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Chapter One
‘I don’t know what your problem is,’ I said, taking a swig of my venti non-fat peppermint mocha latte. ‘What could be more Christmassy than this?’
My best friend and constant pain in the ass took a terrified look around at the animated bear diorama behind me and shuddered.
‘Don’t look now but the bear directly behind you has an axe,’ Angie said with a half-hearted point in the bear’s general direction. ‘I think he’s trying to kill you.’
‘He’s chopping down a tree!’ I yelled, arms thrown out wide in exposition. ‘And that guy is bringing in presents and those little baby bears are writing their lists to Santa. Seriously, doll, if these fuzzy motherfuckers can’t bring your Christmas spirit alive, then there’s no damn hope for you.’
It wasn’t often that I, Jenny Lopez, was prepared to admit defeat, but Angela was testing my limits. We’d spent all morning trudging around Manhattan in the freezing cold, hopping over slushy snow banks and trying to get her psyched for the most wonderful time of the year. Only nothing was happening. It was strange. For the last five years, I’d had to listen to her singing Christmas carols – badly – in her adorable British accent as soon as she’d taken the Halloween decorations down. She was a Christmas-o-holic. As an American, I didn’t even start thinking about holly jolly holidays until the agony of Thanksgiving was out of the way. There was only so much turkey a girl could pretend to be excited about at a time. But this year was different.
‘I do quite like the little one in the jumper,’ she offered, nodding towards an especially freaky-looking bear lurching back and forth and seemingly attacking a dead cat. ‘He’s cute.’
‘If you’re gonna be this much of an asshole every time Alex goes away on tour from now on, I might have to start going with him,’ I said. ‘There’s no way he can get back for the holidays?’
‘We agreed there was no point,’ she said with a rare self-pitying sniff. It wasn’t often she played the ‘poor me’ card, but when your husband takes off on a tour of Asia for three months and you’re stuck in New York, I figure you’re allowed a little leeway. ‘And I can’t go out and meet him because my bollocking bastard deputy quit.’
‘The perils of being a media mogul,’ I said, giving her a half-smile and matching eye-roll. ‘Want me to have her killed?’
‘It’s top of my Christmas list,’ she replied. ‘I can’t believe she waited until Christmas to do this.’
I shrugged. ‘I can. The vacation at your magazine sucks ass. It’s like, what, five days?’ 
‘Eight in your first year,’ she glowered. ‘Plus public holidays.’
I raised an eyebrow, only ever so slightly hampered by my impulsive Botox injections. If I didn’t already have a job, I’d have made a great devil’s advocate. I wondered what his benefits package looked like.


‘That’s how it works, Angie.’ I tossed my empty red cup into a nearby trash can, silently whooping as it landed. ‘Most people don’t think too much about other people’s schedules when they’re quitting a job. I guess she wanted to take a nice long break over the holidays before she starts at the new place.’
‘There is no new place,’ Angie said, her face like thunder. ‘She actually quit because she got engaged. Can you believe it?’
‘Only because I’m so jealous.’ 
Standing up slowly, I stretched my arms over my head. They were still aching from my workout the day before. Until someone appeared to yank me off the shelf and drown me in a life of luxury, I was stuck with the pre-dawn Soulcycle sessions. I still couldn’t work out how they had come up with the name: the only thing soul-related about spinning classes was how quickly they crushed mine.
‘Maybe I should just let Alex knock me up and go on baby vacay,’ she mused, dropping her own Starbucks cup in the trash. ‘I’ve had enough.’
‘Sure you’ve had enough of being editor-in-chief of your own magazine.’ I looked out of the huge windows that surrounded us and hoped against hope that the glass was tinted. Otherwise there was a storm on its way. ‘You could totally walk away tomorrow and spend the rest of your days hanging out in Park Slope with two little rug rats clinging to your apron strings. You wouldn’t go crazy at all.’
‘I’m already crazy,’ Angie said. She pulled two mismatched mittens out of her Marc Jacobs purse to prove her point. ‘I’m working on a Saturday and I can no longer dress myself.’
‘Honey.’ I patted her on the shoulder with love. ‘There are some people who would suggest you’ve never been great at the latter. And the former is the price of success. I’ve got to work today too, remember?’


‘You’re going to the launch of a new handbag,’ Angie retaliated. ‘And it’s not even your launch.’
‘Competitor research. I have to check out what the other PR companies are up to.’
‘And get a free handbag?’
‘I gave up my freaking Saturday afternoon for this shit,’ I replied. ‘If they aren’t tossing purses around like confetti, I’m going to kick someone’s ass.’
Even though I’d spent almost all my adult life in Manhattan, nothing readied me for the bitter sting of the winter wind. I scrunched up my face, as best as the neurotoxins in my forehead would allow, and winced. My Latin blood was not meant for this shitty weather.
‘So, Thursday, what’s the plan?’
‘Come over whenever?’ Angela shrugged and wrapped a black scarf shot through with glitter round her face. ‘I’ll get food in.’
‘Angela Clark,’ I said, stamping my foot and punching her maybe a little too hard in the arm. ‘We are not talking about getting sushi and bitching out the girls on America’s Next Top Model. It’s Christmas Day. It’s me and you. It’s champagne for breakfast and dinner with our nearest and dearest and gifts that we can’t really afford because our rents are crazy, and you getting wasted and singing that dumb carol from Sleepless in Seattle over and over and over until I get just as wasted and start crying. There are traditions to uphold.’
‘And you did a fantastic job of selling them,’ she said, rubbing her arm. Huh. Maybe those Soulcycle classes were starting to pay off after all. ‘I’m sorry, I’m just mad that I’ve got to go into work and that Alex is away and all the rest of it.’


‘Your folks couldn’t come this year?’ I asked, mustering up as much sympathy as I could in sub-zero temperatures.
‘I told them not to because I thought I was going out to Japan to meet Alex,’ she said, swiping her already runny nose. It was ball-shrinkingly cold. ‘And now they’ve booked to go to The Crown.’
‘The Crown?’
‘Local pub.’
‘They can’t cancel?’
‘Clearly not.’
I knew Angie found her parents frustrating, but I would still trade hers for mine. Mine were only upstate − hardly another country − but they might as well have been on the other side of the planet for how often we spoke. It hadn’t even crossed my mind to see what they were doing for the holidays; Christmas had never been a big deal for our family. I figured they’d be off on vacation. Vacation had been their default setting since my dad had retired.
‘Okay, since you’re clearly determined to play the Grinch this year, I’m taking over,’ I announced. ‘So you leave your holly jollies with me, and I will figure out the best damn Christmas you ever did see.’
Angela raised an entirely mobile eyebrow.
‘Or, I don’t know, I’ll buy as many bottles of champagne as I can carry and we’ll have a True Blood marathon?’ I suggested, quietly smug in the knowledge that I’d already secured the best Christmas present she would ever get in her entire adorable little life.
Angela smiled.
‘Trust me,’ I said, kissing her on the cheek and squeezing her sad little shoulders in a bear hug. ‘It’s gonna be the best Christmas yet, I promise.’


*
As much of a consumer whore as I was, it was hard to get excited about a handbag launch in the week before Christmas on a Saturday afternoon. If it weren’t for the fact that my flatmate, Sadie Nixon, was being paid an obscene amount of money to walk around the room waving said handbag under people’s noses, I totally wouldn’t have been there. But she had promised me boozing and schmoozing, and (I hadn’t wanted to rub Angie’s nose in it too much) a new designer handbag of my very own if I showed up, oohed and ahhed and waited around for her afterwards. 
For a relatively famous model, Sadie had huge self-esteem problems. When we’d first met, she was one of the most in-demand models in America − in the world, really − but the last year or so she’d been way more interested in taking vacations with her super-rich boyfriend. Until he unceremoniously dumped her ass three months ago for a younger model. Literally, in this case. I’d seen photos of him tramping all over town with some 22-year-old tramp from a Pharrell video, and there was no one on earth who could spin that into a positive story, not even me. Now she was taking every job she could get and hanging onto me like a limpet. Oh, the joy.
No one could have called the room at the St Regis crowded, but given the weather and the time of year, I was pretty impressed that anyone had shown up. Unless they’d all been lured in by the promise of a free purse. Shimmying out of my fur-trimmed parka (I hadn’t bothered to ask whether it was real or faux in the store, and now I loved it so much I was scared to know the answer), I peeled off my blood-red leather gloves as the coat-check girl handed me a ticket. According to the quick glance in my powder compact in the cab, my eyeliner was still in place, my nude lipstick hadn’t smudged all over my face and my olive complexion glowed from the wind-whipping it had taken. On the whole, I was a pass. Smiling graciously, I tossed the coat-check coupon into my bag, never to be seen again, and surveyed the room.


‘Jenny, darling!’
Death and taxes may be the only certainties in life, but in PR we add the absolute certainty of running into the last person you ever want to see as soon as you walk into a launch. And you can kinda bet your house on them calling you ‘darling’. It’s PR speak for ‘I fucking hate you’.
‘Carrie Anne!’ I broadened my beam, narrowed my eyes and returned her two air kisses. ‘Darling.’
Carrie Anne Roitfeld was one of the luckiest women in New York City. Born tall and skinny, but not nearly as blonde as she appeared to be today, the story went that she was modelling in Paris when she met Michel Roitfeld and fell madly in love at just nineteen. Five years later, she divorced her husband and returned to New York with an impressive last name, a veneer of French sophistication and a sense of entitlement like you wouldn’t believe. While it would never have worked on me, she spent ten years dropping her name and forgetting to pick it up at pretty much every PR company in the city until she stacked up a big enough roster to bust out on her own. If Sadie had told me this was a CAR PR event, I wouldn’t have got my ass out of my snuggie this morning. 
She could squeak out as many ‘Je ne sais pas’ as often as she liked − I’d done my research, I knew the truth. Modelling equalled waiting tables, and sure she married a guy called Michel Roitfeld, but the real reason she didn’t like to talk about her former in-laws wasn’t out of tactfulness, it was because anyone who knew how to enter a name into Google would figure out he wasn’t in any way, shape or form related to Carine Roitfeld from French Vogue. Not that she ever said he was, but she never said he wasn’t. An asshole, maybe, but she was pretty smart. And that’s what made her so dangerous.


‘I didn’t see your name on the list,’ she said, pulling away and leaving me choking in a cloud of Viktor & Rolf perfume. ‘I’m so happy you could be with us.’
‘Yeah, you know I live with Sadie, right?’ I replied, eyeing her up and down as surreptitiously as possible. Know thy enemy. ‘Nixon? The model?’
‘Oh, you’re her guest!’ Carrie Anne nodded and clasped her hands together. ‘That explains how you got in.’
I bit my lip hard.
‘After my terrible oversight in missing you off our guest list, mon dieu!’ She threw open her arms and wrapped herself around me, hand on my lower back, guiding me through the room. ‘The drinks are over here. I know that’s the first thing you’ll be looking for!’ 
‘Actually, I’m not that thirsty,’ I said, looking around for Sadie so I could give her a subtle kick up the ass. ‘But thanks.’
‘I guess there’s a first time for everything,’ Carrie Anne replied quickly. ‘Tell me, are you still doing something for Erin White?’ 
Ignoring the dig, I consoled myself with the fact that her manicure was chipped. Sometimes you need to find faith in the little things. ‘Uh, I’m the executive account director, if that’s what you mean?’
‘Darling, that’s wonderful, très bon,’ she said, looking past me as she spoke. ‘Isn’t it fantastic how they come up with all these titles these days? That must be hard to fit on a business card. You really ought to set out on your own. Like me.’


‘It’s a nice idea,’ I nodded thoughtfully. ‘But I really love working with the big brands, you know? It’s so long since I’ve organized a little event like this. I’m kind of jealous you still get to be so hands-on.’
Sensing the killing blow, Carrie Anne took a step back.
‘Jenny, tell me − ’ she waved over at someone I didn’t recognize across the room − ‘didn’t you used to date a guy called Jeff?’
Stunned, I felt every organ in my body seize up. Jeff was The One. Sure there had been others, including a very pretty but not terribly bright male model and a ridiculous on-and-off thing with one of Alex’s bandmates, but nothing that ever compared with Jeff. We had dated and then broken up and then dated and broken up, then he got engaged and somehow we still dated, but then he got married, only not to me, and so we broke up. For good that time. He was not the finest example of an emotionally healthy relationship in my back catalogue; if you were to open a dictionary and look for a definition of ‘That Guy’, you’d see a photo of Jeff Allen.
‘Sure,’ I squeaked, super casual. ‘A million years ago. We’re really good friends now.’
‘Jeff Allen?’
‘Yep,’ I confirmed, the words closely followed by the urge to vomit in my mouth.
I knew something brutal was coming because I could actually see her face move, and if ever there was anyone who could pass as a cautionary tale on how not to overdo it with filler, Carrie Anne was your gal. I rubbed my forehead, willing my baby Botox not to turn me into the same kind of walking, talking wax mannequin.
‘That’s so funny.’ Carrie Anne’s eyes burned. ‘I just hired his wife. Have the two of you met?’
Wow. 


And I thought Carrie Anne was the person I wanted to bump into least in the entire world.
A tiny, bubbly, blonde proto-Carrie bounced over, brimming with enthusiasm and a desperate need to please. No kidding, she’d only just started working for Carrie Anne. We’d taken on a bunch of her former girls and they were all straight up dealing with PTSD. Not that I could have cared less at that exact moment. I would have thrown every single one of them under the bus to get out of that room, both metaphorically and literally.
I’d felt good in my Alexander McQueen black minidress when I’d left home. My Jimmy Choo over-the-knee boots were sexy yet tasteful, and even though I hated the cold, at least it didn’t make my hair frizz like the heat did and my carefully tethered messy bun had remained somewhat intact, but faced with this little bundle of blonde bounce, I felt like a haggard old witch dressed in a garbage sack and wearing Julia Roberts’ stripper boots from Pretty Woman.
‘Jenny, meet Shannon Allen.’ Carrie Anne tipped her head to one side and smiled. ‘Shannon, Jenny here used to date your husband “a million years ago”. Isn’t that funny? New York is so small.’
I watched, wondering how quickly I could burrow through the floor to China as a million thoughts went through Shannon’s pretty head. Her first thought, to remain professional, seemed to slip away as soon as Carrie Anne dropped the ‘date’ bomb. The second those words were out of her mouth, I saw her mentally flicking through the collated information about Jeff’s exes for a Jenny. I figured she’d come up trumps pretty quickly; I just didn’t know how much she knew.
‘Jen-ny,’ she said slowly. In fairness, the girl’s smile never faltered. If she weren’t married to the love of my life, I would have considered hiring her myself. ‘You dated Jeff?’


