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Prologue


If Jack the Christmas Street dog were to tell you this story, he would tell you that it’s about a special group of people who decided that they were better off all together than they were apart.


And Jack’s favourite moments on the street were when everyone was indeed all together. The best days were the days when they had parties, and not just because the best quality and amount of food was slipped to him on those days. It was because, on party days, it was the ideal world for a dog: there was nothing but love, everywhere, all around him.


Jack doesn’t think very much about the passage of time. He doesn’t worry about how the days and weeks and months slip by, turning into years; he doesn’t wonder how babies start to crawl and new lovers age into old and children have another year of school to start. Jack doesn’t think about those things; they just happen.


And they happen just as much on Christmas Street as they do everywhere. Jack doesn’t notice. But Jack isn’t telling this story. And to the humans on Christmas Street, the passage of time means new beginnings, new questions, and new neighbours.




Chapter 1




It’s already time for another school year! Where did the summer hols go? We here at Turtledove Primary School look forward to welcoming all of our students back for another year filled with fun learning!





‘Coo, coo,’ said Sam Bishop, and held up the post, where in among the usual junk mail was an actual letter from Turtledove Primary School.


Libby Quinn looked up from where she and Teddy were working on a jigsaw laid out on the coffee table and grinned. ‘Oh, look, that means school is around the corner!’


Teddy groaned dramatically and fell backwards onto the floor. Jack, the street dog who happened to be visiting them at the moment, came over to Teddy, tail wagging, to make sure he was okay, and sniffed at him curiously.


‘Oh, please!’ Libby laughed at Teddy. ‘As a teacher, I am mortally offended by your behaviour right now. School is a delightful place you should be happy to return to.’


‘I’d be happy if you were still my teacher,’ Teddy said. ‘I don’t know about this new person.’


Sam was rather glad Libby was no longer Teddy’s teacher; it made the fact that Libby was now Sam’s girlfriend much easier to deal with. ‘Mrs Dash,’ Sam announced, reading from the letter. ‘She sounds nice.’


‘You’re basing that off her name,’ Teddy said, and Sam thought how Teddy at the ripe old age of nine was exponentially more pitying of his father’s hopeless cluelessness than he had been at the age of eight. ‘How can you possibly know anything based on her name? She sounds nice? So did Maleficent.’


‘Actually, Maleficent sounds evil, like the word “malevolent”,’ replied Sam.


Teddy made the epic sound of disgust perfected by sons with regard to fathers.


‘Well,’ Libby said, ‘I know Mrs Dash, so I can say, on more than the basis of just her name, that she’s a wonderful teacher and you’re going to have a great year.’


Teddy made a face.


‘Coo coo,’ said Sam, using the traditional Turtledove Primary School method of greeting, and waved the school letter around.
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That night, getting ready for bed, Libby groaned dramatically and Sam lifted an eyebrow at her. ‘You sound just like Teddy.’


‘I can’t help it,’ said Libby. ‘School is right around the corner!’


Sam laughed and crawled onto the bed with her. ‘What happened to being mortally offended at the idea that going back to school isn’t the best thing to ever happen?’


‘Oh, that’s just show for the kids,’ Libby said. ‘The end of summer hols is always terrible. New kids to get used to, new morning routines to develop …’


‘I’m sure the new kids will be great,’ Sam said. ‘And I hear good things about your new morning routine.’


‘Oh, do you?’ said Libby, grinning up at him.


‘I hear your new morning routine makes really excellent breakfasts.’


‘You burn, like, everything,’ said Libby.


‘I suppose I do,’ Sam replied good-naturedly.


‘I mean, the only thing I can really truly trust you with is cereal,’ Libby continued.


‘I have other advantages,’ said Sam, leaning over her.


‘Oh, do you? What are they, exactly?’


‘Ha,’ said Sam. ‘You’re so hilarious.’


‘That’s one of my advantages.’


‘I can’t even argue with that,’ sighed Sam, settling on his back next to her. ‘You win.’


‘Do I?’


‘I mean, it’s true that you’re hilarious and I’m bad with everything but cereal.’


‘I have every confidence that if there were a way to burn cereal, you would find it.’


‘Thank you for your support in the matter,’ replied Sam gravely.


There was a moment of companionable silence. From the Pachuta side of the wall came the sound of Emilia on the drums.


Libby remarked, ‘I can’t believe Teddy sleeps through that.’


‘I don’t think he does,’ Sam responded drily. ‘Pretty sure he just stays up as late as he pleases. We’re the old folks who are too exhausted to keep up with him.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ said Libby, and gave Sam a little affectionate nudge.


Sam chuckled. ‘Fair enough.’


There was another moment of silence, and then Libby ventured, ‘I had a great summer.’


Sam turned his head to look at her next to him on the bed. ‘Me, too.’


She smiled at him, laugh lines crinkling along her eyes, and Sam kissed the tip of her nose because he couldn’t help it. Sometimes she was too adorable not to be kissed.


‘It’s been a great year,’ said Libby.


‘Has it been a whole year?’


‘Basically. I mean, definitely since we first met in the supermarket.’


‘Ah, yes, and I wooed you over beetroot.’


‘It was all very smooth, and stunningly romantic.’


‘I’ll never forget how you looked standing there holding your carrots,’ said Sam, and curled a strand of Libby’s auburn hair around his finger. ‘And I’ll also never forget how you looked when I walked into that school classroom and realised you were my son’s teacher.’


