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especially at Christmas


And to Husband Phil,
who proposed there one winter’s night


And to Friends!
The best TV show in the whole world × a million,
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Part 1



Deck the hall with boughs of holly,
Fa la la la la la la la la
’Tis the season to be jolly,
Fa la la la la la la la la


[image: illustration]





5 December



2 weeks, 6 days to Christmas
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I grasped around, trying to find something to pull my tired body through the water yet again. So cold, so achy, such conflicting feelings as to whether it would be better to escape this hell or just die under the surface of this mud-churned lake.


And I’d paid to do this? In December? I would give anything to be a chestnut roasting by an open fire right now.


Yes, dying was definitely preferable. Goodbye, world. But then a pair of hands pushed into the squash of my butt cheeks and I was propelled through the sludge, hippo-style.


Then, finally, there was the wooden platform above me. I would live! My thigh muscles remembered they had a job to do and pushed me up out of the mud and into the wintery air, where the noise of a hundred other racers – grunts, groans, people cheering, people laughing, the odd person crying – filled my ears as the brown lake trickled out of them.


I wiped the mud from my eyes with an equally muddy arm, and stretched back to pull Kim out. She broke through the surface like Ariel the mermaid, whooping and pushing her dark curls out of her face. She slung a tiny bronzed arm around my shoulders and we trudged towards the riverbank.


‘How fun is this?’ she cried, just as I was about to say, ‘How awful is this?’


At that point an enormous fairy wing thwacked me in the back and I crumbled down towards the freezing water again. For a second my final ever thought was, I’m going to die . . . who’ll take my place on the stand in New York?, but Kim steadied me. The owner of the wing, a gigantic man who was also clad in a tinsel tutu, a headband and nothing else yelled, ‘SORRY, LOVE,’ as he picked up speed and ricocheted up the bank and off down the hill.


‘Olivia, what’s the rule?’ Kim warned.


‘No grumbling.’


‘What happens if you grumble?’


‘I have to sit by Jasmine at the Christmas party.’ I caught my breath, finally reaching the riverbank. ‘I’m not grumbling, I’m fine, this is great, I’m having the time of my life! Thank God Jasmine’s not here though. Hey, where’s Ian?’


Kim smirked. ‘Helping Dee, back at the monkey bars.’


How sweet. ‘Of course he is. And Scheana? I feel like I haven’t seen her since the start?’


‘Me neither.’


I peeped at Kim. ‘I do have one grumble. Keep your gym pants on, it’s not even really a grumble, think of it as a heartfelt request. Can I come with you to Antigua the week after next? Can I lie on the beach and be so warm I’m almost too warm? I want to feel sweat again. The type of trickly, sun-lotiony sweat that leaves an imprint on a sunlounger.’


We dug our fingertips in the mud-slide that was the riverbank and hauled ourselves up. I’d always fancied trying one of these Tough Muddy Survival events – they looked fun, like a challenge, like a whole day of camaraderie with friends. So when someone at work said they were interested in taking part in one too I leapt in, face-first. What a fantastic way to raise money for the youth centres we work with! I said. What a perfect excuse to up the company’s profile in matching running tops! I cried. Relentlessly. And before long I’d cajoled together a team to enter the Fearless Freeze 10k event on December the fifth. December the fifth? The ‘Fearless Freeze’? I was a colossal plonker, and now my colleagues were scowling at me every time our muddy paths crossed. But that didn’t matter, they’d get over it. The important thing was that the group of teenage girls who were waiting to cheer us across the finish line would see us complete the event in one piece, strong and capable.


I pictured them waiting for us at the end, all orange Girls of the World raincoats and tinsel scarves. They were the best, coming out here to support us at the weekend. Our protégées, they’d grouped together a few months ago to make YouTube videos for us about getting involved in sports even if you don’t feel good enough, and they’ve been big hits, driving a lot of traffic to our website. So I couldn’t let them see me acting like my body wasn’t capable of sliding through a few more mud patches and surviving a couple more bruises.


Urrrggghhh, I will not admit defeat, I told myself. No matter how much I secretly wanted to. I missed sitting down.


Kim clawed her way to the top of the riverbank, shaking her head, and we set off on a slow, tired jog. Just three kilometres and twelve obstacles to go. I was nearly there, ish. On we ran, towards our fate: a thirty-foot tiered wall, which we were expected to scale, that stood atop a hill in the distance. It was covered with people in brightly coloured, mud-soaked running tops, who were charging up and over, pulling up those behind and pushing on the bottoms of those in front. It looked like a scene from World War Z.


‘Hey.’ I slowed. ‘We should stop and wait for the others; we need to help them get to the end.’


‘I think if we stop now we might turn into ice sculptures. Besides, the finance arseholes have already gone on ahead. And no,’ Kim said, trudging onwards and bringing the conversation back around to Antigua, ‘you can’t come with me; you have to see New York for both of us.’


‘But New York is so cold—’


‘HEY,’ Kim scolded. ‘What did we say?’


