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‘Perhaps it is our imperfections that make
 us so perfect for one another’


Emma, Jane Austen









For a moment, his gaze catches hers and the corner of his crooked mouth lifts, like he knows exactly what she’s thinking. She turns away. There’s a chance that, as much as she wants to convince herself of the opposite, she may not be totally over Finn Hawthorne. Which only means she’s going to have to be extra careful the rest of this week. Now is not the time for going down memory lane, for thinking of that heady feeling she’d got the second time he kissed her. No. Now is the time for payback.
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Chapter One



Two weeks to Christmas


The moment she steps out of the tube station, Mel has her phone to her ear. Amanda answers in two rings – before Mel remembers that it’s now gone 6 p.m., and she really shouldn’t be calling her assistant at this sort of time.


‘Sorry,’ she says by way of greeting, ‘I thought it might be easier to call rather than send a million emails, but shall we catch up in the morning?’


‘It’s fine,’ Amanda says brightly. ‘I was just finishing up a few things anyway.’ And that is why Amanda is a godsend.


Mel walks along the pavement towards Clapham Common under a line of trees, which are looking a bit sorry for themselves in the depths of winter, and past Christmas decorations in shop windows. She passes a pub she doesn’t think she’s ever been to but which is always busy – people milling out the front, huddling under heaters while clutching their pints.


‘So,’ Mel says, ‘Lillian Hart.’ The current bane of her life. The UK actress taking the world by storm, whose face is plastered over the London buses, advertising the next film she’s in. The actress who, after months and months of wooing, has finally consented to meet with Mel to discuss being the face of her jewellery brand.


‘Right. Her agent wants to move the call from tomorrow to the twenty-third. Which I know is right before Christmas, and if you’re taking any time off then—’


‘I’m not. It’s fine. What Lillian Hart wants Lillian Hart gets, right?’ Though why she wants to have meetings the week of Christmas, she has no idea. Maybe she’s a workaholic. Maybe she, too, has no work–life balance. Maybe that’s something they can bond over. ‘You are taking some time off that week, though, right?’


‘Yes,’ Amanda says, a little hesitantly, ‘but if you need me to—’


‘I don’t – you do enough. Just put it in my calendar, will you? And email the agent to confirm? Presumably she’ll send over a link.’


‘Yes, yes and yes – and she’ll be on the call too.’


‘Perfect.’ Mel slows outside her favourite bagel shop – which she loves in part because it’s opposite her flat, and also because it happens to be open both when she leaves for her office in central London, and when she returns. Despite the very long day she’s had, she feels a tiny fizz of excitement – the way she used to feel when she finished a pair of earrings that she loved, the way she felt when the very first influencer posted about her earrings on Instagram and her hobby was turned into a career overnight. This might really happen. Lillian Hart might actually start wearing her jewellery. Well, her designs, at least. Her company’s designs. But still.


‘Okay, so the agent also said they want us to send through the suggested designs that we envisage Lillian “supporting”.’


‘Of course she did.’ Mel peers into the bagel shop as Amanda speaks, where Andy, the owner, is wiping down the counter.


‘And she said that they would want it in the contract that Lillian can ask for any changes she sees fit, so that they ensure her brand is unaffected . . .’


Mel sighs. ‘Right. Well, one step at a time. Why don’t you send her the Christmas catalogue and go from there. If she wants to see others, then I can send through some more, but do stress that we would create unique designs specifically for her should she want to partner with us.’ It’s one of the reasons she wants Lillian to come on board – because it gives her a reason to be more involved in the design process. Not that she’ll have time to actually make the jewellery, like she used to – she’s too busy trying to run the damn business itself.


She walks past the bagel shop, then stops, turns back. Why the hell not? It’s Christmas. She can have a bloody bagel if she wants one.


‘Done,’ Amanda says. ‘And, while I have you, can I check that there’s no one else you want to invite back for a second interview in January?’ The interview for another jewellery maker – because part of Mel’s brand is that everything is made by hand. Just not her hands. Before Mel can answer, Amanda continues, listing the people Mel had liked, what their background is and when their interview is booked, before listing the ‘maybes’.


Andy smiles at Mel when she pushes open the door, an old-fashioned bell announcing her arrival. The shop is tiny, only one high table and chairs alongside the window for seating, but he’s managed to squeeze a small Christmas tree in here, complete with a felt angel on top. The blackboard menu is framed with chalk holly, and silver tinsel hangs from the counter in loops. Andy told her that his daughter had been involved in the decorating, and Mel can believe it.


Andy makes a Christmas-tree shape with his hands as Mel presses her phone between her shoulder and ear to fumble in her bag for her purse, and Mel nods. The Christmas-special bagel in here is unreal.


Amanda keeps talking as Andy hands over her bagel with a smile, and Mel taps her card on the machine. She waves to Andy, rolls her eyes and gestures at the phone. Then stops as she turns, seeing a sign in the door.


‘Amanda? I’ll call you back.’


‘Okay, but we need to—’


Mel hangs up. Hopefully Amanda will stop working, and actually enjoy some of her evening. Mel spins round to look at Andy, clutching her wrapped bagel in one hand. ‘You’re closing?’ She doesn’t mean it to come out quite as interrogatory as it does.


He smiles and holds up both hands, palms up. ‘Afraid so.’


‘But . . . why?’


