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To you, the reader.


Thank you so much for choosing my story. I hope it brings you some warmth and hope and happiness.




One Kiss Before Christmas
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Chapter One


Sunday 1st December


Ashleigh – The Baxters’ Christmas Farm


‘I forgot about the bells,’ Ashleigh muttered as she pulled a thick green woollen sock over the top of her bright red leggings and the motion was accompanied by a delicate jingle.


‘Sorry?’ The other young woman in the staff changing room was trying to squeeze her large rucksack into one of the little lockers but ceased ramming her elbow into it at the sound of Ash’s voice.


‘Oh, just these interactive socks. They make me feel like a kitten whose dreams of hunting are being thwarted.’ She yanked on the other sock fast to minimise the sound effects.


The woman’s eyebrows knit together over her big brown eyes as she looked at Ashleigh’s feet. ‘The socks have bells in them?’


‘Yep.’ Ashleigh lifted her leg up on the bench shoehorned into the middle of the small room and tugged at the doubled-over hem at the top of the sock. ‘They sew them in here.’ She let it twang back against her leg. It wasn’t a bad design – even if the rest of the one-size-fits-all costume was no better than what you’d expect from a primary school nativity. At least it meant the elves could still wear their boots and the bells wouldn’t dig into their ankles. If Ash hadn’t been able to wear her favourite pair of Doctor Martens this whole gig would have been intolerable. She needed their comfort and warmth to survive being outdoors for eight hours a day in December.


‘You’ve worked here before?’ The woman finally locked her bag away and turned to contemplate her own pile of elf attire, neatly folded on the end of the bench.


‘This will be my fourth year.’ The minute she said it, Ash realised she hadn’t needed to admit that. She didn’t know what made her always blurt out the unvarnished truth to whoever happened to ask her a question. She could’ve kicked herself – but that would have only made her jingle.


‘You’ll be an expert then. Head Elf.’


Ash tightened the laces on her boots with a swift tug and knotted them before standing up. ‘No Head Elf. It’s the Big FC and his missus who call all the shots.’


The other woman opened her mouth as though unsure whether Ash was joking or not and then seemed to think better of saying anything and continued getting dressed. Ash hadn’t actually been kidding her; the Baxters, the couple who owned the farm, took the title roles each year and thoroughly enjoyed it. They were lovely people, if a little Christmas-obsessed, and always called Ashleigh as soon as they began recruiting. She never had the heart to say no to them…and never had anything better to do, embarrassingly.


As Ash headed for the door she had to hike her baggy leggings back up as they started the inevitable descent down her hips. Every year. It was a wonder no small children had been traumatised in an impromptu mooning incident.


‘Would you mind waiting for me?’ the woman called out behind her. ‘I got a map when I signed in but it’s in my bag somewhere. You’ll know where we need to go for the induction right, since this isn’t your first time?’


Ashleigh stifled a sigh. And that was the reason a simple ‘yes’ would have been a better answer when asked if she’d worked here before. She didn’t want her new co-workers turning to her for advice about every little thing. Once the doors were officially opened and the families started flooding in, she’d have to repeat herself enough with explanations of when the sleigh rides were scheduled and where the toilets were; she didn’t need it from the other elves too.


‘Sure,’ she called back, because however much she didn’t want to babysit anyone, she wasn’t going to be a jerk.


She stepped out of the meagre heat of the changing room into the chill winter air. The men’s changing room was in an identical porta-cabin opposite in the small clearing, which was surrounded by evergreen trees. The pine scent was heavy and the voices of the builders who were putting the final touches to the visitor buildings were muffled beneath the occasional sound of hammering and drills. These staffrooms were tucked away in the middle of the Christmas exhibit, hidden from view so that no kids could accidentally spot an elf wearing contemporary – well-fitting – clothes.


A jingle behind her gave away the fact that Ash’s newbie elf colleague was exiting the changing room.


‘Thanks for waiting. I’m a bit nervous about this if I’m honest,’ she rambled as Ash led her down the path, past Santa’s cabin and onto the dirt track the sleigh would travel down every half hour. ‘I thought it would be a fun way to make a bit of extra money for Christmas, but this place is a lot bigger than I expected.’


‘Every year it grows a bit more and they put in a new attraction. The first Christmas I worked here, there wasn’t much more than the grotto, toy workshop and the gingerbread decorating.’ They reached the pick-up point, where the families would queue with their tickets for the sleigh ride, and Ash led the way through to the main thoroughfare. ‘The owners love seeing the kids getting all excited…and I expect it makes a killing.’


The kids’ faces really were a picture as they set off on their trips to see Santa. Once the decorating was complete it would be lovely; with fairy lights twinkling against the thick green pine needles.


Ash didn’t hate this job – despite the poor clothing and freezing cold – it was just a reminder that another year had passed and she was still unsure of what she should really be doing.


Lining the hill were wooden huts of varying sizes for games, food and souvenirs, and set further back at intervals were the entrances to larger marquee areas. All of it would be festooned with fake snow soon. At the bottom was the puppet theatre where the ‘welcome’ part of the induction day would take place. Low, rough-hewn wooden benches faced a small stage, and already half a dozen elves were seated, facing the woman at the front who was wearing a business suit and welly boots, while clutching a clipboard.


