

[image: Make You Mine This Christmas by Lizzie Huxley-Jones. Two women stand next to each other, smiling and glancing at each other out of the side of their eyes. One woman holds a cane and the other has her arms folded. Behind them, it is snowing, settling on the pine trees.]



About The Author

Lizzie Huxley-Jones is an autistic author and editor based in London.

They are the editor of Stim, an anthology of autistic authors and artists, which was published by Unbound in April 2020 to coincide with World Autism Awareness Week. They are also the author of the children’s biography Sir David Attenborough: A Life Story (2020) and a contributor to the anthology Allies: Real Talk About Showing Up, Screwing Up, And Trying Again (2021).

They tweet too much and enjoy taking breaks to walk their dog Nerys.


Make You Mine This Christmas

[image: Images]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by Hodder Studio

An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Lizzie Huxley-Jones 2022

The right of Lizzie Huxley-Jones to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover illustration: © Kerry Hyndman

Cover design by Natalie Chen

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

eBook ISBN 978 1 399 70081 8

Paperback ISBN 978 1 399 70080 1

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk


For Tim, the love of my life.


CONTENTS

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Author’s Note

Acknowledgments


Chapter One

To Haf Hughes, the best things about Christmas, in ascending order, are: all-you-can-eat mince pies, novelty jumpers, the fact you have a licence to be permanently too full and slightly pissed for the duration, and, most importantly, that there’s no need to be a functioning person.

Which is why, while on the phone to her parents, she stumbles over the words, ‘What do you mean you’re going on holiday for Christmas?’

She hadn’t even meant to ring them. The last few days at work had been so hectic that she barely felt awake. She’d finally crawled out of bed sometime around lunch, which had been happening more and more, and flopped down on the couch to watch Gilmore Girls for the tenth time. The only sense of time passing had been Netflix kindly asking if she was still watching. Twice. It was only as the season was nearing its regular Christmas episode that Haf had thought she could do the tiniest bit of life admin and ask her parents what train she should book home next week.

But in her half-asleep state, she’d hit the button to start a video call, and her mum had answered in record timing. Which had been, of course, completely typical because Haf was not looking the best version of herself. She’s pretty sure that her mum recoiled when Haf appeared on screen, deep dark bags under her eyes, sallow skin and a hoodie barely hiding her dirty hair.

‘Don’t you remember, darling? I’m sure I told you.’

God, a functioning memory. Haf can’t remember ever having one of those.

‘I don’t know,’ she mumbles.

Her mum basks in the golden light of the nook – a room that was once Haf’s bedroom but now has an admittedly very comfortable sofa bed, a small TV and lots of knitting supplies. In contrast, Haf’s basically in the dark with the living-room curtains half-heartedly slung open, and only the wintry glow of Gilmore Girls providing any light.

‘We just thought it would be a nice change. The travel agent in the village – you remember Emma? – she found a really nice hotel in Madeira, and we’re going to spend Christmas Day on the beach. Flying out on Christmas Eve. All-inclusive, two weeks, just us two and the sun. We’re so excited!’

‘Just . . . you two?’

‘Yes, just the two of us, darling. We’ve not had a Christmas just the two of us since before you were born. You do remember us talking about this, don’t you?’

Haf mentally runs through the last few months – a blur of slogging away at work and staying late with the occasional half-paid-attention-to conversation with her parents, usually done while she was seeing to other essential life processes like eating or paying bills or – just that one time – while on the loo.

She comes up completely blank.

‘Not really, Mum,’ she admits. ‘Things have been a little hectic.’

‘Well, yes, I expect so with all your hard work and everything, but that’s why we didn’t think you’d be coming home. You’ve been so busy, and obviously we’re very proud. We did tell you though. Didn’t we, David?’

Half of her dad’s face appears on screen. No matter how many tech demonstrations she’s done in the past, her parents have never quite managed to position the camera so she can see both of them.

‘We did, Mari. It was when we called you in October, when you wanted to know what a pension was.’

Shit. Haf must have forgotten, or not listened properly to start with. You think you’d remember something as important as Christmas plans, but Haf has forgotten all sorts of things over the last few months.

Both her parents, or the parts of their faces she can see, look a bit worried, so she picks the best option in front of her.

‘Oh, yeah! Of course you did,’ she says, her voice light with fake laughter. ‘Silly old me. Brain’s not plugged in today.’

‘It’s tired from all that thinking you’ve been doing.’ Mum beams.

‘We’re really proud of you for working so hard the last few months.’

They didn’t know the half of it.

‘Thanks, guys.’

‘I hope you’re doing something nice too?’ asks Dad.

Nothing as nice as a two-week all-inclusive, she thinks, trying and failing to not be bitter as orange pith.

‘York is so lovely at Christmas, isn’t it?’ Mum says, though it’s more a statement than an actual question.

‘Well, yeah. Snowy. Lots of people doing their big Christmas-pressie shops. All the pubs have mulled wine on the go . . .’

