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PRAISE FOR LOVE IN WINTER WONDERLAND


‘Gorgeous writing, witty dialogue, a magical setting and two characters you’ll fall head over heels for.’

Jennifer Niven, author of All the Bright Places

‘A screen-worthy holiday romance.’

Joya Goffney, author of Excuse Me While I Ugly Cry

‘A story so charming and fun it will whisk you away. It has TikTok sensation written all over it!’

Laura Jane Williams, author of Our Stop

‘I devoured this delicious YA rom-com. A treat to read any time of year.’

Katherine Webber, author of Twin Crowns

‘Charming, heartwarming and perfect cosy reading, complete with the perfect holiday soundtrack!’

Ciara Smyth, author of Not My Problem

‘Full of warmth, humour and joy. A delightful read!’

Michelle Quach, author of Not Here to be Liked

‘A dazzling love letter to bookshops, and the power of community.’

Adiba Jaigirdar, author of Hani and Ishu’s Guide to Fake Dating

‘A wonderfully warm love story.’

Candice Brathwaite, author of Cuts Both Ways

‘A warm and cosy read that pulls you into the perfect winter romance. Abiola has given us all a gift to swoon over.’

Benjamin Dean, author of The King is Dead

‘The most joyful, cosy and swoon-worthy love story.’

Kate Weston, author of Diary of a Confused Feminist
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To my dad, you are by far one of the greatest gifts I’ve ever had x
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ONE Trey’s playlist: ‘Let It Snow’ by Boyz II Men


Seventeen days till Christmas

I’m about two seconds away from committing murder.

‘But I thought it was two for one? I saw the deal in the bookshop window down the road,’ the white woman with blonde highlights says.

She means Books! Books! Books! It’s on the tip of my tongue to point out that we’re clearly a different bookshop, but instead I flash my best smile – all white teeth. Next to her, her daughter’s eyes flicker with interest.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I love a bargain as much as the next person, but we’re independent.’ I say ‘independent’ real slow. ‘So you’re helping the community when you buy from Wonderland. Plus, we’re a Black-owned, family-run bookshop.’

Now the woman looks uncomfortable, catching eyes with her daughter, who huffs and says, ‘Mum, it’s fine. Just pay.’

The women looks like she’s struggling to decide what to do. I bet now she thinks that if she doesn’t support the bookshop I’ll think she’s racist. Truth is, I just think she’s cheap.

‘Look, I’ll even throw in a couple of bookmarks.’ I grab two from behind the counter and hand them to her. One says Indie Bookshops Rule! and the other says Black Lives Matter. We’re such a subtle family.

The woman’s eyes widen when she reads them. Then she reaches into her purse, pulling out her bank card, and I have to stop myself from punching the air in celebration. With this sale, we’ve reached our daily target, and Mum agreed that, if we did, I can leave early for Bebe’s Christmas party. Bebe Richards is one of the girls in my friendship group at college, and one thing about her is she knows how to throw down. I have no idea why she’s having a Christmas party on a Wednesday, over two weeks before Christmas Day, but I don’t care. Anything that’s not the bookshop or coursework sounds good to me.

‘Thanks for shopping at Wonderland,’ I say as I hand the woman her books with a grin. ‘Merry Christmas.’

‘And you.’ She smiles back, but it looks forced. Her daughter, on the other hand, gives me a wink before they walk off. I smile and shake my head.

‘Flirting with the customers again?’ Dad walks up to the till and opens it, staring at the money and scratching the back of his head.

‘We’re on target. Slam dunk!’ I shoot up my arms and flick my wrists, pretending to dunk like Kobe.

‘Wasn’t it busier this time last year?’ Dad looks around the bookshop and I follow his gaze.

He’s right. It’s kind of quiet, but I’m sure it will pick up once it gets closer to Christmas. Dad’s been paranoid ever since Books! Books! Books! opened. He thinks they’ve stolen all of our customers and tells me so after every shift. But we’ve been doing okay, and I think part of that is down to my epic playlist: ‘The Best Christmas Songs by Black Artists’ – ‘8 Days of Christmas’ by Destiny’s Child, ‘This Christmas’ by Chris Brown… and is it even Christmas without Mariah?

‘Relax, Dad.’ I put an arm round him. We’re pretty much the same height now at six foot one, and with my wide-set eyes, broad nose, strong jawline and lean physique I’m my dad thirty-odd years ago.

Dad huffs in response.

‘I’m leaving soon, but I can do a quick tidy and chat to some customers first,’ I say.

Dad shuts the till and points in front of him. ‘If those kids aren’t buying, tell them to scat. How many times do I have to remind you, Trey? We’re not a library. One day the bookshop will be yours and you can’t have customers loitering around.’

I don’t want the bookshop, I want to say, but – like always – I swallow it down. Wonderland was created by my great-grandad and is my family’s legacy. It’s the first and only Black-owned, independent bookshop on Stoke Newington High Street. Dad grew up here, and all he wanted to do when he was a kid was take over and be the boss. I want to be a singer, selling out arenas, but there are two problems. The first is my parents assume that Wonderland is my future, and I don’t want to disappoint them. I pray all the time that my little brother Reon will be up for the task of running the bookshop. The second problem is I have a fear of singing in front of large crowds. I even get nervous when it’s a small one. But if I close my eyes, or have a couple of drinks for Dutch courage, I can sing no problem. Part of my New Year’s resolution is going to be to enter singing competitions, because I want to overcome my fear and really see where singing could take me, even though I know how hard it is to break into the music industry.