‘No grumbling . . . ’


‘Besides, New York’s always so fun, you’re going to have the best time.’


‘I will miss you though, and I hate Steve for taking you from me,’ I said. ‘I’m not grumbling, I’m just saying. And I don’t hate Steve really, he’s brill.’


‘I’ll miss you too,’ Kim sighed. ‘This’ll be the first year since starting at Girls of the World that I won’t be doing New York.’


‘It won’t be the same without you.’


‘But I am kind of looking forward to three full weeks off.’


That I could understand. ‘This year has just been insane. As soon as I’m back from New York I’m not planning on talking to anyone for the whole of the Christmas break. Just me, TV and jammies.’


Girls of the World was a foundation created to promote women’s rights through educating and empowering schoolgirls to be creative, be themselves, and be heard. I was part of a team of six led by the founder, Scheana, a fiercely confident woman with the most appealingly gung-ho attitude. Everyone at the foundation, men and women, wanted to be Scheana when they grew up. I was a Creative Coach, which meant I worked directly with the people we were trying to mentor. We covered everything from the administrative, logistical side of Girls of the World being out there, you know, in the world, to being the faces of the company, and meeting as many people as possible – best of all, the girls themselves.


I couldn’t get enough of my job. I got to meet these young women – future CEOs, writers, scientists, artists, inventors, sports people – and learn from them, coach them on how to be who they wanted to be, not just in the future, but now as well. Encourage them, give them an outlet, celebrate them in all their weird and wonderful ways. And it was lucky that I couldn’t get enough because we hadn’t stopped all year. The company had grown threefold in the past twelve months thanks to sponsorship and lottery funding, and we’d been breaking our backs to keep up and make sure not a single girl, school, society or hope was left behind. Girls of the World began around six years ago, I was there from the start, when it was just a few of us visiting local schools and youth centres in London and Hertfordshire, offering mentoring and skills workshops. Now that we cast the net far wider – nationally, in fact – the resources are much vaster. We’d got apps and contributors and sponsors and now, after years of attending conferences to spread the word about Girls of the World, we were finally hoping to branch out internationally, starting with the USA.


A major, major, benefit of working at Girls of the World – aside from knowing without a doubt that you’re on an equal pay scale – was the annual conferences where similar organisations from around the world gathered to share thoughts, ideas, seminars and listen to amazing guest speakers. The rumour-mill had been on overdrive about the potential for Emma Watson or Amal Clooney to put in an appearance at this year’s New York do, the #IWasHereNYC event.


Kim was an executive in the marketing department and I loved spending conferences with her; she had such energy and enthusiasm. She could waltz into a school and convince a kid on the brink of ditching her biology exam for a smoke with the boy from the upper sixth, to not only take the exam but also to chuck the boy and become such a badass biologist that she would probably end up curing lung cancer. Kim was a miracle worker, our very own Derren Brown.


And now Evil Steve, who was actually really nice, was whisking my Kim away for a romantic Christmas break in the Caribbean. And she chose that over a work trip with me. Sigh.


We reached the wall and I (being the giant in our relationship) crouched so Kim could stand on me and pull herself up to the first ledge.


‘Remind me who’s going this year?’ she called back, reaching her arm down for me. I didn’t notice because I was too busy flailing my legs about in the air until some bloke got fed up with being kicked in the knees and helped me up.


‘Scheana, of course. Abigail . . . ’


‘The new girl?’ Kim asked.


‘Yep, she’s pretty nervous. Our fave: Jasmine . . . ’


‘Oh lord, that’ll be fun. How’s she being with you now?’


‘The same as she always is,’ I said, sighing. ‘I actually wish she was that cliché of a colleague who was after my job because at least there’d be some healthy competition to it, but she’s just a cow for no reason.’


‘Is she ever like that with anyone else? I feel like she barely comes across our radar down in marketing.’


‘I’ve seen her throw a strop if she doesn’t get her way, and go into a total huff, but I seem to be permanently on the receiving end of her stink-eye. It’s like having a third sister.’


‘True story.’


Jasmine was a similar level to me at Girls of the World, and had been there nearly as long. We’d just never gelled. Sometimes we’d have an interaction in which I’d think, OK, you’re not too bad, today you seem to like me, then the following day it would be back to cursory smiles and under-breath mutters.


Anyway. ‘And Dee and Ian are both going too,’ I finished.


‘Ahh, romantic!’


‘I know, I’m really curious if this’ll be the year they break and just admit they’re seeing each other.’


‘You never know,’ Kim grunted over the next ledge. ‘New York is pretty special around Christmas. The temptation of a snog on the Rockefeller ice rink could be just the nudge they need to come clean. Jon will be there to keep you company, won’t he?’ she asked, all innocent.


‘Subtle. Yes, he will be there, but nope, I’m still not in love with him. And as I’ve said a million times, if I haven’t fallen in love with him yet, it’s not going to suddenly happen now.’