A swirl of panic flickers in her stomach, but Haf ignores it and tries to focus on the pretence that she’s not a total fuck-up.

But this panic has become a semi-regular feature, which she knows is likely not normal or healthy, but also seems to be part-and-parcel of being a certified adult . . . from what she can tell, anyway.

‘Aren’t you doing Christmas up there with Ambrose?’

‘Oh, no. Ambrose’s going home to their family. They’re not staying here over Christmas,’ she says, still trying to sound casual and slightly upbeat, as though she was actually really pleased for Ambrose to be celebrating with their family and not here.

Haf catches herself. Obviously, she’s happy Ambrose has plans. She just wishes there was a backup, a plan B, a spare Christmas arrangement available to her right now.

But it’s a whole desert of nothing.

And it’s the 13th of December already, so there’s basically zero time left; everyone who isn’t a complete disaster will have sorted their plans weeks ago.

The chasm of a solo Christmas opens up before her.

‘Are you upset? Oh dear, David, she’s upset.’

Haf curses herself. Her parents have internal radars for negative emotions and are like bloodhounds specifically trained for lies. And it doesn’t help that her face betrays every thought and feeling she ever has at the exact moment she has it.

‘I said we should have double-checked with her, Mari,’ mutters Dad, whose cheeks have gone bright pink under his beard.

‘We did!’ she hisses, turning the phone so that all Haf can see is the ceiling while Mum clearly berates him. After a moment, it flips back to showing her Mum’s entire face bellowing, ‘Are you upset, darling?’ Haf’s pretty sure this is supposed to be consoling rather than sounding like the voice of God as it echoes around the room.

‘I’m—’

‘Are you dating anyone? Maybe you can do something nice with them?’

‘I—’ she stammers, horrified that somehow this conversation is getting worse.

Haf decides the best thing she can do right now, which is admittedly not the most grown-up option, is to hang up. They’ll just worry if they think she has nothing better to do. She’ll ring them back later when she’s decided what the hell she is doing, or at least come up with a better cover story.

After all, she might be desperate but she’s not quite ready to beg her parents to take her on their romantic Christmas holiday.

‘No! No, I’m absolutely fine!’ she says, plastering on the biggest fake smile. ‘I have a lot of plans, yes. Just working out which one to pick, ha ha. In fact, Ambrose and I are just off to a party thing, so I’ve gotta go! Oh, in fact, there they are! Gotta go! Call you soon! Love you, bye.’

As she hangs up, she cuts off her mum shouting goodbye.

Haf puts the phone face down on the coffee table just so she can’t see any well-meaning follow-up messages, and unpauses Gilmore Girls.

‘Bad news?’

Haf leaps out of her seat as Ambrose materialises in the living room, a sheet mask stuck on their face. ‘Christ, warn a girl before you walk in with those on. I thought you were a ghost.’

‘A sexy ghost, though, right? The kind you would want to be haunted by.’ Ambrose glides down onto the couch, one perfectly shaped eyebrow raised, wrinkling the sheet. ‘Didn’t you just say to your mum I was here?’

‘Oh, well. Yes. But that was a lie.’

‘You don’t usually lie to them. You’re shit at it,’ they say, taking the remote and pausing Gilmore Girls.

‘They’re going on holiday for Christmas,’ Haf moans.

‘Oh nice . . . or, not nice? Did they not tell you?’

‘Apparently they did, and I completely forgot,’ she says sulkily, pulling the blanket up to her face.

‘Uh-oh.’

‘Uh-oh, exactly. Of course this shitty year would end with me being alone for Christmas. Baby Jesus has it out for me, I swear.’

‘Given you’re a heathen, I don’t think he’d care,’ they say, wrapping an arm over the back of the couch and stroking the top of Haf’s hoodie-covered head.

It hasn’t been her year.

First, there was the break-up. She and Freddie had been together since university in Liverpool and had moved into a little house in the leafy suburbs where the proper adults lived, away from the streets lined with big five-bedroom houses full of undergraduates. Together they made a home, and it was, for a time. But then she moved, chasing a job that matched her degree, and Freddie had decided that actually he’d much rather be with someone who had their life together, like, for example, Jennifer, the woman he started dating the second Haf set foot on the train.

Second, the job that seemed great on paper was not actually the cushy, fun little role she’d hoped it would be. A communications position at a wildlife charity with fixed hours and a salary and no work on Christmas was a nice change from working in shops, even though she had liked the routine of retail a lot. Despite everyone and their mother wanting to ‘go green’, there were virtually no jobs and when she’d spotted the opening advertised online, she had no choice but to go for it. She’d pretty much got the job on the strength of her knowledge of Twitter and ability to write plausible copy. The thing she’d learned though was that while charities might be good, they’re still a workplace, and bad jobs and bad managers who insist on micromanaging can happen anywhere. Her own nightmare micromanager insisted she account for every minute of her time without learning what she actually did, meaning her responsibilities piled up and up and up as the charity CEO insisted they needed to be present on every platform. The latest request had been for her to set up ‘one of those ClickClocks’.