The loitering kids are gone now, but they’ve carelessly left a few books on the floor – no wonder Dad wanted them out. I return the books to the shelves and check in with a few customers to make sure they’re okay before circling the rest of the shop.

I start quietly singing along to ‘Let It Snow’, which is playing through the speakers.

‘Ooh, sing it, DeVante,’ Boogs calls over at me as he walks into the shop.

I laugh. ‘Wrong group, genius.’

‘Is it?’ Boogs frowns. ‘Isn’t this Jodeci?’

‘Boyz II Men.’ We dap, and I hug the petite girl in the colourful patchwork coat next to him. ‘Hey, Santi.’

Santi flicks her long braided twists over her shoulder and raises her eyebrows. ‘DeVante?’

‘How would you know?’ Boogs says. ‘All you listen to is Coldplay.’

Boogs and Santi go back and forth and I shake my head. Boogs, real name Dre Deton, is my best friend. He moved to Stoke Newington just over a year ago. There was a rumour going round he used to be part of a gang in his old ends. The rumour was true, but we hit it off straight away. He’s all light-skinned, light eyes, breaking girls’ hearts with his pretty-boy face and fire dance moves (hence the nickname Boogs, short for Boogie), but that was until he met Santi Bailey. Technically, I got them together, because I’m dating Santi’s twin sister, Blair. Identical twins with non-identical personalities – Santi dresses like she was a hippy in a past life, and she’s always asking me for book recommendations, whereas Blair is a walking ad for Pretty Little Thing, and I can count on one hand the number of times we’ve spoken about books. On paper, I’m better suited to Santi, but somehow Blair and I work. I guess opposites really do attract.

Santi turns back to me. ‘Have you got the new Estee Mase?’

‘Yeah, it’s by the tills,’ I reply.

She wanders off and Boogs whispers, ‘Don’t let her buy it. I already got it for her.’

My eyes narrow. ‘You did? Wait? From where? I haven’t seen you in here recently.’

Boogs rubs his face. ‘Don’t get mad, but I bought it from Books! Books! Books!’

‘You what?’ I stare at him in disbelief.

‘I know, but you had sold out…’ Boogs says sheepishly.

‘Not cool, man. It’ll be your own people.’ I shake my head.

‘My bad, bro. So what have you got Blair?’

I frown. ‘For what?’

Boogs looks at me like I’ve grown two heads. ‘The twins’ birthday is tomorrow.’

What? No, that can’t be right. I take out my phone and look at the calendar. Shit! Today is December 8th.

Boogs whistles. ‘She’s gonna kill you.’

He’s not lying. I can’t buy her a book because she won’t read it, plus she’ll know it’s from the shop so she’ll think it’s free. The high street is rammed because of Christmas, and nothing decent that I can afford online will come in time.

‘What did you get Santi?’ I ask, hoping against odds that Boogs has made a half-hearted effort.

‘That Estee book and some wellness hamper I found on Etsy. You know she’s not fussy about presents – unlike your girl.’

I groan. How did this happen? It was only last week that I was talking to Blair about her birthday, but with working overtime at the bookshop and all the Boxing Day sale prep it must have slipped my mind. She’s going to be pissed if Santi has a better present than her. Blair thinks that because we were together first, we should set the standard, which makes no sense to me. But it means that any time Boogs does something romantic for Santi, Blair expects me to go bigger.

‘I’ll think of something,’ I mumble. ‘At least she’s not coming to the party tonight, so she can’t grill me.’

‘Blair didn’t tell you?’ Boogs says. ‘Santi said Blair changed her mind. She’s coming tonight.’

Before I can reply, Santi walks over to us holding the Estee Mase book. Boogs and I glance at each other and Santi notices.

‘What present did you get Blair?’ Santi asks.

I smile. ‘It’s a surprise.’

‘That’s code for he forgot,’ Boogs whispers.

Bro code! I shoot him a death glare.

‘Trey!’ Santi says. ‘That’s terrible.’

‘Boogs bought it from Books! Books! Books!’ I quickly say, and Boogs actually gasps.

Santi puts her hands on her hips. ‘I can’t believe you would do something like that!’

I spot Mum walking into the office and follow her, a smile creeping over my face as I hear Santi laying into Boogs. Santi’s pro-independent shops and Boogs deserves to be cussed out with his disloyal self. Mum looks startled when she sees me at the door and quickly shields the letter she’s reading. Her black, shoulder-length hair, which is usually immaculate, is tied in a messy ponytail.

‘Trey, baby, you scared me.’ Mum takes off her glasses and rubs her eyes.

I don’t think she’s been sleeping very well. I’ve been hearing her and Dad having hushed conversations late at night, but every time I ask her what’s up she brushes me off. I tilt my head to look at the logo on the letter in her hand.

‘Who’s Raymond and Raymond?’ I ask.

Mum follows my gaze and folds up the letter. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Mum, come on.’ I sit down opposite her. ‘If something’s wrong, you can tell me.’