‘Mmm-hmm,’ Kim agreed, blatantly disagreeing. ‘Have you seen much of him lately?’


‘Not since the Amsterdam conference in September.’ But I had dropped him an email this week to tell him I couldn’t wait for a catch-up, and to find out which flight he was on. And I really couldn’t wait – like Kim, Jon was a good friend. Unlike Kim, he had a penis, which meant everyone who knew us both couldn’t wrap their head around the ‘just friends’ part. Jon currently worked on the United Nations’ HeForShe campaign, and we met a few years ago on the conference circuit after I saved myself from tripping over a poster stand by smacking his coffee cup from his hand so I could grab it. Selfless. We try to catch up between work events by going for a drink or dinner. One time we even went on the Harry Potter studio tour together, but work has been so crazy this year that I’ve barely had a minute to myself, so I’ve been a crap friend and I haven’t seen him as much as usual.


We reached the top ledge of the wall (dear God it must be nearly over), and took a breather, gazing back at the obstacles. Dee and Ian’s heads bobbed about in the lake, and a couple of other colleagues were reaching the wall below us.


I looked up at the sky, which was heavy with bruised clouds and getting darker by the minute. ‘Do you think there’s a storm coming?’ I asked Kim, who was leaning over the other side of the wall, contemplating the best way down.


‘Shit-wise or weather-wise?’ she called back.


‘Weather-wise.’


‘As long as it doesn’t stop my flight to Antigua it can be a total white-out this Christmas for all I care.’


And with that, the heavens opened and a blizzard to rival an Arctic snowstorm swirled around us as we ran for our lives.


Just kidding, but it did start to pelt it down with rain. I could see the finish line of this godforsaken race in the distance, and squinting through the drops I could also see the orange raincoats of my girls.


No grumbling, I told myself, for the fortieth time that day.
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It was over; we’d made it. We had survived. Kim and I were freezing, but my cheering group of girls made coming across the finish line an unexpected joy.


I made a bit of a show of staggering over the line, holding Kim’s hand and making sure the small graze on my elbow was dripping blood impressively. The girls, who ranged between fourteen and sixteen (though we often worked with girls as young as eight in some communities), screamed their heads off when we came through, their orange jackets flapping in the torrential rain.


‘You’re a superhero!’ cried Maya, flinging her arms around my muddy self. At fifteen, she was far taller than me, with a classic basketballer’s figure but a heart for athletics. Maya was a girl who’d contacted us a couple of years back because she had a passion for sports but it all felt so out of reach for her. She was painfully shy, and fear held her back from giving her all to her school’s limited sports programme – it was all P.E. lessons and netball teams, with a real lack of actually teaching kids new skills. We worked with the school to start up some beginner groups and when Maya’s confidence popped its head above water, we helped her pull herself up to the next level. She trained for and then secured a scholarship to a summer sports academy, and now that she’d honed her skills, she coached younger kids there during school holidays.


‘I’m a what?’ I asked, pretending there was mud in my ear.


‘A superhero!’ she yelled again, jumping up and down for me.


‘Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that . . . ?’


‘A superhero,’ she and the other girls bellowed at me, and I laughed.


The girls were drenched right through, nearly to the same extent as us runners, and so they zoomed home quickly afterwards. I was now thawing out under a heat lamp, cuddling a hot chocolate and wearing a Santa hat (whose Santa hat was this?). I was spending a lovely few moments thinking about how strong and brave I was, when my thoughts were interrupted by the sound of someone calling my name from outside the tent.


‘Olivia! Over here. Look down a bit.’


‘Scheana, what happened?’ I leapt up and hobbled outside the tent, shaking the remaining water from my ears. My manager was lying, damp and bedraggled, on a stretcher. Two paramedics moved aside and tended to a dislocated shoulder while I spoke with her. This place was a warzone. Sort of.


‘I think I might have broken my leg,’ said Scheana with a shrug. ‘No biggie, but I think I’ll be out of action for a while.’


‘Bloody hell, where?’


‘Lower leg, I think.’


‘But where on the course?’


‘On one of the big log things.’


‘Does it hurt?’ I asked.


‘Yep, loads, but I wanted to talk to you about work.’


‘Now?’ I shifted my weight and I’m sure I heard either my sodden T-shirt or my rib crack. Was I starting to freeze?


‘Just a quick thing. Well done on completing, by the way, you did brilliantly, I’m so proud of you all.’ Scheana reached out and squeezed my hand like a person on their deathbed. ‘Urgh, you’re glacial. I’ll keep this quick. New York is ten days today, and I’m not going to be able to go.’


I must still have had a lot of water in my ears, because I couldn’t be hearing this right. ‘You’re not going to what?’


‘I’m not going to go. To New York. My leg won’t be better in time. So I need someone to take over as head of Girls of the World. Temporarily. That person needs to represent the company in New York, and try to push us forward. They’ll need to be quick-thinking and a good problem solver, even with few resources. You have no idea how many little tasks befall a manager in the lead-up to a trip like this.’