He gives a little shrug, runs a hand over his bald head. ‘Just time to move on. We’ve loved being here, but it’s a tough city to keep your head above water in. High rent, long hours.’ He gestures to her phone. ‘Though I suppose you’d know a thing or two about that. We’re going to try our luck in Cornwall now – figured it was time for a change, see if we can get away from working six-day weeks. Got to try new things while you can, don’t you?’ He glances around the shop, and she thinks she sees a tinge of sadness in his gaze.


Mel nods slowly. She feels, irrationally, devastated. She loves this place – loves that it’s opposite her flat, that they know what she likes, that they don’t mind if she is working while she’s in here, even on the limited seating. But she can’t exactly beg him not to close, can she?


Instead, she says, ‘I’m going to miss you.’


He winks. ‘Going to miss my bagels, you mean.’


When she steps back out into the cold, she texts Priya.


The bagel shop is closing down.


Oh no! Disaster! What are you going to do?


She leaves that one open. She doesn’t know what is going on with this pit in her stomach – it’s only bagels, for God’s sake.


How’s life down under? she types instead.


It’s amazing! Getting ready for Christmas on the beach. She follows that up with a photo of a beautiful beach, golden sands and a sparkling blue sea, with what are definitely Priya’s toes in the photo.


Mel tries to ignore the surge of envy. When was the last time she had a holiday? Went to a beach? Looks brilliant! She types Sooo jealous, but then deletes it. She wants Priya to be enjoying this, without worrying about her. It’s an amazing thing to have done – quitting her job at a secondary school in London and heading out to teach in Australia for a year – especially given Priya had always convinced herself that that kind of adventure wasn’t ‘her’. Priya had needed a change, and she’d gone for it.


Mel has insisted, time and time again, how amazing it is, how brave Priya is, how she’ll definitely try to find time to come out and visit. But she misses her best friend. They haven’t shared a house in a couple of years, but they’ve always been in the same city, and things feel a little wrong, knowing Priya isn’t here any more. Not that they’d seen each other more than once every couple of weeks, but at least they were on the same time zone. Without her, things feel off kilter. It means that her business has become even more important – because, without work, Mel knows she’d find loneliness creeping in on her – something she’d rather not look at directly if she can help it.


Mel heads into her building, up the one flight of stairs to her flat. She can hear Christmas music playing in one of the downstairs flats – is sure it must be the same neighbour who has stuck bright Christmas lights in her window, though Mel doesn’t know her name. Doesn’t know any of her neighbours’ names, despite the fact she bought her flat a year ago – all thanks to her little company.


It’s cold inside, and Mel shivers, switching on the heating before heading to the kitchen, dumping her phone on the side and pouring herself a glass of red wine. It’s just a little one-bed, but she likes her flat – it’s sleek and modern, and she’s pretty sure having a breakfast bar is the height of sophistication. She slips out of her heels, realising how much her feet are aching. At the same time, her phone starts vibrating on the counter.


Shit. Mum and Dad.


She switches on the living-room light, grabs the blanket her mum gave her as a moving-in present and makes herself decidedly ‘comfortable-looking’ on the sofa – and not like she is only just home from work eating a bagel for dinner – before answering the FaceTime call.


‘Hello!’ She beams at her parents on the screen. Their faces are pressed close together, her mum sporting a healthy tan, her dad’s plump face slightly sunburnt. In the background, she can see the classic white walls of a nondescript hotel room.


‘Hello, darling,’ her mum says. Then she frowns. ‘Mel? Mel, are you there? You’ve frozen. Gavin, the Wi-Fi isn’t working again.’ She moves the phone up in the air, so that they are now both looking into the camera at an odd angle. ‘Is that a bit better? I think it is.’


Mel resists the urge to point out that the angle of the phone will not change the dodginess of the Wi-Fi.


‘How are you, Melly?’ her dad asks. From here, she can see the bald patch on his once-dark head of hair is definitely far too red.


‘Oh, I’m good, you know, the usual. But how are you? Tell me everything. Is it Zanzibar now?’


‘It is,’ her mum says. ‘It’s just after ten p.m. here, and we’ve just been settling in. We got here this morning, and I have to say I’m very much looking forward to going snorkelling tomorrow. They tried to convince us to try scuba diving when we booked, but we thought that’s a bit too much for us, didn’t we, Gavin?’


‘Far too adventurous,’ her dad agrees.


‘That’s so cool! How long are you there for?’


‘Just a couple of weeks – but we’ll be here over Christmas and New Year, which we’re both very excited about. I’m not sure what we’ll do over New Year, actually. I’ve heard there are a lot of parties, but I’m not sure which one to go for.’


‘Well, make sure you do your research,’ Mel says, thinking of the Full Moon parties some of her friends have been to when they went off travelling. Although, so far, she’s been impressed. Her mum and dad have thrown themselves into every new experience since leaving for their trip of a lifetime two months ago. Both now retired, they have let their house out for six months and gone off jet-setting around the world – perhaps with slightly fewer hostels than the average backpacker. They had never travelled much further than the British Isles while Mel was growing up, and, though they were far from deprived, Mel knew it was because her parents had never been able to afford the holidays some of her friends went on. It made her so happy that they’d been able to save some money, enjoy it in their retirement.


Now that you’re sorted, her mum had said, we just thought now is the time, while we’re both still young enough.


Sorted. Mel knows her mum had been referring to her business, but she’d had to fight the urge to laugh bitterly at the word. Because she doesn’t feel ‘sorted’, despite appearances – not in the slightest.