They slid onto their own bench and within an hour of the woman explaining about the health and safety training in the afternoon, the rotas and various jobs, the script rehearsals and clean-up procedures, there were glazed-over eyes and blue noses everywhere.


‘When the farm is open for visitors, you’ll get a token each day to redeem at the food huts during your lunch break, so you’ll get a good hot meal to keep you going. For the time being, you can pop into the café at the farm shop and grab something.’


The young woman sitting next to Ashleigh raised her hand. ‘Will there be vegan options available?’


‘Erm…I expect so. We cater for all sorts of visitors. Perhaps best to bring along sandwiches for the first day in case.’


The hand went up again. ‘But if there isn’t and I have to bring a lunch every day will that lunch money be redeemed to me?’


‘Oh. I…am not sure.’ The woman pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at her clipboard as though the answer would appear there.


‘It doesn’t seem fair otherwise.’


A young man behind them coughed into his hand ‘princess’. Ash heard a titter of giggles from the two girls sat either side of him. She turned to look at them. How old were they, twelve?


The young man – really he was barely older than a boy – gave her what she assumed was meant to be a winning smile. He wasn’t bad-looking but he was obviously an idiot. Probably Mr Popular at the drama school. Yawn. But then why was she surprised she was surrounded by students? No real grown-up would seriously be pretending to be an elf in order to pay their bills.


She lifted her eyebrows a little and turned back, leaning towards the young vegan woman. ‘They always make sure there are options for vegetarians, so hopefully that covers vegans too.’


Her bench mate nodded her head vigorously and smiled gratefully. Her curly brown hair made her elf hat look like it was going to pop off her head at any second.


‘Okay.’ The manager at the front, gave a decisive nod. ‘Thank you. I’ll look into it and let you know by the end of the day. Now, if you could each come up to the front, I’ll check how your costumes fit and give you the lunch token for the café. You’ll have one hour and then we’ll be meeting up in the cinema tent for the health and safety training.’


One by one the people on the front benches went over to the stage and stood like scarecrows, while the woman tugged at their outfits and scribbled notes down. Mainly she nodded, like it was good enough.


‘Mine’s really baggy,’ Ash told her when it was her turn.


‘Oh yes, I see. Perhaps a smaller size,’ the woman said, as she tugged at the shoulder of the tunic, trying to right it.


‘It won’t be long enough if I have a smaller size,’ Ash pointed out. ‘It’s okay, I can alter it myself.’


‘Erm…I’m not sure that’s allowed.’


‘I’m very good with a needle. I have to be. Clothes rarely fit me properly.’ As soon as Ash hit puberty and it was clear that she was going to be “blessed” with being tall and slim, her nan had pragmatically set to work, teaching her how to use a sewing machine.


‘Well…’ The woman was still reluctant. What did she think? Ash was going to add a spangled belt and some shoulder pads? There was no rescuing this outfit and making it look good, the least it could do is fit. ‘No. I’ll get you the smaller size and we’ll see how you do in that.’


Ash barely stifled her sigh. Perhaps this was her punishment for jumping in and giving a better answer to the other elf’s question?


She tucked her hands under her arms as she left the puppet theatre and walked back up the hill again. The vegan girl fell into step beside her, hurrying a little to keep up with Ash’s long stride. ‘Thanks for backing me up there,’ she said breathlessly over the top of their jingling socks.


‘It’s okay.’ Ash lifted one shoulder but didn’t slow down. ‘It was a fair question.’


‘Some of the others didn’t seem to think so.’


‘Well, they look like they’re straight out of drama school or still studying. They have to reinforce their cliques somehow.’


‘Yes, I suppose. I’m not from drama school, I’m doing a degree in marine biology. What about you?’


Ash turned left at the top of the hill, the exit in sight and her car, with its heater, just past that. ‘Oh. I did go to drama school. Years ago.’


‘How old are you then?’


‘Shouldn’t we exchange names before ages?’


‘Oh, I’m so sorry, you just look so young but act so grown up, I was curious – never know when to zip my lips. Terrible social skills.’ She laughed. ‘I’m Selina.’


Ashleigh had to smile at that. She was hardly any better herself. She paused as they got to the unmanned gift shop, chock full of decorations and cuddly toys and sweets. ‘I’m Ash.’


‘Would you like to go the café together?’ Selina’s smile looked a little wobbly and Ash was torn.


‘I actually brought my lunch. Left it in my car to remind me to go get some petrol for the drive home.’


‘Oh. Okay. Maybe another day then?’


‘Maybe.’ Ash nodded and left Selina to cross the gravelly parking lot to her car. She wasn’t here to make friends. They were going to be working with each other for barely two months and then they’d all be off in different directions, like all the jobs Ash had. She’d learnt a while ago that the friendships were just a comfort blanket while people were in the job. As soon as they left, they forgot all about keeping contact the way they always said they would. Ash would prefer to be straight from the start and not waste any of her time off the job with pointless social engagements to ‘get to know each other’.


She climbed inside her little car and started the engine up, sitting with it idling for a few minutes while she got some feeling back in her fingers. She didn’t really want to go and grab some petrol. She was starving and wearing an elf costume. She could probably make it home after the health and safety training bit and then go out to the supermarket in the evening. No doubt her nan would want her to get a few bits and pieces of shopping anyway.