‘A million years ago,’ I repeated, trying out an experimental laugh. It didn’t really work. ‘A million trillion.’
‘You’re Jenny who he lived with?’ she asked as her expression clouded slightly. ‘Like, forever ago?’
I felt like Carrie Anne had kicked a puppy in the face and then handed it to me. 
‘Forever and ever.’ 
The only way I could get out of this was to pretend it didn’t feel like I’d had my stomach sliced open and someone was running around the room using my intestines as streamers. What did I care if the only man I’d ever loved was married to this adorable, much younger, much blonder girl. She was wearing flats, for Christ’s sake. Who wore flats to a launch?
‘I’ll tell him you said hi … ’ Shannon’s brows started to knit together as all the stories, all the terrible his-side-of-them stories, fell into place. She wrapped her arms around herself and began to back away. ‘It was nice to meet you.’
‘You too,’ I said, hating myself for noticing that she was a little chubby and her dress clung around her belly.
Oh, holy shit. She wasn’t fat. She was pregnant.
My ex-boyfriend’s child bride was pregnant. 
Jeff wasn’t just married, he was having a baby. And here I was, dressed like a very expensive stripper, waiting for my co-dependent flatmate to finish whoring herself out over a handbag so we could go home, order pizza and sob ourselves to single sleep. I pressed my hand to my forehead and stumbled back over to the coat check. Free bags and roommates be damned, I had to get out of there. Sadie would understand as long as I bought the pizza. 
I might as well stop by the shelter on my way, I reasoned. Pick out a couple of unwanted cats and call it a day.





Chapter Two
‘I still can’t believe Jeff is having a baby.’ 
Erin, my boss and non-Brit BFF, picked up a beautiful Proenza Schouler handbag and turned it over in her hands. I watched as every assistant in Barneys straightened their spine, only to slump back down when she put it back on the shelf. ‘He was such a dude. Can a bro have a baby?’
‘Uh, you have two, and I can think of a time when I wouldn’t even bother calling you on a Friday night, I would just head straight to Bungalow 8 and there you were,’ I pointed out, picking up the same PS bag and barely getting a shrug from the assistants. I didn’t give off the same rich vibe that Erin did. Because no one was as rich as Erin.
‘That’s not true,’ she said, turning her attention to the Saint Laurent collection. ‘Sometimes I was at Tunnel.’
‘I stand corrected.’
Barneys was a cut above the rest of the Manhattan department stores when it came to seasonal cheer. You knew what time of year it was, they had the requisite holiday window displays, but they weren’t all in your face with holly-jolly-happy crap as soon as you walked through the door. It was a safe place when you were ambivalent towards the fat guy in the suit, and ever since my coffee with Angie the day before, ambivalence was pretty much the most positive emotion I could muster. 


‘Anyway, that’s not my point.’ Erin smoothed her long, honey-blonde ponytail and tucked it inside her beautiful navy blue wool coat, the collar turned up against the harsh weather. Last-minute Christmas shopping had seemed like a great idea when she’d suggested it, but I had agreed before I remembered how badly the weather sucked and that Erin had a private driver. All I had was Uber, and of course when I left the apartment there were no cars available. ‘My point is, what does it matter if he’s having a baby? You have an awesome life. All he has is a wife.’
‘My life is not awesome, Erin,’ I said, trying not to show the rage my voice. It wasn’t right, not in the hallowed halls of Barneys. And not with the hangover I had from sinking one too many homemade cocktails with Sadie after that shit-show of an afternoon. ‘I have a great job, sure, but what else do I have? You’re married, you have two kids, you own your own business. Angie has the magazine and Alex, even Sadie is gonna be snatched up before I know it. All I have is a vague promise from the flakiest gay dude I ever met to put a baby in me when I get desperate. And that’s a significantly downgraded offer from where we started out.’
Erin pursed her lips and carried on touching up the handbags. She had never approved of my arrangement with Angie’s friend James to co-parent, but I could only see an upside. I really wanted to start a family, and given that I made Taylor Swift look like someone who had her romantic life together, the idea of having a baby with a really rich, really attractive man who would never cheat on me, break my heart or steal my money kind of appealed. But of course, like everyone else but me on this planet, he met a man and was suddenly cured of his baby fever, so here I was, back at square one.


‘When was the last time you went on a date?’ Erin asked, unbuttoning her coat to reveal a beautiful snow-white cashmere sweater. I left my jacket zipped up so she so wouldn’t see where I had spilled coffee down myself on the way over. I was not a spiller, but the morning had been tough. ‘You can’t complain that the fish aren’t biting if you aren’t dangling any bait.’
‘I dangle,’ I protested. ‘It’s just been a while.’
‘What about that guy you were talking to at my holiday party?’ she asked. ‘He seemed super into you.’
‘Erin, he was a magician,’ I said, not even faintly amused. ‘It’s one step up from clown and that’s one step up from suicidal homeless guy. No thank you.’
‘Yeah, okay,’ she relented. ‘You’re not marrying a magician − I can’t have that around my kids. But we need to get you back on track.’
I nodded, reaching out for a beautiful black leather Alexander Wang backpack, wondering whether or not it was the kind of purse that said strong, successful woman looking for Mr Right. Without a word, Erin snatched it out of my hands and set it back on the shelf. Apparently it was not.
‘No backpacks,’ she said, cutting me off as I opened my mouth to defend myself. ‘I don’t give two shits what Vogue says, you’re not in high school, you’re not Cara Delevingne, no backpacks.’
‘I do have her eyebrows,’ I said, peering into a nearby mirror. ‘And, like, three of her ass.’
‘She’s a child,’ Erin replied. ‘She has no ass. Don’t worry about it.’
‘See, this is why I need to have a baby,’ I said, marvelling at my friend. ‘I remember when you wouldn’t wear pants unless you could bounce a quarter off your ass. I need that Zen attitude.’


‘It’s not Zen,’ she said weakly. ‘It’s giving up. You could bounce a roll of quarters off my ass these days and they’d just sink right in. It’s devastating.’
‘Maybe I’ll get fat over the holidays,’ I said, pinching at the stubborn flesh on my thighs that no number of squats could get rid of. ‘I’m pretty sure working out is killing my will to live.’
‘What are you doing for Christmas?’ she asked, blatantly ignoring my pity-party. ‘Spending it with Angie and Alex again?’
Again. Ew.
‘Way to make me sound like a super loser,’ I said. ‘As it happens, Angie yes, Alex no. He’s still on tour, remember?’
‘Oh yeah.’ She shook her head and smiled. ‘I suck. Why is it that I can manage fifty women with one hand tied behind my back, but when you leave me at home with two kids under three, I lose my mind inside two days?’
‘You have me to help out in the office,’ I reasoned. ‘I’m pretty great.’
‘It’s true,’ she said, holding up a black crocodile Lanvin box bag. ‘You like?’
‘I love.’ I didn’t want to even look at the price tag. I was making good money in my job now, but I’d only just paid off all my credit cards and the exciting debt I’d managed to work up during my making shitty money period. I did not have inexpensive tastes, and living by a budget was killing me. ‘I just need a rich husband to buy it for me.’
‘What about that guy?’ Erin nodded towards a tall, blond guy in a black wool coat across the way. ‘Cute, cute, cute.’
‘Married, married, married,’ I replied. ‘Why else would he be shopping in Barneys four days before Christmas?’
‘Good son? Divorced dad?’ Erin rattled through her list of possibilities. ‘Gay?’


He caught me looking and smiled before I could look away.
‘Oh God,’ I whispered. ‘He’s gay.’
‘Let’s go find out,’ she said, her eyes bright with the kind of courage that only came to married women who had nothing to lose. I had forgotten how much she liked to play wingman, and apparently I’d also lost my balls. Suddenly, I was petrified.
‘Hi, wow, those are some nice pieces.’ 
Erin propped herself up on the glass counter beside the man. I peeped over her shoulder sheepishly, fully aware that while he might not be able to see my face, he could definitely see my hair. Today was the day it had decided to be huge, and today was the day I had decided I didn’t care enough to do anything about it. So of course this was happening.
‘Who are you buying for?’
It was brazen. It was brilliant. It was straight out of the Jenny Lopez playbook. 
Or at least it used to be. I couldn’t remember the last time I had hit on a guy. I could barely remember the last time I’d had sex, and in all honesty, I kind of wished I could forget it anyway. It had not been good.
‘Um, my assistant,’ the man replied, waving his hand over the counter. No wedding ring. Score. ‘But I’m not sure which one he would like the best.’
Erin considered the four almost identical black leather wallets on the counter.
‘Straight or gay?’ she asked.
‘Wha … ahh … I’m straight?’ the man said, tiny spots of red flushing in his cheeks. Oh, le swoon.
‘Not you!’ Erin gave a tiny laugh that would have put Tinkerbell to shame and rested her hand on the man’s forearm. ‘Your assistant.’


‘Oh, sure, of course.’ His stammer only made him cuter, I thought, as he pushed his hand through his expensive haircut. Blond, tall, tan in the middle of winter and shopping at Barneys. Just how I liked ’em. ‘He’s gay.’
‘You know what, I am really bad at choosing gifts for other people,’ Erin said, stepping back and pushing me in front of our new friend. ‘But Jenny has the best taste. She used to be a stylist, actually. I bet she could pick the right one.’
Oh, she was so good.
‘Hi,’ I said, trying to comb my hair down and shake his hand at the same time. ‘I’m Jenny.’
‘Joe,’ the man replied. ‘Joseph. Although no one calls me Joseph any more.’
‘Would you like me to?’ I asked, wishing I’d had time to put on lip gloss. ‘Make you feel all important?’
He blushed again and I felt Erin pat me on the ass before sneaking away to look at the Philip Lim bags.
‘So, we want a wallet for your assistant,’ I said, looking over the shop assistant’s selection. They were all pretty nice − Fendi, Saint Laurent, Dries Van Noten. ‘Can I ask a sensitive question?’
Joe smiled. ‘Please do.’
‘When you say he’s gay,’ I asked, ‘how gay are we talking?’
‘We work in a pretty conservative law firm,’ he replied. ‘And everyone knows.’
‘Great, he’s out and proud, that makes this easy.’ I pointed towards the black studded Saint Laurent billfold. ‘That’s the one.’
‘You’re sure?’ he said. ‘You don’t think the one with the chain?’
‘You want him to know you appreciate him and totally support who he is, right?’ I said, nodding to the assistant to fetch a new, boxed-up wallet. ‘You don’t want to suggest he come into the office in a leather gimp suit and spank you.’


Joe’s eyes widened for a moment.
‘Unless you do?’ I stopped breathing, my heart pounding and sinking at the same time.
‘Oh, no-no-no!’ He waved his hands at me so fast they were just a blur. ‘I mean, at least not in the office anyway. I’m a partner, it’s frowned upon.’
‘Shows what I know,’ I said, exhaling loudly. ‘I thought that was the kind of thing that would get you boosted up to senior partner.’
‘Maybe that’s where I’ve been going wrong.’ His big green eyes sparkled. But then everything sparkled under the lights in Barneys. ‘Any more career advice?’
‘Hmm.’ I looked away for a moment and then looked back. Got him. ‘Usually it’s a two-drink minimum.’ 
I could feel myself bubbling up. I remembered this! This was flirting! It was fun! 
‘That sounds fair,’ he said, handing a black Amex to the assistant and a white business card to me. I kind of wished it was the other way around, but hey, baby steps. ‘This is me, but maybe I should take your number? In case I have any urgent questions?’
‘Okay, but only if they’re super urgent,’ I said, my hand shaking a little as I dived into my purse for a business card. ‘It was nice to meet you.’
‘Likewise.’ He tucked my card into his wallet and showed off his pricey orthodontic work. I was a sucker for a killer smile. ‘I’ll speak to you soon, Miss Lopez.’
Without another word, I smiled, shrugged and turned to walk away. It would not be cool for him to see how ridiculously excited I was. 


My very first Christmas miracle.





Chapter Three
‘Erin White PR, Happy holidays.’
When I closed my eyes at night, I could hear those words ringing in my ears. It was chilling. Our receptionist shot me a bright grin every time she answered the phone, but on this particular Monday morning, her good mood wasn’t catching. It was only December 22nd and I was so over Christmas. I still couldn’t twist my brain round the fact that Jeff had impregnated another woman, and the buzz from my Barneys boyfriend had totally worn off already. It had been twenty-four hours and he hadn’t called. The three-day rule meant nothing these days: Tinder had destroyed all sense of social grace when it came to dating and so I figured I wouldn’t be hearing from him now so close to the holidays. And Angie kept pooh-poohing all of my plans for the day itself. Right now, all I wanted to do was dig out my John Hughes box set, order eighteen pizzas and call the whole thing off.
Kicking off my dumb I’m-the-boss-so-it-doesn’t-matter-that-these-bad-boys-are-too-high-to-walk-in heels, I stumbled round my desk and pushed the door to my office shut with a thunk. I had to admit, I wasn’t exactly full of the season of goodwill. Everyone in the office was winding down. Half the girls were already on vacation, and everyone else was buzzing with holiday plans and New Year’s excitement. I could tell they’d already given up: more than half of them were wearing jeans.


It wasn’t like I ruled Erin’s office with an iron fist, but, in my mind, when you worked in PR you had to project a certain image. When I first started working for Erin, everyone dressed as though Anna Wintour might stroll through the office at any second. Which was just silly − everyone knew you went to Anna, not the other way round. But pre-baby Erin commanded a similar kind of sartorial respect. She had that uncanny ability to put on any outfit and look impeccably put together. Her heels were never lower than three inches and her handbag was always better than your handbag. Now she was a full-time baby mama, we only saw Erin on the floor once, maybe twice a week, and so I was more or less in charge of managing the accounts (the creative and the people side of things at least; the COO looked after the financial. Only a fool would put me in charge of the financials, and Erin was anything but that). It was fair to say the office fashion stakes had relaxed a little, whether I liked it or not.
I considered my leather pants and slouchy sweater and sighed. I always looked good, but maybe I could look sharper. Until the little voice in my head, the one with the uncanny British accent, reminded me that sharper took a lot more effort and a damn sight more money. Looking good was tough enough: if you weren’t born with razor-sharp cheekbones and an Hermès Birkin, it was a tough style to cultivate and I was already investing so much energy in keeping my hair under control … 
A sharp rap on my window snapped me to my sad senses.
‘Jenny, there’s a call for you.’