And now, because bad things happen in threes, she’s facing a Christmas entirely alone.

‘The one good thing that’s happened this year has been you,’ Haf whimpers to Ambrose.

‘Obviously,’ they say with a wolfish grin. ‘I’m excellent.’

Through absolute sheer luck, a Twitter mutual had introduced them when Haf announced her impending move to York, as Ambrose was looking for someone to share their lovely two-bedroom terraced house. It’s one of those perfect cottages that people envy – just near enough to the river to be aesthetically pleasing but not get flooded, and just a few streets from the good brunch places. It had only taken an evening of DMing about their favourite foods and wish lists of restaurants to visit for Ambrose to say Haf could move in. Haf is fairly sure her friendship with Ambrose is the most successful stable relationship she’s ever had. They had even re-signed the lease for another year. Thank God for very online queer people.

Haf pulls uselessly at the toggles on her hoodie.

‘Did you book your train home already?’ Ambrose asks ‘Do you need me to ring the customer service people and frighten them into giving you a refund? I love doing that.’

‘No, luckily not.’ The train tickets home to North Wales were always eye-wateringly expensive, no matter how far in advance she booked them.

‘Well, now you can spend that on some posh Christmas food. We’ve got all the decorations up already at least.’

They decorated on the first day of December. Ambrose is strictly anti-tinsel, and Haf insists on fairy lights everywhere, but they’d managed to find a pleasant if slightly eclectic middle ground. The tiny yet convincingly fake tree was hung with Ambrose’s beautiful gold and silver baubles in between Haf’s assortment of weird ornaments that she had picked up over the years, the latest acquisition being a very shiny pink prawn holding a candy cane. They had filled the decorative fireplace with all their unused warmly scented candles, but quickly learned lighting them all at once in the hope it might look like a real fire was actually a hazard and the mixed scents made them both feel distinctly weird. Now they only light one at a time. Today’s choice was cinnamon apple.

‘I know, but also, I don’t want that. I just want to be fed and not have to think about anything . . . I guess that’s what my parents wanted too.’

Ambrose smiles gently, as though they’d been holding back pointing this out. ‘It’ll be okay.’

‘Easy to say when you know your plans aren’t going to change last minute.’

‘You never know, Mum could surprise me and announce she’s going on a cruise. In fact, I kind of wish she would.’

Haf fixes them with a dark look because that’s the last thing in the world Ambrose’s mother would ever do, and they both know it. Liew family Christmases are a big family affair, with aunties, uncles, cousins and all the grandparents piling into the family home. Ambrose has promised to take Haf home for their Lunar New Year celebrations, and as much as she wants to ask them to see if they can fit her in, she feels embarrassed. It’s not the same when you haven’t been specifically invited, and also Ambrose puts up with her all the rest of the year; they probably need a break.

‘You’re being a stroppy baby.’

‘Well, you’re not being nice enough in my hour of need,’ Haf says, trying to ignore the whine in her voice.

Ambrose gets up, and a few minutes later returns with a mug of tea and the biscuit tin, and motions for Haf to drink some of the sickly sweet, strong tea. After a big sip, she says, ‘All right, maybe I am being a bit of a stroppy baby.’

‘The thing you’re missing here – because you’re too busy being an aforementioned stroppy baby – is that you now have the opportunity to have a perfect Christmas. You can do what you want, drink what you want, watch all the good films. You could make it your own perfect day – a nice hot bath, easy-cook Christmas food and all your favourite horrible pink wines. Heaven.’

This is a perfect example of where Ambrose and Haf differ. Ambrose isn’t antisocial per se, but Haf is the only person they’ve successfully cohabited with for more than a few months. In a way, Ambrose is a cat. They like to be admired and see people on their terms, but also love their own company.

Haf, meanwhile, is a puppy. A very needy puppy that needs people, attention and lots of praise.

‘A solo Christmas isn’t really my thing,’ she murmurs.

‘Look, I’m leaving on Christmas Eve. I’ll only be gone for a few days, and then we can do our own thing up here for Betwixtmas.’

‘That’s true . . .’

‘Maybe this is a good thing? You’ve been rushing through the last year, just trying to keep going at your horrible little job with your dickhead boss, to the point that you literally forgot that your parents were going away for Christmas. Maybe having some quiet time in that lovely brain of yours would be a good thing for you.’

‘That sounds like the exact opposite of what I want to do.’

‘Need and want aren’t always the same things. Anyway, let’s forget about this. I think you need a distraction and some fun, and I want to go to a party tonight, so we are both going.’

Haf buries herself further into her blanket nest. ‘I don’t know if I want to go out after this, Ambrose,’ she whines.