‘I’LL DO IT!’ I yelled. ‘Let me do it, I won’t let you down. Can I do it?’ This was the break I’d been waiting for, for so long now. I wasn’t pleased that Scheana had broken her leg, and I wasn’t trying to squeeze her out, but with Girls of the World growing and expanding so quickly, I wanted to be part of it. One day I wanted to be a director in this company.


‘Are you sure? It’s a big responsibility. I’m not talking about you opening up our first US office or anything, but that’s where we want to be heading. I’d want you to get some balls rolling; it’s not just about publicity this year. I want Girls of the World to have its foot wedged in the door of Manhattan by the time I go out in the Spring.’


‘Consider me your go-to girl for wedging!’


Scheana hesitated ‘You’ve had a busy year. You aren’t feeling too burnt out?’


‘No.’ Yes.


‘Because you don’t know busy until you’ve been in charge of something like this.’


‘I can do it. I’ve been to New York four years in a row and I want to be more involved. You focus on your recovery and I’ll look after everything. I promise.’ Ohmygod, could I do this? Yes, of course I could. I had to now, thanks, big gob.


‘Good, I was hoping you’d say that. In that case, from now until the new year, you’re the boss.’


And with that, the paramedics returned and wheeled Scheana away. I stood motionless for a moment, partly because I was now an ice sculpture, partly because I had a million thoughts whizzing around my head. I was in charge of New York. Like Godzilla! Completing the Fearless Freeze had made me feel pretty invincible, like a poster girl for Nike, so I could definitely conquer running the New York trip. This was going to be easy.
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I returned to the tent and squeezed my bum back onto the bench under the heat lamp, in between a snoring woman and a man who looked close to throwing up.


I was the boss . . .


Dee appeared, her long frame pink all over from the severest of workouts. ‘Um, did I just see Scheana on a stretcher?’


I nodded. ‘She thinks she’s broken her leg. She’s OK though, she’s gone off in an ambulance.’ I knew Scheana wouldn’t want her injury to overshadow our achievement so I added, ‘She says well done to everyone. Look what we just did! That was hard work but we slayed those muddy hills and slippery bloody monkey bars.’


‘What about those dangling electric wires?’ said Ian, staggering over to us and putting his hand on Dee’s back before quickly removing it. ‘I nearly gave up at that point.’


‘I welcomed that,’ I said, like I was some kind of Kray twin. Like a boss. ‘The electric shocks warmed me up.’


Dee and Ian had been into each other for so long it was sometimes hard to remember that they weren’t ‘public’. Ever since Ian joined marketing at Girls of the World several years ago they’d been close, but despite the lingering looks, the obvious chemistry and co-workers spotting them out together at least once a month, they’d never come clean about their relationship. They clearly wanted privacy, for whatever reason, so it was an unwritten Girls of the World rule that we all respected that.


‘Right, folks,’ Kim said, walking into the tent with a leaflet clutched in her hand. ‘It says the tear gas used under that polythene obstacle wasn’t real tear gas and it was totally safe. So you’re not going to go blind. Olivia.’


I blinked a few times to make sure. ‘OK thanks. All right.’ I took a deep breath. ‘So I have something to tell you guys about Scheana and New York . . . ’





9 December



2 weeks, 2 days to Christmas
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I scrolled through the music on my iPhone – surely I had at least one Christmas track on here? Ah-ha! ‘Let It Go’ from Frozen; that counted. I stuck it on repeat and put my phone in the speaker dock just as my doorbell rang.


‘Shit me, it’s freezing out!’ burst Kim, as I opened my front door to the sight of my friend – all pink nose and frostbitten fingers – peering out from a mummification of long woollen scarves.


She pushed me aside and unpeeled the layers down to a moderate covering of two woollen jumper dresses, tights, snow boots and a hot water bottle. Kim was always cold, even in the summer, so December in the UK was her Everest.


‘I’m not even sorry about choosing Antigua over you any more,’ said Kim, shaking out her curls. ‘It’s definitely true what they’re saying; winter is coming.’


‘Let it Jon Snow . . . ’ I muttered with a smirk, leading Kim to the living room. She stopped short.


‘I thought we were having a Christmas party?’ she demanded. ‘Where are your decorations?’


‘It’s only you and me.’


‘I don’t care! It’s our annual Christmas get-together, you insisted that we have it at your house, and you don’t even have a tree. I’m sorry, are we homeless? Christmas isn’t Christmas without a muthaflippin’ Christmas tree.’


‘You’ll be in Antigua over Christmas – good luck finding a Christmas tree there!’ I looked around my sparse maisonette. ‘Besides, there are decorations.’ I wafted an arm past a tea light on a side plate, and a bottle of Baileys.


‘Argh.’ Kim started furiously wrapping herself back up in her four-hundred-foot scarf. ‘First of all, Antigua will have a lot of Christmas trees, and second of all, we have to go and get you a Christmas tree. Now.’