Libby laughed. ‘Well, imagine my shock in return!’


‘I feel like you should have warned me when you met Teddy in the market! You could have said, “I teach little boys around your age, just FYI.”’


‘I can’t just go around saying that to every little boy I encounter! That would be creepy!’


‘Well, it would be weirder for me to ask every person I encounter, “Do you think you might be my son’s teacher?”’


Libby snorted. ‘Well, I’ll tell you one thing. I don’t think you’ve ever met Mrs Dash. She is a person you’d remember meeting.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Sam, stomach sinking a little. ‘That doesn’t sound like Teddy’s going to be in for a good year.’


‘Oh, he’ll be fine. Mrs Dash is a great teacher, really good with the students, they all adore her. It’s just that she’s also a character.’


‘And what does that mean?’


‘Hmm.’ Libby gazed at him reflectively for a moment, then grinned. ‘No, no, I think I’ll let you see for yourself. It’ll be a delightful surprise for you.’


‘Impossible,’ Sam said. ‘There’s no way she could be a more delightful surprise than you.’


Libby, after a moment, leaned forward and kissed him, smiling softly.
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The house seemed unbearably quiet without Libby and Teddy in it. Sam wasn’t used to that any more. He wandered through the rooms feeling a little sorry for himself in his loneliness and wishing he hadn’t let Jack out to visit Bill Hammersley next door.


Which was probably the most selfish thought he’d had in a while. Jack belonged to the entire street and needed to visit everyone, and also Bill, who was older and lived by himself and didn’t have any visitors other than Jack and the rest of the street, especially needed the company (even if he liked to pretend that he loved to be alone).


Sam was supposed to be working. He had a million items on his to-do list. But he always had a million items on his to-do list, so that didn’t exactly inspire him with ambition. He was never going to finish them all, so he might as well take a few minutes and call his sister Ellen.


She answered with, ‘Hello, little brother. How are things?’


‘Fine,’ he said automatically. ‘What are you up to? Are you busy?’


‘Between clients at the mo,’ she replied. ‘So I’m all yours, good timing. I mean to ring you anyway.’


‘Oh?’


‘Sophie and Evie want to take some photos of the designs they did for your house.’


This gave Sam pause. His teenage nieces had been enthusiastic decorators but their designs hadn’t been what anyone would call practical. ‘I, uh, took the stalactites in the lounge down. They remember that, right?’


‘Yes, but you left up that wallpaper they chose.’


‘Because wallpaper is an enormous bloody pain to remove,’ Sam pointed out.


‘Anyway, they want the photos for their portfolio.’


‘Their … portfolio?’


‘Their design portfolio.’


‘They have a design portfolio?’


‘Online,’ Ellen said impatiently, as if Sam wasn’t making any sense at all.


‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t they teenagers? They aren’t even in uni yet.’


‘Sam, waiting for uni to start your career is so last century, please enter the modern world with the rest of us. Teens have to start driving their online brand as soon as possible, and the photos from your house will really help Sophie and Evie.’


‘Wow,’ said Sam. ‘I’m reconsidering the idea of having a teenager.’


‘Too late,’ Ellen replied blithely. ‘You already have your child well on his way.’


‘Damn,’ said Sam.


‘So anyway, we’ll probably be by at some point so the girls can take photos. And I can probably bring some takeaway on whatever night I come, so Libby doesn’t have to cook and she doesn’t have to eat whatever you try to cook. Bonus all-round for her.’


‘Everyone has been so hard on my cooking lately,’ said Sam. ‘It’s been a theme.’


‘Easy target,’ Ellen explained.


‘It is that,’ Sam agreed, and let the conversation lapse.


‘Sam?’ Ellen asked after a moment.


‘Still here,’ he confirmed.


‘You called me,’ she told him. ‘Was there something you wanted?’


‘I …’ Now that he had rung Ellen and found himself having to say the words out loud, he had a momentary moment of panic. What the hell was he doing? Why had he decided that he could do any of this? It was utter madness and Ellen was going to call him on it immediately.


And then he looked at the photo on his laptop, open so that he could ostensibly work. It was a selfie he’d taken of himself and Teddy and Libby on an outing to the Cotswolds they’d had over the summer. In it, Libby and Teddy were clutching ice creams and balancing on an old stone wall, and they were both laughing at the position he’d had to contort into in order to capture the selfie. It had been a golden, gorgeous afternoon, and in the long, dusky twilight Teddy had ducked into a hedgerow to explore and Sam had kissed Libby back against the branches and neither one of them had protested at the scratchy, unyielding prickliness of their touch. On that day, on the way home, Sam had thought of other moments from his past, of other joyful, oblivious kisses punctuating stolen, secret, insulated days, and how unlikely they had seemed to reoccur. And how now he … had them again.


‘I’m going to ask Libby to marry me,’ he heard himself say to Ellen, his voice steady and matter-of-fact, the statement as unremarkable as a statement about the weather or the grocery list, as undeniable, as inevitable.


Ellen screamed loudly enough that Sam had to hold the phone away from his ear.
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Teddy arrived home from school first, walking back as usual with Pari Basak, his best friend who lived two doors down. Sam waited outside for them, and Bill came out to join him, letting Jack loose into the street.


‘He’s been moping all day about the children being gone,’ grumbled Bill, obviously trying to sound like he didn’t approve. But Sam, of course, knew by now that Bill’s default position of disapproval was just an act.