I nodded and popped in my earpiece. Ever since I read an article in Oprah’s magazine about how much bacteria is on your phone handset, I’ve never put one within six feet of my precious face.
‘Hello, Jenny speaking.’
‘Jenny, it’s Stephen Hall. How are you?’
Just like that, I was fucking fantastic.
‘Stephen, lover, where have you been all my life?’ I pressed my hands together and offered up a prayer to the wonderful baby Jesus who had clearly had a hand in this phone call. ‘You never write, you never call, what’s going on?’
Stephen Hall was a senior consultant for MUMH, one of the biggest marketing agencies in North America and a real cash cow if you could get in with them, which we never had. He was also super hot and a total whore. I’d been trying to get inside his pants and his business for about three years, and it was a real toss-up as to which I’d prefer.
‘You know me, I’m a slave to the job,’ he purred down the line. I curled my legs up underneath me and let his voice wash over me. Screw the company, I would give anything for a go on that guy. I hadn’t gotten laid in months and just the sound of his voice was enough to give me a serious ladyboner. ‘But here I am, sat looking at the marketing strategy for my new client and would you believe there’s no PR in here?’
‘Seems like an oversight to me,’ I replied. Damn it, he wanted to talk business.
‘Right?’ he agreed. ‘And while it’s not exactly what I’d like to give you for Christmas, how about I send all the info over and you put together a pitch? You know I’d love for us to put our heads together on this one.’
It wasn’t really our heads I was interested in putting together, but still, this could be a massive win for us and Erin would be super impressed if I could bring in business like this.


‘That sounds like all my dreams come true,’ I cooed down the line.
Obviously mixing business with pleasure was a terrible idea. I already knew it was a bad idea to shit where you eat, but a little flirtation couldn’t hurt, right? And if we didn’t win the account, it would only be like shitting near where you eat, and most New York apartments were so small, that was pretty much unavoidable anyway.
‘Who’s the client?’ I asked, pressing my knees together and trying to concentrate.
‘New fashion line, very cool, very desirable, definitely going to be a big job,’ he said. ‘You know Bennett’s, the department store?’
‘Stephen,’ I said coolly. ‘Don’t be an asshole.’
‘Okay, okay,’ he laughed. ‘Of course you know Bennett’s. Well, Bertie is launching his own fashion line and we’re working on the marketing for him.’
My eyes widened. Maybe this was a situation where it was worth putting my job above my vagina. Only just, but maybe.
‘I’ve heard about it,’ I said, attempting to stay detached, but fuck me, if I could land Bertie Bennett’s debut line Erin would have to literally kiss my ass. Or make me a partner. Or kiss my ass and then make me a partner. ‘When’s the deadline?’
‘Now, that could be the only problem,’ Stephen clucked. ‘Someone who obviously wasn’t me already saw a couple of pitches, so there isn’t a huge amount of time. If I send all the info over to you today, I would need a pitch by five p.m. on Friday. If it looks good, we’ll get you in next week.’
I closed my eyes and breathed out, trying to find my inner Oprah. Do not get mad, I told myself, this is an amazing opportunity. So yeah, you’re second string, but it’s still an amazing opportunity. Even if it’s three fucking days before Christmas and this asshole has clearly already seen pitches from every PR company in New York.


‘Stephen, you know I love a challenge,’ I said, forcing a smile into my voice even if my face was set in a grimace. ‘How about I get something over to you by end of play Wednesday, so you’ll be able to open it with all your presents on Christmas morning.’
‘I knew you’d come through,’ he said, his tone distinctly relieved. Someone was kicking his butt somewhere along the line on this. Even if we won the pitch, it wasn’t going to be easy business, I could tell. ‘I need it by five, though. I’m flying out home and I need to send it on to Bennett − he’s insisting on staying very involved. I’m sending all the info over to you now.’
‘Since I’m kinda pulling this out of my ass at the last minute, can you tell me who we’re pitching against?’ I asked. If you didn’t ask, you didn’t get. ‘Pretty please?’
‘Uh, okay, but you didn’t hear it from me,’ he replied, lowering his voice. ‘Ventura and CAR PR.’
Motherfucking Carrie Anne. No wonder she’d had been so smug at her piece of shit purse party.
‘CAR PR?’ I did a spectacular job of keeping my tone light. ‘You’re looking at boutique agencies too?’
‘Miaow, Lopez.’ Stephen crackled with laughter. ‘They’re not doing bad work. And I heard they have some kind of hook-up with Sadie Nixon, the model? We’re looking at her to be the face of the brand. I heard she’s coming back up.’
‘She’s my fucking roommate,’ I shrieked, all sense of professionalism lost. Dammit. And that was why I would never be an Erin. ‘Sadie Nixon is my roommate.’


‘She is?’ His voice perked up way more than I would have liked. ‘Wouldn’t hurt for you to work her into your proposal, although we haven’t spoken to her agent yet so it’s kind of sensitive.’
‘No worries, I won’t say anything,’ I promised. ‘But she is looking at more selective jobs right now, so I’d get my ducks in a row before you speak to her if I were you.’
‘Understood,’ he replied. ‘And, uh, totally off topic, but I don’t suppose you know whether or not she’s dating someone right now?’
There is almost never an upside to having a model for a roommate. The free clothes they get never fit you, they hardly ever buy pizza, and it’s hard to flirt a man into asking you on a date when he’s got visions of your roomie prancing down the runway at the last Victoria’s Secret show waltzing through his imagination.
‘I’ll talk to you later, Stephen,’ I said as sweetly as I could, checking my inbox for his email before I hung up. Before I could even open the attachment, my extension rang again. This time, I recognized the number.
‘Erin, dollface, are you gonna be happy with me,’ I said, clicking to answer.
‘What did you do?’ she asked. ‘Or who didn’t you?’
‘Ha-fucking-ha. Stephen Hall just called and asked us to pitch for Bertie Bennett’s new fashion line,’ I replied, unfolding my long legs and stretching them out on my desk. It wasn’t a look I liked to encourage, but hell, I’d earned my moment. ‘Erin, Stephen Hall just called us.’
‘Jenny, that’s amazing,’ she squealed. ‘I’ve been working them for years. You’re a goddess.’
‘I am, but I’m also going to have to be a miracle worker. They want the pitch by Wednesday night.’ I screwed up my face, scanning through the documents he’d sent me and forwarding them to Erin. ‘Any chance we can put our heads together on this?’


‘I’ll free up all of tomorrow,’ she confirmed. ‘We’re absolutely going to win this.’
‘CAR PR are pitching,’ I told her, that nasty vomity taste in my mouth again. ‘I want to kick their ass.’
‘Done and done,’ Erin said. ‘It will be my Christmas gift to you. But speaking of Christmas, did you and Angie make plans yet?’
‘No,’ I said, imagining the look on Carrie Anne Roitfeld’s face when she found out I’d won the Bennett business and she had won a kick in the vagina from me. ‘She’s being whiny and I’ve been really busy sulking about Jeff’s impending offspring.’
‘Which kind of makes me regret what I’m about to suggest,’ she said. ‘But I was talking to Thomas and we were thinking, why don’t the two of you head up to our house upstate and spend Christmas Day there? Then we’ll come up Friday and we’ll all be together for the weekend. Should be fun − skiing, snowshoeing, sitting on our asses eating food we wouldn’t touch the rest of the year.’
‘That does sound nice,’ I said slowly, not wanting to commit. ‘I guess. Isn’t it kind of far?’
‘We have cable and Wi-Fi and there’s a hot tub on the deck.’
‘So we could drive up Wednesday afternoon?’ I asked.
Eggnog in the hot tub, A Charlie Brown Christmas on the TV, Jenny spending Christmas off her ass in a bathing suit. Yes please.
‘You sure could. I’ll bring the keys tomorrow and you guys can let yourselves in,’ she said, sounding so pleased with herself. ‘We have everything there − you only need to take food and whatever.’
‘You have a hairdryer?’
‘Yes.’


‘Straighteners?’
‘Yes.’
‘Coffee machine?’
‘Yes.’
‘Are you bringing your kids?’
‘Yes.’
‘Oh.’
‘Jenny.’
‘No, I mean, yay, kids.’ I gave a weak whoop. ‘I love your kids.’
‘Yeah, well they love you too,’ Erin said. ‘But right now I have to go and collect the little demons from daycare. Let’s meet for breakfast and lock down this Bennett’s thing.’
I made agreeable noises and then hung up to reread the brief properly. I did love kids, really I did, and I wanted my own little Lopezes so badly that the thought of spending another Christmas watching someone else’s toddlers running around made my heart sink a little. So many of my friends were anxious about becoming mothers, about what they might have to give up, but I couldn’t wait. Of course, I was the only girl in all of New York who couldn’t give it away, which only made it even harder to know that Jeff, the love of my life, the fire of my loins, had gone and made a mini-me with a real-life Barbie doll called Shannon. 
Even though every bone in my body told me not to, I opened up a browser on my Mac and typed his name into Facebook. There he was. His profile photo still an offhand, unposed picture from their wedding. I felt so sick. And knowing that it couldn’t possibly be morning sickness only made it worse.
Blinking back tears, I closed the window and forced myself to read the brief properly. Luxe couture, classic with a twist, accessible but high end, seasonal refresh, you are barren and no man will ever love you, yada yada yada. I was pretty sure I might have been making some of that up, but all of it felt accurate enough.


*
Fifteen minutes later when I was deep into competitor research, aka online shopping on Barneys.com with my company credit card, my phone rang again.
‘So popular today,’ I muttered, popping my earpiece back in and taking a sip of water. ‘Erin White PR, Jenny Lopez speaking.’
‘I’m so glad I caught you,’ a deep, sandpapery voice said. ‘I have some very important career questions to ask.’
It was the guy from Barneys.
‘May I ask who’s speaking, please?’ 
Obviously I couldn’t let him know I recognized his voice. That would be too easy.
‘Of course,’ he replied, laughing easily. If he was annoyed at my being an asshole, he wasn’t showing it. ‘It’s Joe Davies. We met yesterday. You helped me pick out a wallet for my assistant?’
‘Right,’ I said. ‘Did you have another important gifting emergency?’
‘Actually, yes.’ His voice was low and yummy and made me feel like someone was running their hands through my hair while I ate chocolate truffles. ‘I wanted to get you something to show my appreciation, but I haven’t a clue where to start. I thought perhaps I could buy you dinner tonight and we could go from there?’
First rule of dating. Never accept a date during the day for the same evening.
I clicked thought to my completely empty calendar. ‘Tonight?’ I made a regretful mewing sound. ‘I don’t know … ’


‘I’m sure you’re incredibly busy,’ he said quickly. ‘Only I really would have liked to see you before I head out of town for the holidays, and tonight’s my last night in the city.’
‘Really?’ 
‘Really.’ He sounded like he meant it, at least. ‘I’m headed down to Florida tomorrow to spend the holidays with my parents.’
Oh, he was a hot guy and a good son. It would hardly be fair to punish him for that, would it?
‘And I made a reservation at Nobu downtown on the off chance that you might be able to figure something out? At eight?’
I sucked. I sucked so hard.
‘I think I could make that work,’ I relented. The lure of a nice meal with a hot man in a cool restaurant was too much. It had been too damn long. ‘Nobu at eight, then?’
‘Nobu at eight,’ he confirmed. ‘I’m looking forward to it.’
Hanging up, I pushed all thoughts of Jeff and Shannon and Stephen Hall and Bertie Bennett out of my mind and opened up a new browser window, tapping the words ‘Joseph Davies New York Lawyer’ into Google, just as ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You’ came on the office stereo.
‘Good timing,’ I said under my breath as a host of wildly attractive pictures appeared on my screen. I clicked, sighed and smiled. There he was. Joseph C. Davies, senior partner at Davies, Davies and Cooper, LLC, and my Christmas present to myself.





Chapter Four
Joseph C. Davies, senior partner, hot man and good son, was going to be my husband.
Sure, I’d had a couple of cocktails – and that was before dinner – but I was almost certain that he was the one. Or the new one, anyway. He wasn’t quite as tall as I remembered, but his suit and his hair were both cut beautifully and the line of his shirt gave him a gorgeous silhouette when he took off his jacket, all broad shoulders and narrow waist. A lock of thick, wavy blond hair kept falling in front of his eyes and it was all I could do not to brush it back. Good hair equals good breeding, and good breeding equals money. I looked into his dark green eyes and his expensive orthodontic work and saw the word summer transformed into a verb. Only New York’s elite ‘summered’, and Joe had House in the Hamptons written all over him.
It wasn’t like I was being entirely mercenary. So far, this was easily one of the best dates I’d been on, ever. Jenny Lopez was a smitten kitten. My heart did the ‘Jingle Bell Rock’ when I walked into the restaurant and he stood up to greet me, partly because he was such a gentleman and partly because he was just so damn hot. He had told me I looked beautiful, that he was so glad I could make it and that I smelled delicious. I had giggled like a schoolgirl and started dreaming of china patterns as soon as my ass was in my seat. Since then, we’d covered how we came to be in New York, our favourite coffee shops, where to get the most overrated pizza in the city, downtown versus uptown and everything else in between. After quizzing me on my preferences he ordered for the both of us, and instead of finding it chauvinistic and annoying, it seemed chivalrous and polite. I learned that he lived in Tribeca, that he was obsessed with CrossFit and loved Louis C.K., Larry Davis and the musical stylings of Jay-Z and Kanye if he was working out, Mumford & Sons if he was driving, and vintage Michael Jackson if he was forced onto the dance floor. So far, I couldn’t fault him.


‘You’re going home for the holidays?’ I asked, sipping my sake as slowly as possible. It wasn’t that slow. ‘You said something about Florida?’
‘I did,’ he nodded, pushing the last piece of miso black cod onto my plate. Swoon. ‘My grandparents live down there. They’re in their nineties so we all head down. The last thing they want to do is trek all the way up here − I think the weather would actually kill them.’
Close to his family, great sign.
‘Hasn’t it been awful? At least it didn’t snow today.’ Snow was no friend to my choice of footwear, and tonight I was dressed for battle. Thank god I had half my wardrobe in my office. ‘Must be great to still have them around.’
‘Oh, sure it is.’ Joe rested his chopsticks for a moment, smiling to himself. ‘My brother will be there with his kids and my sister is bringing hers, so I get to play uncle Joe. It’s pretty great until my mom and my grandmother team up on me.’
With every ounce of strength I could muster, I raised a numbed eyebrow.


‘They think uncle Joe ought to have kids of his own by now,’ he said with a half-smile. ‘I got away with a lot while I was working my way up, but they’re ready for more grandbabies.’
It was pretty much all I could do not to grab his iPhone and conference call every member of his family and invite myself down to Florida, bringing with me the gift of a fertile womb and willing spirit.
The restaurant was as dimly lit as ever. Usually I was annoyed they were determined to make it so tough for me to spot any celebrities, but tonight I was glad for the intimacy of the low lights. It also seemed that we had found New York’s only Christmas-free zone. There wasn’t a fir tree or a sprig of holly to be seen. I was fine with it; it made it feel more like a date to me. 
‘Making partner was tough.’ Joe rested a hand on my forearm, absently stroking my wrist. My underwear melted onto the floor. ‘I haven’t had a lot of time for anything else.’
‘That explains why you haven’t had a lot of time to hone your present purchasing skills,’ I shrugged, utterly heartbroken when he took away his hand to pick up his chopsticks and dig into the seaweed salad.
He laughed, that lock of blond hair making a break for it again. ‘Yeah, maybe I’m not as naturally stylish as some people. Your friend said you used to be a stylist?’
‘Used to be,’ I nodded, my freshly blown-out hair bouncing around my shoulders. Thank god for Manhattan’s plentiful blow-dry bars − I could never have pulled this look together by myself at such short notice. ‘But it’s kind of a weird life. I like PR better.’
I really didn’t feel like expanding on why it was weird. Men, especially men with corporate jobs, tended not to understand the function of a stylist. They just saw you as a professional shopper as opposed to someone who taped complete stranger’s private parts into dresses that cost more than the average American home at eleven p.m. so they could go to a party you would never be invited to, for very little money. Not that many understood PR either, but I stood a slightly better chance of not being written off as an asshole.