‘But this reminds me,’ her mum says, ‘what are you doing for Christmas, darling? And New Year? Because your dad and I were thinking – why don’t you come out and join us? I’m sure we can find you a last-minute room here. Everyone seems very friendly, don’t they, Gavin?’


‘Lovely chaps,’ her dad agrees.


‘Oh, that would be so nice,’ Mel says – thinking of white beaches and snorkelling and the sun. And then thinking of Lillian Hart. ‘But I really can’t. I’ve got way too much work to do. I can’t take the time off. I’m so sorry.’ And while she can, technically, work from anywhere, Zanzibar feels a bit risky, what with unreliable Wi-Fi and time differences and no doubt her dad’s pressure to take time off.


‘But what will you do? All by yourself in your flat? Won’t you be a bit lonely?’ Mel hears the undertone in her mum’s voice. The skirting around the thing they never talk about, because of the way Mel used to burst into tears whenever it was mentioned. The reason she would be lonely this year.


‘Priya’s coming home.’ The lie comes a bit too easily – but she doesn’t want her mum to worry, and she doesn’t want to think about Christmas alone in her flat, macaroni cheese ready-meal for one. ‘I’m going to spend Christmas with her.’


‘Oh, that will be nice!’ Her mum beams. ‘Won’t that be nice, Gavin?’


Her dad seems to have zoned out a little, but blinks rapidly at the sound of his name, his bushy grey eyebrows straining upwards as he tries to concentrate. ‘Hmmm? Yes. Priya. Lovely girl. Australia, wasn’t it? Long way to come home.’


‘Says the man in Zanzibar,’ Mel teases.


‘Darling,’ her mum continues, ‘I was telling someone here about your business and they were very impressed. Their daughter wants to get into fashion – so I said you might be able to do an internship?’


Mel could tell her mum that she doesn’t, technically, work in fashion, and that the majority of these teenagers do not, in fact, want the internship that their parents secure them, but it’s easier to say, ‘Sure. Give her my email.’


‘Oh, email’s a bit impersonal, Melanie.’ Her mum pushes back her dark hair – they used to have almost the same hair colour, before her mum started dyeing hers. Now her mum’s is a warmer shade, in comparison to Mel’s almost black.


‘It’s the best way to get me,’ Mel says firmly – she draws a line at giving out her phone number to all these people that her mum encounters.


There’s a knock at her front door. Mel frowns, glancing over at it. It can’t be a delivery – she hasn’t ordered anything, and they usually have to buzz to be let up. A neighbour, trying to spread Christmas cheer? One neighbour brought round Christmas biscuits as a welcome present last year, and Mel feels so guilty that she (a) never returned the gesture and (b) has completely forgotten the woman’s name and she tends to walk with her head ducked down whenever she enters or leaves the building.


The knock sounds again, more insistent this time.


‘I’ve got to go,’ Mel says. ‘There’s someone at the door. But send me photos of snorkelling, won’t you?’


‘Well, I doubt we’ll be able to send you photos of the snorkelling itself,’ her dad said with a little laugh.


Mel rolls her eyes. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘Okay, bye, darling!’ Her mum swings the phone about as she says it, making her parents’ faces disappear momentarily in favour of a desk. ‘We love you!’


‘Love you too. Have fun!’


She throws her blanket off and pushes back her hair as she pads to the front door, belatedly noticing a hole in the toe of her black tights. She opens the door, fully expecting to have to engage in small talk with someone she barely knows – or else politely direct a stranger to a neighbour’s flat.


Instead, her stomach drops. Her heart gives a painful thud and something hot and uncomfortable sizzles in her stomach as she stares at him. At the grey-green eyes that can change from stormy to bright depending on his mood. The dirty-blond hair that’s always on the longer side, because he can never be bothered to get a haircut. The stubble growing out across his jaw. She remembers the feel of that stubble, grazing her cheek.


She’s spent six months trying to forget this man. Six months trying to convince herself that she’ll be fine without him in her future, that maybe it was for the best, that she doesn’t need him to make her happy. Six months trying to understand what happened.


And now here he is, at her doorstep. The last person she ever wants to see again.


Finn. The love of her life.


Or, more accurately, the man who broke her heart. Dumped her in front of his whole family. The man she spent weeks crying over, pretending she had flu so she didn’t have to go to any meetings, curling up in bed instead and staring numbly at the ceiling, until Priya dragged her out of it, forcing her to get back to work.


She feels a surge of anger, and is grateful for the way it heats her blood. She feels her face harden, and knows he sees it when his mouth – that gorgeous, lopsided mouth – twists into half a smile.


How dare he show up here, unannounced? After what he did to her? She goes to slam the door in his face, hard, but he catches it with his hand, braces against it. He always was far stronger than her. He sticks his foot into the doorway – those stupid boots that are scuffed and that he should have thrown out years ago.


‘I thought you might have that reaction,’ he says evenly.


She tries to push the door shut again, but it won’t shift the solid weight of him. She glares at him. ‘What are you doing here?’ she snaps.


He takes a moment, scanning her face like he’s studying her. ‘What would you say,’ he says slowly, ‘if I said I had a proposal for you?’










Chapter Two



A proposal. The word ricochets inside her skull, while her heart does some kind of complicated jump that makes it temporarily painful to breathe. For a second, it’s like the word takes up all the space between them, making her think of another proposal she thought she’d get from him, before that fantasy came crashing down around her – at his sister’s engagement party.