‘He and I should have moped together,’ Sam remarked. ‘It was bloody lonely in my house all day.’


‘Lonely,’ harrumphed Bill. ‘In my day, we didn’t go on about such nonsense. Lonely! We called it peace and quiet and we got stuff done.’


‘Yes,’ Sam agreed, hiding his fond smile because it would only make Bill grumble more.


Teddy and Pari appeared at the top of the street, and Jack barked as loudly as possible to alert everyone to their presence, circling around them and making little leaps and pirouettes to punctuate his glee. Pari was chattering a mile a minute to Teddy, who was interjecting every so often.


‘Hello, kids,’ Sam called out when they got close enough.


‘Hi, Mr Bishop!’ Pari called back happily, and waved enthusiastically.


Teddy waved as well. He didn’t look as gleeful as Pari but he didn’t look miserable either. He looked like he was doing some deep thinking about everything that had transpired at school.


‘Hello, Teddy,’ Bill said, with the guff sternness that betrayed his concern. ‘How was school?’


‘It was good,’ Teddy said thoughtfully, and then burst into a smile, so Sam believed him. ‘Can I go to Pari’s for a bit?’ Teddy asked him.


‘Can you tell me how school was first?’ Sam asked. ‘How’s your new teacher?’


‘OMG,’ said Pari.


‘What does that mean?’ asked Sam.


Pari rolled her eyes.


‘Dad,’ said Teddy, plainly embarrassed beyond words.


‘I mean, I know what it means,’ Sam defended himself indignantly. ‘I know what it stands for. I just don’t know what it means with regard to your new teacher.’


‘She is something,’ said Teddy emphatically, handing Sam his schoolbag, because apparently Sam’s primary occupation these days was His Son’s Butler.


‘Something bad or something good?’


‘She’s amazing,’ Pari said, as she and Teddy went running off.


‘Something good!’ Teddy called back.


‘He’s so informative,’ remarked Sam to Bill.


‘He said it was something good, that’s good enough for me,’ said Bill, and headed back into his house.


Sam carried Teddy’s backpack into his own house.
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‘Mrs Dash is going to be my hero,’ Pari announced, with firm finality.


‘Who’s this?’ Emilia Pachuta asked. She dropped a bowl of grapes onto the coffee table for an after-school snack and sat next to Pari’s older brother Sai on the floor. Sai was dating Emilia, who also lived next to them on Christmas Street, and so that meant that Emilia was always hanging out with them.


‘Our new teacher,’ Pari said.


‘They have Mrs Dash,’ Sai said.


‘Ohhhh,’ said Emilia. ‘Yeah, totally hero material.’


‘How was school for you two?’ asked Pari.


‘Dead pointless,’ Sai said, ‘because I could stay home all day streaming me playing videogames and making tons of money.’


‘Not according to Dad,’ Pari reminded him, because that had been a constant fight in the Basak household recently.


‘Whatever,’ Sai mumbled. ‘Dad has no idea.’


‘You should listen to your dad,’ Emilia said. ‘Videogames might be a good hobby but they’re probably not going to be your career. I mean, you don’t see me quitting school just because I’ve joined Amazing Spiders.’


‘Joined what?’ asked Teddy.


‘Amazing Spiders. It’s my band.’


‘Oh,’ said Teddy. ‘Huh.’


‘It’s a great name, right?’


‘Right,’ said Teddy. ‘Yeah, absolutely.’


‘Teddy and I are going out into the back garden,’ Pari announced, taking one final grape and standing, ‘because we have a lot of work to do.’


‘What sort of work do you lot have to do?’ asked Sai, looking surprised.


‘Important work,’ said Pari, very importantly indeed, and then led the way outside confidently, followed by Teddy and Jack.


They all settled in the back garden, even Jack, who, understanding what a momentous occasion this meeting was, ignored the squirrels to sprawl out on the grass with them.


Pari said in a serious Grand Leader voice, ‘I think the time has come to take what Mrs Dash said today to heart, and make a difference.’ She tried to say it with the same impressive grandiosity Mrs Dash had used to say the phrase. She probably couldn’t achieve quite Mrs Dash’s level but Mrs Dash had had years of practice. Pari was sure she was still rather impressive.


Teddy said, ‘Okay. How?’


Pari opened her mouth to inform him exactly how, and then closed it again, and then frowned. After a moment she said, ‘Huh.’
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Sam actually was working when Libby walked in, although he’d taken his laptop downstairs.


‘Hello,’ he said pleasantly. ‘How’d your first day go?’


She smiled at him and dropped onto the couch next to him and disrupted the computer on his lap so she could kiss him. And then she said, ‘Good. Really well. I just needed to get back and into the swing of things.’


‘Good group of kids?’ he asked.


‘Yeah. They seem very sweet.’


‘What about the parents? Any attractive parents?’


‘I’ve found my attractive parent.’


‘I was asking for me.’


‘Ha ha,’ said Libby. ‘Where’s Teddy? I was hoping to hear how his day went.’


‘Well, naturally he is off with Pari, no doubt rehashing everything that happened. But he seemed to like Mrs Dash. Pari seems to think she’s amazing.’


Libby chuckled. ‘Yeah, she can have that effect. Well, I can’t wait to hear Teddy’s adventure of the day over dinner tonight.’


The doorbell rang.


Sam glanced toward the front door curiously. ‘Who could that be?’


‘Oh!’ exclaimed Libby, and leapt to her feet. ‘Oh, no! I’m totally running late!’


