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Chapter One

Christopher

To Christopher Calloway, the best things about ­Christmas are usually building the gingerbread house, making a wish at midnight, diving back into one of his favourite ­children’s ­fantasy novels, and eating as much as is physically possible.

This year, though, the thing he is most looking forward to is a break.

An actual break.

Well, and the gingerbread house. No matter what happens, he will always want to build the gingerbread house.

Tomorrow, he’ll be in York with his sister, Kit, and her girlfriend, Haf, who happens to also be his best friend, for a very restful, do-nothing-eat-lots Christmas break.

He needs it. He’s exhausted. When he worked in his less-effort-than-it-looked finance job, everyone clocked off early at Christmas, the last few days spent physically there, but mentally checked out. Usually thinking of new things to bake, if he’s honest, while moving his mouse just often enough that his computer didn’t go to sleep. Now that he actually owns his dream bakery, he doesn’t miss those soulless days, but he does miss how tired he wasn’t.

And although part of him feels a little bad for closing up on 20th December, he needs the rest.

‘Need me to do anything else?’ asks Tegan, his teenage shop assistant, who has already hung up her apron and is reaching for her bag in a way that suggests she doesn’t want him to say yes.




There really isn’t anything else for her to do. They’ve not had a customer in over an hour. It may only be 20th December, but it feels as if the world is shutting down for the ­holidays already. Maybe things just stop earlier in this little town. He’s still running on London time.

The bakery has been busy all morning with customers ­collecting orders of Christmas puddings and a few marzipan-­topped boozy Christmas cakes, and buying fresh bread and pastries. Christmas makes people want fancy bread, it seems. It might be the most loaves he’s sold in a day ever. But now . . . nothing.

Tegan had cleaned basically every inch of the café side of the bakery. If anything, she’d gone above and beyond. There really isn’t anything else for either of them to do. He may as well let her go home early.

‘No, go ahead. Thank you, Tegan. Merry Christmas,’ he calls after her as she darts out the door with a ‘Nadolig ­llawen!’

He regrets letting her go after a minute. Time goes much slower when you’re desperate to close up but have hours to go and are now on your own. Not that he and Tegan have particularly in-depth conversations, seeing as she’s a teenage Goth who barely tolerates him, even though he’s her employer. The company is nice though.

There are a few Christmas puddings awaiting collection, plus a few more loaves and biscuits to sell if he can. Plus, the bakery is normally open until five. 

At least the one thing he won’t have to worry about is the bakery over Christmas. Kit had suggested he offer it up as a holiday let in case anyone local had family coming in from out of town. After all those window displays and buying an entirely new business, his bank balance was looking a bit . . . slim. Luckily, it was quickly snapped up by someone coming over from America. He’s written up a very thorough hand­over document about staying in the flat, so all he needs to do tomorrow morning is give them the keys, show them round, and head to the train station.




In want of a task that isn’t clock-watching, Christopher wipes down the counter for possibly the twentieth time that day. At least something is happening, even if it’s potentially damaging the already battered wood. 

He probably should have saved making treats for his ­family for this lull, but he finished them yesterday – a Christmas pudding, of course, but also shortbread stars to hang on the tree, some gingerbread (not in house form, for ease of transport), and little bags of peppermint candies, ­sea-salt fudge and chocolate truffles. The last three hadn’t even been part of the plan – they were what he’d whipped up in the very early hours of this morning when he was too wide awake not to make a sweet shop’s worth of treats. Hopefully, he can pack them all into his suitcase for the train journey, but if he ends up with spillover tote bags at least he can bribe anyone he ends up squishing with some sweets.

Three hours. Three hours and then he can lock the door, be done for Christmas and the whole of this intense year. He’s never been so excited to check out mentally.

But there are still three hours to go, so wiping the counters it is.

* * *

It doesn’t help his sense of time that the last year has gone by at two very different speeds – horrifyingly fast, and drudgingly slow. 

It had all started last Christmas. For reasons he is admittedly a little embarrassed about now, he’d spent the ­holidays in his family home with a fake girlfriend, Haf, in a hare-brained scheme to deflect any questions about him potentially taking over his father’s business, and to avoid being set up with anyone else. Naturally, the course of ­terrible schemes and fake romance never did run smooth. For a start, Haf fell in love with his sister, Kit, in a matter of days, which is totally preposterous. And then Christopher  rejected a job from his dad at the Christmas dinner table. On the drive home, he had instead started to form his own plan for a very different future. 

Barely a month later, he had jacked in his fiscally ­sensible but soul-destroying job and was studying ‘Pâtisserie and ­Boulangerie’ at the most prestigious cooking school in the country. Six months of full-time kitchen life, covering everything from the foundations of breadmaking all the way up to fiddly and complex molecular gastronomy, surrounded by other hungry people determined to work in kitchens around the world. There was really nothing like it. It was the happiest – and busiest – time of his life. 

And then, it was over, so suddenly – frankly, it’s no wonder his sense of time is entirely warped now – but he wasn’t ready to slow down; he couldn’t. While he was looking for jobs, he had offhandedly mentioned to Haf and Kit that really, what he wanted was his own kitchen. This somehow made its way to Haf’s mum, Mari, who mentioned the ­bakery a few towns down from her on the North Welsh coast, which stood empty. He should come and look at Pantri Bach, they had said. Someone needed to reopen it. 

It was silly to even consider it. And yet, the thought kept nagging at him. 

It made sense to just look it up, he decided. 

Looking it up quickly turned to driving up to view it in person with Kit and Haf. The town, Pen-y-Môr, was so close to the sea that he couldn’t believe it. He’d grown up in the landlocked Cotswolds and lived in London for so long that he couldn’t imagine a town could be literally on the seafront. It was small, perhaps smaller than he originally imagined, with one long high street running from the sea up to the coastal mountains that crowded in at the back of the town. It was probably only a little larger than Oxlea, where he grew up, a few thousand people clustered together. But he liked that idea: the intentional intimacy as opposed to the anonymity of London. After all, the biggest towns nearby were  either Llandudno or Bangor, still significantly smaller than London. Living here carried the prospect of a whole new way of life.

When he got to the bakery, it was clear the insides needed more than a lick of paint, but the estate agent insisted the recently serviced kitchen with all the equipment was included in the price. Upstairs was a tiny little run-down flat he could live in, with views of the sea and the mountains. Even his architect sister agreed it looked as if it had good bones, despite the peeling wallpaper and holey walls where pictures had been taken down. With some cosmetic fixes, some new furniture in, café side, and a decent coffee machine, it could be something totally new. Something that belonged to him.