Mum looks down at the letter and doesn’t respond. I have an urge to snatch it from her and read it for myself, but I value my life too much to do that, so instead I just wait. Mum eventually looks up and sighs. ‘Raymond and Raymond are developers.’

I frown. ‘Developers? I don’t understand.’

‘The bookshop’s not doing too well, Trey. We’re not hitting the numbers like we used to, and we’re a month behind on mortgage and supplier payments.’ She puts her hand to her forehead. ‘Customers just aren’t spending enough and Raymond and Raymond have offered to buy Wonderland before we completely sink.’

Behind on the mortgage? I mean, I know Wonderland hasn’t been super busy, but I had no idea things were this bad.

‘What’s Dad said?’ I ask, concern creeping into my voice.

‘He doesn’t want to hear it.’ Mum tuts. ‘But if we can’t get back on track by Christmas, I don’t think we have any other choice but to sell to Raymond and Raymond. At least then we can get some money for this place.’

I don’t know what to say. Sell Wonderland? How did we get into this mess? For months Dad has been saying how quiet the shop’s been and I’ve dismissed him every time, when I should have been working harder and trying to bring in more sales. What would we even do without the bookshop? This is our livelihood, our legacy. I don’t want to run Wonderland, but I can’t imagine it not being in my life. And what would my parents do for money? Mum could go back to nursing, I guess, but what about Dad? Wonderland is all he’s ever known. Selling the shop would destroy him.

Mum reaches for my hand. ‘I don’t want you to stress, baby. I’m sure we’ll be able to find a way to fix things.’ I want to believe her, but she sounds uncertain. ‘Anyway, don’t you have a party to go to?’

I ignore her question. ‘I can stay and help with sales.’

Mum stands up with her arms outstretched and I follow suit. She has a small frame, but I find myself folding into her hug as if I’m a little boy. I thought I wanted to know what was happening at Wonderland, but now I wish I hadn’t asked. The idea of losing this place makes me feel like someone is squeezing and twisting my stomach.

Mum pulls away and looks at me. ‘It’s Christmas. Go and have fun with your friends, okay?’

She pats my arm and I nod, but I’m not in the mood to party any more.
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TWO Ariel’s playlist: ‘Santa Baby’ by Eartha Kitt


We pull up outside Bebe’s house and I peer out of the car window in disbelief. It’s three storeys high and is covered in Christmas lights, like a scene from a film or a Kardashian’s Instagram post. I’ve never been to one of Bebe’s parties, but I know they’re legendary. The pictures alone on social media are enough to make anyone feel like a loser if they’re not invited. And I’m not usually invited. But this time my best friend, Annika, who’s Bebe’s cousin, managed to get me and Jolie added to the guest list.

Annika leans over me to take a look at the house. Her long black weave snakes down her back. ‘I told you this side of my family were rich and extra.’

The taxi driver taps his wheel impatiently, waiting for us to get out.

‘I still don’t get why she’s having a party on a Wednesday,’ I say. I’ve got an early class tomorrow and I’ve already planned not to stay long.

Annika laughs. ‘Santi’s and Blair’s birthday is tomorrow and they told everyone to block out Friday and Saturday for a get-together. Not even Bebe is brave enough to face the wrath of Blair.’

I don’t know anyone who would face it willingly, I think to myself.

‘How’s my make-up?’ Jolie asks, and I squint. It’s dark in the taxi, but she looks good to me.

‘Perfect,’ I reply with a smile.

‘Okay, ready, girls?’ Annika asks.

I’m not ready. This isn’t my scene at all. I wish I was at home painting, or curled up in my bed tackling my to-be-read pile, but this is my last year of college and I promised myself that I’d try to be more sociable. I don’t want to look back and have any regrets. I look down at my hands and notice there are still specks of red paint on them from a new piece I was working on earlier. I scratch at them and paint floats down onto my lap.

I step out of the car and pull down my short skirt. Before summer, I wouldn’t have been able to fit into it, and I’m still not used to wearing clothes this revealing. Annika and Jolie follow behind me, dressed in equally short-fitting clothes, and Jolie ruffles her brown pixie cut so it looks spikier, adding height to her tiny stature.

‘Don’t tell, but I feel like I’m going to be sick,’ Jolie whispers, her face looking paler than usual.

I don’t feel too hot either. There’s something about being around popular kids that makes me feel weird. I look back at the taxi wistfully but it drives off, as if the driver knows I want to get back into it.

Annika links arms with us. She’s wearing a tight dress that fits her like a second skin. She hops from high-heeled foot to high-heeled foot. ‘Come on, I’m freezing my tits off.’

We walk towards the front door and I can hear Drake asking Kiki if she loves him. The music is so loud that the base vibrates through my body, but I can still feel my heart beating nervously. What if Bebe’s changed her mind and decided she only wants Annika at her party? I wouldn’t be able to show my face in college again.

Annika rings the bell, and for a moment I think no one will even hear us over the music, but then the door opens and Bebe’s standing there with a glass full of red liquid, flicking her long, black curls over her shoulder with her other hand. She looks gorgeous in an off-the-shoulder gold dress that complements her light brown skin. Her waist looks tiny and her lips look extra plumped. Everyone knows she gets fillers even though she swears she just overlines them. She looks at the three of us, her gaze lingering a little longer on me, but then she smiles, an actual genuine one, and my heart calms down.

