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‘Perhaps it is our imperfections that make
 us so perfect for one another’

Emma, Jane Austen




For a moment, his gaze catches hers and the corner of his crooked mouth lifts, like he knows exactly what she’s thinking. She turns away. There’s a chance that, as much as she wants to convince herself of the opposite, she may not be totally over Finn Hawthorne. Which only means she’s going to have to be extra careful the rest of this week. Now is not the time for going down memory lane, for thinking of that heady feeling she’d got the second time he kissed her. No. Now is the time for payback.
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Chapter One

Two weeks to Christmas

The moment she steps out of the tube station, Mel has her phone to her ear. Amanda answers in two rings – before Mel remembers that it’s now gone 6 p.m., and she really shouldn’t be calling her assistant at this sort of time.

‘Sorry,’ she says by way of greeting, ‘I thought it might be easier to call rather than send a million emails, but shall we catch up in the morning?’

‘It’s fine,’ Amanda says brightly. ‘I was just finishing up a few things anyway.’ And that is why Amanda is a godsend.

Mel walks along the pavement towards Clapham Common under a line of trees, which are looking a bit sorry for themselves in the depths of winter, and past Christmas decorations in shop windows. She passes a pub she doesn’t think she’s ever been to but which is always busy – people milling out the front, huddling under heaters while clutching their pints.

‘So,’ Mel says, ‘Lillian Hart.’ The current bane of her life. The UK actress taking the world by storm, whose face is plastered over the London buses, advertising the next film she’s in. The actress who, after months and months of wooing, has finally consented to meet with Mel to discuss being the face of her jewellery brand.

‘Right. Her agent wants to move the call from tomorrow to the twenty-third. Which I know is right before Christmas, and if you’re taking any time off then—’

‘I’m not. It’s fine. What Lillian Hart wants Lillian Hart gets, right?’ Though why she wants to have meetings the week of Christmas, she has no idea. Maybe she’s a workaholic. Maybe she, too, has no work–life balance. Maybe that’s something they can bond over. ‘You are taking some time off that week, though, right?’

‘Yes,’ Amanda says, a little hesitantly, ‘but if you need me to—’

‘I don’t – you do enough. Just put it in my calendar, will you? And email the agent to confirm? Presumably she’ll send over a link.’

‘Yes, yes and yes – and she’ll be on the call too.’

‘Perfect.’ Mel slows outside her favourite bagel shop – which she loves in part because it’s opposite her flat, and also because it happens to be open both when she leaves for her office in central London, and when she returns. Despite the very long day she’s had, she feels a tiny fizz of excitement – the way she used to feel when she finished a pair of earrings that she loved, the way she felt when the very first influencer posted about her earrings on Instagram and her hobby was turned into a career overnight. This might really happen. Lillian Hart might actually start wearing her jewellery. Well, her designs, at least. Her company’s designs. But still.

‘Okay, so the agent also said they want us to send through the suggested designs that we envisage Lillian “supporting”.’

‘Of course she did.’ Mel peers into the bagel shop as Amanda speaks, where Andy, the owner, is wiping down the counter.

‘And she said that they would want it in the contract that Lillian can ask for any changes she sees fit, so that they ensure her brand is unaffected . . .’

Mel sighs. ‘Right. Well, one step at a time. Why don’t you send her the Christmas catalogue and go from there. If she wants to see others, then I can send through some more, but do stress that we would create unique designs specifically for her should she want to partner with us.’ It’s one of the reasons she wants Lillian to come on board – because it gives her a reason to be more involved in the design process. Not that she’ll have time to actually make the jewellery, like she used to – she’s too busy trying to run the damn business itself.

She walks past the bagel shop, then stops, turns back. Why the hell not? It’s Christmas. She can have a bloody bagel if she wants one.

‘Done,’ Amanda says. ‘And, while I have you, can I check that there’s no one else you want to invite back for a second interview in January?’ The interview for another jewellery maker – because part of Mel’s brand is that everything is made by hand. Just not her hands. Before Mel can answer, Amanda continues, listing the people Mel had liked, what their background is and when their interview is booked, before listing the ‘maybes’.