‘Late?’ echoed Sam, confused. ‘Late for what?’


‘Oh, God, did I forget to tell you?’ said Libby, even as she rushed out to open the door. ‘I told Pen I’d start going running with her after work.’ Sam heard Libby open the front door and then say, ‘Hi, Pen! I’m so sorry, I just got home and haven’t changed yet.’


‘That’s okay,’ Pen responded cheerfully. ‘I can wait.’


‘Give me two ticks,’ said Libby. ‘Sam’s in here, you can chat with him.’


Libby went jogging up the stairs and Pen Cheever, the freelance writer who lived at the end of the street, came around the front door and into the lounge with Sam. ‘Hiya,’ she said.


‘Hello,’ Sam replied.


‘You’re not going running with us?’


‘I am working,’ Sam said, gesturing to his closed laptop on the side table. ‘Very hard.’


‘I am also working very hard. Running is great for writers’ block. Plus, it can really clear the brain and give you a bump of energy. It’s an endorphin rush. You know? I wrote an article on it once.’


‘I am going to take your word on all of this,’ said Sam amiably.


Libby came jogging back down the stairs.


‘I can’t convince Sam to come jogging with us,’ said Pen.


‘It’s okay,’ said Libby dismissively. ‘He’d only cramp our style.’


‘And what style is that?’ asked Sam innocently.


‘Ha.’ Libby finished pulling her hair back in a ponytail. ‘We have a lot of style.’ She leaned over and pecked a kiss on Sam’s lips. ‘I’ll be back later.’


‘See you,’ Sam said. ‘Have a good run.’


And with that Libby and Pen went off to be healthy runners and Sam sat on his couch like a lump pretending to work.


Maybe, he thought, he should get out of the house.




Chapter 2




The latest trends in interior design will make you wonder why your walls are still the same boring shade they were when you moved in. And isn’t it about time you did something about that horrible old carpet?





A few doors down on the street, Max and Arthur Tyler-Moss’s house was the same level of base chaos that Sam had come to expect from it, but it was the sort of chaos that felt warm and welcoming and almost irresistible. It was chaos born of love and that was a different sort of chaos altogether.


Their adopted baby Charlie was crawling all over the place grabbing at anything he could, which sometimes was toys and sometimes was decidedly not a toy.


Either way, Max seemed calm about it.


‘The house has been baby-proofed,’ he said. ‘Arthur was insistent. So maybe Charlie is playing with a couple of pots and pans, but it’s fine.’


Charlie certainly seemed to agree, banging the pots and pans around with profound enthusiasm.


‘So,’ Max continued, setting tea down in front of Sam, ‘to what do I owe this visit? The usual procrastination?’


‘Yeah. Libby’s started going running with Pen.’


‘They didn’t invite you?’


‘Not exactly,’ Sam hedged.


Max barked laughter. ‘You didn’t want to go.’


‘Well, I mean—’ Sam began to defend himself. Then he sighed. ‘No, I didn’t want to go.’


‘I know exactly how you feel, and it’s how I feel every time Arthur suggests that we develop a more balanced diet. Must our significant others have so much ambition?’


‘I suppose it’s part of why we love them,’ Sam decided.


‘Excellent point.’


And because Max was his friend and because it was the type of decision he kept feeling himself compelled to share with others, Sam raised his voice to be heard over the racket Charlie was making with the pots and pans and said, ‘I’ve decided to ask Libby to marry me.’


Max gasped dramatically enough that Charlie stopped banging his kitchen tools to look at his father in concern. But then Max said, ‘Oh, Sam, that’s wonderful! Charlie, keep banging away, love, this calls for a celebration!’


‘And what a celebration,’ Sam said, pleased at the fuss and also vaguely embarrassed by it. He’d felt that way at Ellen’s reaction, too.


‘For what it’s worth, not that you were waiting for my approval – or, I don’t know, maybe you were, because I do have fabulous taste – but she’s a catch and delightful and the two of you are delightful together so: huzzah, is my final assessment.’


‘Huzzah?’


‘Yes. It’s apt.’ Charlie banged particularly enthusiastically on his pot. ‘Charlie agrees.’


‘Well, good. I’m happy about the huzzah.’


‘And also happy to be shortly engaged, I assume.’


‘Yes. If she says yes. It’s weird, I …’ Sam took a deep breath and exhaled into a heavy sigh. ‘I keep thinking I should feel more conflicted.’


‘You feel conflicted?’


‘No, I keep thinking I should feel conflicted. And instead I … I don’t. It doesn’t feel like the last time I felt this way, but it shouldn’t. And it doesn’t feel like a betrayal of Sara, because it isn’t. It just feels like … I always thought that I’d just know, if the right person ever came around again, if lightning struck twice. And … I did.’


Max smiled at him softly for a moment as Charlie banged away with his pots and pans. And then he said, ‘I am not the right person to talk to about this.’


This surprised Sam, who would have thought Max was the perfect person to talk romance with. ‘You’re not?’


‘I’m sure there are many people you could talk to who would be sensible and tell you that emotions aren’t to be trusted and you should make decisions with your head instead of being carried away.’


‘Is that what Arthur would say?’ guessed Sam.


Max laughed. ‘He would have done, when we first met. I don’t think he would as much any more. But my point is that I’m never going to be the one to talk you out of this, mate, if that’s what you were looking for.’