‘But . . . but . . . ’ I looked around. ‘We can’t go out now, the pizza’s in the . . . freezer.’


Kim wasn’t listening. She was already nose-deep in my hall cupboard. She emerged and lobbed an armful of coats my way. ‘Dress warm, come on.’


‘You’re so hardy since we did the Fearless Freeze,’ I muttered.


‘I’m so hardy, Tom Hardy called and wants his name back.’


‘You’re so tough, you should marry Hilary Duff.’


‘You’re so weird, you should grow a beard.’


We stepped outside and the cold air hit me like a dry-ice bucket challenge. The dark street twinkled as wet pavements reflected the strings of Christmas lights between lamp-posts. I stamped my feet and blew into one clenched fist while I locked my door. ‘Where exactly does one buy a Christmas tree at seven p.m. in the middle of London?’


‘No idea,’ said Kim, marching off down the street before whizzing around. ‘Actually, of course I do. How do you feel about artificial trees?’


I shrugged, unsure what the right answer was.


‘Shrug? That’s all you give me? Your mother taught you better than that, lady. Always have an opinion, am I right? And everyone has an opinion on real versus fake. Do you like them full, real and nice-smelling, or perfect, symmetrical and low-maintenance?’


‘Are we still talking about trees?’


‘Of course.’


‘I think I prefer fake. Because I kill things.’


A passing teenage boy darted a shocked look at me, clutched his phone tightly and ran away.


‘Plants, I kill plants,’ I clarified loudly. ‘And therefore probably trees.’


‘Then answer me this,’ said Kim, a big smile creeping onto her half-hidden face. ‘What do you think of when I say “Christmas shopping”?’


‘Oh!’ I knew this. ‘The scene in Love Actually with Rowan Atkinson and the necklace and the dried flowers and the cellophane.’


‘Nope.’


‘Serendipity? You know, when they meet over the last pair of gloves?’


‘No, something not from a Christmas movie.’


‘January sales?’


‘What is wrong with you? John Lewis, of course!’ We reached the tube station and within minutes were squeezed among commuters and tourists, roasting like turkeys under all our layers.


Kim was still rabbiting. ‘The snowman . . . ? The bear and the hare . . . ? The penguin . . . ? The man on the moon . . . ? Liv, you’re killing me.’


‘Oh, I remember the penguin advert! He wanted a girlfriend or something, right? But I don’t recall the other three.’


‘Well, congratulations on being the most cold-hearted person in Britain. Have fun on your throne of stone.’


Just as I was beginning to really dislike the feeling of another passenger’s roll of wrapping paper jabbing me in the eye, it was time to untangle from the tubers and spill out onto soggy Oxford Street. It was still heaving at this time in the evening, with a mash-up of every Christmas song from Now That’s What I Call Christmas booming from open shopfronts.


Kim marched us both up the street, weaving expertly like a Dickensian street urchin through the crowds while I bumped my way past the other shoppers and generally made everyone hate me. We stopped in front of John Lewis.


‘Merry Christmas! Get in,’ Kim commanded.
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I’ll admit it; John Lewis is lovely at Christmas. Immediately I wanted to buy the entire Scandinavian winter lodge-style fake living room just inside the entrance, from the faux-fur blankets to the log tea light-holders, to the snow-sprinkled reindeer ornaments. I was just reaching for a miniature frosted tree in a pot when Kim slapped my hand away.


‘Nope. You need to think bigger. A Christmas tree is going to light up your whole apartment; nay – your life.’


Off we trotted, accepting some of the most wonderful swag of the year from smiling sales assistants en route: a mini mince pie, a shot glass of Prosecco, and a spritz of the latest Philosophy festive scent. By the time we reached the wonderland that was the Christmas department, I was humming along to ‘Something Stupid’ like I was Nicole Kidman herself. ‘How about this one?’ I stopped at the first tree, an all-white creation whose spray-painted branches glistened with glittery faux-snow. I liked it.


Kim scrutinised. ‘It’s a bit . . . blank.’


‘I like it; it would go really well in my apartment.’


Kim gave me a pointed look that I ignored. ‘You know it’s only up for about a month, right? We’re not shopping for one to coordinate with your curtains.’


‘Nope, I like this one.’ I fingered the branches, willing myself to feel Christmassy. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, trying to tug back memories from my past of twinkling, traditional . . . no. I fell short at the recollection of a Santa in board shorts passing out slices of watermelon. I opened my eyes and focused on the tree, which was pretty. ‘I like the glitter, I like the fake snow, and I like the thought of buying those three-for-two baubles in red and covering it with them.’


‘Like blood spatter on a white wall.’


‘Oh. I’ll get the gold ones then.’


‘If that’s what you want . . . ’ Kim caressed the fluffy branch of a gigantic fake-fir that could have been lopped down from beside Santa’s house in Lapland.