He couldn’t stop looking at the light, by God, the light. You only get light like that with big skies.

Could it be a home to him? It felt as if it could be.

His friends seemed to think so, too.

Before he could overthink it, he’d put in an offer for as much as he could afford, and he’d put his flat in London on the market too. Somehow, his offer was accepted, his flat sold, and before he could really blink or breathe or think about what the hell he’d done, his friends were loading up a moving van to drive him to Wales. 

It had been a trial, not necessarily one by fire, but certainly something painful and tricky to navigate. Perhaps trial-­by-swamp, if that was a thing. For the first few weeks, he ­worried every night that he’d made a terrible decision, but all his friends seemed so on board with it that he hoped they were right. They usually were. His brain often got the better of him, after all.

And now, he is happy.

He is.

It’s just been . . . harder than he thought it would be. Thinking about what he could sell had been great, but now he has to think about things like overheads, profit, turnover  . . . keeping the lights on. And that buzz, that spark he felt at cookery school, seems to have just dulled, or perhaps burned down.

And he’s barely made any friends here. It’s hard to be so far from everyone he loves.

Needless to say, he hasn’t hung up any mistletoe in here this Christmas. Call him superstitious, but he doesn’t want to tempt fate. There’s been enough chaos in his life for one year.

* * *

When Christopher glances up at the clock, somehow only a few more minutes have passed. What torture is this? When he was procrastinating in his old job, he would dream up new things to bake, but, well, that creative spark hasn’t really been burning quite the way it used to. The little creative energy he has left has gone on the aesthetics of the café and the few reliable if basic things he can regularly make and sell.

At least the Christmas puddings look nice, wrapped in coloured paper and tied up in ribbons – a touch his mother had insisted on, because if he was going to sell things for a special occasion, they should look special. She was right, of course. Turns out a bit of ribbon goes a long way. Perhaps it was Esther who had all the business sense. His father, Otto, might have been the businessman, but she ran the house, and half the town, based on all the committees she was on. 

It wasn’t just the puddings he’d made look special, either. Ever since he opened the bakery, Christopher had made sure there was an intricate window display. Yes, they took time and a lot of effort, but people did stop and stare and even very occasionally come in to buy something. In truth, he did it more for himself than his customers. When he couldn’t sleep, he would sketch out plans for seasonal themes. Currently, he was working on a romantic set piece to be in the  window from St Dwynwen’s Day to Valentine’s Day – a riot of reds and pinks and flowers, both real and sugar.

The Christmas window was probably his favourite one so far. Jewel-colour-wrapped presents – empty boxes of course – nestled in leftover white packing peanuts that looked like snow if you didn’t get too close, sailed over by gingerbread reindeer and angels and stars, suspended from the ceiling on wire. Around them he’d placed empty Christmas pudding bowls wrapped in bright paper, and an upturned cake tin that he’d decorated with icing and marzipan to look like a real Christmas cake.

Thanks to the fact that the bakery sat on the main road that ran through Pen-y-Môr, the displays always drew looks from people heading down to the beach or train station, and the other way, up into the town, towards the other shops. It wasn’t a roaring trade, but he was getting by . . . just about, despite his extravagant taste for window displays (which admittedly he’d partly paid for out of his own pocket a few times). But he had a few loyal customers, and he’d started to recognise the faces peering into the window, even if they didn’t come in very often. 

A little sprucing goes a long way, Esther had said.

Before he can ruminate on the inevitability of becoming his parents, the bell over the door jingles. Shaz stalks in, dressed in an enormous knee-length puffy coat, complete with woolly hat and mittens, all in various lurid shades of yellow. 

‘It’s pure witches’ tits out there,’ she says, flinging herself into a chair right in front of the counter. As she pulls her woolly hat off her head, her thick, almost-silver-blond hair sticks up with static.

‘Afternoon to you too, Shaz,’ Christopher says, resisting the urge to wipe the counter down once more.

She groans. ‘Don’t remind me. If it’s afternoon, then I’m officially behind on my to-do list, and I’d rather live in ignorance if that’s all right with you.’




‘Good . . . day?’ Christopher offers.

‘Better. I’ve come to get the pud, but if it’s peachy with you, can I just sit here with my eyes closed for a few minutes?’

‘That bad?’

Eyes firmly closed, Shaz makes a noise that Christopher takes to mean absolutely. 

Not only was she the first friend he made here, Shaz is also his first friend with kids. It turns out that having ­multiple ­children of indeterminate age – somehow he’s never ­managed to work that out and now it’s absolutely too late for him to ask – means you live with a permanent look of ­confused fear etched onto your face.

When Christopher had opened the bakery in September after a furious month of redecorating, Shaz was the first customer who walked in. Loud, brash, Scouse, and determined to get him talking, Shaz was like a hurricane in Christopher’s absolutely dead bakery. At first, he was worried she was a competitor or just trying to get the gossip on why he, an arguably plummy Englishman, was in this little Welsh town. But he quickly realised that, for some reason, she liked him, and she showed up every single day the bakery was open. Since then, she occasionally will literally drag other people in with her and heavily insist they buy something, especially towards the end of the month when the frown lines get deeper.

From what Christopher can gather, Shaz used to work at the primary school doing slightly too many jobs for one ­person. A bit of admin and finance, some teaching ­assistance. But then the school budget shrank, and she was out of a job (or five). Perhaps that’s why she’s in here basically every day – he’s her water cooler.

No matter the reason, Shaz brought life to the café – and to Christopher – when he most needed it.

Plus, the gingerbread reindeer biscuits he’d started making in November had become the talk of the town thanks  to her. And luckily for her, he’d decided to make one last-­minute batch that morning.

‘Would a gingerbread reindeer help?’ 

One eye opens and fixes on him. ‘A biscuit I don’t have to share with piranhas masquerading as children? You’re offering me a Christmas miracle.’

Christopher slips two reindeer into a paper bag. ‘And one to hide in the car, for later.’

‘You’re a good man.’ She violently bites the head off. Her eyes close again, this time with the joy of eating. Christopher will never get tired of that look.

Without another word, he makes her usual frothy latte with many packets of sugar on the side and deposits it in front of her.

‘Oh, you absolute beaut.’ Shaz dunks a bit of leg into the hot froth. ‘Must you close for Christmas? How will I get by without this every day? I’m too used to it. And you. You’ve ruined me. Plus, I heard the pub had a burst pipe and the whole place is wrecked so that’ll be shut too. Where am I going to hide from my children if you leave?’

‘You’d have to buy a lot more coffees for me to stay open over the holidays.’

She snorts. ‘I’m already metaphorically shitting myself over Gar’s mum coming for the holidays. I don’t need to be literally shitting myself too.’