‘We’ve not gone out and done anything fun or silly in months. I’ve watched you go from fun, excitable, spontaneous Haf, to . . . whoever this is. You’ve been worn down by spreadsheets and admin, and it’s time to go to a party, have a good time and let the old Haf out to make a few silly decisions. Take an evening to stop worrying about all the big stuff, like your job or having your shit together.’

‘How do you know I don’t have plans already?’ Haf puffs up her cheeks.

Ambrose says nothing, but silently points at Gilmore Girls, Haf’s admittedly grubby hoodie and finishes by popping the air from her cheeks.

‘And you know the best part?’ they continue, ignoring her protests. ‘It’s a grown-up person party, which means that there’ll be good snacks.’

‘Snacks . . .’ Haf says, glancing at Ambrose from the corner of her eye.

‘Snacks. Good snacks. Middle-class, grown-up-people snacks. M&S party snacks.’

‘I hate that you know me this well.’

‘No, you don’t, because then you wouldn’t be invited to crash strangers’ parties on the promise of a good buffet.’

Haf has always loved food, and thanks to learning from the brilliant and clever fat-positive babes online, she’s now comfortable enough within her own body where she doesn’t feel she ever has to hide that. There’s no calling food naughty or talking about walking it off in her world. Ambrose is thin but has never made her feel like she needs to acknowledge the difference in their bodies when they talk about their shared love of food.

‘Whose party is it?’

Ambrose waves their hand. ‘I don’t know. Someone from the psychology department, I think? I got invited by someone else who’s going.’

‘So we’re, like, third-hand crashing?’

They shrug.

Haf wasn’t sure she wanted to admit it, but maybe Ambrose was right. The last few months had been royally shit. Letting her hair down and trying out one of the many new lipsticks that are both too bright and too fun for work that she’d bought online on many a depressed Wednesday afternoon at the office but hadn’t had the chance to wear could be good for her. If not, she can just fill up her purse with pork pies and get a cab home. At this juncture, she’s not above this as a plan B.

‘Fine. I’ll go.’

‘Excellent. It’s a Christmas miracle.’


Chapter Two

The best thing about crashing parties in midsize university towns is that there’s a good chance you won’t know many, if any, of the people there. This means that if you have no intention of behaving yourself or generally pretending to be a wholesome person, you don’t have to. Most of the other partygoers won’t remember you as more than the weird girl in the black fluffy coat, anyway. Or at least, that’s what Haf hopes will happen.

Ambrose had rooted through Haf’s wardrobe of, to their taste, questionable fashion and insisted she wore a dress they found in a sale as, according to them, Haf’s tits would look very good in it. The dress was black velvet with structured shoulders and a deep V down the front. It was one of those rare, near-mythical finds in plus-size fashion – not floral, and no frills – and so Ambrose had insisted Haf buy it ‘just in case’.

Complete with a brick-red lipstick and a bit of gold glitter across the apples of her cheeks, Haf not only feels a bit festive, but she feels hot. Especially so once she rubs the lipstick off her teeth.

Yes, she’s facing a Christmas alone, which feels like her worst nightmare, but for now, she looks fit and is going to, hopefully, consume a considerable amount of booze and food.

Ambrose looks fantastic as always. Their blazer is scarlet red and embroidered with clouds, green butterflies, suns and dragon scales. They’ve paired it with a simple but secretly luxurious white silk shirt, high-waisted tailored black trousers and pointed boots. Haf thinks that they always look like a pop star – a compliment Ambrose likes to pretend they don’t enjoy.

When they arrive just after eight thirty, half the guests are already on their way to being very drunk, sprawled around the living room, already deep into YouTube karaoke. Ambrose seems to recognise a few people and waves a polite hello but no one looks particularly familiar to Haf. She met a few of their co-workers and friends over the last year – all people from the university, usually a mix of admin staff like them, plus a few academics, and a couple of feral-looking PhD students that haven’t seen sunlight or a full meal for weeks. Most people here seem to be nourished, probably have a babysitter with the kids at home, know how to properly drink whisky and have fun but still be an in-bed-by-eleven type of person. Real grown-ups.

Two guys in matching reindeer jumpers bellow along to a song that Haf swears is a very funky ode to Mrs Claus.

‘Someone’s getting some tonight,’ Ambrose says archly, as a couple of women leap up from the couch to join them for the chorus.

Weirdly, no one comes to greet Ambrose or rushes over to say hello.

‘Who invited you to this party, anyway?’ Haf asks as they weave through groups of people in vaguely festive clothing.

Ambrose either doesn’t hear or ignores her, probably the latter, but Haf chooses to allow it because it appears they’ve led her straight through the party to the kitchen, which is absolutely laden with food. An enormous buffet is spread across a long kitchen table, spilling over onto most of the counters.

‘You’re welcome,’ they say.

‘It’s . . . it’s beautiful.’ Haf pretends to wipe a tear away, but is overcome enough that she almost does cry.