‘Welcome, girls!’ She hugs Annika. ‘Come in, come in. You’re letting the heat out.’

Jolie squeals beside me and hurries inside. I walk in slowly and catch my breath. Everyone is dancing, talking, taking selfies. I can smell the sweat and hormones from the crowd. Who are all these people?

‘Wow, good turn-out,’ Annika says. ‘Especially for a Wednesday.’

‘Yeah. I told everyone to bring a friend and get themselves in the Christmas spirit.’ Bebe takes a sip of her drink and her eyes pause on my bare legs. They’re double the size of hers. She catches my eye and smiles, but this time it doesn’t reach her eyes. I tug at my skirt, hoping it will cover me, but of course it doesn’t.

A girl I vaguely recognize from college comes over and pulls Bebe towards the dance floor. ‘Drinks and food are in the kitchen,’ she manages to call over her shoulder as she walks away.

‘Drink?’ Annika asks, and Jolie nods.

I don’t like alcohol – it makes me feel tired – but I don’t want to be that girl who’s a bore at the party.

‘Lead the way,’ I say.

We push through the crowd and I notice that, despite the room being full, everyone is still in their cliques. Bebe is downing shots on the dance floor with the popular kids from college, like Yarah Mectah and her boyfriend, James West. They’re usually glued beside Trey Anderson, Boogs and the Bailey twins, although I can’t see them anywhere tonight. I spot a few people I’m friendly with at college and wave. Annika says hi to more people than Jolie and me. She’s one of those girls that can float from social group to social group and still act herself.

Annika and I have been friends since we were little kids and she’s always had my back, especially when people have teased me about my weight. Her high cheekbones, long legs and smile that lights up her whole face haven’t changed much since I first knew her. We met Jolie in secondary school. I thought with a name like Jolie Love-Jones, her symmetrical face and doe-like brown eyes with the longest lashes I’ve ever seen in real life, she was destined to be popular, but Jolie clicked with us straight away. She’s the only person I know who agrees that Twilight is the greatest love story of all time. Hello, Bella became a vampire for love! The three of us have stuck together ever since.

Annika pours us drinks just as a cheer comes from the living room, where everyone is dancing. From where I’m standing, I can see Trey, Boogs and Santi as they walk into the party, waving at everyone.

‘Trey looks good,’ Annika says, handing me a drink and eyeing me closely. ‘What do you think, Ariel?’

I roll my eyes as Jolie laughs. I had a crush on Trey the first time I saw him at college. Actually, I had a crush on Trey and Boogs. Most of the girls did. Boogs is light and slender, while Trey is dark-skinned and lean, but muscular like a hundred-metre athlete. Then Trey started dating Blair, and, well, if you’ve met Blair, anyone liking her would put you off. Which is weird because her twin, Santi, is nice to everyone. And Boogs is pretty cool. We bonded over art before he dropped out of class.

‘Basic,’ I respond, and Annika throws back her head and laughs.

Sometimes I think I’m the only one at college who’s not obsessed with Trey, Boogs and the Bailey twins. The more they’ve grown in popularity, the more they’ve drawn people to their foursome. But after my crush died down, I’ve barely noticed them. We don’t often cross paths in college because we’re not on the same timetable, but sometimes when I’m grabbing lunch, I see them in the canteen, surrounded by people.

I take a sip of my drink and almost choke. ‘What the hell?’

Annika laughs. ‘Too strong?’

‘I can’t.’ I hand the glass to her and watch with wide eyes as she downs it in one. I pray she doesn’t get too wasted – I don’t want to have to watch her all night.

I turn back to the living room and old-skool 90s hip-hop is blaring from the speakers. I love 90s music and I love to dance, so I drag Annika and Jolie to the dance floor and we form our own little space. Whatever insecurities I have always disappear when I’m dancing or painting.

‘I love this song,’ Jolie says, closing her eyes and swaying her hips. A cute mixed-raced boy begins to dance behind her. He whispers something in her ear and she turns round and dances with him.

I feel strong hands on my waist and, unlike Jolie, I don’t appreciate it. I spin round, ready to cuss out whoever is behind me.

‘Lil’ Mermaid, you can move,’ Boogs says, mimicking my dance moves, except he has that Boogs swag that no one can copy.

Boogs used to call me Ariel in a pretty-much-perfect Jamaican accent like Sebastian the crab, but when I walked into art with red hair one day he laughed out loud and said, ‘Now you’re asking for it!’ He’s called me Lil’ Mermaid ever since.

I laugh. ‘I swear I’m going to dye my hair black just so you stop calling me that.’ I look round for Santi and catch her dancing with Trey. His shoulders are drooped and he’s looking at the floor more than he is at Santi. I guess he’s missing Blair.

Boogs leans in close and says, ‘I saw your art piece in the courtyard. So sick.’

I blush at his compliment. Boogs might have a girlfriend, but, damn, he looks even more fine this close up. ‘Thank you.’

