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    One 
 
      
 
    21st December 
 
      
 
         ‘You can sit there as long as you like, I don’t care. Meter’s running.’ 
 
      
 
    The cabbie’s voice startled Sam Henry out of her inner monologue. It had been so loud; she’d forgotten that it was costing her by the minute. It had been chanting one thing. I’m not sure if I’m up to this.  
 
      
 
          ‘No, that’s fine, I’m going. Just tell me the damage?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Twenty-five quid and sixty pence, love. Merry Christmas.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam snorted derisively and handed over the cash.  
 
      
 
          ‘Same to you’ she said in an equal spirit of sarcasm and jumped out. The cab sped off into the night, no doubt ready to take more people on overpriced journeys to Christmas parties that they didn’t really want to go to. 
 
      
 
    And on that thought, Sam entered the large bar and restaurant, The Brass Lantern, where her own corporate celebration was to be held, slapping a smile on her face and making sure her slightly-too-little-black-dress wasn’t riding up to show her knickers to everyone she worked with. She half wished she’d bought another outfit, but she’d had her current one for years and despite its shrinking hemline, it was familiar and reliable. She needed the emotional fortification it provided as she walked through the bar, looking for the function room. But it was quiet. The party was nowhere to be seen.  
 
      
 
          ‘Looking for the Pound Saver Christmas party?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam turned, surprised, to an angry looking barman who’d spoken. Did she really scream corporate drone so obviously? 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, is it, err..?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Upstairs.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam turned to the door the man pointed at and trudged through it, climbing the stairs.  
 
      
 
    The sounds of laughter came from above. But it was too loud. Was it forced or simply drunk? At eight in the evening, it was more likely the former, although the latter couldn’t be entirely discounted. But whatever the reason behind it, Sam didn’t feel comforted to hear the apparent merriment. She was going in cold. Everyone in the room had clearly had warm up time. She’d have to get on the same page pretty quickly.  
 
      
 
    She pushed the door open and the laughter mixed with other sounds. The clink of glasses, the low rumble of conversation and Slade’s I Wish It Could Be Christmas Every Day hit Sam like a slap.  
 
      
 
    It was a party and it was meant to be fun. And if it had been filled with people Sam knew from any other area than the professional, it might have had half a shot. 
 
      
 
    But this was a work function. And Sam knew that anyone who forgot that would pay a price, small or large. It wouldn’t be her; she knew that much. Orange juice was all she’d consume tonight. And if anyone asked, she’d lie and say there was vodka in it. So unless anyone grabbed her drink and sniffed it, no one had to feel threatened by her sobriety. In fact, if they had any sense, they’d all be pulling the same trick. 
 
      
 
    Imagine that. An entire room of people pretending to be drunk for each other. 
 
      
 
    It was a surreal concept. But in the landmine-ridden room she’d just entered, it was possible.  
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t as cut throat as all that, Sam reminded herself. She wasn’t working for some high flying fortune five hundred. They were simply the corporate arm of a chain of shops that sold things that cost a pound, no more, no less. In her office, the job was to source those things to maximise the profit margin. Her normal workday tended to find her on the phone to some warehouse that had ten thousand off-brand iPhone chargers, trying to negotiate the lowest price that the warehouse wouldn’t consider daylight robbery. 
 
      
 
    In effect, she was a middleman, moving the tide of cheap goods from manufacturer to the public, through other layers of people like her, just trying to cut a slight profit off of utter crap.  
 
      
 
    But Sam didn’t want to think about the ridiculousness of her job. Because she was inches away from being more than a middleman. She was up for management. And that’s why she had to have her game face on tonight. The final interview was in five days. Being that it fell on Christmas Eve, the result would determine how pleasant her Christmas would be. But the previous manager had apparently left without notice, allegedly headhunted out of the company, so they were in a bind. The interview had to be held now. 
 
      
 
    Still, an opportunity is an opportunity. And despite the ugly timing, Sam was pleased to be up for the job. Or at least, she wasn’t un-pleased. It had all happened rather quickly. She hadn’t had much time for processing of feelings. There had only been one clear thought when she’d gotten shortlisted. It’s forward motion. And I need to move forward. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sam!’  
 