Her mobile phone started ringing and she grabbed it from the glove box. ‘Mum’ lit up on the screen, with the photo she’d assigned to her mother, a rare one of them together, taken a few of years ago, the last time Ash had visited her in LA. They were on the beach, holding cocktails and wearing big sun hats and smiling. It had been taken by her mother’s boyfriend at the time. He’d said they could be sisters and her mum had giggled and said no, or at least only because Ash was looking so tired from her jet lag. Thanks, Mum. She’d have picked another photo of her mother on her own, but they were all ridiculous poses, like she couldn’t just be normal in front of a camera now she was a television star.


‘Hi, Mum,’ Ash said, just getting to the call before it switched to voicemail.


‘Ashleigh, my love, I didn’t think you were going to answer.’


‘I’ve only just started my lunch break.’


‘Oh, what’s the job?’


Her mum knew. Ash had told her a month ago. ‘You know, the hospitality gig at the Baxters’ farm. The same one I do every Christmas.’


‘Oh, that’s right.’ Her mother’s laughter pealed down the phone at her. ‘So sweet. You dress up as an elf don’t you? Do they give you little prosthetic ears? Send me a photo, please. I can show the rest of the cast. I bet they’d find it adorable – you know how they go gaga for Christmas over here.’


‘No way. I’m not putting this out there on a digital record.’


‘It’s just a part. You’re paying your dues, sweetness. All actors have these embarrassing stories tucked away. Perfect to make you seem more relatable once you become famous.’


Ash caught a glimpse of her face in her wing mirror. Her mouth was screwed up tight like a toddler being threatened with a spoonful of peas. She blinked and made a conscious effort to unclench.


That was something Ash hadn’t told her mother. She wasn’t sure when it had happened, but at some point over the last couple of years Ash had realised she had no desire to keep chasing acting jobs. But why tell her mother when she couldn’t say what she wanted to do instead? She was unqualified and directionless. Her mum would either dismiss it as a wobble or…well, Ash wasn’t sure how she would take it. Probably as an insult to her own choices – she had an amazing knack of making everything about her.


‘Regardless, it’s still a “no” to the photograph. You can see me in my full glory when you come over.’ Ash attempted to change the subject.


‘You’ll certainly be the most festive thing in that house. I don’t know how you can stand it, unless she’s indoctrinated you into her Scrooge-like ways.’


‘She’ being Nan and ‘that house’, the house her mother had grown up in. The house where she’d dumped Ash, aged eleven, before she went to LA.


‘Did you see my big scene with Hugo? It should have aired this week for you,’ she continued without leaving a space for Ash to respond.


So, she wasn’t going to say any more about the fact she was supposed to be visiting for Christmas? Ash willed herself not to read too much into it. Her mum had said she’d be coming over in less than two weeks once her part of filming in the soap opera she starred in wrapped up for the year but as yet hadn’t made any noises about which flight she’d booked.


‘No. I haven’t had a chance yet,’ Ash admitted. ‘Nan’s recorded it though. I’ll catch up with it this weekend probably.’


‘Probably? Ashleigh, what’s the matter? Does my performance bore you? Have you noticed something lacking recently? You used to follow my storylines like an absolute fanatic.’


That’s because it was the only time I got to see you. Not that she saw her any more these days – just occasional visits when she’d fly in from the States with her expensive-smelling hair, and a bunch of gifts that gave away the fact she didn’t really know who her daughter was at all.


‘It’s not really my taste now,’ Ash ventured.


There was a silence on the line.


‘What do you like then? Those ghastly crime dramas that your nan watches all the time?’


‘Sometimes.’ Ash took a deep, calming breath. ‘It doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re still the best thing in that show, Mum.’ And that wasn’t a lie. Her mother was very entertaining and made it bearable, although mainly because she was such a cartoon villain, it was hilarious.


‘Well, thank you.’ Here was the bruised dignity. ‘I shan’t take up any more of your time, Ashleigh. I’m sure you’re eager to get back to being an elf. Hopefully, next year you’ll finally get your big break. Can’t leave it too much longer. You’ll be thirty soon. The wrinkles begin creeping in then and your metabolism will slow down.’


God, Ash really had upset her. Ash wasn’t going to be thirty for another three years and it was hardly ancient anyway. ‘I’ll let you know what I think of the big showdown with Hugo once I’ve watched it.’ Ash tried to repair the damage her honesty had done to their fragile relationship. Whenever it was time for a conversation to end, she felt a sudden grip of panic in her chest, like she was about to be torn away from a life raft. Or maybe like her mother was? She didn’t know. The feeling didn’t make sense anyway.


‘Well, I look forward to your expert opinion.’


They said goodbye and Ash threw her phone onto the passenger seat, leaning back with her hand on her forehead. Crap. She’d have to call her in a day or two, see if her feelings were still hurt. Her mother could dine out on this for weeks. Would she cancel her trip because of it? It’d been eighteen months since she last saw her. Surely she wouldn’t?