‘A truly delightful image. Is it that bad? Now I feel bad for leaving.’

The tiredness must show on his face because she adds, ‘I’ll put my big pants on. Just this once, mind, don’t you get cosy with all this leaving business. But I suppose you’ll need to recharge your energy so you can come up with a new seasonal biccie for me.’ 

‘I could keep doing gingerbread out of season.’

‘Just for me?’

‘Just for you. And hopefully some other customers.’




‘Yeah, but they matter less than me. Are you all ready for your trip?’

‘I think so. Just the last of these to get out the door,’ he says, indicating the Christmas puddings. He passes hers over and sets it just far enough away from her that it won’t get splattered with coffee or gingerbread.

‘Diolch bab. Have you downloaded any films for the train?’

‘If you mean, am I still working through your several-­pages-long list of essential Christmas romcoms, then yes.’

The other thing that Shaz brought into his life was an appreciation for Christmas romcoms. Back in September when he started making the Christmas puddings, she insisted he needed festive inspiration, and sent a list of ­seasonal romcoms to watch. 

Determined to nurture their new friendship, he decided to watch one, just to say that he had. Over that week, he’d watched five. One each evening, with two repeats. And he had opinions about them. He was absolutely completely and utterly hooked. He wasn’t sure if it was the guaranteed happy endings or the high ratio of bakers to literally any other profession, but he couldn’t stop watching. The only thing ­Christopher had ever felt that invested in before was baking.

He hadn’t even heard of most of them, but then festive romcoms hadn’t been something he’d sought out. At Christmas, he normally just passively watched whatever was put on. Maybe he should have been paying better attention. Apart from the few queer film titles he vaguely recognised, Shaz’s list skewed to heterosexual romances, and of those, most featured one particular actor, Nash Nadeau – a blond-haired, perfectly stubbled, slightly hench American man on the cusp of thirty who, well, Christopher found rather handsome. There was just something so charismatic and warm about him. Or perhaps his characters. But still.

At first, he kept this new obsession all to himself, but eventually, once he had completed Nash Nadeau’s infamous Christmas at the Clinic series (casually known by fans as the  ‘Christmas Vet’ films), it all came tumbling out. The last movie in the series, unless there were more unannounced to come, ended on a cliffhanger – a cliffhanger, for Christ’s sake! Would the veterinarian played by Nash Nadeau ever get back together with the witty and brilliant schoolteacher played by Barbie Glynn? The films had been teasing it all the way through the series. And now, they’d left the final movie on a cliffhanger.

When Shaz walked into the bakery the next day, Christopher had yelled, ‘They can’t just end a film on a cliffhanger!’ With one throaty chuckle from Shaz, their friendship was officially cemented.

‘I’ve rinsed all the new ones for this year already,’ she sighs now, sadly, swirling the coffee in its cup. ‘I’m going to have to rewatch some.’

‘Heaven forbid.’

‘Don’t be cheeky now. You’ll be in my position any moment at your rate.’

She wasn’t wrong. He had watched a lot of Christmas movies in the last four months. It had become a kind of routine: he’d close up the bakery and wind down while watching some glittering, joyful Christmas romance, regardless of the time of year. After all, romance isn’t just for Christmas. There was nothing more comforting than knowing things would be all right in the end, no matter what you were put through. Christopher wished real life had that level of certainty.

‘Yes but I’ll just watch all of Nash Nadeau’s back catalogue again, and be glad of it,’ he says.

‘I would love to see that man’s back catalogue,’ says Shaz.

Me too, Christopher thinks to himself. Nash Nadeau’s various characters had started turning up in his dreams, always to whisk him off to some snow-dipped destination where they would kiss by the fireside and eat delicious food. 

It was getting a little ridiculous. The last time he had a crush this intense was after he saw The Mummy Returns  playing on ITV as a child, and had suddenly developed a fascination for both Rachel Weisz and Brendan Fraser.

‘Now, are you definitely sure you don’t want to stay here for your first Welsh Christmas? I’m sure we could squeeze you in on the kids’ table. I mean, you’d be wedged firmly into someone else’s armpit, but you’d be welcome.’

‘Thank you, but I’m sure. I wouldn’t want to impose ­anyway.’

‘It’s not imposing if I’ve offered. Plus, you’re on your way to being a local here – hardly anyone calls you “that one from London” or “English” any more. Sure, they don’t know your name yet, but at least they know you’re the baker guy.’ 

‘I’m practically born and bred.’

‘Don’t get any notions,’ she laughs. ‘Unless you were making a bread pun. Born and bread, get it?’

‘I wasn’t, but I wish I had.’

‘You’re staying with your sister and your ex-girlfriend-now-friend-slash-her-real-girlfriend, right?’

Christopher sighs, regretting that he had ever explained the intricacies of his family drama from last year to Shaz. ‘Haf and I weren’t ever technically dating.’

‘Oh yeah, fake-dating or whatever you kids call it,’ she says, as though this is something people regularly do, or as though she’s much older than him – Christopher is fairly sure there’s only a decade between them.

‘My parents are stopping by on the way to my grand­parents’ up in Scotland. And I think our friends, Ambrose and Laurel, will come up the day after Boxing Day.’

‘Ah yes, Laurel. Your real ex-girlfriend.’

‘Correct.’

‘That sounds like a nice big reunion. Send me some ­photos so I can remember what grown-up Christmases look like while I’m being screamed at about Lego and Frozen and whether someone can have another snack.’ She already looks tired. ‘Before I forget, you’re leaving the bakery keys with the house guest, yeah?’




‘Oh. I was going to take them with me?’

Shaz fixes him with a look that says, You’re an absolute dingbat, though she’d probably say something much ruder than that.

‘Pop them through mine on your way, or if you run out of time, I’ll pick them up from your guest. I’d tell you to bring them over tonight, but the piranhas will be in the middle of their feeding frenzy, and trust me, you don’t need to see that. Plus, I figure you’ll want to check you’ve turned everything off a good few times before you go.’

It’s a little scary how well she knows him already.

‘Thanks, Shaz. That’s really kind of you.’

‘I know, I’m a saint.’

‘But if anything goes wrong—’

‘It won’t. And if I’m not sure of anything, I’ll get Tegan to come have a look. And if I’m really not sure, I’ll call you, all right?’

That seemed like a pretty decent plan, he had to admit.

‘What’s their name anyway?’

Christopher pulls up the booking confirmation on his phone. ‘Tessa Nichols?’

‘Hmm. Never heard of her. Must be a hermit.’

‘She’s not a hermit . . . I presume. She’s probably just ­visiting family.’