‘I want the white one; you don’t own me.’ My strange affinity with this blank, emotionless tree was something I could mull over with my therapist, Squidgy Rabbit the stuffed toy, sometime. But for now I smiled at my friend, who succumbed to my will, and helped me pull the box out of the rack, giant-Jenga style.


Kim looked up at me halfway through the task. ‘You will make time for Rockefeller, won’t you?’


‘Well . . . ’


‘That’s one Christmas tree you aren’t allowed to not care about.’


I pictured the towering tree in my mind, an icon of New York at Christmas, and Kim’s favourite place in the world. ‘I don’t know, I’m sure I’ll go past it . . . ’


‘Liv, you have to go, it’s our place.’


‘But you won’t be there, so it won’t be the same anyway. And I don’t know if I’ll really have time—’


‘Make time. Please. I know you’re one pair of fingerless gloves away from Ebenezer Scrooge but we’ve been on the New York trip together every year, and every year we go and see the Rockefeller Christmas tree together. This year you have to go for both of us.’


I looked down at my fingerless gloves. Was Kim right? Was I a Scrooge at Christmas? No, I had nothing against Christmas. I liked Christmas, it’s just that I didn’t really . . . care about it. I’d watch a Christmas movie if it was on TV, and drink Baileys if it was on offer, and exchange a couple of presents with my family sometime around the big day, depending on when they were all free to get together. But when you grew up in a family who escaped for two weeks of winter sun every Christmas, and were now spread out around the world, traditions and ‘proper Christmases’ were a bit off the radar.


Christmas to me was a very lovely, very welcome break from work, from my team and the pressures that come with any job. It was a time to catch up on sleep, and it was the milestone between September and March where I gave my legs a shave.


‘I’ll go to Rockefeller,’ I said. ‘I’ll send you a photo. If I have time.’


‘You’re the boss this year, you’ll have time.’ Kim heaved the box out and, satisfied, trotted off towards the counter while I armed myself with gold baubles (and one box of the red) and a red reindeer to go on the top, because I’m not keen on fairies and the stars looked too prickly.


All of a sudden I felt weighed down, not with Christmas decorations but with responsibility. There was no getting away from it – I was the boss this year. The past few days had zoomed by, a speeding train of note-taking, decision-making, list-creating and what felt like endless phone calls with Scheana. I’d boarded the train without really thinking: was I ready for this? Could I handle it? It was beyond exciting, but one niggling thought had been popping up ever since the day of the race . . . was I out of my depth?


[image: illustration]


On the tube ride home, I trumped that passenger with the awkward rolls of wrapping paper from the previous journey, by forcing everyone to angle themselves around my Christmas tree box as if it were Baby Jesus himself.


‘I love my Christmas tree,’ I sighed, hugging the box. I’d show Kim who was Ebenezer Scrooge.


‘Praise the lord!’ Kim said, embracing me with one arm. ‘And you promise you’ll go and see Rockefeller?’


‘Sure. This is my first ever Christmas tree, you know.’


Several eavesdropping passengers side-eyed me like I was mad.


‘No way.’


‘Seriously. We’ve never had a family Christmas at home, and I’ve never had one in my flat before.’


‘Not even with Kevin?’


‘Nope.’ I looked away, the best I could, without staring straight into a stranger’s set of boobies. It still smarted to think of him, even after all these years. ‘We always had Christmas separately, and we never decorated because all the spare money went towards . . . ’


‘ . . . the house fund,’ Kim finished for me, putting a much-needed end to that little conversation. Kim thought for a moment, whilst sucking on a complimentary John Lewis candy cane. ‘I think New York is going to be really good for you. This year, especially. You’ve never been the one making the decisions about the schedule and planning the itinerary. You’ve always been told you have to do this at this time, and be there at that time, and have dinner at Ristorante el Blandezvous while making small talk with delegates.’


‘This isn’t going to be any different – I still have to make sure everyone does the same job.’


‘But you’re in charge. You want to have a business meeting over hot chocolates at the top of the Empire State, you can do it. You want to hold a feminist rally on the Central Park ice rink: just book it, honey pie.’


I gulped. All I heard was ‘business meeting’, and suddenly the fear of everything being On Me hit me again. I had to make sure Girls of the World’s presence at the #IWasHereNYC conference was a success. I looked at my new tree: Christmas would have to wait.
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Back at the flat we decorated my tree, Kim dancing along to a particularly festive episode of Strictly Come Dancing I’d recorded (she’d declared my one Christmas song as ‘crap’) while I found myself thinking about not wanting to think about Kevin.


Trickles of regret ran through me as I hung the gold and red baubles. I shouldn’t have spent this much on a fake tree. A little part of me bitterly thought that Kevin wouldn’t be worrying about spending money on his Christmas tree. Well, he didn’t need to save up again from scratch, did he? A part of me broke loose to wonder about him and where he was now. Did he find the big house in the country after all? Was he with someone else? Had he grown up enough to treat her better than he had me?


I looked at my flat. It wasn’t even my flat; getting out of rented accommodation seemed like such a faraway dream.