Ash grabbed her snack bar and bag of crisps from inside her glove box and looked at it with less than even her usual enthusiasm when it came to food. Sighing, she took the keys out of the ignition, put her phone back in the glove box and grabbed the voucher for the café. As she jogged across the parking lot to go in through the front of the farm shop, she spotted Selina browsing.


‘Selina. I changed my mind, fancied something hot.’


The other girl’s face lit up and Ash tried to ignore the cynic inside her that said this was all going to be a waste of time. People always moved on and left her behind them.




Chapter Two


Olivier – The Channel Crossing


The sea and the sky were grey, only the foam spraying up as the ferry cut through the water and the faint white smudge on the horizon that must’ve been the famous cliffs at Dover, breaking up the dull palette. It was like a monochrome photograph as Olivier leaned against the rail and let the damp air make his cheeks go numb with the cold.


He felt anything but though. The salt in the air, the wind roaring in his ears – almost impossible to tell apart from the hum of the big ship’s engines – it all made him feel awake and like the world was truly alive around him. People sometimes said that the city was a vibrant place, and the kitchen of the restaurant he worked in was non-stop with noise, and smells and heat, but…but this was different. That was a closeted existence, like he was a coal miner, shovelling fuel into a big engine to accommodate people as they lived their lives. This was the real world. There was so much air and sky and sea. It stretched all around him and if he wasn’t careful he was going to do something embarrassing, like hold his arms out and declare he was King of the World.


Luckily, his phone rang before the temptation was too strong and there was no better person to be calling him than his papa, if he needed any crazy impulses squashed. Olivier was neither a coal miner – of course his job wasn’t back-breaking labour – nor was he King of the World. He was a chef, off to visit his maman in England and one conversation with his papa would remind him of that.


‘Good morning, Auguste,’ Olivier answered, raising his voice over the background noise.


‘Is it morning? No. That can’t be correct. My pâtissier would be here, preparing for the lunch service.’


‘Unless your pâtissier had started his Christmas holiday as you discussed.’


‘I thought we talked about you taking the holiday next week?’


Olivier wasn’t fooled by this. His papa didn’t make those kinds of mistakes. He was just testing him, seeing if he’d left yet or could be called back into the restaurant for a few extra days. ‘If we did, I must have got my wires crossed because I booked my ticket for today. I’m on the ferry as we speak.’


‘Is that what all that noise is? Are you sitting on top of the propellers, Olivier?’


‘Not quite. Hold on, I’ll go inside so that it’s quieter.’ He walked reluctantly away from the railing and went onto the main deck. There were tables and armchairs set around the interior, but most were occupied, so he moved over towards the window to stand.


‘What made you take the ferry? The Eurostar is so much faster and more comfortable. And it’s not like you can’t afford it – first class even – I should know. I pay your wages.’ Auguste’s booming laugh almost perforated Olivier’s eardrum.


‘I’m not in a hurry. I’m on holiday.’ Olivier looked out at the sea from the window, but now it really did look like a black and white photograph. Dramatic but untouchable.


‘And when will you be back?’


‘After Christmas.’ Like we discussed.


‘What idiot boss would give one of his best chefs a whole month off before Christmas? I must love you very much, my boy.’


Olivier forced a laugh. ‘You also owe me a lot of annual leave, which I haven’t been taking.’


‘I’m a slave driver. I work you to the bone. This is why you don’t want to take on Veronique’s position when she leaves us?’


‘I…just want to make sure it’s the right thing before I say yes. It’ll be a different role—’


‘Of course, it will. A better one. A step up. More money to spend on ferry rides. Perhaps you could buy your own boat.’


It’s not all about money, Olivier wanted to say. But he knew the debate that would lead to and how ungrateful it would seem. So many others were not fortunate enough to be in the position he had been – able to walk straight out of catering college and into a Michelin-starred restaurant.


He’d worked his way up, because Auguste would never have allowed him to take on a role he wasn’t capable of and damage the reputation of his restaurant, but Olivier had that foot in the door because he was the boss’s son, there was no denying that. Olivier had worked very hard to prove he was worthy of such a generous helping hand, moving up the ranks to pâtissier, and now Auguste was offering him another chance at promotion, but for some reason he hadn’t been able to accept it. Olivier should have been biting his papa’s hand off. He knew that. And so he hadn’t said no either.


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d said no to his papa, and that realisation had jolted something in Olivier that he hadn’t been able to settle back calmly into place. Particularly not all the while he was working long hours at the restaurant with Auguste hovering over his shoulder. He needed some time to think.


‘I wouldn’t ever have time to go on it,’ Olivier joked about the boat.


‘Oh dear, is my boy frightened of a little hard work? Surely not? And aren’t you on holiday at this very moment? Even though it’s Christmas?’


‘But would you ever have let me take this time if I was sous-chef?’


‘Well…if it was an emergency. You know your maman could come to visit you next Christmas. She’s always happy to spend time in Paris.’


‘She has a business to run too. And I’m looking forward to Christmas in England.’


Auguste grunted. ‘Hmm. Yes. Soggy mince pies and dry turkey. It will be delightful.’


Olivier rolled his eyes and unfortunately caught sight of the wobbly Christmas tree that had been propped in the corner of the room. Large brassy baubles were drooping on the artificial branches and in a room where there was no other sign of Christmas, it looked like an afterthought.