Whoever was throwing this party was not only an adult, but an adult willing to spend a not insignificant portion of their likely meagre academia salary on feeding a crowd. A true Christmas angel.

There’s a whole tray of roasted gnocchi threaded onto cocktail sticks, bookended with a sun-dried tomato, a little bit of spinach and a tiny ball of mozzarella. Little ramekins of sauces to dip them into dot the table. Freshly baked (or at least warmed-up) fancy breads steam slightly, next to an artfully laid-out charcuterie board, like the ones she’s seen on Pinterest, plus pickles – both the condiment and the vegetables – and more kinds of cheese than Haf has ever seen outside of a supermarket counter. There’s not one, but two baked Camemberts studded with garlic and rosemary, shining with sea-salt crystals. Little hot sausages rolled in grainy mustard and honey. Piles of mince pies – not just the standard ones with normal pastry but someone’s added a batch of ones with puff pastry that are practically Eccles cakes.

Ambrose takes a reindeer-patterned paper plate from the stack, licking their lips as they look over the food, but then, as though they just remembered something important, drops it back onto the table.

‘Erm, I’ve just got to go find someone,’ they say, disappearing back into the crowd before Haf can object.

When in Rome, she thinks. She rescues the plate Ambrose abandoned. The plate is made of thin material and warps in her small hands. She respects the hosts’ priorities of spending lots on expensive food but saving on cheap paper plates, right up until one of the gnocchi detaches itself from its cocktail stick, rolls off the side of the plate and lands with a plop on someone’s very nice shiny shoe.

‘Ohhh,’ Haf groans, both for mucking up someone’s shoe and the loss of a delicious potato treat.

‘How very sad,’ says the shoe’s owner, who bends down to pick up the lost gnocchi.

Normally a five-second-rule kind of girl, Haf is about to retrieve the gnocchi from its rescuer but is struck by his bright eyes. They are the kind of blue you see in photos of Instagram influencers by the sea, almost too blue to be real. Startlingly so.

The colour distracts her so much she only notices he’s popped it into the bin after the fact.

‘May he rest in peace,’ she says, worried that she’s been gawking at this stranger, as though his blue eyes had hypnotised her like the snake from Jungle Book.

‘We honour his sacrifice,’ the man says, with a smile.

He’s objectively, classically handsome. The kind that stops you in your tracks, even though – now she can look past his eyes – he’s not Haf’s type at all. Ambrose says that Haf’s taste in men can be summarised as guys who might live like raccoons and are a bit grubby-hot, like Robert Pattinson now, or anyone from the Italian band that won Eurovision a few years ago. The women she found attractive couldn’t be more different, though – suited, secretly dorky and possibly about to organise a heist. This guy is neither and instead has the clean-cut looks of the lead in a period drama.

‘Nothing worse than a wasted potato,’ says Haf.

‘Really? I suppose I could think of a few things.’

‘Oh sure, but at a jolly Christmas party?’

‘I once saw someone try to serve raw chicken.’

‘Raw chicken? Are you serious?’

‘They said it was “rare”. Sliced it up like sashimi.’

‘Wow. I was thinking like mildly horrifying Christmas jumpers knitted by someone’s granny, you know, like a snowman with a murderous edge to him. But that trumps everything. Who was hosting the party? A wild pack of dogs?’

‘Close. My flatmate at uni.’

‘Christ.’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘I hope you threw it out.’

‘The chicken or the flatmate?’

‘Both.’

‘That probably would have been the best idea. He also used to leave dirty pans under the sink.’

‘How’s there always one weirdo who does that in every flat? It’s truly amazing.’

‘Do you need help loading up?’ he says, nodding towards her plate.

‘Oh, would you mind?’

He turns his hands palms up and together, and Haf places the plate gently on them with reverence. His fingers are long and slender, almost girlish. Probably what you’d call pianist fingers if you were the type of person who could even think that phrase without thinking ‘penis fingers’.

‘Normally I wouldn’t suggest such heresy as sharing a plate, but seeing as you’re doing all the lifting work here, shall I put a few bits on for you?’

‘Please,’ he says with a soft lopsided smile.

Concerned about structural integrity and maximising snacks, Haf adds a little bit of everything good. She fashions a few olives and a cocktail sausage into a suggestible vignette, and the plate wobbles as he tries to stifle a giggle.

Good, thinks Haf. Someone who is game for saying funeral rites over carbs and will laugh at her terrible humour is exactly the sort of person she needs to be hanging out with in the absence of Ambrose, who has still not returned.

‘Careful now,’ she says. ‘You’re supposed to be the stable one.’

He goes completely rigid, like a Queen’s Guard, as she adds the last few bits. It’s a little overfilled.

As she finishes, a group of people swarm into the kitchen. Half of them head straight for the table, while the others cover every surface in cocktail supplies, following a YouTube video they keep pausing and rewinding. There’s nowhere for them to comfortably stand and chat, and she kind of wants to talk to this nice tall man.