Andy smiles at Mel when she pushes open the door, an old-fashioned bell announcing her arrival. The shop is tiny, only one high table and chairs alongside the window for seating, but he’s managed to squeeze a small Christmas tree in here, complete with a felt angel on top. The blackboard menu is framed with chalk holly, and silver tinsel hangs from the counter in loops. Andy told her that his daughter had been involved in the decorating, and Mel can believe it.

Andy makes a Christmas-tree shape with his hands as Mel presses her phone between her shoulder and ear to fumble in her bag for her purse, and Mel nods. The Christmas-special bagel in here is unreal.

Amanda keeps talking as Andy hands over her bagel with a smile, and Mel taps her card on the machine. She waves to Andy, rolls her eyes and gestures at the phone. Then stops as she turns, seeing a sign in the door.

‘Amanda? I’ll call you back.’

‘Okay, but we need to—’

Mel hangs up. Hopefully Amanda will stop working, and actually enjoy some of her evening. Mel spins round to look at Andy, clutching her wrapped bagel in one hand. ‘You’re closing?’ She doesn’t mean it to come out quite as interrogatory as it does.

He smiles and holds up both hands, palms up. ‘Afraid so.’

‘But . . . why?’

He gives a little shrug, runs a hand over his bald head. ‘Just time to move on. We’ve loved being here, but it’s a tough city to keep your head above water in. High rent, long hours.’ He gestures to her phone. ‘Though I suppose you’d know a thing or two about that. We’re going to try our luck in Cornwall now – figured it was time for a change, see if we can get away from working six-day weeks. Got to try new things while you can, don’t you?’ He glances around the shop, and she thinks she sees a tinge of sadness in his gaze.

Mel nods slowly. She feels, irrationally, devastated. She loves this place – loves that it’s opposite her flat, that they know what she likes, that they don’t mind if she is working while she’s in here, even on the limited seating. But she can’t exactly beg him not to close, can she?

Instead, she says, ‘I’m going to miss you.’

He winks. ‘Going to miss my bagels, you mean.’

When she steps back out into the cold, she texts Priya.

The bagel shop is closing down.

Oh no! Disaster! What are you going to do?

She leaves that one open. She doesn’t know what is going on with this pit in her stomach – it’s only bagels, for God’s sake.

How’s life down under? she types instead.

It’s amazing! Getting ready for Christmas on the beach. She follows that up with a photo of a beautiful beach, golden sands and a sparkling blue sea, with what are definitely Priya’s toes in the photo.

Mel tries to ignore the surge of envy. When was the last time she had a holiday? Went to a beach? Looks brilliant! She types Sooo jealous, but then deletes it. She wants Priya to be enjoying this, without worrying about her. It’s an amazing thing to have done – quitting her job at a secondary school in London and heading out to teach in Australia for a year – especially given Priya had always convinced herself that that kind of adventure wasn’t ‘her’. Priya had needed a change, and she’d gone for it.

Mel has insisted, time and time again, how amazing it is, how brave Priya is, how she’ll definitely try to find time to come out and visit. But she misses her best friend. They haven’t shared a house in a couple of years, but they’ve always been in the same city, and things feel a little wrong, knowing Priya isn’t here any more. Not that they’d seen each other more than once every couple of weeks, but at least they were on the same time zone. Without her, things feel off kilter. It means that her business has become even more important – because, without work, Mel knows she’d find loneliness creeping in on her – something she’d rather not look at directly if she can help it.

Mel heads into her building, up the one flight of stairs to her flat. She can hear Christmas music playing in one of the downstairs flats – is sure it must be the same neighbour who has stuck bright Christmas lights in her window, though Mel doesn’t know her name. Doesn’t know any of her neighbours’ names, despite the fact she bought her flat a year ago – all thanks to her little company.