      
 
    Sam turned around, surprised again by another shout across a room to see with relief that it was actually someone she was pleased to see. It was Imogen, who sat opposite her in the office. She was oddly posh for the kind of company they worked for, but as she always said, downward mobility was harder than it looked.  
 
      
 
          ‘You look gorgeous’ she said, pressing her lips to both of Sam’s cheeks. It wasn’t really done in Sam’s circles, they were strictly one-cheek kissers, if at all, but it was obviously a hangover from Imogen’s fancy origins, so Sam bore it. She liked Imogen. She wasn’t the ice-voiced bitch most people took her for. Sam liked being one of the few people Imogen revealed that to. 
 
      
 
          ‘I look a state. Stop it’ Sam refuted. 
 
      
 
          ‘You stop it. I’m not in the mood for any false modesty nonsense.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So if I told you that you look amazing, you’d just accept that then?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Of course I would.’ 
 
      
 
    And Sam knew she meant it. But it wasn’t that she was perfect looking. Imogen had poise and that trumped her charmingly quirky face. Sam admired that about her and she could see why it was attractive. All things considered, Sam was grateful that she didn’t have some kind of horrible crush on her extremely heterosexual friend. But luckily, it had never happened.  
 
      
 
    Not that it stopped Imogen making jokes about it. ‘Eyes up here’ was a common one when Sam’s glance might chance on Imogen’s cleavage. But Sam would always fling back a ‘Dream on. I like them much bigger’ and they’d laugh, knowing there was no misdirected hormones afoot.  
 
      
 
    They were unlikely friends, but somehow, friends anyway. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, don’t freak out…’ Imogen muttered as she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Sam said, eyes already round with panic. No good thing ever started with Don’t freak out. No one ever said Don’t freak out, but there’s a free bar tonight. This was something that needed to have its impact cushioned.  
 
      
 
          ‘Lara’s here’ Imogen finished.  
 
      
 
          ‘What? Why? Where?!’ Sam asked. She’d been afraid of this but she’d half convinced herself that Lara wouldn’t show up, that she’d have better things to do. 
 
      
 
          ‘Which one do you want me to answer first?’ Imogen replied mildly.  
 
      
 
          ‘Start with ‘Where’. 
 
      
 
          ‘Over there’ Imogen nodded toward the bar. ‘Talking to the chief exec.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam tilted her head, with as much subtlety as she could manage, which wasn’t a lot, toward the bar.  
 
      
 
    And there she was. Lara Walsh. The pouty mouth, the cheekbones, the icy blue eyes, all wrapped in a package of coiffed perfection. Lara Walsh was put together very nicely. And she knew it. 
 
      
 
    Sam felt about sixteen separate emotions at once at the sight of Lara. But if she had to pin it down to just a couple, they were anger and lust. Yes, despite everything that had happened, Lara still looked like sex on a stick. Sam hated admitting it to herself but there it was. You can lie to yourself all you want about how you feel about a person, but the contents of your underwear won’t let you slide on that particular truth.  
 
      
 
          ‘How are you going to play this?’ Imogen asked, shaking Sam out of what she realised was a full-on gape. Thank god Lara hadn’t turned around to see it.  
 
      
 
          ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How are you going to stake out your territory?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you telling me to take a piss in the corner of the room?’ Sam asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    Imogen rolled her eyes. ‘Sam, I’m just saying, if you go over and say hello right now, act like it’s no big deal, you’ll get the upper hand. Otherwise you’ll have to scuttle about the party, trying to avoid her all night.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam knew that smacked of good sense. But still, it wasn’t the most enticing prospect.  
 
      
 
         'I don’t know if I’m up to that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s just a human being. A mega-bitch in perfect shoes, to be sure. But still, only a woman.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘A mega-bitch? Don’t you think that’s a bit strong?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Speaking as the reigning mega-bitch of our office, no. I don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam shook her head. ‘You don’t fool me. You’re a pussy cat.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And if you tell anyone, I’ll scratch your eyes out. Now, go! Get her on the back foot.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam sighed and pulled her dress down a few millimetres. This was going to be awful.  
 