‘What the hell are you talking about, Finn?’


‘Can I come in?’ Finn asks, his boot still against the door to stop her from slamming it.


‘No,’ she says shortly.


‘Okay.’ He leans against the doorway, shoulders relaxed under his big black winter coat – like he can see how pissed off she is and doesn’t give a flying fuck. God, she hates him. She hates the way he can lean there, so unaffected, whereas her heart is beating as if she’s sprinted for the train. She feels hot and cold at the same time, her nervous system all over the bloody place. This was not supposed to happen. He was not supposed to show up announced when she’s tired and has a hole in her tights and is completely unable to control her reactions. If she ever did see him again, she was supposed to be prepared, and looking hot as hell, and she was supposed to have no reaction to him whatsoever. Not this, whatever her body is doing right now.


He is watching her, waiting for her next move. She hates that too – the way he’s always been able to hold his nerve like this. Downstairs, the sound of ‘Merry Christmas, Everyone’ rises up louder – a party, maybe? And, God, she doesn’t want someone to come by, see them – what if someone stops to talk, the way people always seem inclined to do at Christmas?


‘Fine,’ she says, turning on her heel and leaving the door open. She knows what he’s like – he will just stay there if she doesn’t relent, until he gets his own way.


She heads to the little kitchen area, picks her wine up off the counter. ‘You look like you could do with a glass,’ she says.


He looks a little taken aback. ‘Ah, that would be great, if you’re offering.’


‘I’m not. I finished the bottle.’


His lips twist, almost a smile, and she turns from him, wine in hand. They’d shared this flat together. She’d bought it thinking it would be for the both of them – a place to call home for a couple of years, a way to get out of the rental they were living in. Then, after a few years, maybe they’d move somewhere else together, maybe out of London. But he’d been in it all of six months – and now she’s aware of how empty it looks, with only her things to fill the shelves. And how un-Christmassy. She put no decorations up at all this year – she hadn’t been able to conjure up the Christmas spirit. If she’d known he was coming, she could have prepared – she’d have had a whole damn spread out, waiting for an imaginary party to arrive.


‘How are you, Mel?’ His eyes are travelling up the length of her, as if he’s reminding himself what she looks like.


She holds up a hand. ‘Either explain what you’re here for or get out.’ She doesn’t want the small talk, doesn’t want to hear how well he’s doing – or hear him pretend to care about how she is.


He nods, opens his mouth, hesitates, then frowns, a number of different expressions flickering over his face. Then he blows out a breath. And she senses, for the first time, that he is nervous. ‘Okay, so you know my mum.’


‘I remember Susan, yes.’ She says it tightly – because there was a time when his family was her family too. Three years. They’d been together three years and then, in the space of one conversation, it was over. She was cut from his life, and the people that had been her people too were taken from her, just like that.


‘Well, the thing is, she’s booked a cottage in the Highlands for Christmas this year.’


Mel frowns. ‘Right.’ She’s not really sure where he’s going with this.


He clears his throat. ‘Yeah, so, I may have accidentally told her you and I were back together.’


She feels the wine glass spasm in her hand. ‘What? Are you serious? Why on earth would you do that?’ Although, come to think of it, this explains the missed call she had from Susan a few weeks ago – one she hasn’t returned, because she hasn’t been able to figure out what to say. And because she hadn’t wanted the heartache she knew the call would bring.


Finn rakes a hand through his hair, making it stick up at odd angles, the way it used to after they’d—


No. She’s not thinking of that. She does not want to think of that.


‘She was just so upset about the break-up.’ He can’t quite look at her as he says it.


‘So you thought you’d lie to her?’ She almost spits it, and forces herself to take a sip of her wine, hoping it might help calm her.


He grimaces. ‘It sort of . . . slipped out. I thought it might cheer her up, and after enough time had passed I could . . . I don’t know . . .’ He trails off.


Mel arches one eyebrow. Finn used to tell her it was sexy, the way she could do that. ‘Break up with me again?’


He raises his hands, palms up. ‘It was stupid, okay? It was a ridiculous thing to do, and I didn’t think it through—’


‘Such a shock,’ she says acidly.


He ignores the jibe. ‘But now she thinks we’re together, and she thinks you’ll be coming to the cottage this Christmas because we always used to spend Christmas together.’


And they had – starting when they’d been together less than a year. The three years together they’d spent one with his family, one with hers, and one alone. It’s her first Christmas without him this year and she’d been trying very hard to forget that fact. Of course he’d show up and remind her.


‘I don’t get what you want from me here. You want me to call her, tell her I can’t make it? Because no way am I doing that.’


‘No,’ he says slowly. ‘I was thinking . . .’ His gaze flicks to her, then away again. ‘Well, I was thinking maybe you could come.’


‘Come. Come where?’


‘To Scotland. To the cottage. For Christmas.’


She stares at him. This has got to be a joke. But his face is dead serious.


She laughs, slightly hysterically. ‘You can’t mean it.’


‘I’ve thought about it,’ he says quickly. ‘It’s only a week. She’s factored you into the whole thing, and I know she’ll think something is up if you’re not there. You know what she’s like about Christmas, and this year she keeps saying it’s going to be even better than usual and I just . . .’ He swallows. ‘I don’t know how to tell her, Mel, and now it feels too late.’