A few weeks ago, Eden, the head of art, asked me to paint something ‘uplifting’ in the college courtyard, something that showed the beauty of nature, so I created a rainbow meadow with colourful flowers and butterflies. I could tell it was a hit when I saw some girls taking selfies in front of it for Instagram. There was this big unveiling and I was even in the local newspaper. Mum framed the article and now it hangs proudly in our living room.

Boogs takes out his phone and passes it to me. There’s a picture on his Instagram of him and Santi posing in front of my art. They’re a stunning couple and my backdrop complements them. I snort when I see the hashtag: #ArielInSebastianVoice.

‘Any excuse,’ I say.

Boogs laughs and pockets his phone. ‘You love it really.’

We dance to song after song and end up creating a circle with Jolie, Annika and a couple of guys. I don’t know who they are, but they can dance and they’re not trying to hit on us, so I’m fine with it. I’m pulling down my skirt for the millionth time just as Santi joins us and waves at me. She’s wearing a floral-print, ruffled-hem dress that on any other girl would look meh, but on her it looks like it could be Balmain. Most girls would be pissed or possessive if you were dancing with their man, but not Santi. She’s the type of secure I want to be.

‘Where’s Trey?’ Boogs shouts over the music.

‘I think he went to the bathroom,’ Santi says. ‘He’s in such a mood. What’s up with him?’

Boogs shrugs.

Someone pushes me to the side and I stumble, but I manage to catch myself, unlike Jolie who literally falls into the arms of a tall, broad guy.

‘Oh, thank you,’ she says with a hand on her chest. He grins and helps her upright, like a perfect scene from a romcom, before he looks up and stares across the room. Jolie frowns and follows his gaze.

‘What’s going on? I can’t see,’ Jolie says, her face flustered.

Annika laughs and nudges me. ‘You’ve got to see this.’

I turn round and realize everyone is looking at the door, and that’s when I spot Blair Bailey walk in, parting the crowd like she’s the Queen of England. It’s not a costume party, but she’s wearing a sexy Santa outfit that consists of a cropped red-velvet top with white furry trim, a tiny matching skirt and red stilettos. She and Santi are both rocking the same long twist braids, but Blair’s are piled on top of her head in a bun with red ribbon weaved through it.

‘Blair Bailey,’ I say, and Jolie tiptoes to see for herself.

I don’t dislike Blair. To be honest, I don’t know her that well. But on the rare occasions I’ve spoken to her she’s always been so dismissive, and I have no clue why. It doesn’t help that everyone fawns over her and treats her like she’s Beyoncé. If anyone rules Corden College, it’s her.

‘I’m shocked she came,’ Annika says. ‘She was pissed at Bebe for having a party during her birthday week.’

That explains the Santa costume. I find Bebe in the crowd and she’s smiling at Blair, but it’s the type of smile she gave me – forced.

Blair waves someone over and Trey squeezes through the crowd. As soon as he’s in arm’s reach, she pulls him towards her by his shirt and kisses him passionately right in front of everyone. My mouth drops.

Annika laughs. ‘Blair one, Bebe zero.’
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THREE Trey’s playlist: ‘This Christmas’ by Mustard ft Ella Mai


Blair’s cold hands are round my neck and I gently pull them off. I’m not in the mood for this. Why did I even come to Bebe’s party? My mind is stuck on Wonderland. The idea of losing it is making me feel like someone has hit me hard in the gut. Maybe this is karma for all the times I’ve wished we didn’t have the bookshop so I wouldn’t have the pressure of taking it over. Blair searches my face, her thick eyelashes framing her cat-shaped eyes, as she tries to figure out what’s wrong, but I don’t want to embarrass her, especially with everyone watching.

We’re ‘that couple’ at college, and whenever we’ve broken up we’ve always got back together again a few weeks later. Everyone thinks we’re going to be with each other for ever, and maybe we are, but thinking that far ahead scares me a little. At seventeen, how would I even know if she’s the love of my life? I force my mouth to move so I can smile at her, gently stroking the side of her face. Blair closes her eyes and leans into my chest and I can hear people saying ‘Awww’.

We walk hand in hand to the nearest sofa. My palm feels clammy but Blair doesn’t seem to mind. I look up and it’s like the entire party has followed us with their eyes. Usually I don’t care, but I could do without the spotlight on me tonight. I sink into the soft cushions with my arms stretched out, trying to look like I’m relaxed. I’ve never told anyone this, but sometimes it feels like I’m playing a part. Blair waves at everyone as she sits down, perfect for the role, and then squeals when Santi and Boogs join us, as if she hasn’t seen them in weeks.

Bebe is standing by us, her eyes never leaving Blair. She looks like she ate something sour. I catch her eye and her face instantly changes to a smile. I guess I’m not the only one pretending.

‘I’ll get us a drink,’ I say in Blair’s ear before I stand up.

I’m stopped multiple times as I head towards the kitchen. I try to keep moving, motioning that I’m getting a drink, which helps to get people to back off for a second. The kitchen is pretty empty when I get there and I feel like I can finally breathe. There’s only one person by the drinks, a thick, red-haired Black girl in a short skirt and fitted, sparkly top. I can’t remember her name, but I think she painted the artwork in the courtyard. I linger a second longer on her legs. Nice.

I don’t know how the next bit happens, but I go to reach for a glass at the same time she turns, and her drink ends up down my fresh white top. I jump back and she covers her mouth, her black-framed glasses hanging at the edge of her nose.