‘My sister used to work in PR,’ he said, signalling to the waiter for more sake. ‘It’s hard work. It almost felt like she was putting more hours in than I was. Working all weekend, totally at the whim of the client, no guarantees. You must be a tough cookie.’
My eyes shone and I had no words. He really was the perfect man.
‘You have exciting plans over the holidays?’ he asked, allowing the waiter to pour our drinks while the waitress cleared away the empty plates.
‘Headed upstate to a friend’s house,’ I said, as though that was something I did all the time. ‘Should be fun.’
My family wasn’t poor, but we didn’t have a summer house in the Hamptons either and I didn’t want to give him any reason not to fall hopelessly in love with me. I looked great. I’d pulled out my sexiest Louboutins and flirtiest Alice + Olivia LBD − all demure and lacy at the front but completely open at the back, it was the perfect first-date dress. Not too distracting and super demure as far as the girls were concerned, but when I got up to use the ladies’ room, it gave him something to think about.
‘I’m jealous,’ he said, leaning in just close enough for me to feel his breath on my neck. ‘I bet I’d have more fun with you and your friends than I will with my family.’
‘Well,’ I said, holding his gaze and taking a sip of my refreshed drink. ‘I can’t lie to you. I am a lot of fun.’


He kept up the eye contact for a moment longer before breaking away and laughing, shifting his napkin in his lap.
‘So, I know it’s the holidays and we’re all going to be stuffing ourselves stupid pretty soon, but they have these awesome little ice–cream balls here that I can’t resist.’ He draped his arm along the back of the booth, letting his fingers brush against my bare back. ‘You up for dessert?’
‘Oh, Joe,’ I said, the light of triumph in my eyes. Reaching out, I brushed his hair back into place. ‘I’m up for anything.’
*
When my alarm rang the next morning I had no idea where I was, but after a couple of seconds blinking up at a familiar light fixture, I realized I was in my room, just at a different end of the bed from where I usually found myself at seven a.m. on a Tuesday. Rolling over to silence the alarm, I squinted through a curtain of curls at the man fast asleep beside me. We had given the song ‘O Holy Night’ a whole new meaning. Stretching out my legs, I rested my toes on my headboard and flexed my calves. No need for Soulcycle this morning; I’d gotten my cardio already.
Joe stirred, reaching an arm across the bed and narrowly avoiding swatting me in the face. Never the kind of girl to miss an opportunity, I rolled over, shuffling into the sweet spot between his chest and his chin, my shoulder nestled into his armpit, my hand resting on his smooth, toned abs. I wanted to wake up like this every morning for the rest of my life. Without words, Joe turned over onto his side, wrapped his arms around my body and pressed against me. Perhaps he wasn’t entirely awake, but one part of him definitely was. Happily it was one of my favourite parts.
‘Good morning,’ I whispered as his hands began to explore their new-found territory.


‘Shh,’ he replied, his face pushed into my hair, his hips pushing into me. ‘Don’t talk.’
Even someone with as much to say for themselves as me couldn’t really argue with that.





Chapter Five
‘I can’t believe you brought him home with you.’ Sadie tossed her Louis Vuitton weekend bag into the trunk of the hire car and slammed the door. Hard. ‘You’re such a whore.’
‘I can’t believe I’m letting you crash my Christmas,’ I replied, gunning the engine and turning down the carols on the radio. ‘You’re such a bitch.’
First thing Wednesday morning, Sadie and I loaded ourselves into a hire car in the West Village. My plan was to leave early, get settled into the house and then take care of work. The pitch to MUMH was all but done. After I’d seen off Mr Davies, aka the future Mr Jenny Lopez, I’d pulled off the most impressive pitch of my career. Even Erin was impressed, and between being an uber-WASP and an exhausted mother of two, Erin was never impressed. We were still waiting for a couple of financial notes, and then it was ready to send. Since we’d closed the office as an early Christmas treat to the staff, I didn’t see any reason why I couldn’t send it from my happy holiday getaway.
‘You know you love me,’ she said, long legs folding up in the passenger seat. ‘How long is this drive?’


‘Maybe five hours?’ I grimaced at the GPS and made a silent prayer for it not to snow until we arrived at the house. The forecast did not look good. ‘I hope you’re feeling chatty.’
‘I’m tired,’ she whined. ‘Can we stop for coffee?’
‘Sadie, we aren’t even on the road yet.’ I turned to give her the full force of my stare. ‘This is going to be a really long trip if you’re going to start like this.’
She pouted, sticking out the big full bottom lip that, if I had my way, was about to make us both a lot of money. It was hard to be mad at her now that she represented not just a pain-in-the-ass roommate but dollar signs. ‘Why isn’t Angela driving up with us?’
‘Angie has to close the mag,’ I explained. ‘So she’s coming later with James and Jeremy.’
‘Oh, I love James!’ she said, concentrating her attention on her toes.
‘Yeah, no one like Jeremy.’ I gave voice to what went unspoken, as was so often the way. ‘But it’s the holidays and Angie wanted to invite James, so we’re stuck with him. Apparently he’s an amazing chef, so he can help with lunch.’
‘Are they bringing the food?’ she asked, dubiously staring into the back seat and finding nothing but Christmas decorations, boxes of beautiful (and secretly professionally wrapped) gifts and a tasteful yet festive selection of outfits. ‘Because I don’t see any food?’
‘It’s being delivered this afternoon,’ I said. ‘Along with the tree. Trust me, it’s all taken care of. I have Christmas completely covered.’
My night and morning of passion with Joseph C. Davies had really kicked my ass into gear. I’d stopped moping and started to get my act together. As well as writing the world’s most kick-ass pitch for Bertie Bennett, I’d planned the most perfect Christmas for me and the gang. For the first time since I’d walked past the Rockefeller Center tree and not even looked up, I was excited about the holidays.


‘Have you heard from him?’ Sadie asked as I turned on my blinker and eased out into Manhattan traffic. Luckily the streets were always quiet over the holidays so I was less worried about being ploughed into the Hudson by a manic taxi driver. ‘Mister First Date Sleepover?’
‘His name is Joseph C. Davies,’ I said, over-enunciating every syllable. ‘And you should take a couple of seconds to remember that, because you’re gonna be hearing it a lot.’
‘Yeah?’ She laughed, tightening the topknot on the top of her head. ‘Is that right?’
‘Yeah,’ I replied, scratching my eyebrow as we headed towards the Holland Tunnel and laughing right along with her. ‘I swear to God, Sadie, this man is my soul mate.’
‘And you worked that out on the first date?’
‘I worked that out when he dropped five hundred dollars on a wallet for his assistant in Barneys,’ I said, flipping off an extremely brave delivery man on a bicycle who thought it was a good idea to cut across four lanes of traffic to make sure someone got their morning bagel. ‘The date just confirmed everything.’
‘What happened to never sleep with a man on the first date?’ Sadie, hardly a stranger to first-date hook-ups herself, clicked her tongue. ‘He’s not going to buy the cow if he can get the milk for free.’
‘Dollface, he could buy the farm,’ I said, glancing over my shoulder. ‘But it’s not even about that. We just connected, you know? I mean, yeah, he’s super wealthy and he’s got a great job and our kids could probably get into any school they liked, but it’s deeper than that. I looked into his eyes and I just knew.’ 


‘Knew what, other than that he had a seven-figure-salary and no plans on a Monday night?’
‘That it would work.’ I ignored her bitter tone. She was still pretty fresh from her break-up. Well, not that fresh, but when you were a semi-supermodel you took rejection harder than most. ‘He was so great and smart and interesting. He was fun to be with, it wasn’t like he was just trying to get into my pants.’
‘But he did.’ She shrugged, pulling her black woollen hoodie over her head and looking out of the window. ‘He got into your pants, he took those pants off, and then I think he did a bunch of stuff you can never tell your mom about, right?’ 
‘Sadie, honey,’ I said, gritting my teeth and blinking into the strip lighting of the Holland Tunnel. ‘If he asked, I would burn my pants. All of them. I would spend the rest of my life pantless.’
Sadie gave a short sharp laugh while I concentrated on not driving her into a wall or a passing truck and tried not to wonder, for the hundredth time since Joe had left my apartment the morning before, when he was going to call.
*
‘I am never getting back into that car with you!’ Sadie jumped out of the car and slammed it shut before I had even turned off the radio. ‘Ever!’
‘Good,’ I shouted back, opening the car door and stretching my legs, feet crunching into a good foot of fresh snow. I didn’t even register how cold it was − anything was better than spending another second in the car with her. ‘Because I’m not driving you anywhere, ever again. You can find your own way home.’
She flung the back passenger door open, grabbed her bag and made an angry grunting sound as she hurled it up onto her shoulder. I should have known better than to agree to a road trip with a model who was so temperamental she made Naomi Campbell look a bit boring. Sadie had a foul temper when she was pissed. The first time I met her she’d torn up a hotel room because her boyfriend had dumped her, so what on earth had possessed me to try to talk through her relationship issues and suggest that her parents’ divorce might have affected her ability to form lasting bonds with men when I was trapped in a compact car with her for six long, icy hours? 


Truly I was a slave to the process. 
‘Where are the keys? It’s freaking freezing out here,’ she spat, sprinting up the steps to the house and kicking at Erin’s beautiful front door.
It seemed that her adorable bobble hat and cute little ski jacket weren’t nearly as warm as they looked. I, on the other hand, grew up upstate and knew winter was no laughing matter. Yeah, my coat looked like a sleeping bag, and sure, these hiking boots were the least stylish thing to grace my feet since I was forced to wear a pair of Old Navy flip-flops when I forgot my Havaianas at the beach last summer, but at least I was warm. Erin’s house was way up in the Finger Lakes and there was no way the mercury was pushing up past zero. The house itself was beautiful, a gorgeous gabled roof with huge windows that I couldn’t wait to stare out of while holding a spiked hot chocolate, but if I was honest, I was enjoying staring at the ass-faced looking girl with the chattering teeth even more.
Let her cool off, I thought as I took in the rest of the scenery. A porch wrapped all the way round the front of the house looking out onto the frozen lake, and the bedrooms at the front had their own little deck, complete with hot tub, just as Erin had promised. It looked like a storybook house, the kind a little kid might draw. All it needed was a tree, some tunes and several more people. With just the two of us, all it reminded me of was the house in The Shining.


‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ I asked, dragging my suitcase up the steps and rifling through my purse for the keys. There was no point in dragging out an argument when we were the only people for miles around. Even if I was totally in the right. ‘Hell of a lot nicer than your average manger, anyway. And not a donkey in sight.’
‘It’s a house,’ Sadie replied. ‘The lake is grey and frozen and cold. Remember two summers ago when I was at Lake Como? We met George Clooney and we had cocktails and—’
‘Here are the keys,’ I said brightly. I couldn’t take the George Clooney story again, I really couldn’t. And I loved the George Clooney story. ‘Let’s get out of the snow.’
All I wanted to do was get inside, check my emails and fire off the presentation to Stephen, then I could throw myself into Christmas mode full throttle. I’d brought up boxes and boxes of lights and every damn bauble I could find in the house, and by the time Angie arrived I wanted it to look like Santa had blown his load over every available surface. Assuming Santa’s load was made of glitter. Huh. Gross.
After wrestling with several false starts, I finally found the key that fitted the lock. ‘And we’re in!’ I declared, pushing the door wide open and letting Sadie push past me as though the devil himself were chasing her. ‘Wow, nice place.’
‘Yeah, it’s okay,’ Sadie agreed. It didn’t sound like much but it was a pretty big compliment coming from her. ‘Which one is my room?’
‘Whichever one you want,’ I relented, knowing she would pick the biggest and the best. ‘Don’t forget there are five other people coming!’ I shouted as she tore off up the stairs at an impressive pace for someone wearing studded stiletto-heeled Versace boots. ‘And two children!’


Like I said, I love children, but sometimes I forget that they count as people.
The living room was every bit as gorgeous as the outside of the house promised it would be. Huge, sprawling and super comfortable. Erin, or one of Erin’s interior designers, had done some fine work. 
Work. Oh yeah. 
I pulled my phone from my pocket, sadly remembering that I had a job and not a super-rich investment banker husband. I scanned through my emails but nothing much was going on − almost everyone was already on break for the holidays. Nothing more than a couple of corporate e-cards, sale reminders from Net-a-Porter and Bergdorf Goodman and the Kardashian family Christmas card forwarded by my friend Vanessa. She got me. No sign of the last couple of presentation points from our host.
Dumping myself on the couch, I unzipped my coat and swiped over to my messages, scrolling up and down, refreshing, reading and generally starting to worry about why I hadn’t heard from Joe. What if something had happened to him? He was supposed to fly down to Florida on Tuesday evening and now it was Wednesday afternoon. He could have been mugged, he could have been carjacked. His plane could have crashed, for all I knew − we’d been listening to Christmas music all the way up here. Oh my God, what if his plane had crashed? And his poor family were all sitting around waiting for him and I was the last person to see him and all his gifts for his nieces and nephews were just scattered somewhere over Georgia.
‘I could text him,’ I told the sofa. ‘I mean, he’s probably not dead, he’s probably just tied up with his family. I bet he’d love me to text him.’


I stared into the open fireplace and blinked. Who wouldn’t love me to text them?
Opening a new message, I considered my options for a moment. Nothing too heavy − something seasonal and light. The holidays were a perfect excuse to send the first message, something I would normally never do, but hey, I’d already broken all my rules with this guy. Grabbing Erin’s keys from the coffee table, I ran back out to the car and brought in one of the boxes of decorations. The one in which I had stashed my sexy Mrs Santa outfit. A master of the quick change, I was out of my jeans and into the little red dress inside thirty seconds. Now it was just a matter of lipstick and lighting. Perching myself on a windowsill, I turned my camera to face me, stretching my arm out as far as it would go and holding it high above my head. There, the perfect selfie, every time.
After cropping, filtering and making sure everything was perfect, I tapped in the message ‘happy holidays!’, decided not to add any x’s or o’s and pressed Send before I could overthink it. What was the worst that could happen? Maybe he’d send me a dick pic. Oh Jesus, what if he sent me a dick pic? How would I ever explain that to our grandbabies? As the message went through, I felt that familiar surge of excitement and slight regret that always comes with texting a guy first. Especially texting him a picture of yourself dressed as a sexy Santa.
‘Jenny!’
Apparently Sadie’s voice only had one setting today and that was ‘shriek’.
‘Jenny?’
‘Sadie,’ I called, flipping back to my emails. ‘We’re the only two people in the house, you don’t have to yell.’