‘No!’ protested Sam. ‘That’s not what I was looking for at all! In fact, I wanted you to validate me!’


‘I will absolutely validate you. I knew the moment I met Arthur that I was going to marry him.’


‘I assumed,’ said Sam, because … yeah.


‘So. How are you going to do it?’


‘How am I going to do what?’ asked Sam blankly.


‘The proposal!’ exclaimed Max, and looked down at Charlie. ‘Sam is so very silly sometimes.’


‘Oh,’ said Sam. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t really decided on anything yet.’


‘Well, it’s imperative,’ said Max. ‘You have to do it right. You’re going to be telling this story the rest of your lives, so you want it to be a good one. It can’t just be, “Oh, whilst we were washing the dishes one night, I asked her to marry me.”’


‘It would be unexpected, though,’ Sam ventured.


Max gave him a look. ‘Everyone might say it was a sweet surprise but they’d all be judging you on the inside.’


‘Ah, but that’s going to happen anyway,’ joked Sam.


‘How did you do it the first time? With Sara?’


‘Oh, you know, I …’ Sam scratched his nose. ‘We were washing the dishes.’


Max burst out laughing. ‘Oh, no. Were you really?’


‘Yeah,’ Sam admitted.


‘Well, I didn’t mean to belittle you so directly when I came up with the dish-washing example.’


‘It’s okay.’ Sam waved his hand around. ‘It was doubtless a questionable tactic. I was young. It can be excused.’


‘Yes. You are not excused this time around. You should come up with something spectacular.’


‘Hmm,’ said Sam. ‘No pressure.’


Max shrugged.


‘Did you propose to Arthur?’ asked Sam.


‘I did.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I bought a new suit.’


‘Aww, you wore a dashing suit to propose to him?’ said Sam.


Max looked indignant. ‘How dull. No. I planted bits and pieces of the suit all along our house. It was a treasure hunt. The suit was designed to make sure Arthur was motivated to play along with the treasure hunt. He isn’t always. But also he can seldom resist puzzles and logic games, and I knew that, so all the clues I created were meant to be intriguing little challenges for him. It was glorious, watching him try to work them out.’ Max’s expression grew soft as he reminisced, gazing into the middle distance. ‘He was enjoying himself. He loved the suit and he was tickled I’d given him one. And then the last clue was for him to retrieve the tie, and I’d put it in this crowded jumble of a room that we’d used mainly for storage, and I’d drawn the curtains and disabled the light fixture, so that when he walked in it was dim, and I’d painted a million tiny stars in glow-inthe-dark paint all over the room, so it was basically glowing. They took forever to paint, really, I kept expecting Arthur to ask questions about my secret project but he’s so good at just letting me talk about my art at my own pace so he never pressured me. And in the middle of the room I’d looped the tie through the ring I was giving him. And that’s how I asked.’


Sam took a moment to envision it: the Arthur-centric treasure hunt, the suit, the glowing room. It was all as convoluted and over-the-top as he’d have expected from Max. He said, ‘Was Arthur surprised?’


‘I would have said no,’ Max said. ‘I mean, by the end, he had to know that something was up. But instead he seemed to be completely taken aback. I’m not sure it had entered Arthur’s calculations of possibilities that someone would ask him to marry him.’


Sam smiled. ‘And he said yes, obviously.’


‘He did. But he said it was the new suit that sealed the deal. He was more excited about that than the ring.’


Sam laughed.
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‘I’m thinking of having some work done,’ said Pen, because Pen was apparently one of those people who liked to talk while jogging, and also apparently could do the said talking without panting like an idiot because she was so out of breath from being so out of shape.


Libby was not that person.


‘You look great,’ she panted, like a person who was out of breath from being out of shape.


Pen laughed, and Libby nearly tripped and fell, because not only was Pen wanting to carry on a conversation, she also could laugh. Pen was clearly superhuman.


‘Not that kind of work,’ Pen said. ‘House work. I don’t know, I just feel like it’s time for a change. I was doing this article on interior design trends.’


Of course she was. All of the things that got stuck in Pen’s head were the result of articles she was working on.


‘And anyway,’ Pen continued, ‘I found myself looking around my house and thinking, Wow. I do not have a single current interior design trend in this entire house. Everything looks like it was something my grandma decided on. You know?’


Libby did know, because her own apartment had been like that, before she’d moved in with Sam. Sam’s house was more updated only because Sam had just moved in and remodelled, and also Sam’s nieces had definitely brought some flair into the interior design.


Libby huffed between her heaving breaths, ‘So – what are you – thinking of?’


‘It’s a good question. Have you heard about shiplap? I don’t know if I want to add shiplap. But just something with wood. I don’t know. I think I probably need a carpenter. Do you know any good ones?’


‘Not really,’ Libby managed.


‘Hmm,’ mused Pen. ‘I’ll have to find myself one.’
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Sam, helping Teddy set the table for dinner under Jack’s watchful supervision, heard Libby call a cheerful farewell to Pen from the front door, saying, ‘Same time tomorrow! Sounds good!’ And then she dragged her way into the dining room.


‘How was the run?’ Sam asked, setting the last glass down.


‘I’m going to die,’ Libby announced dramatically. ‘It was horrible. It was the worst thing I’ve ever done in my life.’


‘You just said you’d do it again tomorrow,’ Teddy pointed out.


‘Oh, well, yeah,’ said Libby. ‘Obviously.’
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Arthur tripped on one toy on his way into the house and two more at the entry to Max’s studio, which was when he said, ‘Something has to be done about the number of toys in this house.’