‘Oh! I’m so sorry!’ She starts looking around the kitchen for a cloth or something.

What is it with today? I touch the wet patch and it’s sticky and smells like Coke.

‘Here.’ She starts to rub my T-shirt with a bundle of tissues, making the stickiness touch my skin.

‘It’s fine.’ I grab the tissues from her, much harsher than I meant to, and she looks at me, surprised.

She pushes up her glasses and says with a frown, ‘It was an accident.’

‘Whatever.’ I turn on my heel. I’m over this stupid party.

I walk quickly through the crowd, keeping my head down so I can avoid everyone, especially Blair, who I know will beg me to stay. I grab my coat from the closet and leave.

As soon as I get outside, I zip up my coat, lift my head to the clear, black sky and take a deep breath, filling my lungs with the cold, sharp air. It’s freezing out here and I wonder if it’s going to snow this year. It never seems to snow around Christmastime. It’s always some random month, like February. On the last snow day, Boogs and I helped Reon create a superhero snowman – the kid is obsessed with superheroes. Thank God for Boogs, because between him and Reon’s artistic eye they actually made an Instagram-worthy snowman that managed to stay intact for three days.

‘Trey?’

The sound of music fills the air for a moment but it’s silenced once Boogs shuts the door. He’s only in a T-shirt and jeans, but he’s been working up a sweat from dancing so I’m sure he can’t even feel the cold.

‘You good?’ he asks.

I open up my coat so he can see the huge, brown stain on my white T-shirt. Boogs puts his fist to his mouth.

‘Oh shit, what happened?’

‘Some girl spilled her drink on me.’ I re-zip my coat. ‘That was the last straw. I’m going home.’

‘What else happened? You’ve been in a mood all night,’ Boogs replies concerned.

I scuff my trainer on the ground. ‘Mum said Wonderland’s in trouble.’

Boogs’ mouth drops open. ‘Swear down?’

I fill him in and he only interrupts once, to say, ‘Sell? You can’t sell Wonderland!’

I shrug. ‘I know, but unless things change I dunno what our options are. I wish there was something I could do to help… but what?’

‘Sorry, bro, that’s rough. Don’t worry though – you’ll think of something. Wonderland isn’t going anywhere.’ Boogs gives a reassuring smile.

That’s easy for him to say, but I don’t see how we can keep the bookshop if we’re in debt. We need money quickly, and there’s only so many customers a day.

‘So… Blair’s outfit?’ Boogs raises his eyebrows and I laugh. He always knows the right time to lighten the mood.

‘You know that was just to piss off Bebe, right?’ I say with a smirk.

‘Blair is the definition of petty.’ Boogs wraps his arms round his body. ‘Damn, it’s cold. Look, don’t go, man. Hang out – it will make you feel better.’

‘Nah, I’m really not in the mood.’ I glance back at the house. ‘I’ll message Blair. You go have fun.’

We dap and Boogs walks back to the house. I hover for a moment, unsure whether to order a taxi, but it seems wasteful now I know about Wonderland’s money issues. Instead, I put my hands into my coat pockets and start the walk up towards Highbury station so I can catch a bus home.



I open the front door and instantly hear a film playing loudly in the living room. Mum and Dad are cuddled up on the sofa under the twinkling fairy lights of the Christmas tree. Mum pauses the film when she sees me.

‘You’re home early,’ she says, confused.

‘Yeah, I wasn’t feeling it. What are you watching?’ I ask, quickly changing the subject.

‘Love Actually,’ Mum says, and Dad shakes his head. I stifle a laugh. Mum loves that film, but Dad hates it. ‘There’s some dinner left for you if you’re hungry, baby.’

As soon as Mum mentions dinner, I realize how hungry I am, but first I need to take off this sticky top and shower. I’m praying the stain comes out. I go upstairs and peer into Reon’s room, immediately spotting the torchlight under his duvet.

‘I can see you,’ I sing, and the torchlight instantly goes out. I switch on the main light and pull down the duvet, and my ten-year-old brother frowns at me. While I clearly took my dad’s genes, Reon’s a miniature version of Mum, even down to the same one dimple in his cheek.

‘Hey!’ Reon says.

‘You’re meant to be asleep,’ I say firmly.

Reon groans. ‘Can I have five more minutes? I want to see what happens next with Shuri.’

I gave Reon access to my old Marvel comics last week, and he’s spent all his free time since then reading them. He’s a really good artist and his room is covered in his drawings of Thor, Spider-Man and Black Panther, which suddenly gives me an idea.

‘You can have ten more minutes if you design me a birthday card for Blair before you go to school tomorrow. Maybe draw her in a manga style?’

‘You know there are different types of manga, right? There’s Shōjo, Josei… which one do you want?’ Reon asks.

God knows. ‘You decide,’ I say quickly.

He shrugs. ‘Okay, but I want fifteen minutes, and you have to take me and Noah to the cinema.’

‘Who’s Noah?’

‘My best friend from my Saturday art class. He’s really good. His sister sometimes teaches us,’ Reon replies.

I sigh and Reon grins. He knows he’s won.

‘Fine, but fifteen minutes and it’s lights out.’