‘Are the lights working down there?’ she asked, jogging down the stairs, a look of complete horror on her face. ‘Because they’re not working up here.’
‘Of course the lights are working,’ I replied, reaching over to a table lamp and yanking the little silver chain that hung beneath the shade. Nothing. ‘Okay, this one isn’t, but I’m sure the lights are working.’
‘Oh my God,’ she whispered. ‘There’s no electricity. We’re going to die.’
My legs felt like lead after the drive, and dragging myself off the sofa felt like a chore. I needed a coffee or seven. I elaborately strolled over to the panel of switches on the wall by the front door.
‘Stop overreacting,’ I said, wondering how Sadie made it through each day without something flying into her eyes and blinding her, they were so wide. ‘See?’
I flicked all four light switches.
And absolutely nothing happened.





Chapter Six
‘Oh my God, we’re going to die,’ Sadie wailed, throwing herself against the staircase. She was wasted as a model; she totally could have been one of those dumb blonde girls that got murdered at the beginning of a horror movie. Preferably one of the really nasty ones. Maybe something in the Saw franchise.
‘Sadie, we’re not going to die,’ I said as matter-of-factly as possible. ‘We’re in the Finger Lakes − it’s hardly the end of civilization.’
‘But we have no electricity?’ she replied, pulling her thin jacket around her. ‘And I’m already cold? Are we going to freeze to death?’
‘Yeah, we’re gonna freeze to death,’ I sighed, shaking my head for extra emphasis. ‘You are the most dramatic human on earth.’
And from me, that was saying something.
‘Can you make it work?’ Sadie asked, snivelling and pushing herself into a broken-down-doll of a sitting position, draped against the stairs. ‘Can you fix it?’
‘Of course I can make it work,’ I said, looking out of the windows to see the sun setting across the lake. It would have been beautiful if our only source of light and heat wasn’t disappearing in the distance as I watched. ‘I’m sure it’s just a blown fuse or something. We just need to find the fuse box. I’ve got this.’


And as I was saying it, I kind of believed it. I’d lived on my own and with a variety of helpless roommates, and I’d dealt with more than one tripped circuit breaker in my time. Almost every apartment I’d lived in had the kind of wacky wiring where you couldn’t use the toaster, oven and the AC at the same time. Sadie didn’t know she was born,
‘Okay,’ she sniffed. ‘Jenny?’
‘Yeah?’
‘Why are you wearing a slutty Santa costume?’
I looked down at my minidress and shrugged. ‘Happy holidays?’ I offered.
Pinching her mouth into a tight circle, Sadie attempted to dial down the look of horror that had taken hold of her face as best she could and trotted into the kitchen after me. Ignoring her and dialling Erin’s number, I opened a variety of likely-looking cupboards and doors looking for the offending circuit breaker, finding nothing but a variety of very expensive seasonings and flatware. Sadie sat on the butcher’s-block island in the middle of the room, tapping the stainless-steel cookware that hung from the ceiling like a distracted cat. I hung up, relieved to know she was so invested in helping. One moment she was wailing about our impending doom, the next she was tapping out the tune to ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’ on a sauté pan.
‘Erin isn’t picking up,’ I said, checking my emails and finding a message from the woman herself. The missing points for the presentation and a note to say she was taking the kids to meet Santa and would call in a couple of hours. Balls. She was totally offline. ‘But we’ll figure it out. Let’s get the fire going before the sun goes down. That’ll help.’


My suggestion wasn’t exactly met with enthusiasm, but as I shrugged my giant coat back on and stepped into my hiking boots, I noticed Sadie’s frown soften into a pout. Maybe she’d decided she was going to try. 
‘Did you see any piles of wood when we came in?’ I asked. ‘I wonder where she keeps them.’
‘I’m not going back out there,’ she declared, plopping herself down on the couch. ‘I don’t want to wake up frozen to death on Christmas morning.’
‘If you froze to death, you wouldn’t wake up,’ I said to a completely blank face. ‘Don’t worry about it, I’ll be back in one minute.’
The cold was bracing, especially if you were wearing nothing but a red velour minidress under your down jacket, but happily the logs were piled high right by the front door. Stacking as many as I could carry in my arms, I pushed the door open again with my ass, ignored Sadie’s dramatic chattering teeth and dropped them on the hearth.
‘So we’ll get this going, and then I need to do some work for an hour or so, and by then the food will have arrived, the tree will have been delivered and Erin will have called to let us know how to fix the fuse box,’ I said, placing three logs in the fireplace on top of a couple of firelighters. I glanced back at Sadie, who was still curled up on the couch, a dubious look on her pretty face. Hardly the person I wanted to be looking at while a romantic log fire crackled into life in front of me, but still, I had to take what I could get, and since I hadn’t had a reply from Joe, that was Sadie.
‘What am I supposed to do until then?’ she asked, mournfully tossing the impotent cable remote from hand to hand. ‘There’s, like, no TV or anything.’
‘What do you do at a show when you’re waiting to walk?’ I asked.


‘Read?’ she said. ‘Talk to the other girls.’
‘Then read,’ I said, tossing her a battered John Grisham paperback. ‘It’s not often you can say there is literally a whole library back there.’
‘Oh yeah, not books.’ She made the word sound foreign or dangerous. ‘I have to read magazines. For research, you know?’
‘Oh, I know,’ I said. ‘For research.’
Not because she couldn’t make it all the way through an average paperback without her brain spilling out of her ears or anything.
Once I saw little orange flames begin to flicker up around the freezing-cold logs, I settled back on the other couch opposite my roommate and pulled my laptop out of my bag. It was barely three thirty, the food was being delivered at four, and the tree would be here between four and five. I could get the presentation finished, send it over to Stephen and still have time to sink a glass of wine before I had to start Christmassing the shit out of this place. By the time Angie arrived with the boys it would look like Santa’s grotto, only with more cocktails and fewer elves.
Having been silent for less than a minute, Sadie cleared her throat. ‘Do you really think I can’t keep a boyfriend because I’m attracted to emotionally absent men?’ she asked in a small voice.
Can open. Worms everywhere.
‘I don’t know, honey,’ I replied, my eyes flickering up at her as my computer chimed into life. ‘It was just a thought. I shouldn’t have said anything.’
‘But you know me,’ she said, drawing her impossibly long legs up underneath her with a grace and ease that came from daily private yoga classes no normal human had time for. ‘You live with me. You know about all my exes and I do keep dating older guys and they do all break up with me.’


I looked up, not really knowing what to say.
‘And you’re smart about stuff like this.’
I smiled. She thought I was smart?
‘Unless it’s your stuff. Then you suck at it.’
For the sake of appearances I maintained the smile.
‘You heard from that guy yet?’
‘Weren’t we talking about you?’ I asked, turning my attention to my laptop. ‘Let me get this presentation out of the way and then I’ll give you my best Oprah impression, the full psych 101. Won’t take me long.’
Famous last words.
There was no electricity. So the internet didn’t work. So I couldn’t send the proposal. So I was screwed, and so not in the way that I wanted.
*
‘What do you mean you can’t make the delivery?’ I screamed into my phone. ‘It’s Christmas Eve, you’re supposed to be delivering my food for Christmas Day. You can’t decide you’re not making a delivery fifteen minutes before it’s due.’
‘Our driver was involved in an incident?’ the woman on the other end of the phone said, ‘And we don’t have anyone else on the road? Or any more food?’
Right up until the moment I’d realized I couldn’t email the Bennett presentation to Stephen I’d retained my usual calm and collected demeanour, but now, not only was my career being effed in the ass, so was my Christmas. I couldn’t quite believe this was happening.
‘Is the driver dead?’ I asked.
‘Uh, no?’ she replied.
‘Is he hurt?’ I asked.


‘Like, not really?’ she replied.
‘Then he needs to get his ass over to my house and bring me a goddamn turkey,’ I shouted. ‘Do not make me come over there.’
‘You could come over here,’ the woman said, drawling out the word ‘could’ for what felt like forever. ‘The truck that was supposed to dispatch your order is being brought in on a tow truck right now. We’re not that far from the delivery address.’
‘Then why can’t the tow truck deliver my order on its way?’ I asked. This could not possibly be happening. They could take away my electricity and they could take away my Wi-Fi, but they would never take my dinner. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Yeah, they’re not insured to deliver,’ she said, delivering the least interested explanation in the history of mankind. ‘And we need to close the office in the next hour. It’s the holidays.’
‘Oh, it is?’ I was so close to completely losing my temper, but somehow I managed to keep a grip on myself. Losing my shit with this woman would not get me my turkey, and that beast needed to be in the oven pretty soon or we wouldn’t be eating until New Year’s day. ‘Okay, so what if I drive down and collect the food? Would that work?’
‘Totally,’ she replied, breathing out a sight of relief. Of course she’d be happy with a solution that required her to do absolutely freaking nothing. ‘Although you’d need to get her in the next forty-five minutes.’
‘Done and done,’ I said, shoving my feet back into my hiking boots again. ‘Don’t close up, I’ll be there so soon.’
‘Happy holidays,’ she said, hanging up. I closed my eyes, breathed in, counted to five before breathing out and opened them again.
‘We have to go and collect the food,’ I said to Sadie, breaking her attention from Candy Crush Saga for all of five seconds. ‘We have to go now.’


‘What about the Wi-Fi?’ she asked, nodding at my laptop. ‘And the electricity? Did Erin call you back yet? I’m cold.’
‘Did you hear Erin call me back?’ I asked, waving my phone at her. ‘I’ve been sitting across from you for the last hour. Come on, let’s go before it gets dark.’
‘I should stay here,’ Sadie said, pointing at the fire. ‘Someone needs to watch the fire. Erin would be super pissed if she got here on Friday and the house had burned down.’
Narrowing my eyes, I breathed out hard through my nose. No counting to five.
‘Fine,’ I relented. It wasn’t like I could really argue with her, but I had a feeling she was way more invested in keeping her little butt warm than making sure Erin’s real estate investment was protected. ‘But you have to start the decorating. The tree is going to be here in the next hour or so − have the delivery guys bring it in. I want it over by the fireplace, okay? Not too close, though, since you’re so concerned about fires.’
‘I’m not dumb, Jenny,’ she said, rolling her eyes. She was right, she was smart enough to have worked out a way to avoid going back outside in the snow. ‘Are you gonna go like that?’
I looked down at myself. Hiking boots, knee-high woollen socks, floor-length down jacket, hidden sexy Santa outfit.
‘I’m only going to be gone for a heartbeat,’ I said. There wasn’t enough time to change anyway. ‘I won’t die of exposure in the car.’
‘Yeah, I was thinking more about the fact that someone is going to mistake you for a stripper,’ she replied. ‘But sure, you’ll be fine.’


‘If I don’t get that email out to Stephen by the end of the day, I may well be looking for alternative career paths,’ I said, slipping out of the door. ‘So thanks for the advice.’
*
No one would have mistaken me for ecstatically happy when I arrived at Healthy & Hearty Food Stores half an hour later, but I thought I did a pretty great job of not blowing up like a total psycho, as was my right. It turned out the ‘incident’ was the delivery truck running out of gas. What kind of asshole ran out of gas when he was making food deliveries on Christmas Eve? With a bright, beatific smile that would have given the Virgin Mary a run for her money, I allowed the dumbest dude in all of Christendom to load my boxes into the rental car, wincing as they tested the suspension and praying that the tyres would hold up on the drive back. Well, I thought to myself as he loaded up box after box of food, at least we wouldn’t starve. As long as we could get the electricity up and running and actually cook this shit.
Thanking the delivery guy for his help but blatantly declining to tip, I checked my phone one more time before I set off home. Angie seemed to have found her Christmas spirit and my inbox was full of texts, assorted selfies and frozen landscapes to show she was on her way. Sadie had sent me three shocked face emojis and a question mark, which I took to mean she was either worried about me or being murdered, but there was nothing from Erin, Stephen Hall or Joe C. Davies and right at that moment I couldn’t decide who I wanted to hear from the most. What was I more worried about − my job, my vajayjay or my life?
I shot Sadie a quick text to let her know I was on my way and powered off down the road. The sun had almost set and I couldn’t think of anywhere else that was quite so beautiful on Christmas Eve. The lakes were beautiful in the twilight, everything sparkled, and when I looked up at the sky, sure enough the stars were brightly shining. Overcome with a sudden shot of Christmas spirit, I turned on the radio and cranked it up all the way. Maybe I didn’t wish it could be Christmas every day, but once every other month or so might be okay. Just through the winter. We had the food now, and Erin would call, I’d send off the presentation, we’d figure out the lights and the heating and then we’d trim the tree and make some cocoa and then Angie and James would arrive and maybe we could even open a present at midnight. Fuck it, maybe I’d open two. It was Christmas, after all.


So of course, just as I turned into a sharp bend, that was the exact moment I noticed a blinking light that had been hiding behind the centre of the steering wheel.
‘How long have you been flashing?’ I asked out loud. 
And in response the car slowed down to a steady, sad stop.
A while, the light said without saying a word. I’ve been flashing for a while.





Chapter Seven
‘What kind of asshole runs out of gas on Christmas eve?’ I yelled, slamming my forearms against the steering wheel again and again. ‘What kind of asshole runs out of the house without checking her gas when she’s just driven for six goddamn hours?’
This was the problem with being a New Yorker. The obvious things, the things we would laugh at other people for fucking up, just didn’t occur to us. Oh, your washing machine broke down? Adorable! We don’t have those. And please do tell me more about the raccoons that go through your trash; I only worry about crack whores and drunks going through mine. With a complete and utter sense of defeat, I opened my Uber app. What a surprise, no cars around. And only five per cent battery left. Sadie had been right − we were definitely going to die out here. At least she would enjoy the dignity of dying in a five-million-dollar luxury home. I was going out in a rented saloon full of overpriced organic food and dressed as a cross between a cheap stripper and a sasquatch.
Looking at the blinking fuel gauge again, I resisted the urge to literally kick myself. I never drove a car in the city and so I never thought to check it before I set out. I ignored the idea that this was some sort of karmic retribution for snarking to myself about the delivery driver and instead tried to commit to a can-do attitude. Tried so hard. I was Jenny Lopez, damn it − a little snow couldn’t stop me. It was Christmas Eve and I was damned if I was going to fall at the last hurdle or what I hoped to sweet baby Jesus was the last hurdle − I was freaking exhausted. I figured I couldn’t be that far from home − I was certain I’d taken the sharp bend super close to the house on the way out. Maybe I could walk. It really didn’t seem all that cold, and according to the tag when I bought it, my coat was approved for camping out in the arctic. Even if my under-ensemble was not.