Two people come in through the back door, squeezing past Haf, and letting in a blast of icy Yorkshire night with them. In the tiny sweaty kitchen, it’s a literal breath of fresh air. Haf peeks out the door and spies some chairs, a little firepit and some lights that might be fancy outdoor heaters like you get at nice pubs.

He joins her at the door. ‘You want to go sit outside?’

‘Yeah, it’s boiling in here. We can bask under the lamps like big lizards.’

‘I’ll bring the food if you grab my coat.’

He tilts his head towards the coat hook, and they have a brief miming back and forth as Haf tries to guess which coat is his. It turns out to be a black long coat, with sharp lines and fine details. There’s something vaguely architectural about it.

She slings his coat over her shoulder and grabs a few M&S gin-and-tonic tinnies that have been set out on one of the counters, stuffing them in the deep pockets of his coat. But before she can follow him outside, Ambrose waltzes into the kitchen, holding two empty glasses.

‘Who’s the new friend?’ they say, squeezing around the cocktail makers to the sink.

‘How did you see that from the other room?’

‘I’m all-seeing. I know exactly what mischief you’re up to at all times,’ Ambrose says, rinsing the glasses under the tap. ‘Anyway, good work. He’s a snack, even if he’s a bit clean for your taste. What’s his name?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ Haf says, trying to sound casual and mysterious.

Ambrose places their hands on Haf’s shoulders and turns her to face them. ‘You little minx.’

‘I don’t think it’s quite that. I think just an opportunity to be a bit silly and have a little flirt, but that’s it.’

‘No? Not going to bring him home?’

‘Nah, I don’t think so.’

‘Too clean.’ They nod sagely. They get it. ‘You’re not leading him on though, are you?’

‘Nah, pretty sure we’re on the same page – unless his idea of flirting is watching me consume as much of a garlic-laden Camembert as possible.’

‘You never know. There’s a kink for everything and everyone.’

‘Plus, I’ve got big pants on.’

‘Precisely what I mean. Don’t underestimate the sexiness of big pants,’ Ambrose says with a deep seriousness. ‘Anyway, I came to find you to tell you I’m leaving.’

‘I’ve literally not seen you since we got here, which was only ten minutes ago. What have you been doing?’

There’s a pause.

‘Who have you been doing?’

Ambrose rolls their eyes. ‘It’s just Paco.’

Shrieking with glee, Haf peppers their arm with gentle excited punches. Ambrose has been low-key in love with Paco, the beautiful Brazilian postdoc from the education department, for months. Haf had clocked it was serious because Ambrose had mentioned his name in entirely positive contexts on three separate occasions, which for them was like gushing with praise.

‘Is that who invited us?’

‘Perhaps,’ they say, raising their eyebrows.

‘Aww, you brought me for emotional backup, didn’t you?’

‘No, I didn’t. Shut up, I hate you,’ they say, pouting.

Haf pulls them into a hug.

‘Are you going to be all right here alone?’

‘Of course. I’ve got my new tall friend, and if I get bored, I’ll grab a taxi home.’

Ambrose thinks this over for a second and seems to decide they’ve been contrite for just long enough. Instead, they reach past Haf to a tote bag hanging from the back of a chair and bring out a nice bottle of Prosecco, a good two or three price levels up from what Haf usually drinks. They hold it out to her, an offering.

‘Wow, thanks. Don’t you want this?’

‘No, it’s to make up for being sneaky.’

‘I’ll allow it. Go have fun. Be safe. Text me,’ Haf says, kissing them on the cheek. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too.’ Ambrose slinks off.

Armed with the bottle of Prosecco and G&T tinnies stuffed into every pocket, Haf decides to take the glasses Ambrose washed up with her, just in case they decide to be fancy enough to not swig it straight from the bottle.

As she heads out the back door, she spies the tote bag still slung over the back of the chair. It has a university logo on it, and she realises two things at once: one, Ambrose would not be caught dead using university promotional merchandise so this is definitely not theirs, and two, that means they forfeited a bottle they had obviously earmarked to steal for themselves. She’s touched.

The cold air is refreshing after the thick heat of the tiny house, though Haf hopes the combined power of the lamps and her jacket are enough to prevent her boobs from icing over. It smells like snow, she thinks, and then questions whether a Christmas alone with more mid-noughties television is actually good for her.

Her new friend stands by the firepit warming his hands. The plate of food sits on a garden table between two chairs.

‘Sorry about that. Was just saying goodbye to my friend,’ she says, handing over his coat.

‘Bloody hell,’ he says at the sudden weight of it. ‘It appears my jacket is full of cans.’

‘That it is,’ she says. ‘Also got something a bit nicer for after, if we can stand the cold.’

She sets down the glasses and Prosecco on the floor, just out of accidental-kick range.

They each take a seat, basking in the heat from the fire.

He takes a couple of gin and tonics out from his pockets and hands her one. The drinks fizz as they pop them open, and he takes a sip.