‘Thanks, Trey.’ Reon disappears back under his duvet with his torch and comic book and I smile. The kid just played me.
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FOUR Ariel’s playlist: ‘Every Year, Every Christmas’ by Luther Vandross


What the hell is Trey’s problem? Honestly, like I meant to spill my drink on him? I don’t even know why I’m surprised: he has to be a diva if he’s dating Blair. I watch him as he walks out of the front door without saying a word to anyone.

I throw the used tissues in the bin and wash the sticky Coke off my hands before I grab another drink and head to the living room. I can feel the change in the party’s atmosphere as soon as I step back in. Everyone is gathered around the popular kids, and the others are scattered about, unsure what to do with themselves. There’s now only a small huddle on the dance floor. Jolie is still dancing with the same boy from earlier, but Annika’s nowhere to be seen. It’s funny how one person in a Santa outfit can change the whole dynamic.

My shoes are digging into my feet as I continue walking, and I’m convinced the pain is making me hobble. I don’t usually wear heels so I purposefully bought a pair with a solid heel that the sales assistant promised would be pain-free. So not true! I search for somewhere to sit and eventually find a spot on the stairs outside the living room. Thank you, God!

I sigh as I sit, taking off one of my shoes and leaning forward so I can massage out the pain. I’m already dreading having to put it back on.

The music’s now in the 2000s era and Ja Rule is blasting through the speakers. From where I’m sitting, I can see Jolie talking animatedly with the guy she’s dancing with. She’s so short she only comes up to the guy’s torso.

I close my eyes briefly as I massage into my heel.

‘Don’t tell me you’re done dancing? Come on, let’s go for it,’ a deep voice says.

I open my eyes and Boogs is leaning on the banister. I sit up quickly, aware that my top has a deep neckline and I don’t want him sneaking a peek. I shake my head. ‘I don’t have your stamina.’

Boogs flexes his muscles. ‘That’s what Santi says.’

‘Spare me, please!’ I laugh. ‘Besides, you try all your moves in these heels and see how long you last.’ I hesitate before continuing. ‘Trey okay?’ Boogs raises an eyebrow at me. ‘I mean, I spilled my drink on him and then he left.’

‘Oh, so you’re the culprit!’

‘It was an accident,’ I say quickly.

Boogs shakes his head. ‘Trust me, Trey’s got bigger issues than a spilled drink.’

I want to ask him what he means, but I stop myself. I don’t want him thinking I’m being nosy. Boogs looks back at the party and starts bopping his head in time to the music. I can tell he’s itching to dance and I can’t help but smile. I swear the house could be on fire and Boogs would be dancing out of the door.

‘Where’s your crew?’ he asks, snapping me back into the moment.

I point. ‘Jolie’s over there, but I can’t find Annika.’

Boogs walks into the living room and looks left and right. He returns a few seconds later. ‘She’s with Bebe.’

I’ll leave her to it, I think to myself. The last thing I want to deal with is Bebe looking me up and down, making me feel like a weirdo for trying to talk to my best friend. It’s already half ten, which I know is still early for a party, but I told myself I wouldn’t leave late and I can’t see myself getting back in the mood now. I’m ready to take off this make-up, put on my pyjamas and watch re-runs of Sister, Sister on Netflix.

‘Wild Thoughts’ plays over the speakers and Boogs breaks into a perfect Salsa step. I put on my shoe, grimacing as I stand up. My feet are practically begging me to be released from the prison I’ve put them in.

‘I’m going to call it a night,’ I say.

‘But the party’s just getting started,’ Boogs replies with a frown.

I raise my eyebrows. We obviously have two very different definitions of a good party. In the living room, Blair stands up from the sofa and starts looking around. It’s clear who she’s searching for and Boogs notices too.

He groans. ‘Trey said he would tell her. There’s no way I’m going to.’

‘Why?’ I ask curiously.

‘So she can have one of her freak-outs? Then she’ll want to leave – Santi too, and I’ll have to go as well. This music’s a bit of me.’

I laugh. Boogs is literally in his own dance world. ‘I’m out of here,’ I tell him and lean over, and Boogs stops moving long enough to give me a hug. ‘See you at college.’

‘Bye, Lil’ Mermaid.’ He smiles and wanders back over to the dance floor.

I walk up to Jolie, who’s still talking to the same guy. They both have a drink in their hands.

‘I’m gonna go,’ I say.

Jolie’s face drops. ‘No, stay! Dance with us?’

The guy smiles awkwardly at me.

‘No, I’m tired. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?’ I point at the drink in her hand. ‘How many have you had?’

Jolie laughs. ‘A few. Don’t worry – I feel fine.’

‘Hmm, text me when you get home?’

‘Will do,’ she promises.

We hug and I wave to the guy, who holds up his drink to me. I try to wave to get Annika’s attention, but she’s busy talking to Bebe and doesn’t see me. I’ll text her later. I just want to get out of here.



When I get home, I see Mum asleep in the living room with the TV on in the background. I gently nudge her until her eyes flicker and focus on me.

‘Hi, darling. What time is it?’

‘Just gone eleven. I texted you when I was in the taxi,’ I reply.

Mum yawns and stretches. ‘Sorry, I was waiting up and didn’t even realize I was falling asleep. How was it?’