‘I don’t want to leave the food in the car,’ I muttered to myself, watching my words appear as vapour in front of me. Okay, maybe it was a little chilly. For the first time in my life, I was worried about those raccoons. Squinting into the distance, I could definitely see a house. It wasn’t for sure our house, but it was big enough and it was on the edge of the lake and there were no lights to be seen so I felt pretty hopeful.
‘Maybe I could just take the turkey,’ I bartered with the boxes, staring at the feast in the trunk. ‘It won’t defrost on the way. And all we really need is the turkey.’ 
Manhandling a frozen bird out of its box and into my arms was not the most graceful manoeuvre I’d ever performed, but once I had a hold of it it wasn’t so bad. ‘Ten minutes’ walk, tops,’ I told myself, turning towards the house on the horizon. ‘And then Sadie can come and help me with the rest of it.’
The thought of Sadie trekking through the snow lugging groceries was enough to keep me going for the first five minutes alone.


*
Driving out into the sticks, as Angie would call it, was teaching me all kinds of stuff about myself. One, that I needed to check the gas gauge before I left the house, and two, that my sense of distance was not great. It turned out the house wasn’t ten minutes away, and the reason I knew that was because fifteen minutes after I had left the car it seemed farther away than ever. It also turned out that the little hand weights we used at Soulcycle were not enough to build the muscle it took to carry a turkey through three feet of snow. It had only taken five minutes before I was dragging it through the snow on the end of a makeshift lead fashioned out of the elasticated belt of my sexy Santa costume. Glancing behind me, I saw the saddest sight of my life. Haphazard footprints run over by a nonsensical turkey trail. It was like an alternative version of Frozen where they all died in the end.
I pulled my phone out of my pocket again to check for messages but there was nothing. This was just great. Here I was, dragging my dinner through the snow up the side of a deserted country road, dressed like a whore and freezing to death, and I was still more worried about a boy not texting me back. Maybe something bad really had happened to him, I mused. Or maybe, just maybe, he was a smooth Manhattan asshole like all the rest of them and he never had any intention of calling me again. I stared up at the bright, twinkling stars and pondered the options. Unannounced earthquake in Florida or regular asshat? I couldn’t decide which was more likely, given my romantic luck – either I’d been lured into bed by your average douche nozzle or I’d found the only good guy in all of Manhattan and he had died in an incredibly rare natural disaster.
I was still considering potential fates of Joseph C. Davies while trying to work out whether to keep going or head back to the car and wait for the sweet release of death when a set of headlights turned round a bend and flashed me. I held a hand over my eyes, blinking into the bright golden light as they dimmed and the car slowed down. Either these were my friends, here to save me, or it was a serial killer and I was about to die ever so slightly sooner than anticipated. Still, better to be murdered by a serial killer than die of exposure holding a twenty-five-pound turkey. Actually, was it?


The car rolled to a stop, snow chains wrapped around the tyres, and the window whirred down slowly.
‘Hi, are you okay?’ 
It wasn’t my friends, it was just a dude. In the shadows of the car, all I saw was a nice, normal-looking dude. So definitely a serial killer. Glancing down at my frozen bird buddy, I wondered how good a weapon a frozen turkey could actually be.
‘I’m fine,’ I said, my chattering teeth saying otherwise. ‘Thank you.’
‘You sure?’ he asked, leaning out of his window to take a look at my situation. ‘Just taking the turkey for a walk?’
‘My car broke down,’ I replied, edging away from the road. A serial killer with a sense of humour, lucky me. ‘I’m okay.’
‘The Chevy?’ He nodded, smiling at my inventive turkey transporter. ‘I passed it around the bend. You broke down?’
‘Yes,’ I said with complete certainty. There was no need for my murderer to know how dumb I was. ‘But I’m fine. My house is right there and my friends are already on their way to meet me.’
 ‘You sure?’ The guy shrugged. ‘Really, let me give you a ride, it’ll be quicker.’
‘I’m totally okay,’ I said again. ‘I’m not going far.’


‘Oh, you’re staying with Erin?’ the man asked. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I got a better look at him and he didn’t look so bad. Sandy hair, blue eyes, light stubble. Just generic enough to make things hard for the FBI sketch artist. ‘I live right next door.’
‘You do?’ I was suspicious. There was no next door. And yet I was so freaking cold, I would probably slit my throat for him if he kept me hanging around out here much longer. And if he knew Erin, how bad could he really be? Unless this was all part of his plan. Unless he’d been posing as a perfectly nice and normal neighbour for, like, ten years, just waiting to find a friend hanging out in the snow on Christmas Eve dressed like a complete tool and carrying poultry.
‘Well, next door is kind of a stretch. We’re hardly the nearest of neighbours, but we’re the next house along on the lake. I’m Keith Cawston. Jump in,’ he offered again. ‘Or at least let me take the turkey home. If you’re planning on eating that bird, I really think you ought to get it out of the snow − all kinds of critters out here.’
Critters? I had seen that movie as a kid and hadn’t been able to sit on the toilet without my mom standing outside the bathroom door for a month. Without another thought to my personal safety, I grabbed my bird and jumped into the passenger seat. Holy shit, he had heated seats. What a way to die.
‘Thank you,’ I said as he powered on the engine. No need to forget your manners despite your impending death. I would hate for him to end up on the stand and say I hadn’t been polite before he cut off my head. My mom would be mortified, but she’d also be really pissed if she had to organize a funeral over the holidays. God, I had to deal with so much internal conflict. 
‘I’m having the worst day.’


‘He’s having a worse one,’ Keith Cawston laughed, gesturing towards the turkey as we crawled down the snowy road. ‘You all up here for the holidays?’
‘Yeah,’ I said as the house came into view. I really had been very close. If he did kill me now, I was going to look really stupid. Stupid and lazy and dead. ‘There’s going to be a bunch of us. Lots of big, strong, strapping guys. They love shooting actually.’
‘Aren’t the holidays great?’ Keith asked without raising an eyebrow. ‘I love to hunt. You should give me a call when you’re going out − I can show your friends all the best spots up here.’
As we pulled up right in front of my front door, I was forced to accept he probably wasn’t interested in hunting me. Which was a relief.
‘It’s so hard to get everyone together,’ he went on. ‘I haven’t seen my brother in months. It’s crazy − we’re twins, and I haven’t seen him since the summer. He lives down in the city. I’m guessing you too?’
‘I do,’ I said, relaxing a little as he clambered out of the car and raced round to open my door for me. ‘Thank you so much.’
‘You want to get that inside and then we’ll go see if we can’t get that car of yours started up again,’ he offered. ‘You know what’s wrong with it?’
‘Uh, yeah?’ I said, more than a little sheepishly. ‘It’s out of gas.’
Keith laughed out loud, rubbing his hands over his red ears. ‘At least that’s an easy fix,’ he said before his face flexed into a frown. ‘Say, you always have a ten-foot fir tree on your porch?’
‘Do I always have a what?’ I asked, spinning on my hiking boot heel.
Holy Mary, mother of God. 


Leaning casually against the side of the house was the biggest damn Christmas tree I had ever seen in my entire life propping itself up next to the door because it was too big and too cool to stand up straight. 
‘At least they delivered it,’ I whispered.
‘I’d offer to help you with that,’ he said, pointing at the Tree Who Ate Christmas, ‘but I busted up my back pretty good shovelling the driveway this morning. I don’t think my wife would be too impressed if I hobbled back home and couldn’t get out of bed on Christmas day. I could send my brother over once we’ve got your car back?’
‘Oh, I’m sure I’ll be fine,’ I said right away. 
Clearly I was not going to be fine. How was I going to get thirty million feet of tree inside on my own? Sadie sure as hell wasn’t going to help, but at the same time I was pretty sure Keith and his twin brother had plans of their own and didn’t want to spend all of Christmas Eve babysitting me and my best-laid plans. I’d find a way. If it killed me, I would find a way.
*
‘Hey, Angie!’ 
With the car fully fuelled up and the heating turned up as far as it would go, I waved my knight in shining plaid off on his way and feverishly fumbled around in the glove box for the in-car phone charger I’d picked up in Duane Reade. I wasn’t completely stupid − I knew I’d want to charge my phone on the drive up here. I just hadn’t taken into account the need for gas. 
‘Jenny!’ I could barely hear her over the deafening music in the car when Angie picked up. Someone had got her Christmas spirit back. ‘We’re having car drinks! Jeremy is driving!’


Okay, maybe just spirits in general.
‘That’s awesome,’ I shouted, leaning back in the car seat. ‘How far away are you?’
‘We’ve been on the road about three hours?’ she said. I could hear James confirming the timing in the background. ‘And I’m going to have to stop for a wee at least twice. So maybe, what, two more? Three, tops?’
‘Probably three.’ It was already almost four; they weren’t going to be here anytime soon. ‘That gives us plenty of time to get things ready.’
‘How’s the house?’ Angie asked. ‘Is there tinsel everywhere?’
‘I know all about your no tinsel rule,’ I replied. Sneaky bitch, trying to trick me. ‘Don’t worry, Angie baby, it’s going to be a tasteful Christmas shitstorm up here.’
As long as I get the heating working, I added silently, otherwise we’re all going to die in the night. Festive.
‘I can’t wait,’ she said, the connection cutting in and out. ‘I’ve got your presents. It’s going to be awesome.’
Presents! I pushed the thought of dying in the night out of my mind and concentrated on trying to will one of those presents into being a new pair of shoes. ‘See you soon, babydoll. You guys drive safe.’ 
The entire car cheered and then began a rousing group rendition of ‘Jingle Bells’
for me. It was beginning to feel a lot like Christmas, but I was also beginning to feel a lot like I might get a migraine and there was only so much shit a girl could take at once.





Chapter Eight
I followed Keith’s tyre tracks all the way back down to the house, pretending that it wasn’t snowing harder and they weren’t halfway covered up already, and made a mental list of what needed to happen next.
We had the food, we had the tree, we were halfway to a Christmas spectacular, but I still had to work out the power situation, email the presentation to Stephen and somehow work out how to reverse time and stop Joe C. Davies from succumbing to some terrible illness, which was clearly what had to have happened to him otherwise he would have sent me a goddamn text by now.
‘Crap!’ I let out a frustrated yelp, banging my fist against the steering wheel. ‘Crap crap crap.’
I was so mad at everything. Why couldn’t Sadie be more helpful? Or, you know, any help at all? Why couldn’t the power just be working? Why couldn’t Stephen just give me the business without making me jump through his dumb pitch hoops, and why couldn’t I find the perfect man to pay half the mortgage on an amazing West Village townhouse and fill me full of babies?
‘Calm down, Jenny,’ I told my reflection in the rear-view mirror. ‘Everything happens for a reason. This is all making you stronger for some greater purpose.’


Only I didn’t feel stronger. I felt tired and hungry and cold and I was definitely getting a headache. I was considering burying my face in the snow when my phone dinged into life. It was a text message. It was a text message from Joe. Okay, I looked up at the sky and acknowledged the miracle, not terrible timing. I stared at the house waiting for the lights to come on. Nothing. We were on a ‘one miracle at a time’ schedule. 
‘Holy Mary mother of God, please don’t let this be a photo of his junk,’ I said, closing my eyes and holding my phone to my heart. 
I’d talked to my guy friends: I knew they only sent pictures of their peen so you’d send your own PG-13 pic in return, but it really was such a turn-off. However awesome a penis might be, photogenic it was not. Giving myself one last supportive glance in the mirror, I unlocked my phone and opened the message. 
Ah. So, it turned out there was something worse than a dick pic. 
Right there on the screen, underneath my sexy Santa selfie, was the word ‘THX’.
It wasn’t even a word. It was three letters. He couldn’t even be bothered to type out the word ‘thanks’. I’d been dissed and dismissed with an abbreviation. My heart and my self-esteem were sinking deep into the bottom of my hiking boots when three flickering grey dots appeared at the bottom of the screen. He wasn’t done! He was writing something else!
‘Some guys aren’t great texters,’ I reminded myself quickly. ‘Some guys are better in person.’
But then the little grey dots disappeared and no message replaced them. I waited, counted to ten and then to twenty. But still nothing. Somehow, Joseph C. Davies had found the only way on earth to make his message worse – he had thought about saying something else and then decided I wasn’t worth the effort.


‘Let this forever be a lesson to you,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘Never sleep with a guy on the first date and never send a selfie of yourself in a sexy Santa costume. You dumb-ass.’
Christmas could suck my dick.
Once upon a time I’d prided myself on knowing exactly how to play any guy, but at some point during the last couple of years I’d completely lost my way. Part of me blamed online dating, part of me blamed Apple for the invention of the iPhone, but a big part of me knew I had just got distracted. It was easy to invest yourself in flirting in your early twenties when nothing mattered. Dating was fun and easy, boys were dumb and easy, there was no pressure. Now everything mattered. Every day I woke up and heard the tick-tick-ticking of my biological clock, a sound so loud the only thing that drowned it out was the desperate cry of the crazy cat lady within wailing ‘I’m so lonely’ at the top of her voice. But I still couldn’t work out the magic formula. Someone had changed it without telling me, and no matter how many ingredients I threw into the pot, I couldn’t get it right. I was so busy with work, with my friends, with online banking and online shopping and working out with my headphones in, I’d completely forgotten how to interact with guys unless it meant swiping right or left.
As per, the universe didn’t give me too long to feel sorry for myself and my phone began to ring in my hand, Erin’s face beaming up at me out of the handset.
‘Hey, are you there? Are you having the best time?’ she asked when I answered. ‘I hate my children. Do you want them?’


‘Yes, not really and hell no,’ I replied. ‘Didn’t you get my message?’
‘I haven’t had a chance to look at my phone,’ she said before pulling away to admonish one of her kids for throwing something at someone. ‘What’s wrong?’
‘The electricity is out.’ I pressed my fingers into my temples, trying to drive my headache inwards. ‘Nothing works.’
She didn’t need to know about the tree or the food or my dragging a turkey half a mile through the snow while dressed like one of Santa’s slutty hiking helpers.
‘Oh crap,’ she sighed. ‘I’m sorry. It’s probably one of the circuit breakers. We keep meaning to get the electrician out. Most of the time it’s fine.’
I rolled my eyes at my reflection. This was the problem with being in a couple. When problems like this came up, neither of you actually fixed it because you figured the other one would. When you were on your own, you got used to taking care of business. Not that I had to worry about the circuit breakers in my upstate country mansion, but when a light bulb went out in the apartment, I totally fixed it myself. Usually within a month.
‘There’s no way we’ll get anyone out tonight,’ I said, trying not to sound accusatory when I felt completely accusatory and completely justified. ‘Point me in the direction of the fuse box and I’ll go take a look. Maybe they just tripped or something.’
‘Yeah, maybe, that happens sometimes too,’ she said. Funny how she hadn’t mentioned that her house was a death trap before she sent me up there. ‘They’re down in the basement.’
Sure. Of course they were down in the basement. I’d survived a car ride with a complete stranger, why wouldn’t she send me down into the basement of an old lake house with no electricity on Christmas Eve?