Luckily Kim trod on my toe at that point while cha-cha-cha-ing backwards. ‘What are you standing still for? It’s Christmas, you’re going to New York next week, Strictly’s on!’ She saw my face and stopped. ‘Are you OK?’


I stood back and observed the tree. It did look nice. ‘I’m not sure I should have spent money on this tree.’


‘Don’t start that again.’


‘But—’


‘Nope. You’re in a good job; you’re well behaved, like, all the time with your money. You can treat yourself once in a while; it’s hardly going to make an inch of difference.’


‘I’m not well behaved all the time. I like living wild. I ate a muffin for breakfast the other day, and it wasn’t even the breakfast kind.’


‘What kind was it?’


‘Blueberry. They were reduced in Sainsbury’s.’


‘That’s still the breakfast kind.’


I shrugged. ‘Fine. Maybe I’ll just move in with you and Steve. I’ll be the spinster in your basement, the bitter old Miss Havisham in your granny flat. The fly in your ointment.’


‘That’s the Christmas spirit I was after,’ Kim said, and twerked against me (I think she was trying to jive) until I snapped out of my bad mood and started twerk-jiving with her.





11 December



2 weeks to Christmas
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I swung back and forth on my desk chair staring into the darkness outside, the phone glued to my ear. It was only five p.m., but the bleak midwinter had me straining my eyes to see anything other than the blur of office lights in the building opposite.


It was the day of our office Christmas party, and my last day in work before I left for New York on Monday. There was Christmas music playing through the receiver in one ear, and Christmas music playing from someone’s computer in the other ear. All around me my co-workers were opening sneaky bottles of wine, unplugging printers to make room for their straighteners and tottering to and from the loos to put make-up on. The entire scene was like something from a Boots advert, and I couldn’t help but smile. Especially at the mismatch between those who had gone for all-out sparkle and those who’d opted for grotesque Christmas jumpers instead.


Dee wandered over, her lipstick a little smudged. She motioned elaborately to see if I wanted a glass of wine but I shook my head. I still had a million things to organise and alcohol would wash them all straight out of my head.


‘We’re all leaving soon,’ she stage-whispered. ‘Shall we wait for you?’


‘You guys go for it. I’m on hold with the conference venue in New York; I might be a while.’


‘Is there anything we can do?’


‘No, no, you go and have fun. Have a drink for me.’


Ian appeared through the door, and Dee said, ‘OK, see you there,’ and scarpered.


I watched her walk past Ian, their eyes meeting. They smiled tenderly at each other and he nodded his head in low-key approval of her sparkling outfit.


Still on hold, I went back to my to-do list. Now that I was in charge, this year my list was much longer than it had been in previous years. I still had to print out everybody’s tickets, insurance details, conference information and other paperwork, in duplicate. I had to confirm the rooms and the flights, for everyone. I had to collect up all the promotional material that was currently in piles around me. I was waiting on the venue to confirm they’d received the material Kim, Ian and the rest of the marketing department had sent over. And there was more, so much more.


Suddenly Kim materialised in front of me, a vision in sequinned black shorts, black tights, and the ugliest Christmas jumper I’d ever seen. She snatched up my to-do list. ‘You’re still on hold?’


‘Yep.’ I nodded. ‘New York is busy today.’


‘Hang up and come to the party with meeeeeeeee.’


‘I can’t. I want to but I can’t. I have a million things to finish.’


‘You look tired,’ she said, emptying the remnants of a box of Quality Street on to my desk.


‘Thanks. I am a bit. There’s just . . . lots to think about.’


‘But you’re going to New York on Monday, yaaaaaay!’ she said, attempting to inject me with a Kim-boost.


‘And then I get to come home and sleep, yaaaaaay!’ I answered and immediately felt ungrateful. One of the many things I loved about my job was the travel, so it was unfair of me to act like it was such a nuisance. I shook myself out of it. ‘It’s fine, I’m fine. You go and enjoy the party for me. Make sure someone snogs somebody on the dance floor, OK?’


‘You don’t think you’ll even make it later?’


‘I promise I’ll try. And if I don’t I’ll catch you at some point over the weekend.’


She gave me a look that said she knew full well she wouldn’t be seeing me tonight, and then started dancing backwards towards the door. ‘All work and no play makes Olivia a right old pissflap,’ she warned, before disappearing into the night.


Pissflap I may be, but this pissflap had things to do.


Damn it, I was still on hold and now I needed to piss.
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Nearly two hours later I wearily entered my flat, my eyes squeezed shut and a giant yawn on my face. My arms were full to the brim with stuff I needed to take to New York. I dumped everything, along with my handbag, shoes, coat and bra, in a heap in the hallway.


I just need a ten-minute rest, I thought, and then I’ll go back into town for the party. Just ten minutes . . .


I noticed that there was a light on in my living room; I could see it under the door. I didn’t leave a light on this morning, I know I didn’t. But . . . did I? Maybe I did. I’d been so preoccupied lately.