‘We haven’t enough storage,’ Max said absently, frowning at the canvas in front of him.


‘Or possibly we have one very spoiled little boy who has far too many toys,’ said Arthur, attempting to be stern but failing entirely, because it was good to see Charlie after an entire day away. He picked him up out of his playpen and smothered him in kisses, listening to his giggles in response, and then he glanced back toward Max, who was now applying paint to the canvas. ‘You’re working?’


‘For a bit more,’ Max said. ‘Can you take over Charlie duty?’


‘With pleasure,’ said Arthur, and brought Charlie back downstairs and attempted to organise Charlie’s toys so that they would cease littering the entire house. It was slow going, though, since, every time he put a toy in a pile somewhere, Charlie grabbed it and crawled away with it to replace it in some less convenient place where Arthur was going to trip over it. ‘You know,’ Arthur told Charlie, ‘your father and I used to have actual space in this house for our things. In the time before we had you. There was such a time.’


Charlie, a fist in his mouth, informed Arthur in very grave and wise babytalk that surely Arthur spoke nonsense, there had never been a time without Charlie and if there had been, it had definitely not had things in it. To punctuate this last point, Charlie held up a colourful block and displayed it to Arthur like a salesman, clearly extolling its virtues and why it had to be kept in the very centre of the room, in the direct path from the foot of the staircase.


‘Fine,’ Arthur sighed. ‘You win. It is a lovely block that clearly needs to be displayed for all to see.’


‘Listen to you,’ Max said, coming down the stairs. ‘You’re already losing arguments, and he can’t even talk yet. We haven’t a chance when he’s a teenager.’


‘By then the entire house will be so full of Charlie’s toys that none of us will be able to enter or leave anyway,’ said Arthur.


Charlie nodded and babbled his affirmative support for this state of affairs.


Max chuckled and swept Charlie up and said, ‘Shall we all have dinner of some sort? What exciting new food shall we try tonight, Charlie?’


‘It’s probably going to be some sort of pasta again,’ Arthur remarked, ‘as it’s the only thing he’s liked so far.’


‘He’s discerning,’ Max said. ‘You would raise a discerning child, so you can’t possibly be heard to complain of it now.’


‘I also thought I would raise a neat child,’ said Arthur, stepping over a few more toys on their way to the kitchen.


‘Well, that’s my influence,’ remarked Max, grinning. ‘He had to take after me somehow.’


Max busied himself with poking his head into the fridge, whistling as he did so, and Arthur settled Charlie in his highchair, and Jack arrived at their back door.


‘Right on schedule,’ said Max, as he grabbed some treats for the dog.


‘You know he does this at every house, right?’ said Arthur. ‘He literally goes from house to house getting his dinner.’


‘Would that we were all so lucky as Jack,’ Max said, opening the door for him. ‘How goes it, Jack? Is the street quiet tonight?’


‘Ja!’ exclaimed Charlie upon catching sight of the dog. It was Charlie’s first and so far only word. Arthur had had asked Max what it meant that Charlie had figured out how to say the dog’s name before his dads’, and Max had just laughed and laughed.


Jack, munching on the treats Max had given him, came up to Charlie’s highchair, tail wagging amiably, and sniffed around for any food Charlie had dropped.


‘You’re too early tonight, Jack,’ Arthur told him. ‘Prince Charlie hasn’t disdained any food by flinging it to the floor yet.’


‘Hit the rest of the houses on the street,’ Max told Jack, ‘and then stop by again. We might have more of a feast for you.’


Jack, tail wagging in what Arthur could imagine was appreciation now, trotted back out into the night.


‘Speaking of romantic things,’ Max said suddenly, closing their back door.


Arthur looked at him, startled. ‘Were we?’


‘Well, Jack reminded me.’


‘Of romantic things?’


‘Of the look on your face when I asked you to marry me.’


Arthur lifted his eyebrows. ‘Jack reminded you of that? I’m not sure I find that flattering.’


Max smiled. ‘When you were following a complicated treasure hunt created just for you, it truly didn’t enter your mind that it must be a prelude to a proposal?’


‘I …’ Arthur hesitated before admitting, ‘I didn’t think we’d been dating each other long enough for you to have a proposal in mind.’


‘We’d been dating almost a year,’ Max pointed out.


‘Yes. And I thought, at our year anniversary, maybe then would be the appropriate time to discuss marriage.’


‘You thought in those last few weeks between when I proposed and when we hit our year anniversary, you might reveal yourself to be someone I didn’t want to marry?’


‘Well.’ Arthur shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. Anyway, you’d been proposing marriage since the first week, it was hard to know when to take you seriously.’


‘When I created an entire treasure hunt just for your benefit, then you could take me seriously.’


‘Well, yes, I realised that. What has you thinking of all of this?’


‘Sam is going to propose to Libby.’


‘Oh,’ said Arthur, connecting the dots. ‘That’s why Jack reminded you of romance.’


‘Indeed. And they have been dating even less than we were dating when I proposed, so please don’t be too scandalised.’


Arthur smiled and accepted the bowl of pasta Max had put together for Charlie. ‘I’m not scandalised. Our marriage has worked out well enough that I’m no longer committed to the idea of a set amount of time going by being necessary.’


‘Well, I’m very honoured to have changed your mind on that,’ said Max.