Mel shakes her head incredulously. ‘Too late to tell her you lied – but right on time to ask me to, what, get back together with you? For a week?’ She honestly can’t believe she’s hearing this.


‘Not actually get back together.’ No. Of course not. He made it perfectly clear how little he wanted her, after all. ‘I thought we could, you know, pretend.’


‘You are,’ she says slowly, annunciating each syllable, ‘totally insane.’


He meets her gaze and she holds it, refusing to be the one to back down, even if it hurts to look at him like this. She’d forgotten – she’d told herself she’d forgotten – just how attractive he is. He has that kind of face that opens doors, the kind of face that screams a warning – one which she’d ignored, to her detriment. Well, she won’t make the same mistake again, will she?


‘I can’t believe you’d ask this,’ she spits. ‘After what you did. You, you . . .’ You broke my heart. ‘You humiliated me, Finn. In front of everyone.’


‘I know.’


‘And now you want me to go back and face them all and . . .’ She heaves a breath. She can still see the last time she saw his family, the way they’d all looked at her as she’d stood there, stunned.


‘I could pay you.’


She glares at him. ‘Are you kidding me right now?’


‘Right,’ he says quickly. ‘Sorry. But, I mean, there must be something I can do, to return the favour?’


She lets out a bitter laugh. ‘This is more than a fucking favour, Finn.’


He winces at the harshness of her tone – they’d never really fought. Bickered, sure, but never exchanged ugly words, never full-blown shouting matches like some couples. ‘I know. Look, I know it’s ridiculous. I know I shouldn’t be asking you. Believe me, I’ve thought of other options. But I promise it’s not for me, it’s for—’


‘Your mum. I know.’


She turns from him, taking a sip of her wine. Her hand is shaking, ever so slightly. She can feel a headache skirting at the edge of her temples. And something deeper than that, something that, if she let it, could give way to a full-on crying jag.


‘I have to work,’ she says, still not looking at him. ‘I’m taking Christmas Day off, and that’s it.’


‘I know,’ he says to her back. ‘Or, I mean, I guessed. But you can still work – we can make excuses. You can work from the cottage while we’re out.’


‘Got it all figured out, huh?’ She’s pretty proud at how scathing her voice is. She closes her eyes for a beat. He is serious. He actually wants her to do this. ‘You didn’t think it might be better to text me to ask me about all this? Instead of showing up unannounced?’


There’s a pause, then, ‘I did. I sent you a few messages. You didn’t reply.’


She doesn’t answer even as her stomach drops a couple of inches. Of course she didn’t reply – she hadn’t seen the messages. She’d spent weeks and weeks waiting for him to call, to message, to apologise to her, to explain why he’d done it, to talk it through or to just check in and see how she was. But Priya had convinced her to block his number, so that she could stop jumping every time her phone beeped, grabbing it in the middle of the night in case it was him, only to spiral all over again. She’d been right. It had enabled her to lock him away in a corner of her mind, concentrate on her job.


And now . . . Why isn’t she just throwing him out? Refusing point blank to consider this? Because she absolutely shouldn’t say yes. She does not want to spend a week with Finn, doesn’t want to put herself through that.


But the thing is that she loves his family. She misses Susan. It’s so weird when someone breaks up with you – it’s not only them you lose, but a whole group of people who you love, and who loved you. Half your life is taken away, without you having any say in the matter, and you’re supposed to just let go of that, get on with things. She never got the chance to say goodbye to Susan – or to his siblings. Hattie. She misses Hattie too. She hates the fact that their last memory of her will be of her standing in the hotel at Hattie’s engagement party, clutching a glass of prosecco, staring at Finn as she realised what she was hearing. As Mark ushered them all away, so Finn and Mel could ‘talk’. His family must have thought that she’d done something wrong for him to do that to her – she certainly had, at first. Until she realised, with some help from Priya, that he was just a dick.


‘Please?’ Finn’s voice is soft, the tone he’d used when whispering into her ear, in a way that gave her goosebumps. She hates that too, makes herself harden her heart to it – to the memories it brings up. Priya was right. He is a dick. He’s just currently a dick who is at her doorstep. ‘Please, Mel. I know it’s a lot. If you have other plans, for Christmas . . .’


He leaves that hanging – like he knows she doesn’t. He knows Priya is gone, that her parents are away, doesn’t he? And that’s the other thing. She’s staring down the barrel of the loneliest Christmas of her life – while everyone around her plays Christmas music and drinks Buck’s Fizz and opens presents. She’ll be sitting here with her M&S meal for one. And now she’ll be thinking of this, won’t she? She’ll be thinking of Finn with his family, in the Highlands, without her. Thinking of the excuses he’ll make – of the judgements his family will form about her. If they really do believe they’ve got back together, then she’ll be the villain of the piece, won’t she? The one who bailed on Susan’s perfect Christmas. Because Finn will make it sound like that when he tells them, won’t he?


For a moment, she feels trapped. It’s a lose–lose situation, isn’t it? But then again . . . Does it have to be? Because maybe, she’s starting to get an idea here. Maybe there’s a way to make this work for her, too.


She turns back to him. ‘Okay.’


His eyes spark, the green in them lighting up. She tries not to notice. ‘Okay? Seriously?’


She nods curtly. ‘I’ll do it – but on one condition.’


‘Anything,’ he says immediately.