It’s cold inside, and Mel shivers, switching on the heating before heading to the kitchen, dumping her phone on the side and pouring herself a glass of red wine. It’s just a little one-bed, but she likes her flat – it’s sleek and modern, and she’s pretty sure having a breakfast bar is the height of sophistication. She slips out of her heels, realising how much her feet are aching. At the same time, her phone starts vibrating on the counter.

Shit. Mum and Dad.

She switches on the living-room light, grabs the blanket her mum gave her as a moving-in present and makes herself decidedly ‘comfortable-looking’ on the sofa – and not like she is only just home from work eating a bagel for dinner – before answering the FaceTime call.

‘Hello!’ She beams at her parents on the screen. Their faces are pressed close together, her mum sporting a healthy tan, her dad’s plump face slightly sunburnt. In the background, she can see the classic white walls of a nondescript hotel room.

‘Hello, darling,’ her mum says. Then she frowns. ‘Mel? Mel, are you there? You’ve frozen. Gavin, the Wi-Fi isn’t working again.’ She moves the phone up in the air, so that they are now both looking into the camera at an odd angle. ‘Is that a bit better? I think it is.’

Mel resists the urge to point out that the angle of the phone will not change the dodginess of the Wi-Fi.

‘How are you, Melly?’ her dad asks. From here, she can see the bald patch on his once-dark head of hair is definitely far too red.

‘Oh, I’m good, you know, the usual. But how are you? Tell me everything. Is it Zanzibar now?’

‘It is,’ her mum says. ‘It’s just after ten p.m. here, and we’ve just been settling in. We got here this morning, and I have to say I’m very much looking forward to going snorkelling tomorrow. They tried to convince us to try scuba diving when we booked, but we thought that’s a bit too much for us, didn’t we, Gavin?’

‘Far too adventurous,’ her dad agrees.

‘That’s so cool! How long are you there for?’

‘Just a couple of weeks – but we’ll be here over Christmas and New Year, which we’re both very excited about. I’m not sure what we’ll do over New Year, actually. I’ve heard there are a lot of parties, but I’m not sure which one to go for.’

‘Well, make sure you do your research,’ Mel says, thinking of the Full Moon parties some of her friends have been to when they went off travelling. Although, so far, she’s been impressed. Her mum and dad have thrown themselves into every new experience since leaving for their trip of a lifetime two months ago. Both now retired, they have let their house out for six months and gone off jet-setting around the world – perhaps with slightly fewer hostels than the average backpacker. They had never travelled much further than the British Isles while Mel was growing up, and, though they were far from deprived, Mel knew it was because her parents had never been able to afford the holidays some of her friends went on. It made her so happy that they’d been able to save some money, enjoy it in their retirement.

Now that you’re sorted, her mum had said, we just thought now is the time, while we’re both still young enough.

Sorted. Mel knows her mum had been referring to her business, but she’d had to fight the urge to laugh bitterly at the word. Because she doesn’t feel ‘sorted’, despite appearances – not in the slightest.

‘But this reminds me,’ her mum says, ‘what are you doing for Christmas, darling? And New Year? Because your dad and I were thinking – why don’t you come out and join us? I’m sure we can find you a last-minute room here. Everyone seems very friendly, don’t they, Gavin?’

‘Lovely chaps,’ her dad agrees.

‘Oh, that would be so nice,’ Mel says – thinking of white beaches and snorkelling and the sun. And then thinking of Lillian Hart. ‘But I really can’t. I’ve got way too much work to do. I can’t take the time off. I’m so sorry.’ And while she can, technically, work from anywhere, Zanzibar feels a bit risky, what with unreliable Wi-Fi and time differences and no doubt her dad’s pressure to take time off.

‘But what will you do? All by yourself in your flat? Won’t you be a bit lonely?’ Mel hears the undertone in her mum’s voice. The skirting around the thing they never talk about, because of the way Mel used to burst into tears whenever it was mentioned. The reason she would be lonely this year.

‘Priya’s coming home.’ The lie comes a bit too easily – but she doesn’t want her mum to worry, and she doesn’t want to think about Christmas alone in her flat, macaroni cheese ready-meal for one. ‘I’m going to spend Christmas with her.’