‘Nah, I’d recognise the name. Not like there’re many Nicholses around. Anyway, I’ll know her what with her being inside your house and all. I’ll make sure she doesn’t nick anything.’ She’s joking, what with her wink and raised bicep, but Shaz is truly quite terrifying in that mums know what is happening at all times kind of way.

She downs the last of her coffee and hops to her feet, keys jingling in her hand. She rushes round the counter, where she knows she’s not allowed to be, and pulls him into a big hug. ‘All right, I’ve got to go find out where I left my kids. Text me when you go tomorrow, yeah? And wrap up warm. The weather says it’s going to get somehow even worse.’




‘Will do.’

She peers over the counter. ‘Who is left to pick up their puds?’

He checks the labels. ‘Oh, these are all for the Yangs.’

‘Give them here. Tammy lives on my street. Then you can close up.’

‘It’s too early. What if someone else comes?’

She looks around. ‘My sweet friend, it is deader than a graveyard in here. Plus, did I mention it’s witches’ tits out there. Everyone will be heading home if they have sense. Come on, lock the door behind me and finish for the day. What’s the worst that could happen?’

‘That’s not a thing to ask me.’ He laughs awkwardly.

‘I’m telling you, it’ll be fine. You need a bath and an early night.’

The voice in his head that sounds worryingly like his mother tuts, but Shaz is right. If anyone does come, he’d hear them knocking on the bakery door anyway.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Christopher, give me the puds.’

He hands them over, and she runs off to the front door with all her bags before he can change his mind. ‘See you next year!’ she shouts as she rushes out, only pausing outside the big window to mime opening champagne, filling glasses and doing shots. Christopher takes this to be some kind of promise or perhaps a threat of a future celebration.

And once again, it’s just Christopher and his bakery. But this time, he can lock the door.

Thanks to Shaz, his break has officially begun. 










Chapter Two

Christopher

The next morning starts in the same way pretty much any holiday does for Christopher. He gets up nice and early to shower, and once he uses something, he packs it in his travel bag, so everything is present and accounted for.

The only difference is, today he goes into host mode, ­setting out fresh sheets and towels, and fresh, fancy ­miniatures to replace his hidden-away half-used bottles. It looks nice in the end. Rustic. 

Seeing as his mother would be proud, he takes a picture of his handiwork for her. For some reason, it won’t send, though that’s not unusual. The phone and Wi-Fi signal is always all over the place here, fluctuating even when you’re standing still; hopefully it’ll send when he’s downstairs.

The very last thing he does is open the curtains. 

Outside, there is snow.

A lot of snow.

So much snow in fact that the broken-down bakery van, which he also got from the bakery’s previous owners, is completely submerged.

When he first moved here, he had somewhat falsely presumed winters would be snowy. But something about being so close to the sea meant it was too warm for snow, and instead the coast got whipping icy winds and sleet. And yet . . . 

This is fine, he tells himself. Absolutely fine. No need to panic yet.




Admittedly, it is a bit startling to discover a lot of snow when you’re not expecting it, but still. He carries his cases downstairs and decides to make a coffee. It is a little expensive to run the huge bakery coffee machine just for him, but it is delicious and will give him something to do to ­settle his nerves. Not that drinking coffee has ever made him feel ­particularly chilled out. But going through the motions of grinding the beans, tamping down the softly powdered ­coffee, and running the steaming hot water through it slows his brain down. He breathes deeply, purposefully, as he watches the crema layer over the top.

Coffee in hand, he leans against the counter, connects his phone to the café’s Wi-Fi, and navigates to the Met Office website.

He’s greeted by an alarming amount of red.

There are, somehow, multiple severe weather warnings – for snow, clearly, but also for ice, for wind, for general inclement weather. In the north and south of the UK, there are flood warnings. It’s somewhat apocalyptic.

And worst of all, warning banners across the page announce that no one should travel unless there is a medical emergency. Christopher is fairly sure being a little burned out does not count.

From the big bakery windows, he looks out across the ­village. Everything is less snow-dusted and more snow-­buried. Piles of snow seem to climb up against the buildings where it’s been blown around. 

And somehow, it’s still coming down. Sideways.

Normally, he is happy to see snow. A sprinkling feels ­magical, like the icing sugar dusted over gingerbread houses. This is . . . possibly cursed.

He unlocks the front door and steps out, almost losing a slipper in the process. It’s really, really cold outside. Once back inside, he has to shake a flurry off his clothes.

His phone pings with a notification from his group chat with Kit and Haf.




Kit: Bud are you ok? I just saw there’s snow on your end.

Christopher: Yeah, there’s a lot.

Haf: We never got snow growing up!! I’m so jel.

Haf: This is probably not helpful is it

Kit: No babe. xxx

Kit: It’s bad here too. The snow volunteers are already out shovelling and salting.

Haf: I’m still mad you wouldn’t let me join them

Kit: We are not spending Christmas in A&E.

Christopher: Are you two just sitting next to each other ­texting me?

Kit: No

Haf: Obvs

He sends them a few pictures of the view outside.

Kit: Shit.

Haf: There’s no way the trains are running. They barely run at the best of times so

Haf: I’m doing it again aren’t I

K: Yes

His train ticket app shows a similarly red vibe. When he checks his route, all the trains have a totally-not-alarming question mark next to them. They must be running later on. This can’t be that bad, he thinks. It’s just a bit of snow! 

As the websites are a sea of unhelpful panic, he decides to walk down to the train station just down the road by the sea. His train isn’t for ages, but because Pen-y-Môr is a request stop, you have to either tell the guard you want to get off or furiously wave one down like you’re in The Railway Children, so usually there’s someone around.

Walking boots laced and warmest coat on, Christopher steps outside. Or rather, he pushes himself outside. Since he last went out, the door is now wedged firmly with snow, and  it takes a good few shoves to get it open enough for him to squeeze out. 

The snow is thigh-deep on him, which for a six-foot-tall man is a bad sign. He winces as the cold seeps through his jeans. 

The weather is so bad, it takes him the best part of twenty minutes to wade down the high street to the train station. The red-brick station building is open but inside he finds the ticket booth closed.

‘Hello?’ Christopher calls.

‘Over here,’ calls a thick, sing-song Southern Welsh voice, which he follows out onto the sea-facing platform. It looks angry out there. Grey, and white-tipped.

The railway tracks are covered in just as much snow as the roads. A station guard stands, hands on hips, surveying the mess. 

‘Bore da,’ Christopher says in nervous Welsh. He’s been learning on his own. He’d ask Shaz to practise, but she is somehow worse than he is.