‘If you go round to the back of the house, there’s a door underneath the porch. Do you have a flashlight?’
‘Yes, because I always walk around the city with a flashlight in my purse,’ I replied. ‘I have my phone, Erin, like normal people.’
‘I was going to say there’s a flashlight in the kitchen, smartass,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to go − these kids are driving me crazy and if they don’t behave I’m telling Santa to take all of their presents back to the North Pole.’
I heard some non-gender-specific whining in the background, followed by a shriek, followed by a sob.
‘Shit, TJ fell down. Honey, are you bleeding? Are you bleeding, honey?’ Erin said, her voice panicky. ‘Let me know if you can’t fix it. Bye.’
‘Bye,’ I said to the dead line. ‘Great talking to you.’
Sitting in the driver’s seat, hot phone in my cold hand, I looked up at the lake and considered my options. I could either turn on the engine and drive straight into the icy water to my certain death, or I could go round back and try to figure out the circuit breakers and save Christmas. It was a tougher choice than it should have been.
It would be one thing to be murdered by a serial killer, but everyone would be super pissed with me if I killed myself on Christmas Eve, I reasoned. And Angie did say she had presents for me.
Plus, driving into a lake was all a little desperate fifties’ housewife for my liking. If I was going to go out, it could at least be doing something a little more glamorous, not that playing electrician in the pitch-black was that sexy. You hardly ever saw tradesmen in People’s ‘100 Most Beautiful People’ issue.


*
Finding the door to the basement was pretty easy. Finding the balls to open it and go inside was a different matter entirely. Unzipping my coat to give me more manoeuvrability, I tiptoed down the steps. Years ago, when I was a hotel concierge, I’d snuck into Johnny Depp’s room and spent ten minutes holding his underwear. Of course that was before he broke the world’s heart by hooking up with a woman half his age, but at the time it felt very brave. If I could risk my livelihood to touch Johnny Depp’s unmentionables, I could risk my actual life to turn the goddamn central heating on. I was a rock star. I was a superhero. And I was really, really afraid of the dark.
The basement was one big room the same size as the entire downstairs of Erin’s house. In other words it was enormous, and it was going to be impossible to find my way round with the pissant light on my phone. I should have gone back in and looked for the flashlight, but my righteous indignation was in too much of a hurry to get this done. I paused on the stairs for a moment and waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark, waving my flashlight around to get a general idea of the space. The general idea of the space told me nothing other than that there were lots of things on the ground for me to fall over and lots of nooks and crannies where a psychopath might hide. A psychopath or Santa Claus. In case he needed a break on his rounds. I would much rather run into a fat man with a beard than a stabby man with a chainsaw. 
‘Nothing to worry about down here,’ I sang in the world’s most pathetic ‘please come kill me’ voice as I trip-trapped down the stairs. ‘It’s just a little old basement of a little old house. I’m totally safe.’
I froze, my shoulders squeezing together as I heard something rustling in the corner of the room. Spinning the light from my cell phone across the room, I breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God, it was just a rat. A big fat black rat running straight towards me. 


‘Rat!’ I screamed, hopping from foot to foot and trying to remember the fastest way out of the basement.
‘Rat?’
Either there was an echo or someone had followed me down into the basement.
‘Omigod!’ I screamed, running smack into someone’s chest. There was someone there! Someone was in the basement!
‘Shit!’ that someone shouted, their hands grabbing my shoulders.
Without thinking, I began to swing and kick, arms and legs and knees flying like fists of fury. I’d watched plenty of cop shows in my time − there was no way I was going down without a fight. Tossing my phone to the floor, I reached up, clawing at his face with my hands. You had to get DNA under your fingernails to ID them, it was all about the DNA.
‘What are you doing?’ my attacker squealed as I raked my left hand over a stubbly cheek. ‘Stop it!’
‘I’m kicking your ass!’ I yelled back, bringing my knee up between his legs and hitting the soft spot, hard. ‘I’m gonna pop your eyes like grapes, little man. Merry fucking Christmas!’
He hit the floor like a brick before I could come good on my threat, doubled up and clutching his family jewels. I grabbed the opportunity to grab my phone, but I was so shaky with adrenaline I couldn’t get my lock code right. Why did Apple make these things so difficult? I could have been dead by now.
I looked up at the house, hoping Sadie had heard the commotion and called the police already. Or maybe Sadie was dead! Or, more likely, maybe Sadie was still fast asleep on the sofa and didn’t give two shits about my life or death situation.


‘Wait, wait.’ The mystery assailant rolled towards me on the floor, stretching out a hand. I stamped on it and then kicked him in the stomach for good measure. He groaned loudly. ‘Jesus Christ, woman.’
‘And stay down!’ I shouted. ‘The police are already on their way, you’re going to the chair, my man.’
A) I was lying about the police and B) there was a chance I’d watched one too many cop shows.
 ‘Wait, wait,’ the whimpering ball of a former man choked on the floor. I held my pose, one leg pulled back and ready to strike again. ‘I’m Mason, my brother Keith sent me over to help you with the tree. I’m guessing you’re Jenny? Nice to meet you.’
Casting the light from my iPhone over his face, I bit my lip and winced. Plaid shirt, sandy hair, no visible weapons. Balls.
‘Oh fuck.’ I dropped my leg and rubbed a hand over my face. I hadn’t foiled an attacker, I’d assaulted my neighbour. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Yeah,’ he said, rolling onto his side and sitting up. I pretended not to notice him subtly groping his nether regions. ‘I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to have kids and I’m pretty sure you broke a couple of my fingers, but I’m okay. Could you maybe help me up?’
*
Gingerly we climbed up the steps out into the snow, Mason’s arm looped around my shoulders, every step eliciting a sharp intake of breath. Penises − not photogenic and really not nearly as hardy as they should be. How had men fought so many wars? Why didn’t they all just kick each other in the junk and run away? 


‘Why the hell were you sneaking around the back of the house?’ I asked as he collapsed into the snow, although I was pretty sure what I meant to say was ‘please don’t sue me’.
‘Looking for you?’ he said, looking up at me for the first time with watery blue eyes. ‘Keith said he left you in your car, but it was empty and there was no one on the porch other than an enormous tree and a messed-up looking turkey. Then I thought I heard something round back. I was coming to check it out.’
‘It was just me,’ I said, totally breezy. I flipped my hair over to one side of my head and offered him what I hoped was a charming smile. He did not sound happy and I figured there was a good chance I was going to have to flirt myself out of a lawsuit. Again. ‘I’m so sorry. I thought you were a murderer.’
‘Yeah, not so much,’ he said, taking my hand and pulling himself up out of the snow. ‘And my brother thinks the city is dangerous.’
‘I’m sorry.’ I looked down at his feet and pasted on my most regretful expression. Woah, his enormous feet. ‘I didn’t mean to kick your ass.’
‘Yeah, you did,’ he replied, brushing the snow off himself and awkwardly stepping from side to side. ‘But it’s okay.’
‘I thought Keith said the two of you were twins?’ I asked, taking my first proper look at him with non-litigious eyes.
‘We are,’ Mason replied. ‘We’re not identical.’
He was not kidding. 
While Keith seemed like a really nice guy, his brother was a stud. At least a half-foot taller than Keith, they had the same sandy-blond hair but his eyes were a much lighter blue, almost grey, and a instead of sandy-coloured stubble he had a full, dark blond beard. I’d never been much for a full beard − they reeked of hipsters and cheap beer and a man too lazy to shave, as far as I was concerned, and I didn’t spend all that money on moisturizer to wake up every day with stubble rash. But this beard … I wasn’t sure if it was because I was tired, or full of adrenaline, or maybe I had oxygen poisoning from being out in nature for too long, but there was something about that beard that was totally hot. 


‘Are you staring at my beard?’ Mason asked.
‘Uh-huh,’ I shrugged, unable to tear my eyes away.
‘Are you wearing a Santa costume?’ Mason asked.
‘Uh-huh.’ I shrugged again, pulling my coat closed around myself.
In spite of everything, he started to smile. I looked away, my eyes focusing on the open basement door, a flush coming over me from head to toe. At least that solved one thing − I definitely had oxygen poisoning. If I wasn’t sure before, the thought of being turned on by a beard confirmed it.
‘Keith said you might need help with the tree but didn’t want to ask for it.’ When he smiled, his grey-blue eyes crinkled up at the edges and actually sparkled, like actual Christmas-tree lights. ‘Everything okay?’
‘Keith is very perceptive,’ I replied. ‘But yeah, the power is out. It’s a fuse thing. Or a circuit breaker.’
‘Do you know which?’ he asked. ‘Do you know where they are?’
‘There was a rat issue? In the basement?’ I gestured behind me, ignoring his question. ‘So no, I don’t. Know. I don’t know which. Where.’
It was just as well Angie and Erin were a couple of hundred miles away − they would have died laughing watching this. First I beat his ass and then I can’t even put a sentence together. Mason nodded, flashed another smile my way and then carefully jogged back down into the darkness.


‘I see ’em,’ he called out to me. ‘Looks like the circuit tripped. Just. One. Second.’
And just like that, every light in the house flickered on at once. I stumbled back, blinking, feeling like the Wise Men when they found baby Jesus. Only I’d found something even better – electricity, hot running water and an attractive Manhattanite who knew his way round a circuit box. It was almost enough to move my ass to tears.
‘Thank you so much,’ I said, rushing Mason again as he emerged from the basement, although this time I threw my tiny fists around him in a hug instead of at him in an attempt to kill him. ‘You literally saved my life.’
‘You’re welcome.’ He graciously accepted the hug and squeezed me back with biceps that were in no way upsetting. ‘Assuming my hand is just sprained and not broken, you want me to help you get the tree inside?’
I nodded, breaking the hug and pulling back, pausing just for a second to take a deep breath. He smelled like coffee and worn-off aftershave and outside and my future children.
‘Thank you again,’ I said, a little breathless. ‘I really do appreciate it.’
‘Yeah, sure, I mean of course.’ Now it was his turn to get a little flustered. I did a miniature happy dance inside. ‘Let’s get inside before you freeze to death in that dress.’
‘You don’t like it?’ I asked, walking back towards the front of the house, as much of a sway in my step as I could get away with in enormous hiking boots and a floor-length North Face coat.
‘I said get inside,’ he said, swatting the top of my head gently.


And just like that, I was in love.





Chapter Nine
It took a couple of goes to get the tree into the house, and there was only one place where we could get it all the way vertical, but once it was in and the smell of freshly-cut fir free began to flood through the house, I began to relax a little. Mason volunteered to bring in the food from the car while I searched the house for Sadie. She wasn’t hard to find − for a beautiful slender woman, she snored like a fat old man. Hidden away under a dozen duvets with a roaring fire burning by the bed, she was curled up like a cat in one of the biggest bedrooms. It was like a reverse princess and the pea. I could barely see her under all of the blankets.
I reached out to wake her, and then stopped myself and backed slowly out of the room. It wasn’t like I was threatened or anything, but I had just been blown out via text message after my first date in months and I didn’t feel like competing for Mason. It was stressful enough hanging out with a hot blonde, but she was a legitimate supermodel. She had made out with Leonardo DiCaprio and done God knows what with Adam Levine. She could sleep through this one. 


‘I feel like this is going to be a dumb question,’ Mason said, resting the last box of food on the counter as I hopped off the last step, incredibly happy with my decision to let sleeping beauty sleep, ‘but do you have anything to drink in here?’
‘Somewhere, in one of those boxes, we have everything to drink,’ I replied. Yeah, I had a headache, and yeah, I still needed to send the pitch to Stephen and decorate the house and put the turkey in the oven, but it was the season. Plus it never hurt to get a guy a little drunk when your flirting was a little rusty. ‘I just need to send a quick email and then I’m going to mix up a cocktail that will knock your socks off.’
‘You already knocked my everything else off,’ he commented. ‘Really, I’d take a beer. Or a shot. Or a beer and a shot and an Advil.’
‘Again, I’m really, really sorry about that,’ I said, perching on the edge of the couch, grabbing my laptop and slipping out of my sleeping-bag coat. ‘Just let me do this and I’ll get you all the pills and all the booze.’
‘Not all at once, if that’s okay,’ he said, picking through the huge cardboard box he had just deposited on the counter. ‘You’ve already tried to kill me once today.’
‘It’s funny − ’ I opened up my emails and tapped in Stephen’s address without even looking at any of the other messages. Now to add Erin’s notes to my presentation and − whoosh − done. ‘Cause I thought your brother was trying to kill me and then I actually nearly did kill you.’ 
He scoffed, holding up a giant carrot. ‘Yeah, it didn’t hurt that bad. I may have overreacted just a little. Just so, you know, you could feel like a big man.’
‘Totally appreciated,’ I said, setting the laptop on the coffee table in front of me. ‘Now, you still want that drink or do you have to run off and creep up on unsuspecting women in the dark somewhere else?’


Mason unzipped his own fleece jacket and tossed it onto the back of the nearest chair. ‘Hang out here, drink, and with a girl who tried to beat me to death with her bare hands, or go back to my brother’s place, get shouted at by my mom and crawled all over by toddlers?’ He rested his hands on his hips and shrugged. ‘I’ve got time for a drink.’
*
As was so often the way, one drink turned into two, turned into snacks, turned into a Candy Cane cocktail and ended in Mason sticking around to help me trim the tree. I knew I was being a little crazy, and I knew I was drinking on an empty stomach, but something inside me had flipped and it wasn’t the same something I’d felt with Joseph C. Davies. Mason probably wasn’t about to drop half a grand on a fancy wallet, but he was making me laugh − and seriously, dude, there was something about that beard.
‘Your brother said you live in Manhattan,’ I said as he clambered up to the top of the stepladder and placed a big glass bauble on far too small a branch to bear its weight. ‘Whereabouts are you?’
‘If I tell you, are you going to go all vigilante in my neighbourhood?’ he asked. I shook my head and smiled. Beamed, actually. Of course I wasn’t going to do that, I was just going to be casually hanging out there morning, noon and night until we accidentally ran into each other, you fucker. ‘I’m in Gramercy,’ he said finally.
‘Oh, no way.’ I passed him another ornament and checked out his butt as he moved down a step. Excellent butt. ‘I’m in Murray Hill.’
‘Oh yeah? You work around there too?’
‘Midtown,’ I nodded. ‘I’m in PR.’