His maman put in a lot more effort than that though, and her cooking was sublime too. Recalling his Christmases in Brighton with his maman as a teenager the memories were always accompanied by the scent of dark chocolate and cinnamon, the taste of rich, velvety tortes and perfectly chewy spiced biscuits. Warmth at the fire while rain drizzled against the windows and they watched classic movies together.


‘I honestly don’t understand what’s holding you back,’ Auguste continued. ‘I’ll have to advertise it soon you know, if I don’t get an answer. It will take me a long time to find someone who can work to my standards.’


To find someone who could put up with him. Auguste was a complete control freak in his kitchen. He expected his staff to follow his instructions exactly, every last detail. It was no wonder Olivier couldn’t make his mind up. He’d spent so many years doing exactly as Auguste said, how could he possibly know whether the decision he made was his or his papa’s. Not without getting a little space.


The tannoy in the corner of the room crackled to life, giving everyone a warning to return to their cars before the ship docked, rescuing Olivier from having to find a response. ‘I have to go now.’


‘We’ll speak again soon. Give your maman a hug and a kiss from me.’


‘Of course.’ He tucked his phone back into his coat pocket and glanced at the other passengers, gathering their belongings, and heading for the stairwells. He took a deep breath and one last look through the window.


The cliffs were suddenly so much closer, that pale smudge he’d seen in the distance now tall and imposing. Bright white and unscalable.




Chapter Three


Ashleigh – 34 Tilgate Road, Brighton


‘We need dog food and gravy,’ Nan announced from her favourite armchair. It faced the television, which was usually either showing cosy mystery series or true crime documentaries, but Ash knew that wasn’t why Nan liked sitting there. It was because that seat enabled her to see halfway down the street if the curtains were open and there was enough light – numbers 25 to nearly 49 on the opposite side, before the road gradually went uphill and curved away. Over a dozen houses to watch, with their comings and goings.


‘Gravy?’ Ash paused on her way through to the kitchen. ‘I’m sure I got some last week.’


‘Yes, one of those piddly little tubs,’ Nan said absently, pushing her reading glasses back into her short pale blonde hair and lifting her chin slightly so she could see better out of the window. ‘You need to get a big jar of the stuff. Otherwise it never lasts.’


It didn’t last if you literally drank it like hot chocolate. Ash had stopped buying the big jars at the supermarket when she realised that her nan would regularly make herself a mug to sit down with at least once in the afternoon. They didn’t stock the reduced-salt version in large quantities – perhaps because they thought if you cared about your blood pressure, you were unlikely to have more than one serving a week on your roast.


Ash made a non-committal noise and carried on into the kitchen, but Nan wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily.


‘You won’t forget will you?’


‘No, of course not,’ Ash called back and shook her head at Simon, their little Cav-a-Jack crossbreed dog, who was watching her with his liquid brown eyes from beside the back door. ‘And you need food, do you?’ He pricked his ears up and started slapping his tail against the beige linoleum. ‘No, I didn’t mean right now.’ She sighed. ‘Has Simon been fed?’ She raised her voice again so Nan could hear her.


‘Yes. Don’t let him try and get more out of you.’


‘Nan says no.’ Ash opened the bread bin and pulled out what was remaining of their white loaf, then grabbed the cheese from the fridge. By the time she’d moved back over to the counter, Simon was across the kitchen, sitting in the exact same position he’d been in at the door, like he’d teleported when she wasn’t looking. And now he was dribbling.


Ash sliced him a tiny bit and threw it to him. He caught it neatly, smacking his chops around the savoury taste and making so much noise, he was bound to get her in trouble. She tried to shush him, but he just looked at her with his adorable melty eyes. ‘I’m not giving you any more. Go on. Stop looking at me like that,’ she whispered.


He blinked and trotted happily out of the kitchen, leaving her to finish making her cheese on toast in peace. She probably should have taken her elf costume off, to avoid getting grease on it, but she was ravenous now. The afternoon in the large marquee watching a mind-numbingly boring health and safety presentation video shouldn’t have used up much of her energy, but they hadn’t got all the heaters working yet and she’d probably shivered off half a day’s worth of calories.


She put the cheese back into the fridge after popping her toast under the grill and a rectangle of thin card pinned underneath a magnet of the Eiffel Tower caught her eye. Her friend Beth’s wedding invitation had been on the fridge since September and there was less than a month now until the wedding. Ash still hadn’t got a clue what she was going to wear, what gift to buy the couple and who – if anyone – she was taking as a plus-one. She was meeting up with Beth in a couple of days, so she’d have to say sorry for not confirming sooner. Knowing Beth, she wouldn’t be too worried. Ash couldn’t imagine her as some kind of bridezilla.


They’d gone to primary school together back when Ashleigh lived with both her parents in Eastbourne. Then there was the divorce and her mother bringing her to live with Nan. But she and Beth had always kept in contact, even when it got harder to see each other, like when Beth moved to London to live with her Flash-Harry boyfriend.


Thankfully, that wasn’t who she was marrying. Ash might’ve worried at how quickly things had progressed for her friend, going from a break-up and moving back to the village of Loganbury where her mother ran a hotel, to getting engaged to Nick, all within the last year. But Ash had met Nick a couple of times now and he was in a league apart from Beth’s old boyfriend: gorgeous, kind, sort of awkward but funny and totally, utterly smitten with Beth.