‘Morning fella.’

‘Is the 11:23 to Manchester still running?’

‘There’ll be no trains going today, boyo,’ sniffs the guard.

‘None?’

‘Not a sausage.’

‘From just here or . . . ?’

‘Anywhere. The whole network is down. Too much snow for the trains to drive safely. Not enough drivers who can get to the trains. And nowhere near enough engineering teams to deal with all the situations we’ve got. We’ve not even managed to get the rail replacement buses going because all the coach companies are having variations on the same problem.’

‘Christ.’

‘Not his fault.’

‘Feels pretty biblical.’




‘Not sure there was a snowstorm in Egypt, but I get your point.’

Christopher resists pointing out that Jesus wasn’t around for that, but arguing his Sunday School knowledge in the middle of an ongoing snowstorm seems futile.

‘Is it just the snow? Do you think it might clear up later today and things will get on the move again?’

The station guard chuckles. ‘Just, he says. I doubt it’ll melt in this cold. Plus, I’d say that’s a pretty big problem,’ he adds, pointing at something a little way up the tracks.

Christopher follows his pointed finger until he sees a huge tree has crashed over the whole line.

Christopher sighs. ‘Well. That’s quite definitive, isn’t it?’

The station guard’s eyes soften. ‘Sorry to be the bearer of bad news on a day like this. I think we’re in for a worse-­before-it-gets-better-type situation. I’m sorry, but it might be no trains until after Christmas from what I’m hearing.’

Deep down, Christopher knew the guard was going to say this. He takes a photo for the group chat, sends it and ­pockets his phone.

‘Going somewhere were you?’ the guard asks, when Christo­pher says nothing.

‘Not anymore.’

‘Sorry, lad.’

‘Thank you for your help. I appreciate it.’

‘Stay safe now.’ The guard pats him on the shoulder as he heads back inside.

* * *

The miserable hike home takes even longer as it’s uphill and against the wind. Christopher is convinced the wind changed direction just to spite him. There are a few scary moments when he almost falls over, but luckily he manages to get home with no injuries. Just a heartache. It’s another  battle to get inside, and he flings his snowy walking boots against the door with frustration.

After that walk, he’s grateful that he indulged in turning the coffee machine on after all. As his hand settles on a tub of hot chocolate – because boy does he need a hot chocolate right now – his phone buzzes with a video call from Kit.

She and Haf appear on screen, both wearing Santa hats. Kit’s new bob sharply pokes out underneath the trimming. Despite the hat, Haf’s hair is, as usual, somehow everywhere.

God, he needed this Christmas with them. 

And now he’s here. Alone.

‘Hey. Are your parents okay?’ he asks Haf. After all, they only live down the coast from him. They will have been hit with this too.

‘Yeah, they’re fine,’ Haf says. ‘Mum has enough packets of quinoa in the pantry to last an apocalypse. I think they’re mostly bothered about whether they’re going to make their New Year’s cruise.’

‘I’m so sad,’ says Kit flatly.

‘Me too,’ Christopher says.

‘This was supposed to be our grown-up, calm Christmas!’ Haf wails.

‘I don’t think it was ever going to be exactly that,’ murmurs Kit, which earns a weak chuckle from Christopher. ‘Fuck this weather.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asks Haf sadly. ‘Do you even have any food in?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he admits. ‘There’s fish fingers in the freezer, and there’s some bakery stock.’

‘I mean, a Christmas where you live off cake isn’t too far off what we’d normally be doing,’ says Kit.

‘I don’t want you to be alone,’ whispers Haf.

‘It’s okay. My friend Shaz invited me over to hers yesterday.’ Even if it was just an offhand comment, he knows she’ll strong-arm him into coming when she finds out he’s home alone. Hopefully, anyway. 




‘And the weather could all change by Christmas Day,’ he says, even though this is counter to what the station guard told him. ‘There’re still four days until Christmas. Anything could happen!’

Kit and Haf nod with forced smiles.

‘Have you heard from the person coming to house-sit?’ asks Kit.

‘Oh Christ,’ Christopher says, wiping a hand down his face. ‘I hadn’t even thought about her. Hang on.’

Christopher clicks out of the app and scrolls through his email to see if Tessa has reached out, but there’s nothing. Just brand emails promising last-minute gifts and teasing Boxing Day sales. And she has his number, but there are no missed calls. Maybe she got held up? Or her flight from America got cancelled? He sends her a quick text asking if she is on her way. 

‘Nothing from her yet. I bet her flight was cancelled,’ Christopher sighs, slumping down over the extremely clean counter. ‘I can’t believe I’m stuck here.’

‘You can come as soon as the snow clears. They’ll honour your tickets, right?’ says Kit.

‘They have to; it’s Christmas!’ insists Haf. ‘Maybe you’ll still make it?’

None of them wants to say the true thing.

‘We can just have a Christmas as soon as you get here,’ she continues, keeping her tone light. ‘It can’t stay like this all week.’

He can’t help but laugh at her determined face. ‘I admire your optimism, Haf, but I don’t think Mother Nature is going to change her plans just because you said.’

‘Well, she should,’ she huffs. ‘Maybe this is some kind of climate—’

‘And that’s enough of that,’ growls Kit, covering Haf’s mouth with her hands. ‘No existential dread today, please.’

She squeaks as Haf bites her hand and they start fighting, wobbling the phone around. It would be adorable if Christopher wasn’t feeling quite so lonely.




‘Look, I should go,’ Christopher says, as they continue to wrestle. ‘I’m going to call Tessa and work out what’s going on.’

‘OKAY WE LOVE YOU,’ yells Haf from underneath Kit’s armpit as he hangs up.

* * *

His call to Tessa goes to voicemail, hopefully a sign that she’s still at home.

There’s no point wallowing. If he’s learned anything this year, it’s that you have to keep going. He can wallow later.

He puts on Cher’s Christmas album, which is just the right tone to convince himself that nothing bad is happening, and takes his case back upstairs. At least he’s got a fresh bed to sink into. He lies back and makes a to-do list on his phone. After all, he needs a plan. Inventory food, then pick some new recipes to bake. He can do this. It feels like just enough of a plan to keep him going. 

He’ll start enacting it later. For now, he needs some comfort. Something to ground himself. He auto-pilots to the couch and puts on one of his favourite films from the past few months. In Christmas at the Rink, Nash Nadeau and ­Barbie Glynn (an iconic duo, honestly) play rival high-school ice hockey coaches and fall in love. It’s a classic, clearly. His favourites don’t all have Nash Nadeau in them. Just . . . a lot of them. There’s something about that man’s smile that puts him at ease, makes him feel . . . almost safe.