I opened the door super-slowly, and saw a person crouched in the corner of my living room. I sucked in a silent lungful of angry air. The grubby little Artful Dodger! Their hands were fiddling about with all my stuff and pocketing all my worldly goods, I bet!


Affronted, and before I could think better of it, I reached out, thwacked the first thing my hand touched with all my might, and sent an object catapulting across the room towards my intruder. It turned out to be a Christmas bauble, which did nothing more harmful than bounce off their back. In comparison my white Christmas tree toppled and crashed by my feet, branches falling everywhere and the rest of the baubles springing to safety and rolling across the floor.


The intruder looked up and pulled off their baseball cap. Underneath was a late-teenage girl with a pouty mouth, dark, thick eyebrows (the kind I think you’d call ‘on fleek’) and eyes identical to mine. My little sister Lucy blinked at me.


‘What. The actual. F—’


‘What the actual indeed, and don’t you swear at me!’ I pointed a Christmas tree branch at her.


‘I swear all the time.’


‘What are you doing back, and in my house? What’s happening?’ The branch was still outstretched. Was I overtired or was she really here? I felt tears tickle the backs of my eyes – I wasn’t used to having an emotional reaction to seeing my family members, but she was back and safe and . . .


Lucy reached me and, taking the branch from my hand and throwing it on the floor, wrapped her arms around my neck. I laughed and hugged her back, broken out of my confused state. ‘When did you get back from Peru?’


‘This morning,’ she yawned, stepping back. ‘I tried to call your office but your phone was engaged all day and the receptionist was getting pissed at me.’


‘Why didn’t you call my mobile?’


‘I lost my phone somewhere around Machu Picchu.’


‘Lucy . . . ’


‘Relax, whatever. I’m here now and we’re together again.’ She came in for another ‘shut-up’ hug. ‘I’m so glad you’re finally home; can you make me some food?’
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Needless to say I had no real intentions of heading back in for the Christmas party, and Lucy turning up provided the perfect excuse. The truth was that once I’d stepped in through the door the thought of going back out to see work people, the same people I’d be spending four whole days and nights with next week, instantly lost any appeal. Instead, I whipped up a quick spag bol while Lucy told me about her latest three-month backpacking adventure around South America.


‘I brought you something back.’ She reached into her bag and pulled out some bright, stripy Peruvian cotton trousers.


I put down my wooden spoon and reached for the trousers, holding them up in the air. They would fit Barbie better than they would fit me. ‘Lucky these look the perfect size for you and your Cara Delevingne body; maybe you should keep them. Also, they smell of weed.’


‘Well I don’t know how that happened, but I guess I’ll hang on to them then.’ She took them back with a smile and watched me return to cooking.


‘What?’ I asked, feeling her eyes scrutinising my back.


‘Why don’t you travel more?’


‘I travel all the time; I’m going to New York on Monday.’


‘Yeah but those are work trips. I’m talking about fun trips.’


That tiny bubble of bitterness appeared deep inside me. I didn’t want to get into this now. ‘I can’t, I have to save up.’


‘Ah yes, for the house in the country. You know, you really don’t seem like someone who would want to have a house in the country.’


‘Of course I do.’ I chucked some seasoning into the sauce and steered us back to safer ground. ‘But anyway – my work is fun!’


‘Are you seriously telling me you’d rather be going to New York for work than with friends, or on your own?’


I hesitated.


‘You hesitated.’


‘OK, this one time I would rather be going on my own, but only because it’s been hard work organising it this year, and I’m kind of exhausted, and Kim’s not going. The pressure is really on me to do a good job, and I want to show that I can. So, I’m excited, but I’m looking forward to it being over. I’m looking forward to coming home. Jon’ll be there though, which’ll be good – he’s my friend who works—’


‘Yes, I know who your friend Jon is; you talk about him all the time.’


‘I hardly ever see you!’


‘He’s the dude in that photo you keep in your bedside drawer, isn’t he? For when you’re lonely at night?’ Lucy sniggered and dodged out of the way of a piece of spaghetti I lobbed at her.


‘That photo is only in there because people kept making comments when I had it out on the table. It was a fun day, I like the memory.’ The photo was taken by Kim the first year I knew Jon. We were on bikes in Amsterdam and she captured the exact moment after we’d been smiling at the camera: a lorry had trundled past us on the narrow cobbley streets and came within a whisker of the front of Jon’s wheel. His face is contorted in surprise and panic, and even though my bike was behind his and completely out of the way, I had screamed and promptly fallen off. The camera had caught me mid-fall.


I served up dinner and we walked back to the living room, where Lucy took the best sofa spot.


‘So what’s with the Christmas tree? You’re into Christmas now?’ she asked.


‘I’m just . . . experimenting.’


‘That’s what all the girls say,’ Lucy cooed, kicking a few baubles out of her way and into the corner of the room.


I looked around at the mess, wanting to move the conversation on, and a thought reoccurred to me. ‘How did you get into my flat?’
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