Ash had to assume that was a good start to a marriage, even if she was by no means a relationship expert. After all, she’d never exactly had a stellar example from her parents and that was probably why she would most likely end up taking her other longest-standing friend, Romesh, to the wedding rather than a date.


The charcoal scent of burning bread tickled Ash’s nostrils and she leapt for the grill, just managing to pull out her food from beneath the heat before it set off the fire detector. She plated up her slightly smoking cheese on toast, dropping it as the blackened crust burnt her fingers.


‘Ashleigh?’ Nan called, just as she sat down at the table and took a big crunchy bite.


Uh-oh, Simon better not have climbed up on Nan’s lap with cheese crumbs all over his chops. Ashleigh left her plate and stuck her head back into the living room again. ‘What’s up?’ she said after swallowing her mouthful.


‘Look at that idiot, Thomas.’ Nan jabbed her finger towards the window. ‘He’s putting decorations up already. First of bleeding December. Bloody eyesore it’s going to be as usual, flashing away behind the curtains every night like the police are parked outside. Good job I don’t have photosensitive epilepsy.’


Ash leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, relaxing, now she realised Nan was just spinning the same old vinyl about their neighbour’s exterior Christmas lights. The whole street decorated the outside of their houses – it was a tradition. They even had a street party night every year to turn them all on at the same time, collecting money for charity, and everyone came out to share mince pies and mulled wine. It was a nice gesture.


But their house, number 34, was like the one faulty bulb in a string. They never put up outside lights and barely decorated inside. One stingy little tree, which went up a week before Christmas. When she was younger Ash would get an advent calendar too, but that was it. “Commercial nonsense” Nan called it. Being a misery guts, Ash was more inclined to believe.


She thought about her mum’s comment on the phone earlier about the lack of festivity in the house. It probably wasn’t a very enticing prospect to come here for Christmas when Nan barely celebrated it.


She grabbed her toast and munched on it, providing Nan with the audience she needed so she wasn’t just delivering her lecture to Simon. The poor dog probably had to listen to the whinging enough throughout the day, now Nan had fully retired from being a nurse.


‘Can you put the rubbish out on your way to the shops? The bin men will be coming in the morning. You know they used to come inside the gate to get your bin if you’d forgotten; now they won’t. Not even with a garden like ours where you can see the blasted bin from the street. Ashleigh?’


‘Oh. Sure.’ Nan had moved so seamlessly into a new bugbear that Ash had almost been caught zoning out. ‘You know they’re not allowed to come into the garden, Nan.’


‘Yes, but why? Stupid red tape no doubt. Some idiot probably sued them for trespass, rather than realising it was just helpful. Honestly, common sense is dying because of health and safety.’


Ashleigh rolled her eyes, even though she could almost see her point after spending twenty minutes of her life that afternoon having a man in a video explain to her how to pick up a box correctly. ‘It’s no hassle for me to do it. In fact, I’ll do it now, in case I forget.’


‘Thank you. And, Ash?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Don’t feed Simon cheese. He’ll get fat.’




Chapter Four


Olivier – 36 Tilgate Road, Brighton


Olivier hefted his sports holdall onto his shoulder and pulled the handle of his wheelie case to its full length to drag it from the car to his maman’s house. The cold nipped at him after spending hours in the warmth of his Renault, making him wish he’d put on a coat over his jumper, but it was only a short walk from around the back alley where the garages were, to the front door. If he’d remembered right and taken the correct turning.


The road stretched on away from him as he followed the hill upwards, reminiscent of an exercise in drawing perspective in art class, houses all the same height and width, disappearing to a point in the far distance. They weren’t all exactly the same though; it was just the darkness of the late winter afternoon drawing in and the glow of streetlamps making it seem that way. Some were painted different shades of grey, blue and beige – even a salmon pink – and their small front gardens varied between empty concrete rectangles to those holding assortments of colourful plant pots or with bicycles chained to black railings.


The plastic wheels of his case scuffed and bumped over the uneven paving slabs. When he came to a small faded brown brick wall with a row of white planters beneath the front window and a black and white chequered path, a plaque with ‘36’ screwed onto the gate, he stopped. An unexpected warmth tumbled through his chest at the sight of the terraced house. He’d known he was looking forward to seeing his maman again of course, and he liked England, but he hadn’t expected it to feel like he was coming home. After all, he’d never lived here. Perhaps he was just tired from the journey, and all the concentrating on driving on the wrong side of the road from Dover.


He lifted his case up onto the path and heard a door open, looking up quickly, but confusingly finding the red-painted one before him was still closed. Not his maman rushing to greet him then. A movement to his left drew his attention and he realised it was the next-door neighbour’s, opening to reveal…an elf?


A tall, willowy blonde elf, carrying a black bin bag and grumbling under her breath about cheese and gravy.


Olivier drew in a sharp breath. He’d known Ashleigh was still living next door – or had gathered as much from his conversations with their mutual friend Romesh – but he hadn’t expected to bump into her immediately.