Christ, he needs to get back on the dating scene. It’s been so long since he kissed someone that he’s falling in love with fictional characters. 

But there had been no time for falling in love this year. And things aren’t looking hopeful for the coming year, either.

Not that long ago, Haf had shared into the group chat that she, Christopher and Kit have with Laurel and Ambrose (a group chat still named St Pancs Squad since  last Christmas, though which Haf insists is actually named Spanks Squad) a map of where all the queer people lived in the UK, created by census data. He’s pretty sure the minuscule figure for Pen-y-Môr meant there were perhaps three people, including himself. It’s not exactly ­London here. Maybe all the queer people moved away from home, like he did. 

He’s not ruling out dating women, though he’s not met any of them either. Well, he’s met Shaz, obviously, but they are deeply friends vibes.

It’s just . . . ever since he told Haf last year that he was bisexual too, he’s been thinking more and more about what that means to him. He’d lived in London for years before the big fake date quit job upheave life, and while not directly exploring his queerness, he’d done a tiny tour of the museum Queer Britain, the bookshop Gay’s the Word and some art exhibitions. 

But that wasn’t enough, really. He wanted more. He needed more. And so, he had approached the project of his own queerness with much the same resolve as any other big change in his life: throw himself in head first with little thought beforehand, and then worry incessantly while living through it.

Sensing he needed a kind of emotional guide, Ambrose, Haf’s best friend, had taken him out to a drag night featuring some of the best British Queens. It’s strange that Ambrose has only been in Christopher’s life for the last year, because they are such an enormous presence. After last Christmas’s shenanigans, Ambrose and Laurel had set up a fashion label together. They wove their way into the fabric of Christopher’s life as though they had always been there.

Maybe that’s why Ambrose was so easily able to convince Christopher to go dancing at G-A-Y, because they insisted he had to do it once (even though the pair of them left after an hour to get pizza). Christopher has always been a nurse-a-drink-at-the-bar rather than dance-in-a-club kind of guy,  but everything felt a little different through this new lens of bisexual freedom. He wanted to try more things.

And it had yielded some . . . experiences, to say the least. He’d kissed some boys, and more than that too. Several firsts for him. There were a couple of people in London when he was studying – you don’t spend that long in close proximity with people without a few sparks flying – though it was all sexual chemistry and the stress of deflating souffles, rather than any emotional connection. He’d spent a glorious weekend with a non-binary person with the most glorious laugh, who looked like JVN dressed head to toe in sequins. 

Hell, the Spanks Squad even went to the tiny gay bar in York when he was there visiting, and while there was no kissing (for him at least), it was a nice time to just be somewhere he was allowed to be himself, or even somewhere he allowed himself to be.

Nothing lasted though. He didn’t have time. All his major focus had to be the baking. And then he’d suddenly moved and bought a business and all that exploration went on the back burner.

No wonder he had become so parasocially attached to Nash Nadeau. 

It was just nice to have a little crush.

* * *

Two movies down, Christopher remembers that he never actually made himself a hot chocolate, after all that faffing. 

It’s dark when he gets downstairs, the sun already low in the sky. It’s weird not to have the bakery open, though he supposes he’d be closing around now anyway. There’s a guilty pang in his stomach over this impromptu day off, but a quick glance out of the window suggests that the storm is by no means better, and almost certainly worse than it was before he started his mini movie marathon.




He can feel the urge to wallow, so focuses instead on hunting down toppings to make a luxurious hot chocolate. Tegan must have thrown out the whipped cream yesterday, but he finds some slightly dried-out marshmallows left over from the melting snowman cookies he made last week. He reaches in for a handful and then, on second thought, decides he’ll take the whole bag with him.

He gets so lost in the slow blending of pink and white marshmallows as they melt that, at first, he thinks he ­imagines the banging on the front door.

There’s only one person he knows who carries that much fury in her general person. But when he looks up, it’s not Shaz. He’d recognise her outline with her mounds of ­knitwear anywhere. How odd.

He fishes in his pocket for the front door key as he wanders over, and it’s only when he opens the door and the light spills out from the bakery into the evening gloom that he recognises the man. For a second, he wonders if he fell asleep upstairs, because the very same person has invaded his dreams for months on end.

The man who dominates Shaz’s Christmas film list.

The star of the film he was watching mere minutes ago.

His little crush.

In the doorway to Christopher’s tiny village bakery, inexplicably, stands Nash Nadeau.










Chapter Three

Christopher

Nash Nadeau.

Is here.

In Christopher’s bakery.

What the hell is happening!?

It’s as if he stepped out of one of his own Christmas movies.

Or, well, not exactly like that. He tends to be dressed in elaborately knitted Nordic jumpers or, if he’s playing a ­veterinarian, as he often does, scrubs. 

Today, for some reason, he’s wearing a leather jacket, a truly terrible outerwear choice for Wales in the middle of winter.

Plus, this Nash looks as if he’s been through one hell of a snowstorm. Which of course he has.

But it is undeniably him. Christopher would recognise him anywhere. He could probably draw that face from memory. The aquiline nose and strong jaw. The peppering of just the right length stubble. The man is all broad shoulders and strong arms, but not in the usual stocky British rugby player way. There’s still something lithe to him, a nimbleness. Despite the dark purple under his eyes, there’s still a ­playfulness about him. Nash’s golden blond hair is mussed, presumably from the hat he was just wearing. It makes Christopher want to push it back from his face.

Several questions run through Christopher’s mind at once.

First of all, how did he even get here in the middle of the worst snowstorm in history? And why is he here? He’s pretty  sure that Nash lives in California. London or Edinburgh would make sense, especially if he was filming. But if he was coming to Wales, you’d expect he’d be in the capital, Cardiff, or maybe somewhere fancy and picturesque in Pembroke-
shire, or perhaps even at a Wrexham game with Ryan ­Reynolds and the other one. But Pen-y-Môr is just a normal small town. And if they were filming something here, even he would have heard about it from Shaz. News travels fast in Pen-y-Môr.

He falls back on the probably dreaming explanation. Perhaps in the stress, his brain has decided to conjure a relaxing scenario for him. This is plausible if he ignores how much he can hear, smell, taste and how much he’s in control of his body. Well, sort of – he’s frozen, clutching the half-empty bag of marshmallows. 

Anything seems more realistic than Nash Nadeau actually being here.

The whirring in Christopher’s head is promptly ­interrupted when Nash Nadeau steps through the door and drops his bags to the floor with a clatter. With the air of someone who has just absolutely had enough, he proclaims, ‘Fuck me, I didn’t think I was going to ­Narnia.’

