate him for ruining Christmas. And for the fact that they’re on roughly the same daily rate. ‘Why don’t we do one of the kitchen shots, and come back to it?’ 

			Luke considers her, silent. The one thing Amy knows about producing, about being in charge, is that it’s a confidence trick, so she tries her hardest not to let her gaze falter. It’s not just him, it’s the mutinous crew, all desperate to wrap up these last few shots and start knocking back the eggnog. Americans probably don’t even know what eggnog is, she thinks, feeling a pang of longing for her parents’ cottage, tucked away down the far recesses of a Sussex lane, then realizes she a) has absolutely no idea what’s in an eggnog beyond the egg itself, and b) that it’s most likely no more than a festive shortcut to salmonella. 

			‘Shall we give it a go?’ she asks, trying to make her voice sound gently encouraging. 

			Luke’s bottom lip is clenched between his teeth, his gaze pulling towards the strip of skyline like he’s planning his escape, and suddenly he looks more like a frightened little boy than the fierce bully she’s been painting him as. There is something very boyish about him, Amy thinks, with his unruly dark curls left to grow a little too long, so they surf the collar of his faded blue Nirvana T-shirt. He was probably at primary school – junior high or whatever it is they call it here – when Kurt Cobain decided to end it all, whereas she was in the sixth form, deep in her EMO phase, crying sooty eyeliner tears at the fate of a man she’d never met. Amy thinks of the tears she’s shed these last few weeks over a man she thought she knew so intimately, but now feels more distant and unknowable than Kurt Cobain ever was. She still can’t help wondering where he is at any given moment, what his Christmas Eve holds in store. Does he even miss her, or has she simply been discarded, like a broken iPod taken back to a shop for a refund? She wishes she could wish them well, but so far it’s been beyond her. 

			‘Deal’ he snarls, the twang of his Texan accent sharpened by stress. ‘Get the lights set up for shot six.’ He takes a pull on a can of Diet Coke and turns his back, dismissing her. 

			*

			1p.m.

			It’s sod’s law that as soon as the lights have been painstakingly brought into position it’s lunch time, and union rules mean that there’s no arguing with lunchtime. Luke’s still glowering at her, so Amy decides the most politic thing to do is make a sharp exit, taking the chance to squeeze the last few drops of juice out of her New York Minute. 

			She could never have afforded to come here, never in a million years, but when Sally found out she’d been cast on the romantic scrap heap she bought her a ticket – premium economy no less – without even checking if it was remotely practical. She’s like that, Sally, she loves a grand gesture, but it means that Amy has spent her entire stay worrying that Sally’s painfully polite husband has been secretly thinking that she’s a ne’er do well scrounger. It was only yesterday when Amy was hugging Sally goodbye, before the couple left for England, that Sally whispered in her ear with a certain naughty glee that he’d had no idea. She loves Sally, adores her even, but as she steps through the doors of Barneys she feels a certain liberation in being here alone, without her cousin insisting she should buy gold leaf eye cream or an ostrich feather fascinator to make herself feel better about her own outrageous spending. 

			Before she’s had time to pull off her enormous, ungainly mittens (borrowed from Sally’s husband after her hastily packed luggage failed to give up anything that would withstand a New York winter), a perfume girl is brandishing a bottle of syrupy-sweet scent at her like she’s launching a missile attack. ‘No really, I’m fine’ says Amy, but it’s too late, she’s drenched in the stuff. Great. Now the whole crew will think she’s some kind of airhead shopaholic. 

			With only twenty minutes to spare, she focuses on the job at hand, trying to find some last minute stocking fillers for her mum and a present for her older brother Michael, who has everything he needs (e.g. nothing). The cosmetics hall on the ground floor is thronged with sharp elbowed New Yorkers, glassy eyed with panic, packed six deep at every counter. Everywhere she looks, even here, she spots things for Rob, as if she’s packing him a fantasy stocking he’ll never receive. It jabs her in the solar plexus, his absence. She dreads to think how much more obvious the Rob-shaped hole will become when she’s back on home soil. She’ll be like a donut, only far less sweet. 

			Spotting a counter for a brand that’s twice the price at home, she decides to try and tunnel her way to the front and secure something covetable for her mum. Hot, damp bodies weld themselves together like a human fortress. ‘Excuse me please!’ pipes Amy, her voice sounding alien – high pitched and posh, like the Queen giving her Christmas address – but no one yields an inch. 

			That’s when she sees him, on the far side of the round, an array of open pots spread out before him. He’s frantically rubbing thick white gloop into the back of his hand, his bottom lip trapped between his teeth, just like it was this morning. 

			‘It’s our premier product’ says the groomed blonde salesgirl. ‘Any woman would be thrilled  to open this box on Christmas Day.’ 

			‘But it says anti-aging. Isn’t that … kind of insulting?’ 

			She gives him a smile that doesn’t even pretend to reach her eyes. 

			‘Nowadays any well-informed woman starts an anti-aging regime in her twenties as a matter of course.’ 

			Amy’s finger unconsciously shoots up to her thirty-something under-eyes, thinks guiltily of the expensive cream that languishes, barely used, at the bottom of her washbag. 

			‘And it’s two hundred dollars?’ he says, a deer caught in headlights, fingering his credit card yet somehow unable to hand it over. 

			‘Ingredients of this kind of quality will come at a price.’ 

			Now Amy’s turbo-charged, spurred on by all the times she’s been flattened by the hard sell, the unwanted perfume invading her nostrils. She fights her way to his side. 

			‘Why don’t you get her a body cream’ she says, slightly breathless. ‘Women are really picky about what they put on their face, but you can’t go wrong with body cream.’ 

			He does a double take, then quickly recovers. There’s no time for unnecessary chit chat this late on Christmas Eve. 

			‘But it’s for my mom. I don’t know if she … would she use that stuff?’ 

			‘Trust me, she’ll love it’ says Amy, with complete confidence, pointing imperiously to some matching bath oil behind the furious looking assistant’s blonde head.

			Soon it’s all wrapped up, along with a gift set for her own mum, and they’re heading for the doors, Luke cutting an intuitive path through the throng like he’s parting the Red Sea. He’s very tall, she notices, rangy and loose limbed. Texas sounds like the kind of place where people drink scotch on the rocks in ten-gallon hats – she feels like he should be from somewhere more thoughtful. Portland, Oregon perhaps. Amy realizes how little she knows about America. This is only the third time she’s been, and she’s never ventured out of Sally’s rigidly defined Manhattan gridlock. 

			They’re already out on the sidewalk by the time she remembers. 

			‘Bollocks. My brother. I didn’t get my brother anything.’ 

			Luke looks down at her. 

			‘You were gonna get your brother a present on the ground floor of Barneys?’ 

			‘Yes. I mean … in principle.’ 

			‘Is he gay?’ 

			‘No. Or at least, if he is, he hasn’t told his wife.’ 

			‘Jeez, give the guy a break. Get him a DVD or something.’ 

			‘Isn’t that just really impersonal?’ 

			‘What, impersonal getting him something he actually wants? I think not.’ 

			He’s right of course. Amy thinks of Michael’s fixed, yuletide smiles as he unwrapped her lovingly chosen pottery salt and pepper pots (‘seasonal seasoning!’) or the coffee mug with their school photo from 1986 emblazoned on the side, the year his acne reached a crescendo. 
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