‘I want to be the one to break up with you.’ She waves a hand in the air. ‘Fake break up with you in this fake relationship. At the end of the holiday. I want to end things, in front of your family.’ She wants to take control of the narrative – she doesn’t want to be seen as the victim, the one to feel sorry for. She’ll use the time to say goodbye to his mum, his family. And then she’ll get her own back.


He hesitates. ‘On Christmas Day?’


She bites her lip, then shakes her head. If she’s doing this, she has to give Susan that, at least. ‘Boxing Day. When everyone’s packing up to leave or something.’ Then she can get the hell away from there, after it’s done.


He presses his lips together, thinking it through. Then, ‘Okay. That seems fair.’ Fair. Bitterness rises up inside her. He doesn’t get it, does he, just how in love with him she was? Just how hard she’s worked, these last few months, to pull herself together. It isn’t fair, not in the slightest. But this way, she’ll get the closure she needs. She’ll be able to put Finn Hawthorne behind her for good.


‘Okay, then.’ She draws herself up to full height. She’s nearly as tall as him when she does that. ‘You have yourself a deal.’


He lifts his hand, as if he’s going to hold it out for her to shake. Then, as if the thought of touching her is too much to bear, he drops it. A flicker of a smile softens his slightly crooked mouth, and his gaze does not drop hers as he nods. ‘Deal.’










Chapter Three



Six days to Christmas


It’s dark outside as the train pulls into Aberdeen station. Mel lugs her suitcase off the carriage and winces at the bitterness of the air – definitely colder here than in London. Of course it is, she thinks with a snort – it took seven and a half hours straight north to get here.


There are a surprising number of people making their way off the platform, and Mel briefly wonders what they’re all doing. Heading home for Christmas – or is it still a few days early for that? She sometimes enjoys people-watching on trains, wondering where everyone is travelling to and why, but she’d spent the entire journey today working, cursing as they constantly went in and out of signal, then reaching for her notebook to sketch out a few more designs. Not that she’ll likely show anyone – she has people for that now. But, still, it was a welcome distraction from the mounting nerves, and a way to avoid thinking about why the hell she’d agreed to this totally ludicrous idea.


Her stomach twists with anxiety as she crosses the station bridge, then heads towards the car park as instructed. She feels knackered, and wants to change out of the jeans and jumper she’s wearing. Her insides give another annoying squirm as she reaches the ticket barrier and she tries to tell herself she just feels a little sick from the journey.


She gets out her phone to scan her e-ticket, sees a WhatsApp from Priya.


I still say this is a terrible idea.


Mel beeps herself through the barrier without answering. Priya has spent a solid week trying to convince her not to go through with Finn’s plan since Mel left her a long and detailed voice note explaining the whole thing. She has told Priya, repeatedly, that she is over him and therefore she is in no danger whatsoever of anything going wrong, that she’s doing this purely to even the scale between them. She’d got a long line of emojis back after sending that particular message – emojis she was sure were trying to convey some kind of narrative, though she hadn’t been able to figure out what. But Priya is in Australia, too far away to stop her, and it’s too late now, anyway.


Because there he is, waiting for her in the ticket office. He’s staring intently at his phone, shoulders hunched slightly in that long black coat, eyebrows pulled together in what she recognises as his ‘thinking expression’. Her traitorous heart lurches at the sight of him – and she’s grateful that she’s the one who has noticed him first, so she can school her face, make sure she looks nothing other than mildly irritated by his presence. They’d headed to Scotland separately today – thank God, as she couldn’t have done the whole journey sitting next to him – but he’d insisted that it would look odd if they didn’t arrive at the cottage together.


She manages to get right up next to him without him noticing. She clears her throat and he jolts, then smiles. And for a second it’s a warm, unfiltered smile – the way he used to smile at her when they were first dating and hadn’t seen each other for a while. It’s a smile that makes her want to return it, a smile that was so often followed by his arms coming round her, that scent of pine enveloping her.


Right now, though, she forces her face to stay impassive as he reaches for her suitcase. ‘I can take it.’ Her voice is not quite a snap, but it’s getting there.


‘Don’t be silly. I’ll do it.’ He tries to take it from her, and she yanks it back.


‘I think we can agree that me carrying my own suitcase is not the “silliest” thing we’re doing right now.’


He looks as if he might argue for a second, then gives her a ‘fair enough’ type of nod. ‘Car’s this way.’ He jerks his head towards the car park, leads her out of the ticket office. The air is so cold it sears her cheeks, and their breath mists out in front of them as they walk. She shivers – she packed several scarves and a hat, but they’re currently in her suitcase, taken off during the too-hot tube ride to King’s Cross more than eight hours ago.


He unlocks a little red Yaris that seems distinctly un-Finn-like. Neither of them had a car when they lived in London together, but she’d always imagined him with something less . . . neat.


‘You bought a car?’ she can’t help asking.


‘No, it’s a rental. Can’t get to where we’re going without a car.’


He heads round to the driver’s side, and she folds herself awkwardly into the passenger seat. It’s too quiet – and still just as cold. Finn switches on the heating, programmes the internal sat nav, then switches on the radio. Immediately, a Christmas song comes on – Mariah Carey belting out at full volume.


Mel stares out of the window as Finn pulls away from the station and starts weaving his way through the city. Soon the streetlamps are lost behind them, meaning Mel can’t really form much of an impression of Aberdeen with only passing car headlights to light up the dark around them. She’s been to Scotland a few times, but never this far north.