‘For the time being,’ said Arthur, and obediently demonstrated a pasta aeroplane flying around before swooping it towards Charlie’s delighted mouth. ‘I suppose he decided there was no longer a conflict of interest, now that Teddy has officially started with a new teacher.’


‘Oh,’ said Max. ‘That is a very practical insurance-agent way of thinking about it, I suppose you’re right. Anyway, I am delighted for the two of them but I am most distressed because he doesn’t seem to have thought terribly hard about how he is going to propose.’


‘He has time,’ said Arthur, amused. ‘And not everyone has to draft a whole treasure hunt for a proposal.’


‘No,’ Max allowed. ‘But the best ones will.’


‘You won’t get any argument from me,’ said Arthur gallantly.
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Sam and Teddy allowed Libby to take a bath before dinner, because Libby said she desperately needed one and it wasn’t like there was any meal being cooked whose timing needed to be adjusted.


‘We’ll just modify what time we run up to the Chinese,’ Teddy assured her cheekily, and Sam said, ‘Oi,’ good-naturedly and ruffled Teddy’s hair.


Eventually Sam and Teddy walked up to the Chinese together, and Jack emerged from his nightly ritual eating at everyone’s house to keep them company.


‘We really ought to stop everybody feeding Jack,’ Sam remarked, ‘now that we’ve caught on to his tricks. He doesn’t need to eat six dinners a night.’


‘He doesn’t really do it for the eating,’ Teddy said. ‘He just likes to socialise. Is it his fault that people keep offering him food while the socialising is going on?’


‘Indeed,’ Sam agreed gravely, ‘Jack is blameless in this whole affair.’


Teddy grinned.


Sam said, ‘School really was all right?’


‘Yeah, it was good. It was nice not to be the weird new kid any more. We’ve another weird new kid instead. His name is Abeo and he’s from Nigeria originally, although he’s really just moved here from Birmingham.’


‘And I hope you are being very nice to the new kid and not saying that he’s “weird” just because he’s new.’


Teddy gave Sam one of his long-suffering nine-year-old wisdom looks. ‘Of course, Dad. Abeo’s cool and Pari and I have already made friends with him. Pari says he’s going to be the honorary member of our venture. She said that means he doesn’t have to do anything but he’ll still get all the benefits. Right?’


‘Basically. What is your venture?’


‘We don’t know yet, but it’s supposed to “Make a Difference.”’ Teddy put his fingers up into air quotes.


‘Is this a homework assignment?’ Sam asked.


‘No. Just, Mrs Dash encourages all of us to Make a Difference. Just, like, in general. So Pari and I are going to do that somehow. We just haven’t figured out how yet.’


Sam smiled. ‘Well. Including Abeo as an honorary member in your venture is already making a difference, I think.’


Teddy shrugged, like it was no big deal, but Sam, thinking of how nervous and worried he had been that his son make friends at his new school, fit in, be liked, only just managed to hold himself back from smothering Teddy in an enthusiastic hug.
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At their dinner table, over their takeaway, they discussed their adventures for the day, as was still their habit.


Sam said, ‘My adventure for the day is getting used to the two of you not being around any more. It was bonkers, how quiet the house was. And I can walk around in my pants all the time now.’


Teddy wrinkled his nose and said, ‘Ew, gross,’ and Sam grinned at him and said, ‘And what was your adventure today?’


‘The entire day was an adventure,’ Teddy said, in a tone of great complaint. ‘School starting up again, new teacher to get used to.’


‘It is very difficult to break us teachers in,’ remarked Libby. She was dressed casually, with her damp hair up in a ponytail, and she looked cosy and refreshed after her run and its subsequent bath. She no longer looked like she thought death was imminent. Instead, like this, she made running look like the most appealing thing in the world.


‘You know,’ Sam remarked, ‘the point of discussing our adventures is that they’re supposed to be good things. Challenging things we’re looking forward to tackling.’


Teddy looked at him sceptically.


Sam decided the argument wasn’t worth it at the moment. ‘What about you, Libby? What was your adventure today?’


‘Running with Pen,’ she answered, digging her chopsticks into her lo mein.


‘See?’ Teddy said. ‘Libby didn’t pick a good adventure, either!’


‘Yes, I did,’ Libby said. ‘It was great running with Pen.’


‘You said you wanted to die when you got back,’ Teddy reminded her.


‘Well, that’s always what you say after you’ve done a run,’ Libby said dismissively. ‘Now I feel great. Anyway. It was interesting, because Pen was telling me she wants to make a change to her house.’


‘You were talking while you were running?’ Sam asked.


‘Well, Pen was. I kind of grunted in response. She’s looking to hire a carpenter. Do we know any?’


‘We know Bill, who does wooden figures,’ said Sam, ‘but I don’t think he’s a carpenter.’


‘True. I’m not really sure what she intends to have done. I’m sure I’ll hear about it on our next run.’




Chapter 3




Dear Mr Nketia – Thank you so much for your price quotation for my home renovation project. I’m very excited to get started! Looking forward to working with you! [image: image]


Sincerely, Penelope Cheever





There were enough inhabitants of Christmas Street home during the day that it wasn’t unusual to find them popping between each other’s houses, procrastinating the work they were supposed to be doing. It was unusual for them to all descend en masse, as happened to Sam the next day, when his doorbell rang and he opened it on Max, Charlie, Pen, and Pari’s mum Diya.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Have I forgotten some sort of event?’