In all possible scenarios, this wasn’t what he was expecting him to say. Not even a ‘Hello’ or a ‘Where am I?’

Christopher realises that he is wide awake and, in his stupor, he hasn’t actually said anything yet. And for some bizarre reason, the thing he responds with is, ‘I believe you have to step through a wardrobe to get to Narnia. That’s just a regular front door.’

Not ‘Hello, why are you storming into my bakery?’ Just correcting Nash Nadeau on the lore of C. S. Lewis’s children’s fantasy series. Okay. 

Could this day get any weirder? The bag of marshmallows crinkles, and he drops it on the counter before he rips it apart with nerves.

Nash drops a flapped hat on the table next to him and rubs at his shockingly pink cheeks and ears. ‘Honestly, buddy,  given the day I’ve had, having to walk through a wardrobe into another world wouldn’t feel that out of place. In fact, I think it would have been a major step up from some of the transportation I’ve been on today. It definitely beats the truck full of sheep.’ 

This might possibly be the most bizarre conversation Christopher has ever had in the history of his life. ‘Hopefully you didn’t have to sit with the sheep?’ he offers incredulously.

‘Luckily not. Though I think it would have been slightly better company than the driver. That man was no Mr Tumnus.’

‘No goat legs?’

‘I didn’t think to check. Look, sorry to barge in here yelling about satyrs, but I’m lost, half frozen, and dying for a coffee.’

‘Oh! Um, we’re not actually open I’m afraid,’ Christopher says, dazed from this whiplash of a conversation.

‘You opened the door?’ says Nash, with a confused twitch of his eyebrows and a flash of teeth as his mouth pulls up at the corner.

Hang on a moment. ‘Yes, because you were banging on it?’

‘Right. But we’re both in here right now, and that ­coffee machine is on. You were making yourself a drink when 
I showed up.’

Well. Nash does have him there.

‘And you must own this place, right? Why else would you be here when it’s closed?’ For emphasis, he adds air quotations around ‘closed’.

‘I do,’ says Christopher a little tartly, and points at the door. ‘But the sign was turned to closed.’

To be fair, Nash does at least glance over his shoulder to look at it. ‘Okay, but no one’s going to get in trouble if you make me a coffee, seeing as you own the place? I’ve had one hell of a journey, it’s basically Christmas, and I will literally pay you.’

All this rankles Christopher in a way he can’t put his finger on. If he’d been given a moment to process any of what  was happening, he would have offered to do that anyway. He doesn’t need to be told.

But this guy stormed in as if he owned the place. In fact, it reminds him of some of the people he went to school with. A bit of money in the family pocket meant people felt they owned the world, and that everyone else’s job was to bow to their whims. It’s the attitude that he’s fought against all his life because it’s just so blinkered and cruel. Someone’s fortune of birth shouldn’t be meted out in unkindness to other people.

Maybe he’s thinking too deeply about this – it wouldn’t be the first time. It is snowing and miserable. The last thing he wants to be is unkind. If he’s honest with himself, he’s probably experiencing some kind of parasocial whiplash that’s feeling like salt in the wound. They say never meet your heroes, and maybe the same could be said for your celebrity crushes.

But even if he doesn’t like Nash’s attitude, he doesn’t need to be a prick back. It’s not as if he likes every customer he ever meets. Plus, didn’t Nash say he was lost? It would only be right for Christopher to help him out. So, he begrudgingly agrees.

‘Sure. One coffee coming up.’ He walks behind the counter to add beans to the grinder, enough for both of them. 

‘I’ll take an espresso if you guys have that here,’ Nash calls to him.

Christopher is thankful his back is turned because he rolls his eyes at what feels very much like an insult to his bakery and the town. Sure, they’re not in LA, but it’s not as if they don’t drink proper coffee here. He takes a deep breath, trying to ignore the irritation prickling under his skin. He tries to keep his tone jolly as he replies, ‘We are in Europe. Of course we have espresso.’

‘Oh great. I was just thinking, you know, proper Europe feels so far away from here. And didn’t you guys leave or something?’




He’s saved from snapping back by the very loud rumbling of the grinder. Instead, he watches as Nash peels off his sodden jacket and hangs it on the back of a different chair, where it proceeds to drip meltwater all over the floor. He must be soaked.

The grinding stops, and Christopher calmly explains, despite Nash’s apparent ignorance. ‘We left the European Union. The UK is still part of Europe. I don’t think you can choose to leave a continent.’ He tries to channel his most sunny, helpful self. ‘By the way, you can change in there if you need to.’ He thumbs in the direction of the café bathroom.

‘Oh thanks.’ Nash immediately wheels his suitcase over there as Christopher continues making them both espressos. 

It’ll be fine. They can sit down, drink their coffees, and he can send Nash on his merry way. Deep breaths.

What a weird day. What a terribly weird day.








Chapter Four

Nash

God, what a fucking day.

What a fucking day.

This all serves him right really. Maybe it’s some kind of karma? Run away from your responsibilities and bam, you’re stuck in a freak snowstorm in Europe begging a barista who might hate you to make you a hot drink.

All Nash had wanted was a Christmas alone where no one could bother him. That was why he picked somewhere no one would expect him to go, after all. He’s never even been to the UK before, and so, rather than go for the usual touristy experience of London, or even Edinburgh at the very least, he’s now in the middle of nowhere in Wales.

The thing is, he had to get out of LA. Even just for a little while.

In fact, Tessa, his assistant, is the only person who knows where he is. She’s a great assistant so didn’t pry into why he was fleeing the country. Didn’t even enquire. Discreet is part of the job description, and her general demeanour of being slightly uninterested helps too – if he remembers right, she’s some director’s kid writing a screenplay and wanted some experience ‘doing a normal job’. 

Although, thinking about her, he should probably let her know he is alive at some point. Maybe when he’s not completely soaked. His parents would never let him live it down when he was a teenager if he dressed weather-­inappropriate, and he gets a pang of that old well I told 
 you so in his head as he peels away his sodden jeans. Critical error, there.

Not helped by the fact that what he’s going to put on . . . are also jeans.

Maybe he can find a Walmart or whatever the equivalent is here when the weather is a little less apocalyptic.

Either way, he’s definitely stuck here for now. Serves him right for leaving.

People were always fleeing the city – it was easy to get tired of LA. The cars, the smog, the people. Well, not all the people, but a lot of them. Plus, he’d been getting tired of the whole one-season thing. You don’t grow up in Canada without occasionally missing snow, though he’s pretty sure after this snow-cursed trip he’ll never think that again. 