‘So how was your journey up?’ Finn asks, his tone falsely bright.


‘Oh, just dandy.’


He either doesn’t notice or ignores her sarcasm. Probably the latter. ‘Get much work done?’


She glances at him – at the assumption there – but he looks straight ahead as the sat nav tells him to turn right. ‘Some.’ In truth, not enough, but she’s not going to open up to him about that. She doubts he even cares any more, just fishing for small talk.


‘I drove up from Wales yesterday,’ he says, apropos of nothing.


‘Hmmm.’ He’s trying to start a conversation, but no way is she making this easier for him. She will have to play nice in front of his family – she knows that – but there are no rules when it’s just the two of them.


He glances at her. ‘I’m flipping a house there. An hour or so outside of Cardiff.’


She stiffens, before realising what she’s doing and forcing her shoulders to relax. So he’s flipping houses again. It’s what he was doing when she met him. He always did love it – the adventure, the excitement, moving from one place to the next. She remembers how he lit up, talking about how it gave him such a sense of satisfaction to see the end result. Of course he’s gone back to that nomadic lifestyle, she thinks, a little bitterly. Though at least he hasn’t moved on to someone else, settled down with them in a place for good. Then her pulse jumps against her wrist. What if he has met someone? It might just not be serious yet. Her stomach churns with the thought, before she reminds herself that she shouldn’t care. She is here to get her own back – that’s all.


‘If you’re in Wales and I’m in London, how does your mum think we’re back together?’ she asks.


His eyes catch the headlights of a car heading in the opposite direction, a brief flash of green. ‘I thought we could say we’re giving long distance a go.’


She looks back out of the window. It’s why he’d moved to London, got a job in marketing – so they didn’t have to be long distance.


But all she says is, ‘Fine.’


Silence falls between them, and despite the noise of the radio the awkwardness is like a physical thing, making the air stodgy. It never was like this between them. Almost since the moment they met in Edinburgh, one New Year’s Eve, it was comfortable – yes, there were nerves, but it was never awkward. She closes her eyes. Rule number one – don’t let herself think about the way things used to be.


‘Where are we actually going?’ She hadn’t asked. They’d exchanged texts on the logistics. He told her he’d pick her up from Aberdeen – that was it.


‘It’s in the Cairngorms – you know, the national park.’


She nods, even though she doesn’t know the first thing about the Cairngorms. Still, a national park sounds good. It sounds big – plenty of chances to go on long walks on her own. Maybe she’ll even have some kind of grand epiphany, like in the films. She’ll be on her own and hike to the top of some mountain and realise exactly what she’s supposed to do next in life. Something like that, anyway.


She goes quiet again, leaning her head against the cool window. Why does she feel so tired, when all she’s done today is sit?


Her phone buzzes. It will be work – but she can’t bring herself to look at it. She closes her eyes instead. She tries to pretend Finn isn’t there, though that’s impossible – her body too aware of his, of how close he is to her. She listens to the music, the distant hum of the engine, to distract herself. She’s so, so tired.


The next thing she knows, a big hand is squeezing her shoulder gently, pulling her from sleep. A hand that she finds herself leaning into, craving the comfort of the familiar. ‘Mel? We’re here.’


She blinks a few times, then stiffens. That’s Finn’s hand on her shoulder. He must sense her tension, because he draws it away, leaving behind an echo of his touch that travels down her spine. She straightens, rolling her shoulders to try to loosen them. The car is toasty warm now, and smells faintly of damp, the way everything does in winter. Underneath that, though, there’s the scent of pinewood. Of Finn.


They’re parked in the pitch black, though the light from the cottage windows in front of them offers a glow from behind the curtains. They’re at the end of a long driveway, surrounded by hills in the distance, and tall trees up close. It’s two cottages, she realises – both stone – sitting side by side.


Mel feels her stomach twist and nerves flutter.


I still say this is a terrible idea.


Shit. Priya is almost definitely right, isn’t she? What the hell is she doing?


Finn isn’t making any move to get out the car, either. Maybe he’s also regretting this. Then he turns to her, angling his long body as best he can. ‘Before we go in, do we need to catch each other up on anything, do you think?’


‘What, you think they are going to quiz us on what we’ve been doing together the last six months?’ It’s hard not to sound scathing.


‘Well, it might not get to the lightning round, but we ought to get our story straight, don’t you think?’


I think I was an idiot to even consider this, actually, is what she wants to say. What she tries to say by folding her arms across her chest.


The corner of his beautiful crooked mouth twitches. Too late, he seems to say back, and for a second she thinks that is amusement there in his stormy eyes.


‘Fine,’ she bites out. ‘We’ve been doing long distance. When did you tell her we got back together, exactly?’


Something crosses his face before he schools it into a neutral expression. ‘About two months ago.’


Great. Two months of his mum thinking they were all loved up once again, when in reality she was probably rewatching Bridget Jones’s Diary (rewinding the ‘All by Myself’ scene), Lord of the Rings or P.S. I Love You, depending on what she needed at the time.


‘So maybe we’ve only seen each other like, what, twice?’ she suggests. ‘Long weekends? You came down to London for them? Because work has been busy.’ Which it has, hasn’t it?


He pauses, and she wonders if he’s gearing up for an argument – negotiating how many times they fake met up in the last couple of months, or perhaps he’s going to suggest that she came to him for one of the eight weekends they have apparently been back together. Then he nods. ‘Okay. And then we’ve been voice-noting in the meantime.’