‘You get first dibs by the way,’ she says, motioning the plate of food. ‘Seeing as you did all the hard work.’

‘Don’t undersell your contribution. The curation was very important, especially the ad hoc artwork built into it. Very nice,’ he says and pops a whole mini Scotch egg into his mouth.

Haf takes a slice of bread and dips it into the big scoop of melted Camembert. A whole roasted garlic clove peeks out from the top, which she scrapes up onto the bread with a finger. It’s sweet and so strong on her tongue.

‘So, my mystery friend, what brings you here?’ says Haf, licking a trail of melted cheese off her thumb.

‘To York, or this garden specifically?’

‘Both.’

‘I went to school with Sally.’

‘Sally.’

‘Sally.’

‘And who is Sally?’

‘Sally is the person who owns this house and is throwing the party?’ he says slowly, like this is a fact Haf should very clearly know.

‘Oh.’

‘You’ve no idea who I’m talking about.’

‘Not really, no. I’m afraid you’ve caught me out. I’m not only a gatecrasher, but I’m a second-tier gatecrasher. Maybe third. I’ve lost control of the maths.’

‘As in, a less good one?’

‘No, like, I was invited by someone else who was invited by someone who was actually invited, I think.’

‘Like six degrees of separation but for party invitations?’

‘Something like that. Anyway yes, I’m afraid I do not know Sally, but she is my new favourite person for providing all these treats.’

Luckily, he smiles. ‘Well, she’s a postdoc in the psychology department. Sleep science, in case that narrows it down.’

‘Not even remotely.’

He laughs heartily.

‘Oh God, is she your Mrs?’

‘My . . . Mrs? No, she not. Sally’s just a friend. But also, I don’t think I’d ever call her that, even if she was.’

‘Oh, he’s a feminist, girlies!’ Haf laughs, and he joins in. His laughter is warm and deep, coming right from the centre of his chest.

‘To answer your question, I was up here for work, and Sally invited me, as she knew I was in town. I’m supposedly here to catch up, but I’ve not seen her in about half an hour.’

‘It’s kind of wild in there, isn’t it?’ Haf says as a roaring cheer sounds from the kitchen. She raises her can to them and drinks half of it in one go. ‘Are you down in London normally?’

‘How did you guess?’ he asks, leaning back in the garden chair.

‘You’ve got a London vibe about you, haven’t you?.’

‘Perhaps,’ he laughs. ‘Yes, I live in London. And yourself? Are you working at the university too?’

‘God no, though I do live here, yeah,’ Haf says, nibbling on a crispy gnocchi bite. ‘I work for a charity in town. Wildlife conservation stuff, but I do all the comms, aka all the writing about the interesting stuff other people do.’

‘As in save the badgers and all that?’

‘Yeah, we’ve done a few badgers. Moths, ground-nesting birds, the occasional small mammal. Recently it’s been a lot about fisheries and bees. It’s truly all happening.’

‘Sounds interesting.’

‘I mean . . . yeah. Maybe.’ That’s definitely how she thought it would be. ‘It’s worthy, but I wish it were a bit more hands-on. I want to actually do something. What about you? Can you beat the conversational highs of fisheries management?’

As she turns back, she catches him grimace.

‘That bad, huh?’

‘I’m afraid it’s considerably worse.’

‘Go on then, you’ve got me curious.’

‘I work in finance.’

‘Oh dear.’ Haf clutches her side in mock pain and cries out. ‘You’ve got to warn a girl before you bring out the banking chat. It’s potent stuff.’

He laughs. ‘God, don’t I know it.’

‘So, you’re a posh boy who lives in London and works in finance.’

‘I know, I’m probably a cliché.’

‘You’re exactly every cliché about southern people I’ve ever heard. No offence.’

He laughs. ‘None taken. I know what it sounds like.’

‘Do you like it?’ Haf asks, crunching on a carrot stick covered in unspecified yet delicious dip.

‘It pays the bills.’

‘That’s more than I can say.’

The salary was a step up from the last shop she was at, but it’s barely enough to get by in York even if she cycles everywhere. Whenever the temperature starts to drop, her dad sends her a twenty and an encouraging text to get the bus.

‘You’re telling me that mid-level charity work isn’t lucrative? I’m shocked.’

‘I know, right? Perhaps I’m doing something wrong. I need to launch a coup and take over one, get me an unscrupulous six-figure salary that people can whinge about. So are you up here for long?’

‘Just overnight.’

‘Pity.’

She doesn’t mean to say it out loud, but apparently she has.

‘Pity?’ One of his eyebrows arches slightly, and there’s a tiny smile playing the corner of his mouth. He takes another pair of tinnies out of his pockets and hands her a fresh one. ‘Be truthful, it was my plate-carrying abilities, wasn’t it?’