‘It was okay. Bebe’s house is gorgeous.’ I pull off my heels and sigh loudly, making Mum laugh. ‘Why isn’t it perfectly acceptable to go to parties in trainers? I feel like I’ve walked the whole of Hackney.’

Mum tuts. ‘You’re so dramatic. When I was your age, I practically lived in heels. I couldn’t keep the boys away!’

I roll my eyes as I sit down. ‘Well, a guy will have to take me in my old Converse with paint all over my jeans and be satisfied with that.’

Mum pats my leg. ‘I’m glad you went out,’ she says. ‘I know you love nothing more than staying in and painting, but you’re only seventeen once.’

I gasp. ‘Are you actually encouraging me to go out to parties on a school night? Work hard, play hard?’

‘Well, maybe not too hard,’ Mum says, and I laugh and snuggle into her. ‘It’s been rough, hasn’t it?’ For a moment my body tenses. ‘But as long as we stick together, we’ll be all right.’

I glance up at her, expecting to see her eyes watery like they often are whenever she talks about Dad, but for once she seems okay. ‘Rough’ doesn’t even compare to how I feel. It’s more like ‘broken’. We went from a family of four to three in the space of a few hours, and ever since then there’s been this giant piece missing from our lives. It took months before we could go a whole day without one of us breaking down in tears, and even longer for the house to be filled with laughter again. I had to step up and help Mum look after my little brother, Noah. I had to make sense of all the bills that Dad would have paid. And, sometimes, I had to parent Mum when she couldn’t get out of bed. It’s been almost a year since Dad passed now, and somehow we’ve got through it.

‘We’ll always stick together,’ I say before I kiss Mum’s cheek.
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FIVE Trey’s playlist: ‘Someday at Christmas’ by Mario


Sixteen days till Christmas

I wake up to the sound of my phone buzzing on the bookshelf next to my bed. There’s no way it’s time for college already.

‘Hello?’ I answer, my eyes still closed.

‘Are you serious, Trey?’ Blair shouts down the phone. ‘You just leave me at a party without so much as a text? You didn’t even comment on my outfit. I wore it for you!’

That’s a lie.

‘What?’ I say dumbly, and Blair takes in a deep breath.

‘You better have bought me an amazing present,’ she hisses before the line goes dead.

Great. Now I have a headache. I knead my forehead with my fingers. If I don’t manage to wow Blair, today is going to go from bad to worse. I jump out of bed and head to Reon’s room. His voice carries upstairs as he tells Dad about some art project he’s doing. On his bed is the birthday card for Blair, and it looks just like her, even down to the pink bag she takes everywhere. It’s perfect.

I shower and get dressed before I write in the card, head downstairs to the kitchen and thank Reon, then grab a piece of toast. Mum is sitting at the table with her laptop and I say bye as I head for the door.

‘Wait – isn’t it Blair’s birthday today? What did you get her?’ she asks before I leave.

I show her the birthday card and Mum glares at me. ‘A birthday card made by Reon? Trey, that isn’t enough when you’ve been dating for almost two years.’

I grimace. ‘I know, I know… but I forgot. Any advice?’

Mums takes off her glasses. ‘Girls like to be romanced. Do something that’s from the heart.’

‘Thanks, I will,’ I say, even though I’ve got nothing.

I close the front door behind me and Boogs is already waiting outside so we can walk to college together. He’s holding a dozen red roses and has a cheesy grin on his face.

‘What the hell, man?’ Is he just trying to make me look shit? Santi’s really changed him. Boogs didn’t even pay for dates before. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were doing flowers?’

‘Hey, don’t be mad that I’m on point.’ He gestures to my hand. ‘Is that Blair’s card?’

‘Yeah.’ I show it to him and he nods in approval, but I know what Blair’s going to think when Boogs gives Santi her presents. She’ll feel like crap. And guess whose fault that will be.

‘How are you feeling after yesterday?’ Boogs asks as we start to walk.

I sigh. ‘The same. I just wish there was something I could do to help.’

We continue in silence and I can’t help but window shop as we turn onto the high street. I’m hoping I’ll see something last minute that screams romance but is also cheap.

‘Yo, I’ve got an idea.’ Boogs grabs my arm and I stop. ‘You know how the twins are doing that pizza and chill at their house?’

‘Yeah, so?’ Blair was so annoyed that they couldn’t throw a proper birthday party, but then their parents are taking them to the Bahamas for New Year, so I don’t feel too bad for them.

‘We should scrap it and throw them a surprise birthday party instead. Blair would especially love it.’

‘Erm…’ I begin, but Boogs waves his hands in my face, cutting me off.

‘Hear me out. This could help the bookshop too!’ he says excitedly. ‘We organize the party for tomorrow, invite some people from college, but we charge a tenner a head.’

I scoff. ‘Who’s going to pay that?’

Boogs stares at me. ‘Are you kidding? A party thrown by us will be packed out.’ I hesitate. He’s not wrong. People would turn up. ‘We can get that girl – what’s her name…?’ He clicks his fingers as he tries to remember. ‘Bev Smith. She can make the cake. She works at the bakery, right? And we’d need a theme, cause girls love that, so how about… a pink party! To get in, people have to pay and wear pink.’
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