‘Sam!’ Pen exclaimed, and then swooped in and hugged him fiercely.


‘Er,’ Sam said. ‘Okay.’ He looked at Max and Diya for clues.


Diya was frowning at him but that was so commonplace at this point that it told him nothing.


Then she said, ‘We must have a meeting on this. It’s not like you can be left to your own devices on such a significant matter.’


‘What?’ Sam said, baffled. ‘What is happening right now?’


‘Your proposal, of course!’ Diya said. ‘You know you are very bad at all of the romantic stuff. You need our help on this.’


Sam gave Max an ironic look. ‘Really?’ he said.


‘You didn’t exactly say it was a secret,’ Max said.


‘Well, I definitely don’t want Libby knowing about it!’


‘I only told Diya because I know that she was very involved in your courtship from the beginning,’ Max continued.


‘We were all very involved, though,’ Pen pointed out.


‘Right,’ Max agreed. ‘Which was why it didn’t seem right to tell Diya and not Pen.’


‘And then we told Anna as well because we didn’t want Anna to feel left out,’ concluded Diya, referring to their other neighbour: Anna Pachuta, Emilia’s mum. ‘Anna’s at work now but she said she is happy to share the story of how Marcel proposed to her if it will help you come up with a better proposal idea.’


‘I really haven’t started thinking about how I’m going to propose,’ said Sam.


‘And that is exactly what is so alarming to all of us,’ announced Diya grimly.


And that was how Sam found himself pouring tea out for a group of his neighbours who were all there to consult on the details of his romantic relationship.


Sam would ask how he’d got himself into this mess, except that he felt like the answer at heart had something to do with Jack, and also, it wasn’t really a mess. Around the table were a group of people who really cared about Libby and him, and who had worried about how to make them happy, and had come through with supportive advice more times than Sam could count. If they were worried he was going to drop the ball on proposing, well, maybe he couldn’t entirely blame them.


‘Look,’ he said patiently, ‘I’ve been doing romantically okay for a while now. Libby and I are doing just fine.’


‘You don’t want your proposal to just be “romantically okay”,’ Diya said. ‘You want your proposal to be romantically dramatic.’


‘Yeah, the bar really should be higher than “okay”,’ Max agreed.


‘No, I know that. I just … I just have to give some thought to what I’m going to do. I haven’t even got a ring yet.’


‘And that is also a choice not to be approached lightly,’ Diya said. ‘But honestly, the ring is not as important as the moment that goes with it.’


‘After all,’ Pen added, ‘a ring may be a symbol, but the relationship is what all of this is really about. And how you choose to ask her should be a reflection of your relationship.’


‘Which is why I assume you’re not going to put together a treasure hunt for a suit,’ said Max. ‘That was about Arthur and me.’


‘I’m not going to put together a treasure hunt at all,’ said Sam. ‘I just don’t think it’s my and Libby’s thing.’


‘Maybe we should think about what your thing is,’ said Diya thoughtfully. ‘For instance, Darsh’s and my thing was roller-skating.’


There was a moment of silence.


Then Max said, ‘Roller-skating? Really?’


‘Yes,’ said Diya, a little defensively. ‘Is that odd?’


‘No, no,’ said Max heartily. ‘I’m just not sure I thought of either one of you as being roller-skaters.’


‘We’ve never seen you roller-skate around the street,’ added Sam.


‘I’m not going to roller-skate just anywhere,’ said Diya, as if roller-skating on a street were a shocking proposition. ‘It has to be somewhere special. But it’s how Darsh and I met. He had just come to this country, and he was looking for good ways to meet people, and I happened to be the only Indian woman at the roller-skating rink.’


‘Aw,’ said Max. ‘It was fate.’


‘I taught him how to roller-skate. He was very bad at it. I had learned as a little girl because my father loved it. So I taught Darsh. And when he proposed to me, he did it right in the middle of a roller-skating rink.’


‘That sounds so romantic,’ said Pen.


‘It was,’ said Diya, in a dreamy tone of voice unusual for her, since she was usually all brisk pragmatism. It was the tone of voice more than anything that drove it home for Sam: he had to come up with a proposal idea that made Libby sound like that when she reminisced about it.


Pen said, ‘It also sounds a little bit dangerous.’


‘Yeah,’ Diya admitted. ‘It was that, too. I’m not entirely sure I recommend it. Don’t do it, Sam.’


‘Duly noted,’ said Sam, who didn’t know how to roller-skate really, had never been to a roller-skating rink, and had no intention of taking Libby to one for his proposal.


‘I could probably write an article on best kinds of wedding proposals,’ Pen offered. ‘If that sort of research would help.’


‘Thanks,’ said Sam, ‘but I think I just have to take all the inspiration all of you have given me and craft it into my own thing.’


‘It’s a solid plan,’ Max agreed.


‘And we’re here for you, whatever you need,’ Diya added.


‘After all,’ said Pen, ‘we’re Christmas Street.’
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With a second day of school under their belts, the street was starting to settle into the return of routine. Even Sam had to admit the house didn’t seem as lonely as it had the day before (even without the impromptu visit from all of his neighbours). Sam stood outside in the light of the waning day waiting for Teddy and Pari and exchanging pleasantries with Bill – by which he meant that he made innocuous comments and listened good-naturedly to all of Bill’s grumbles in reply. Emilia and Sai, whose school was slightly closer, came by first, waving to them while never missing a beat in the animated conversation they were having while simultaneously scrolling through their phones.
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