‘Always nice to have local friends. Think of all the parties we could be stealing food from together,’ Haf says, trying to be casual about it. ‘Like Bonnie and Clyde but for vol-au-vents. Plus, you seem quite happy for me to make fun of you for being posh, which is always a quality I enjoy in posh people.’

The truth of it is, Haf doesn’t want to admit that he’s the first person since Ambrose that she’s properly connected with, because that’ll make her sound a little sad, maybe desperate.

But she’s thinking it. The buzz between them reminds her of that night DMing Ambrose when she knew they were on the same level, that something good was going to come from them talking.

‘Well, it’s an honour to be your companion on this fair minus-four-degrees winter night.’

They both open their second cans at the same time, and clink them together in cheers.

‘Iechyd da.’

‘Bless you.’

‘It’s Welsh, you awful English wanker.’ She laughs, kicking his foot with her own.

‘I know, one of my flatmates at uni was Welsh.’

‘God, I hope it wasn’t the chicken-sushi one.’

‘No, it wasn’t.’

‘Oh, all right. You’re redeemed.’

They sit in comfortable silence, sipping their tins and watching the fire dance. The food dwindles and the cans empty, and Haf feels the gin softening the edges.

‘There’s so much sky here,’ he says after a while. ‘It’s the thing I miss about home in the countryside. In London, it’s all purply murk. No stars.’

She leans her head back to look up. It’s a cold, clear night, and the sky is pitch black and glittered. ‘I don’t think I could hack that,’ she says truthfully. ‘I have been known to navigate myself home while drunk using the North Star.’

‘Luckily we have a thing called the Night Tube that makes that less necessary.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ she says.

Above her, something tied to one of the heat lamps catches her eye. Tied to the post with string is a small, sad-looking bunch of mistletoe. The sprigs don’t so much hang as sag, and the berries are a little singed from being too close to the heat.

‘Oh man,’ laughs Haf, getting to her feet so she can inspect it closer. ‘Look at this! It looks a little miserable, doesn’t it?’

He joins her, wobbling slightly to his feet.

‘Steady on, Bambi,’ she laughs, taking his arm.

‘Oh dear. It appears to be on the verge of death.’

‘That’s sad! It’s so alone,’ she says. ‘Imagine being burned to death slowly on a fancy outdoor light. I hope it made someone kiss, at least. Imagine burning on a pyre for your job and you didn’t even do it well,’ Haf says, which turns into a nervous laugh as she realises she’s not kissed anyone in months. Wait, was Freddie the last person she kissed? Because that would be incredibly depressing.

‘I can imagine,’ he mutters, ‘unfortunately!’

It must be the booze, but both of them burst into slightly hysterical laughter.

‘How much gin is in these?’ he says, reading the side of the can. Or rather, he tries to, but mostly he just blinks really hard while looking at it.

‘Look, I’ve got an idea,’ Haf says, grasping his arm because suddenly she’s closer to him than she realised, but that’s fine because there’s an arm here she can hold on to. ‘You and I appear to be job disasters. The mistletoe’ – she points up at it – ‘might also be bad at its job. So we should send it off, make sure at least one of us has a good work day.’

‘Are you suggesting that we grant it peace, by allowing it to fulfil its duty before it shuffles off this mortal coil . . . by kissing?’ he asks with a soft laugh. The pink flush of his cheeks from the alcohol and fire seems to spread up to his ears, and she can see the edges of his confidence peeling away.

‘Yes,’ she half laughs, half shouts. ‘I am!’

A dog barks in the distance and they fall apart into giggles and shushes again.

‘So, we’re in agreement then?’ Haf asks once they’re recovered.

‘About what? Us being intoxicated?’

‘I didn’t say I was.’

‘But you absolutely are. It’s irrefutable.’

He’s the kind of man who gets more verbose the tipsier he is. It’s very endearing.

‘I meant snogging to cheer up the mistletoe. Its final rites!’

They both giggle again at the silly idea, but fuck it, she thinks. Ambrose told me to have fun, after all. I can make good choices for myself, probably.

And before they can say anything else, she leans up to kiss him.

If the mistletoe needed a romantic kiss to thrive, well, it was going to be sorely disappointed.

They meet in a clash of teeth, noses bashing together. Haf laughs into his mouth, and they break into a fit of giggles, clutching against each other in the firelight. It is a truly, categorically shit kiss.

‘Wow, I’m so sorry, that was probably the worst kiss I’ve ever done in my life,’ she laughs, still clutching on to him lest she wobble into the firepit.

‘The worst,’ he says. He looks down at her face, and very gently touches her bottom lip with his thumb. ‘Did I bite you? I’m a bit worried I bit you.’

‘Ish okay,’ she slurs, as he’s still inspecting her lip.

And she’s about to say it’s so funny that they just launched a kiss on each other, and that they don’t even know each other’s names, and how silly everything is, when a voice interrupts everything.

‘Oh my God. Toph?’ cries a clipped, slightly nasal voice. ‘Is that you?’
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