‘I’m not sure why you need to clarify that – I can’t imagine Susan is going to ask how many WhatsApps we send a day – but fine.’


‘Okay. And you know I’ve been flipping houses again and I know you’re still running your business.’ She hates the way he says it like that – like of course she wouldn’t have done anything else in the last six months. Admittedly, she hasn’t done anything else in the last six months – but that’s beside the point, isn’t it? She could have gone on an epic scuba-diving holiday to Fiji, for all he knows. Okay, she can’t scuba dive – but six months is plenty of time to learn, isn’t it?


‘So that about covers the big stuff, right?’ Finn asks.


She glances at the nearest cottage window, seeing movement behind the drawn curtains, though she can’t say in the low glow who it is. Finn goes to open the car door, apparently taking her silence as acquiescence. She puts her hand on his arm to stop him. She’d forgotten how solid his arms were. Or, at least, she’d tried to forget.


He looks back at her and she lets go.


‘Ground rules,’ she says. He frowns, and she huffs out an impatient breath. ‘We need some bloody ground rules, before I go in there.’


‘Okay,’ he says slowly. ‘Like what?’


‘Seriously, Finn,’ she snaps. ‘You were planning to waltz on in there without talking it through first?’


‘Well, I was planning to walk in, rather than dance.’ She gives him a withering look and he shrugs. ‘I thought we could just, you know, wing it.’


‘Of course you fucking did,’ she mutters.


He rolls his eyes at her tone and the action is so bloody infuriating it makes her grit her teeth. ‘Mel, we were together over three years. I think we can manage to convince my family we’re together for a week. They already love you anyway – they’re not going to be picking holes.’


They. They already love you. It makes her wince, despite the number of times she’s insisted to Priya that she’s put it all behind her. Them. Not him.


‘No touching,’ she says firmly, looking straight out of the windscreen, not at him.


‘At all?’


She gives a firm nod, and he lets out an incredulous laugh.


‘Mel, that’s not going to work. Anyone who has spent any time around us at all will know something is up if I don’t touch you for an entire week.’


His voice is low as he says it, rough velvet rippling over her nerve endings. She hates how he is the only one who has ever been able to do that – bring on a physical reaction just by talking to her. She glares out of the window to hide it, into the pitch black. She knows he’s right, though.


‘Fine,’ she bites out. ‘No touching when there’s no one watching.’


‘Deal.’ She risks glancing at him and their gazes clash. ‘But, ah, seeing as we’re on the subject . . .’ He clears his throat. ‘Where, exactly, are we allowed to touch?’


‘We’ll be in front of your family, Finn,’ she snaps. Snapping, apparently, is her new way of communicating. ‘Do you really need a guide as to what’s appropriate?’ She pulls a hand through her hair. ‘Just keep it to a minimum, okay?’


‘You cut your hair.’


She frowns at the complete change of subject. ‘What?’


‘It’s shorter.’


‘Well observed.’


‘I like it.’


Her frown deepens. She’d cut it in the aftermath of their break-up – a total classic, but why the hell not? She was lucky, Priya told her, that she could pull off a short bob.


‘I have a few more stipulations,’ she says, perhaps louder than necessary.


He gestures for her to continue and she levels a look at him. ‘No talking about the past,’ she says firmly. She is over him, she tells herself. But it is going to be a lot easier to stay over him if she doesn’t have to remind herself of what they used to be to one another.


He raises his eyebrows. ‘I think I need some more guidance on that one. Like if someone brings up the 2008 recession, do I just change the subject or . . .?’


‘You know perfectly well what I mean,’ she says impatiently. ‘I don’t want to talk about what we used to be to one another. I don’t want to rehash things that may or may not have happened. I don’t want to think about any of it. Okay?’


He hesitates, and she’s not quite sure what she sees pass across his face this time. It’s the dark. It’s making him difficult to read, when she used to be so sure of what he was thinking. Although, given she had zero idea he was planning on breaking up with her, maybe her ability to read him was somewhat overstated.


‘What if someone brings something up?’ he asks.


‘Then we smile and nod, and move the conversation on,’ she says smoothly.


‘Okay. Fine. That it?’


‘I don’t know why you’re acting so pissed off. You were the one who asked me to do this, remember?’


He lets out a slow breath. She remembers that. It’s the noise he makes when he’s praying for patience – as if he’s the one who needs patience in this scenario. ‘You’re right.’


‘What?’


‘You’re right,’ he says again, his voice even. ‘And I accept your terms.’


She nods, rubbing her palms against her jeans. When she realises what she’s doing, she stops. ‘Okay, then.’ She reaches for the door handle. But it’s his turn to reach out, stop her. She looks down at his hand on her arm, above her coat, which she didn’t take off for the whole car journey. He doesn’t take it away and she finds herself remembering, imagining the touch on her bare skin.


Stop it, Melanie.


‘Thank you for doing this, Mel.’ His voice is soft, quiet.


Her gaze flickers up to his. She hates the way her insides jump at the intensity of his eyes on hers, how her heart reacts to the sound of her name on his lips. But it’s just her body, refusing to catch up with what her mind already knows – that he can’t be trusted, that she is over him.


‘I’m only doing it to set the record straight.’ She pulls her arm from his grip. ‘And no touching in private, remember?’
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