‘Oh, that will be nice!’ Her mum beams. ‘Won’t that be nice, Gavin?’

Her dad seems to have zoned out a little, but blinks rapidly at the sound of his name, his bushy grey eyebrows straining upwards as he tries to concentrate. ‘Hmmm? Yes. Priya. Lovely girl. Australia, wasn’t it? Long way to come home.’

‘Says the man in Zanzibar,’ Mel teases.

‘Darling,’ her mum continues, ‘I was telling someone here about your business and they were very impressed. Their daughter wants to get into fashion – so I said you might be able to do an internship?’

Mel could tell her mum that she doesn’t, technically, work in fashion, and that the majority of these teenagers do not, in fact, want the internship that their parents secure them, but it’s easier to say, ‘Sure. Give her my email.’

‘Oh, email’s a bit impersonal, Melanie.’ Her mum pushes back her dark hair – they used to have almost the same hair colour, before her mum started dyeing hers. Now her mum’s is a warmer shade, in comparison to Mel’s almost black.

‘It’s the best way to get me,’ Mel says firmly – she draws a line at giving out her phone number to all these people that her mum encounters.

There’s a knock at her front door. Mel frowns, glancing over at it. It can’t be a delivery – she hasn’t ordered anything, and they usually have to buzz to be let up. A neighbour, trying to spread Christmas cheer? One neighbour brought round Christmas biscuits as a welcome present last year, and Mel feels so guilty that she (a) never returned the gesture and (b) has completely forgotten the woman’s name and she tends to walk with her head ducked down whenever she enters or leaves the building.

The knock sounds again, more insistent this time.

‘I’ve got to go,’ Mel says. ‘There’s someone at the door. But send me photos of snorkelling, won’t you?’

‘Well, I doubt we’ll be able to send you photos of the snorkelling itself,’ her dad said with a little laugh.

Mel rolls her eyes. ‘You know what I mean.’

‘Okay, bye, darling!’ Her mum swings the phone about as she says it, making her parents’ faces disappear momentarily in favour of a desk. ‘We love you!’

‘Love you too. Have fun!’

She throws her blanket off and pushes back her hair as she pads to the front door, belatedly noticing a hole in the toe of her black tights. She opens the door, fully expecting to have to engage in small talk with someone she barely knows – or else politely direct a stranger to a neighbour’s flat.

Instead, her stomach drops. Her heart gives a painful thud and something hot and uncomfortable sizzles in her stomach as she stares at him. At the grey-green eyes that can change from stormy to bright depending on his mood. The dirty-blond hair that’s always on the longer side, because he can never be bothered to get a haircut. The stubble growing out across his jaw. She remembers the feel of that stubble, grazing her cheek.

She’s spent six months trying to forget this man. Six months trying to convince herself that she’ll be fine without him in her future, that maybe it was for the best, that she doesn’t need him to make her happy. Six months trying to understand what happened.

And now here he is, at her doorstep. The last person she ever wants to see again.

Finn. The love of her life.

Or, more accurately, the man who broke her heart. Dumped her in front of his whole family. The man she spent weeks crying over, pretending she had flu so she didn’t have to go to any meetings, curling up in bed instead and staring numbly at the ceiling, until Priya dragged her out of it, forcing her to get back to work.

She feels a surge of anger, and is grateful for the way it heats her blood. She feels her face harden, and knows he sees it when his mouth – that gorgeous, lopsided mouth – twists into half a smile.

How dare he show up here, unannounced? After what he did to her? She goes to slam the door in his face, hard, but he catches it with his hand, braces against it. He always was far stronger than her. He sticks his foot into the doorway – those stupid boots that are scuffed and that he should have thrown out years ago.

‘I thought you might have that reaction,’ he says evenly.

She tries to push the door shut again, but it won’t shift the solid weight of him. She glares at him. ‘What are you doing here?’ she snaps.

He takes a moment, scanning her face like he’s studying her. ‘What would you say,’ he says slowly, ‘if I said I had a proposal for you?’
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