Anyway, now it seems he’s stuck here. And it had all seemed like a great idea at the time, or if not great it was certainly an idea. And when he left LA yesterday there was no sign of a storm. As far as he knew, anyway. There were probably meteorologists talking about it somewhere . . .

And so, it was a shock to land in Manchester to snow everywhere. It turns out that snow grinds everything to a halt in the UK. For some reason, everyone seems to be surprised that it snows here. And yes, this might be snow beyond the usual levels (from what he can tell) but still, it’s not as if the UK is a tropical country? Why was no one prepared? Maybe he’ll email Hugh Grant about it when he’s back home. Hugh loves a cause.

So far, it was not the relaxing escape into obscurity he was hoping for, let’s just say that. They were the last plane to land on UK soil, as all the rest seemed to be diverted to mainland Europe (just his luck that he didn’t end up stranded somewhere not snowed under), and then it turned out all the trains had been called off too – definitely a problem when he was planning to get one the whole way from Manchester to the apartment he’d rented. 




Uber was so in demand, the app wouldn’t even load.

He considered walking to the nearest airport hotel and begging for help, but something in his jet-lagged lizard brain told him he had to get to Wales. That address was the only guaranteed bed he had. Plus, how far could it be? A few hours’ drive? How bad could that be?

Apparently, pretty bad according to the fourteen taxi drivers in a row who insisted they weren’t leaving Manchester for love nor money.

Taxi driver number fifteen agreed to drive him as far as he thought safe for a significant bank transfer and an autograph, once he’d wheedled out of Nash that he was an actor. Unfortunately, as far as he could go turned out to be a service station outside Chester, which wasn’t even in Wales. The man simply refused to cross the border, as though things were going to get that much worse if he tried.

Granted, he might have been onto something.

It was pure luck (or perhaps, on reflection, terribly bad luck) that, just as the taxi zoomed off, a huge truck full of sheep had pulled up alongside him, ready to fuel up at the gas station. Nash is recognisable, he knows that. He has ‘The Look’ of an actor, so to speak, and globally, enough people have the streaming services that host his various films that they’ve at least scrolled past his face, if not watched something he was in. Unless he meets a real connoisseur of the romance genre, he doesn’t get outright recognised as much as hey you look familiar-ed.

This together with his generally helpless situation made it even more improbable that the driver of said sheep truck, Gethin, the very Welsh farmer, was not only a huge Nash Nadeau fan, but was heading back home to Wales and would be passing the town where Nash was staying. Despite years of festive-themed films, Nash has never stopped to consider whether a Christmas miracle was a real thing, until now. 




And sure, Gethin’s truck reeked of sheep – a smell he’s convinced he’s never experienced so intensely before now – and Gethin was a little strange and over-enthusiastic, but he was also Nash’s best chance of escaping that service station.

Nash paid for the gas, because that only seemed polite, but wow is it expensive in the UK.

The drive took a couple of hours, and from Gethin’s enthusiastic questioning, Nash isn’t entirely convinced the man didn’t go well out of his way for an exclusive interview. But what was the cost of a few incredibly invasive questions in exchange for a possibly lifesaving lift? A few sanity points that he would have definitely lost if he’d been stranded in Chester.

Anyway. At least he’s here. Well, he’s definitely . . . somewhere, and Gethin was insistent this was the right place. If only Nash’s phone would work, he could dig all the information out. This is why people print things still; just in case they’re stuck in a catastrophic snowstorm in the middle of nowhere.

Now, he rubs at his soaked, wind-blown hair with the damp top he just took off, which typically just makes his reflection in the mirror look even more like he’s been on the journey from hell. Which, well, he might have been.

The dry, clean, and crucially not-smelling-of-sheep clothes do brighten his mood enough that he can face leaving the bathroom and talking again with the ornery café owner.

God knows why that guy is acting as if Nash’s entire existence is his own personal cross to bear. Like, come on, it’s a snowstorm, dude. Help a guy out? Nash only asked him for a coffee. It’s not as if he asked the man to polish his boots, or give him a piggyback through the snow. Though, given he’s going to have to go out into the snow in jeans again, maybe he should ask to be carried.

All he needs to do is get this weird, gangly British man to direct him to the place Tessa booked, and then he can get out of here. Be alone, finally.




Thank fuck he packed too many clothes and a full bottle of testosterone gel.

Get it together, Nadeau. The show must go on and all that crap.

All he needs to do is slap on some good old North ­American charm, like every miserable press circuit has taught him to do. 

This is nothing. This is just one weird dude. 

He can do this.

Be polite, ask for help, get the fuck out of there. Easy.

And with that, he opens the bathroom door. 








Chapter Five

Christopher

While Nash is changing, Christopher somehow finds himself further down an anxiety spiral. He’s not the best in novel social situations, and this is really fucking novel.

It’s a very weird thing to meet someone you feel you know. But really, it’s Nash’s characters he knows – perhaps that’s why the man himself feels so alien.

Nadeau himself is famously rather private. There never seem to be interviews or profiles of him. The last thing Christo­pher remembers was one of those Google autocomplete video interviews by Wired, where Nash said he liked tacos and found it weird that so many of the questions were about who he was dating and where he lived. The number of interviews he’d done really dropped off after ­Parental Units, his first role in a family drama where he played a trans ­teenager. After going through puberty on screen, ­perhaps it was understandable that he wouldn’t want to subsequently share much else with a world so obsessively curious about trans bodies.

The thing Christopher had noticed about Nash was that he always seemed to be alone. Some kind of island, apart from the others. He was never papped, and never posted pictures of himself with his famous friends. At one time, Christopher had thought it was just privacy, but on the Christmas-movie Reddit that Christopher followed way too intently, someone who had assisted on one of Nash’s film sets said that Nash was just like that. Kept to himself.

Is it weird that he knows all this? 




It is, isn’t it?

As Nash will be on his way back into the main café any moment, all being well, Christopher decides that he will just have to pretend he doesn’t know who Nash is. Yes, that’ll be much more casual and won’t prolong the situation. Hopefully, Christopher can keep his cool and Nash can just chalk up any prior awkwardness to him being British.

Nash returns from the bathroom in a clean pair of dark blue jeans and a brown checked shirt that appears to be lined with faux fur. In his hands are his damp clothes. ‘Is it okay if I hang these up for a second?’

Christopher points to a radiator. ‘Hang them on there.’

Nash does as he’s told, thankfully, before taking a seat. In front of him, Christopher deposits a steaming hot cup of espresso in a tiny cup on a saucer, with a wrapped-up Biscoff biscuit on the side – he keeps a box of them under the counter just in case. Normally, they’re unofficial Tegan snacks.
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