Her pale face glowed in the dim light, and her eyes, that piercingly light blue, accentuated by dark, artful flicks of eyeliner, glanced over at him. For a moment he thought she would walk straight past but then she did a double take and stopped in her tracks.


They stared at each other for a moment, a car passing behind them on the road, until Olivier found his tongue. ‘Ashleigh.’


Her mouth made a perfect ‘O’ as she lowered the bin bag part way. ‘Olivier,’ she finally shaped the rest of his name. ‘Hi.’


‘Hello.’


‘Hi.’ She repeated and then bit her lip. ‘Wow. This is a surprise. Are you just arriving?’


‘Yes.’ He unhooked his holdall, as though he needed to prove it and not that he’d been standing outside the house waiting for her. He rested it on top of his wheelie case precariously and then looked back at her. She was still watching him, and he couldn’t help but smile at the sheer pleasure of seeing her face again. ‘I’ll be staying until Christmas. It’s lovely to see you.’


She smiled back but it was a small, jaded thing compared to the one he remembered. ‘And you. It’s been a long time.’


He nodded and quiet settled between them again. This was where they first met when he was fourteen and her twelve, either side of the wall in the front garden. He wondered if she was thinking of that moment or of the last time they saw each other, seven years ago. Warmth touched his cheeks at the thought.


Perhaps that was why she didn’t look so happy. The perimeters of the friendship zone had grown fuzzy that night, and he’d given her his number to call him when he left. But he’d had to assume she regretted it when he never heard from her. He hoped it wouldn’t sit awkwardly between them because it was genuinely a joy to see her. Romesh and Ashleigh were as much a part of the memories of his Christmases here as his maman was.


‘I’ve just got to—’ She pointed at the bin in the corner of her garden, to the side of the gate, and walked over to lift the lid and dump the bag of rubbish inside, then pulled it outside the gate onto the street.


He waited. Maybe he shouldn’t have but his eyes couldn’t seem to get enough of her. She was a shadowy thing, like she’d stepped out of his dream and not fully formed yet.


‘How are you?’ he asked, moving closer to the wall as she turned to walk back up the path. She slowed down, like she didn’t want to get too close. ‘Well, as you can see, my acting career is in full flight and I’m still living with my nan.’ She gestured with a rueful smile to her clothes.


‘You are one of Santa’s elves?’


She nodded. ‘At a grotto on a farm near Crawley.’


‘I hope that wasn’t his sack you were throwing away.’ It was a fairly lame joke, but she laughed, and he was pleased to see it was filled with more of the warmth he was used to, though it was gone too quickly. ‘It sounds like a fun job for this time of year. All the excited children.’


‘I suppose.’ She crossed her arms over her chest at first, her elf costume slipping haphazardly across her narrow shoulders, but then she nodded after a moment thinking about it. ‘Yes, actually, it can be. You’re still working with your father?’


‘Yes. The restaurant is doing very well and I’m pâtissier now.’


‘You still enjoy it?’


He hadn’t thought about it really. She’d not lost her talent for asking direct questions, the ones that pinpointed the sticky truth of a matter.


Did he still enjoy his job? He’d always wanted to work with food. He loved to experiment with flavours and techniques but…he never really got to do that in his papa’s kitchen did he? He supposed if he took on the sous-chef role, he might be more likely to help create dishes – but then he would be doing less of the actual cooking, and more managing too.


He gave an uneasy shrug. ‘I love cooking.’


Her eyebrows drew together as she looked at him and then she dropped her gaze and looked towards her door. ‘Well. I better get back inside. Nan’ll complain I’m letting all the heat out and I have to go to the supermarket.’


‘Say hello to your grandmere for me,’ he called after her.


She paused on her doorstep, the light from her hallway spilling out light up the edges of her fair hair. ‘I will. See you.’


He repeated the farewell back to her, trying to mimic how casual she sounded about it and not examine the disappointment that she was gone already.


Once Ashleigh’s front door closed over behind her, Olivier took the few short steps up to his maman’s house and rang the bell. No answer.


This wasn’t a shock – she’d mentioned she’d most likely still be at the shop when he arrived. Luckily, he had a spare key still, which he’d packed in his holdall.


The cool quiet of the hallway, despite the echoes from the high ceiling, was soothing. All he wanted now was a good strong coffee and to sit at his maman’s kitchen table before he unpacked. To enjoy the peace.


It felt like Olivier hadn’t spent time in silence on his own in years. Between the incessant bustle of the restaurant and the incessant larger-than-life personality of his father… Yes, some quiet would be a welcome thing.


Once his maman came home, it wouldn’t last long. She had as strong a personality as his father, though she wielded it far more gently. Towards him at least. He was counting on her sensitivity to help him avoid going into detail about what had happened to trigger his divorce from Nancy eighteen months ago.


It wasn’t that the subject was painful to him exactly. He wasn’t bitter or broken-hearted. He and Nancy had never really been right for each other – that was obvious now. But explaining everything that had happened to his maman, was going to be awkward and he still didn’t think he was ready to deal with her reaction yet.


He took his coat off and hung it on the stand by the door, then headed upstairs to the bathroom. After he’d taken a comfort break and splashed cold water over his face to wake up a little, he pushed open the door to the bedroom he’d always stayed in when he came to visit Maman throughout the year.