Even though I was really proud of my job, it was fair to say I’d met a lot of men who were sometimes intimidated by it, and really no one, male or female, had worked out a way to say ‘Actually, I’m the executive account director’ without sounding like a massive douche.
‘Actually … ’ I paused for a quick hair toss. ‘I’m the executive account director of a PR company.’
What the hell, I loved saying it. And if he was that easily scared, he was no good to me.
‘That’s awesome,’ he said, coming down the ladder and holding his arms out for a box of baubles. ‘I work at Ghost magazine.’
‘Isn’t that at Spencer Media?’ I asked, beginning to add my own bauble selection to the lower half of the tree. ‘My friend works there. She’s the editor at Gloss.’
‘She’s the editor?’ He sounded impressed. ‘Amazing. I’m only an editor. Entertainment editor, actually.’
‘That’s cool,’ I replied, working really hard on sounding nonchalant and making sure I got the baubles in the right place. Angie would kill me if this tree sucked. She was a total asshole when it came to tree decorating, but she would understand how I had got distracted when she saw the beard. ‘It must be fun.’
‘Kind of keep waiting for them to come and tell me to get a real job,’ he agreed. ‘You know?’
He reached across to the dining table for his drink and I stole a quick glance while his attention was elsewhere. He really was handsome. Not my type at all − a little quirky, what with the abundance of facial hair and all, but definitely handsome. His sandy-coloured hair was thick and looked a little out of control, curling over his collar at the back, and his nose was crooked, begging me to ask the question how it got that way. Most importantly, now he was standing right in front of me, I could tell how tall he was. And he was so tall. He was Jenny-gets-to-wear-her-highest-heels-out-on-a-date tall, and I loved that in a man.


‘I do,’ I said, not at all picturing myself saying those words again on a beautiful white sandy beach at sunset, wearing a tasteful but sexy white gown and holding a big bunch of peonies. I hoped you could get peonies in Maui because my heart was set on them for the bouquet, and now I’d imagined him barefoot in a tasteful but relaxed navy-blue suit, transfixed by my beauty as I walked down a petal-strewn altar, my heart was kind of stuck on Maui.
‘We’re almost all out of ornaments,’ I said, swiping my hand along the bottom of the empty box, rustling crumpled newspaper and bubble wrap. ‘Tree’s done.’
‘I think we did a pretty good job.’ Mason stepped back to observe the tree, arms folded across his chest, his navy-blue shirt straining across his back. ‘Good teamwork.’
‘Really good,’ I said, desperately trying to think of a reason why he shouldn’t leave. ‘My friends are gonna be super impressed.’
‘I’m pretty impressed,’ he said, draping a casual arm around my shoulders. ‘Now, are you going to tell me why you’re wearing that outfit?’
I ducked my head and peeled his arm off my shoulder, missing the warmth of his skin on my skin right away, but there was something I had to do. I crawled down beside the tree and plugged the tree lights into the power strip. Without a word, Mason walked over to the panel of switches on the wall and lowered the living-room lights. The tree glowed in all its poorly decorated majesty, and I couldn’t help but let out a little gasp of joy.
‘We did a good job,’ he said, resuming his position by my side.
‘Yeah, we did,’ I lied, allowing myself to lean my head on his chest.


We’d done a shitty job. We’d done a two-beers-and-one-vodka-cocktail job. The lights were unevenly placed and there was no rhyme or reason to the ornament placement. The whole thing looked like blind toddlers who had never heard of Christmas or baubles or trees had put it together.
He didn’t say anything else, he just moved very slowly, the arm around my shoulders pulling me towards him before he leaned down to kiss me. I hadn’t kissed a man with a beard since college, and I was incredibly happy to discover that it was not an unpleasant experience. It was soft and warm and gentle, but there was something incredibly hot about having to lean back so far to kiss a man so tall, a feeling of being out of control but protected at the same time. Okay I’d had too many drinks, but the bottom line was, making out with Mason was hot.
‘I didn’t see any mistletoe,’ I mumbled as the kiss ended, pulling my head away and hiding underneath my hair. I suddenly felt uncharacte‌ristically awkward and shy, and even worse than that, I was blushing.
‘Sorry,’ he said, pushing my hair away from my face. ‘I got kind of carried away.’
‘It’s fine.’ I kept my eyes on the floor, the smell of fir tree and Candy Cane cocktails and wildly attractive man altogether too much. Did that mean he didn’t want to kiss me again? Because that wasn’t an option. ‘I guess that means you’ve forgiven me for beating your ass earlier?’
He tilted his head to one side, dramatically considering the question. ‘That depends,’ he said, forearms on my shoulders, hands still woven in my hair behind my head. ‘Can I get your number?’
‘You’re not going to send me a picture of your dick, are you?’ I asked, wrinkling my nose.
Mason laughed out loud, a big, deep booming sound that made all my most sensitive ladyparts vibrate. ‘It’s Christmas, not your birthday,’ he replied. ‘I was thinking something more along the lines of asking you out for dinner.’


‘Controversial.’ I closed my eyes as he leaned back in for another kiss. ‘But I like it.’





Chapter Ten
‘We wish you a merry Christmas, we wish you a merry Christmas, we wish you a merry Christmas and a happy New Year!’
‘It’s still Christmas?’ I groaned, lifting my head off the arm of the sofa and opening my eyes to see Angie, James and Jeremy crashing through the door of the house. ‘Bah, humbug.’
‘Jenny, the place looks amazing,’ Angie yelled, bouncing onto the couch and throwing herself on top of me. ‘Look at the tree!’
‘Now I know for sure that you’re wasted,’ I said, letting her pull me into a hug, the shock of her freezing-cold coat waking me up fast. Rubbing my temples, I silently willed the headache I had cocktailed into submission not to come back. ‘I should have kept drinking instead of taking a nap.’
‘Did Sadie help you?’ Angie walked closer to the tree, cocking her head to take a closer look and immediately rearranging half a dozen ornaments. I knew she wouldn’t be able to leave it alone. ‘It really is lovely. And bloody massive.’
‘We’re bringing in the presents!’ James shouted at the top of his voice. ‘Presents and booooze.’


‘Sadie did not help,’ I said, forcing myself upright. ‘Sadie has been asleep.’
‘You did all this by yourself?’ Her wide, dilated eyes looked around at Erin’s beautiful living room in all its festive glory. ‘Jenny.’
‘I had some help,’ I admitted, a tiny little smile on my face. After the make-out to end all make-outs, Mason had helped me decorate the rest of the room before I reluctantly sent him back out into the starry night. While I was tempted to unwrap my present early, if I’d learned anything from Joseph C. Davies, it was that taking things slow wasn’t a terrible idea. ‘You like?’
‘I love.’ Angie draped herself over the island in the open-plan cook’s kitchen as James and Jeremy paraded in with box after box of beautifully wrapped gifts. ‘You’ve totally outdone yourself. And the tree smells so good.’
‘Eh,’ I looked around at my masterpiece. There were freshly cut boughs of holly resting on the wooden mantelpiece, and vase upon vase of poinsettias on every available surface along with enough tea lights and strings of fairy lights to land a jumbo jet if we needed to. On her best day Martha Stewart could not have pulled this shit together, so it was hard to believe that just a few hours earlier I’d been ready to cancel Christmas altogether. ‘It was nothing.’
‘I’m feeling all festive,’ Angie announced, resting her head on her forearms.
‘Don’t you mean drunk?’ I asked. ‘Cause you look drunk.’
‘It was a long drive with two very gay men,’ she warned. ‘If you’d had the day I’d had, you’d be drunk too.’
‘Uh-huh,’ I said, pressing my lips together and narrowing my eyes. ‘Stressful, was it?’
‘You’ve no idea.’ She rolled her eyes and grabbed a beer out of the fridge. ‘I wish I’d come up with you and had a lovely restful day in the country.’


‘Sure,’ I replied, holding my hand out for a beer of my own. ‘A lovely restful day in the country.’
‘Jenny, you fabulous little slag!’ James ran inside and scooped me up in his ridiculously giant arms, spinning me round and round until he unceremoniously threw me back on the couch. ‘I’m going to be sick. Why are you dressed like a cheap slapper?’
‘Firstly, not a slag, James,’ I pointed out, although I still found the word weirdly endearing in a British accent. It had so much more chutzpah than ‘slut’ though. ‘I am a feminist and I refuse to denigrate a woman for her sexuality.’
‘All right, Jezebel,’ he replied, pressing a hand to his stomach. ‘Seriously, though, what’s with the Showgirls Holiday Special get-up?’
‘It’s festive?’ I offered. I really didn’t feel like getting into it.
‘You’re all here!’ A new voice rang down the staircase, heralding Sadie’s arrival like a Christmas angel. A Christmas angel who had fallen asleep in black eyeliner and hadn’t looked in a mirror for a while. ‘I’m so happy. Jenny totally tried to kill me.’
Angie looked over with one quirked eyebrow. I started to shake my head then stopped myself and shrugged instead.
‘Fair?’ Angie said.
‘Yeah,’ I agreed.
‘I’m really, really hungry,’ she said, pressing her hand against her near-concave stomach. Working long hours, short-staffed, might have been no good for my best friend’s complexion, but she was the skinniest I’d ever seen her. Bitch. ‘James had nothing but Twinkies, Ring Dings and Sour Patch Kids in the car.’


‘But you love Twinkies, Ring Dings and Sour Patch Kids,’ I said, eyeing the overflowing cupboards in the kitchen. ‘They’re, like, your three major food groups.’
‘Only when I’ve eaten something other than coffee during the rest of the day,’ she sighed. ‘And I hate cooking for myself. I haven’t been eating that well since Alex went on tour.’
‘Alex went on tour five weeks ago,’ I groaned, pulling myself upright again. ‘Okay, I’m hungry too. Let me check my emails and I’ll pull something together. Since you’ve had such a stressful day.’
She smiled sleepily, resting her head on the sofa while James and Jeremy threw Sadie around the room to the dulcet tones of Mariah Carey and I shuffled over to the kitchen. A bucket of water would hardly hurt, I figured, rubbing my furry tongue against the roof of my dry mouth. One too many pre-party cocktails with the lovely man.
Standing by the sink, running the cold water, I watched my friends unfold in the living room. Coats on the stairs, shoes by the door, the music getting louder and louder. It really hadn’t mattered how beautifully I decorated the place, this was what mattered. As much as that level of sentiment usually made me want to puke in my own mouth, it was kinda nice to see everyone laughing and smiling and singing at each other.
My phone rattled across the counter, my Beyoncé ringtone drowned out by the holiday party mix blasting out of James’ iPod, but it didn’t matter − I recognized the number. Grabbing the phone and running out of the back door, I hit answer and pretended I wasn’t shaking in my incredibly unstylish boots.
‘Jenny Lopez,’ I answered in a voice a thousand times more confident and a million times more composed than I actually felt.


‘You are a smart woman, you know that?’ A man’s voice came crisply down the line. ‘You’re really, really good.’
‘I know,’ I said, smiling. ‘I just can’t believe it took you this long to realize.’
‘And that really is my bad,’ Stephen Hall replied. ‘Your presentation was stellar.’
‘Well, that’s good news.’ I hopped back and forth from foot to foot and punched the air. ‘Then we’re going forward to pitch?’
A pause. ‘No.’
I froze, not from the sub-zero temperatures but because my heart had actually stopped pumping and all the blood had stopped moving through my veins.
‘We’re not doing pitches,’ Stephen continued. ‘I liked your pitch, Bertie Bennett loved it. He liked the personal touches, he liked the event strategy and he liked the media hook-up strategy with Gloss magazine. You know he’s Delia Spencer’s godfather, right?’
‘No?’ I screeched. No one loved a little nepotism like the fashion industry. If I’d known Bertie Bennett was Delia’s godfather, I would have pulled every last string in the goddamn book. I would have made new strings just to pull them.
‘Doesn’t matter − icing on the cake. He loved the work.’ Stephen raised his voice to make himself heard over an airport loudspeaker. ‘Anyway, I gotta go, but I wanted to give you the good news before everyone disappeared. Let’s touch base next week. Happy holidays, Lopez.’
‘Happy holidays,’ I echoed, ending the call and resuming my mad dance of joy. For such a shitty day, this really was turning out okay. Before I could take my freezing ass back inside, my phone buzzed again, but this time it was a message. From Mason.
‘Merry Christmas!’ I read out loud. ‘FYI, this is my first ever dick pic.’


Face frozen in fear, I scrolled down to reveal a photo of Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins. I had never, ever been happier to receive a text.
‘Oh look, it’s Father Christmas,’ Jeremy bellowed over the music as I slipped back into the house. ‘Shut the door, love, you’re letting the cold in.’
‘Father Christmas wishes he could pull this off,’ I said, flicking my hand in his general direction, altogether too pleased with myself to be bothered with him. ‘Who wants to open a gift?’
There were so many brightly packaged boxes and bags, it was kind of shameful that they were all for four fully-grown, childless adults. We were kind of disgusting and kind of wonderful.
‘But it’s not midnight,’ Angela shouted as everyone immediately stopped what they were doing and ran over to the tree, rifling through the gifts to find a tag with their name on. ‘We can’t open presents until midnight!’
‘Really?’ I ran from the kitchen to the front door as a pair of headlamps shone through the window. ‘You want to wait another two hours for your gift?’
‘I don’t know,’ she whined, her entire body shaking like an overtired, over-sugared toddler. ‘It’s not Christmas yet.’
‘Fine.’ I opened the door, smiling so wide that I thought I might swallow my own damn fine face. I was so freaking good. ‘Alex, you can get back in the car, Angela doesn’t want her present yet. Can you come back in two hours?’
‘Alex?’ Angie sat upright as though someone had shoved a million volts up her ass. ‘Jenny, that’s not funny.’
‘This cold isn’t funny,’ Alex replied, dragging himself, a foot of snow and two giant duffle bags through the door. ‘You guys know it’s summer in Australia, right?’
‘Oh my God.’ Angie ran across the room so fast she was practically a blur and leapt into her husband’s frosty arms. ‘Oh my God, you’re here.’


Watching them grin at each other and swap messy kisses, I rested my head against the glass pane in the front door. That was real love − a man you were so excited to see that you didn’t even glance in a mirror to check your hair or make-up before you threw yourself on him. I wanted that.
‘Happy Christmas, doll,’ I said as she beamed over his shoulder right into my face. ‘Couldn’t think of anything better to get you.’
‘There isn’t anything better, you sneaky cow,’ she said, reaching an arm out of the Angela–Alex melange and just managing to pat my head. ‘Merry Christmas. I got you shoes.’
‘I want to be upset that you told me before I could open them when I just kept the biggest secret of my life for weeks,’ I said, pointing at her miraculously appearing husband. ‘But I do love me some shoes. They’re good shoes, right?’
‘There’s a gift receipt in the bottom of the box,’ she added.
It had started out as a pretty shitty day but no one had died, I’d won the Bertie Bennett account, the power was working, I’d met the last wonderful single man in Manhattan, and Alex had arrived in one piece. Not a bad day, even by my standards. 
‘Come on, guys,’ I said, pressing my hands and my phone against my heart. ‘Let’s get this Christmas started.’
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