It barely resembled his old room at all, but he could hardly be upset about that. Now there was a double bed, a wardrobe, and a desk in matching dark wood. A new deep carpet and dark blue sheets crisp on the duvet. It would be strange to sleep in there, styled so adult and neutral, but then perhaps that was what suited him best. He still felt the same as the boy who’d come to visit, but at least he managed to look and act like the grown-up this room deserved now he was nearly thirty. The thing was, it was beginning to feel more and more like exactly that – an act.


Back downstairs he discovered that the kitchen was spotless and had also been redecorated. Fresh paint and new tiles on the floor. But the table was the same. It had been his great-grandmere’s. Large, strong; the perfect place to sit around with friends and family to enjoy informal meals or to work at.


He made himself a double espresso and settled into one of the sturdy chairs his maman had tied bright floral cushions to. The light outside had faded altogether now. Next door he could hear a dog barking.


Was that the same dog they’d had before? If it was, he would be perhaps eleven or twelve now? Simon. That was it. They’d called the dog Simon, of all things, after a character from one of Ashleigh’s favourite shows at the time. He hoped it was the same dog. A sweet-natured, old man of a dog, even when it was tiny. Olivier remembered how excited Ashleigh had been, showing him off, cradling the puppy in her arms like a baby and nuzzling his floppy ears.


Olivier had spent many nights as a hormone-ridden teenager wishing he could get that close to Ashleigh…and she was still just as beautiful. Every year he’d come to stay he’d told himself he would grab a kiss with her before he left, but she only ever wanted to be friends. Any signs he’d had to the contrary from her, he must have imagined – and that last time, when they’d danced at the club…perhaps she’d just had too much to drink.


Once his coffee was finished and he’d cleaned up the cup, he was about to go fetch his suitcase and take it upstairs when the front door opened. Clicking heels, the rattle of the letter box as the door closed again and then a gasp.


‘Olivier? Oli, are you here?’ his maman called out and he found her in the hall, hurriedly shrugging out of her wide black frock coat.


‘Oui, Maman.’


She paused at the sight of him and threw her arms wide, her coat flying off the rest of the way and landing in a heap behind her. ‘Oh, my darling.’


He bent down to hug her, and her arms came around him tightly before she alternated kissing his cheeks over and over and over. And then hugged him again.


Sylvia was only French on her maman’s side and had grown up in England but studied as a chocolatier in Paris as soon as she was an adult. That was when she’d met Olivier’s papa, Auguste. So many of her mannerisms were a blended mix of the two cultures and he supposed, he was a little bit the same now too, as he bounced back and forth, switching between languages and lifestyles.


‘Oh, it’s been far too long since I saw you. You look thin.’ She held his face between her hands, and he could smell the bitter cocoa she must have been working with throughout the day, her eyes nearly as dark as the beans. ‘Is your papa working you too hard?’


Almost the same question Auguste had asked him earlier on the phone, but delivered in a very different manner. Olivier smiled. ‘No harder than I can handle.’


‘That’s good.’ She stepped back and slipped off her high heels with a sigh, then scooped her coat up from the floor, dusting it off. She watched him closely as she made long sweeps with her hand and then hung the coat back up. He felt the awkward press of her holding back on something she wanted to ask him.


It was probably about the promotion. Though Auguste and Sylvia had been divorced for fifteen years, they still talked and he’d been so grateful that they remained amicable. So many of his friends’ parents who had split up fought constantly over their children and he dreaded it happening when they told him they would be splitting up. But it was all done with a minimum of drama and he could almost guarantee if there was a subject that he wanted to avoid, they would both have talked about it and would be ready to present a united front with ‘his best interests’ in mind. Olivier was sure that Auguste would have given Sylvia a full run-down of what he’d offered their son, and how Olivier had responded.


Sylvia linked her arm through his, leading him into the kitchen again. ‘As long as you’re not exhausted then. Come, sit down, I have some leftovers I can heat up for us for dinner.’


‘Leftovers?’ He pretended to sound indignant.


‘Oh, I see, have you become precious, Oli darling? So used to your Michelin-starred meals?’ she teased. ‘No wonder you are looking thin if you only survive on the tiny portions your papa charges his customers so much for.’


He laughed and sat back down at the table, while she heated some onion soup in a pan on the hob and toasted slices of rustic loaf with melted camembert and herbs. Simple but perfect. His father was an amazing chef, but there was something about the way his maman cooked that left him feeling so much more satisfied.


And of course, she hadn’t meant leftovers like he was used to eating – a couple of slices of cold pizza from the night before, if he remembered. Being surrounded by food didn’t necessarily mean eating well. Quite the opposite usually for chefs.


When they were sitting together, the kitchen windows fogged with steam, and the sweet aroma of onions wafting up from their bowls, she told him about how well the chocolate shop she ran was doing. She’d introduced a new subscription side to the business, and it had taken off in time for lots of people to gift it to friends and family as a Christmas present. Both his parents were so good at balancing the culinary and the business side of things. Olivier hadn’t really tried and wasn’t sure yet whether he wanted to. Maybe he was just being a coward because they made it look too easy and that was why he was holding off on the promotion?
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