      
 
    She walked over to the bar, as though to the gallows, positioning herself a few feet away from Lara, still engaged in her corporate arse kissing with the big boss. She hadn’t seen Sam yet. It wasn’t too late to walk away, Sam thought. But one glance in Imogen’s direction and she knew her friend would be on her arse if she didn’t follow through. She loved Imogen most of the time, but her ‘support’ was currently making her life quite difficult. 
 
      
 
    While Sam stood behind Lara’s back, she had time to strategise. Sam thought it was probably best to pretend she was going to order a drink and had simply happened upon Lara. Thinking about what she might order, the plan to let no alcohol touch her lips tonight was now laughable. Lara’s presence had ruined her plan to stay sober in a matter of seconds. She needed Dutch courage. Or Russian, to be more precise.  
 
      
 
          ‘Vodka and orange’ she said to the barman.  
 
      
 
    Lara turned then, as the chief exec, Bob Carstairs, excused himself and left her at the bar. As Sam was handed her drink, Lara’s eyes fell upon her.  
 
      
 
          ‘Sam, hi’ Lara said, as though pleasantly surprised.  
 
      
 
    The effortlessness of the greeting was like icicle stabbing into Sam’s chest. How is this so easy for you? 
 
      
 
          ‘Lara! Hi. Hello’ she said, realising that was two different ways to say the same thing. One sentence in and she was already losing. Imogen’s plan had failed at the first hurdle. Lara had won the battle of the party just by saying her name. ‘How are you?’ Sam added, trying to recover. 
 
      
 
    Lara closed the gap between them and they stood there awkwardly for a second, not really sure how to greet one another. How quickly it changes, Sam mused. One minute you’re wandering through my flat in your underwear, and the next we’re here and you’re a stranger. It was absurd.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m doing alright’ Lara said. ‘Settling in well at Head Office.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Right. Head Office.’ 
 
      
 
    There was a chilly silence after that. 
 
      
 
          ‘How about you? How’s the old place?’ Lara asked. 
 
      
 
    The Old Place, after only three months. Sam supposed that made her The Old Girlfriend.  
 
      
 
          ‘You know, ticking on. I’m up for Adam’s job, actually.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, I heard’ Lara said, smiling. ‘You and Graham, isn’t it? And a few external candidates.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam nodded but inside she was livid. Not even the element of surprise on the job thing. How did Lara always manage to get two steps ahead? 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Actually, I might be sitting on the panel. Hope you don’t mind.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh?’ Sam said evenly. She resisted the urge to grab onto the bar so she didn’t fall over.  
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. But don’t worry. I’ll try not to throw you any awful curve balls. But knowing you, you’ll be completely prepared for it even if I do.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam opened her mouth to reply but then she realised she had no idea what to say. This was probably why people advised not shagging your boss. Because one day, you’d be at the biggest job interview of your life and you’d have to answer questions on your skillset and experience while you tried not to remember what one of the interviewers looked like in the throes of orgasm.  
 
      
 
    All things considered, this was not going as Sam had hoped.  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, I think I can see Imogen waving me over so I’ll see you later’ Sam said and walked away, in what she hoped was a straight line.  
 
      
 
    Imogen turned eagerly as Sam reached her at the food table, mince pie in hand. ‘How did it go?’ Imogen asked once she was sure Lara was out of earshot. ‘Did you have her on the ropes?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not exactly’ Sam sighed and took a long, deep drink of her cocktail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda Banks wanted to slap the manager of The Brass Lantern. He’d been asking for it all night. Storming about the bar, barking at the staff, undermining people every chance he got. Tilda had really had enough. It was the kind of thought she usually had shortly before she handed in her notice. But for now, she was simply picturing smacking Dave around the face.   
 
      
 
    Actually, a slap was too mild. On consideration, she decided she’d like to water board him under the beer tap. That had a more poetic ring to it. She could throw a tea towel over his face and then push him onto the floor, pinning him with her knees while she poured cold beer onto his stupid face, watching him struggle. It wouldn’t kill him, but he’d be sputtering and panicking. Maybe he’d even beg for his life. 
 
      
 
    It was a satisfying image.  
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda!’ - the man whose near drowning she was picturing - yelled at her across the bar.  
 
      
 
          ‘Dave, if you speak to me at a normal decibel level, I’ll still hear you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then hear this. You need to go upstairs.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What? No! I hate doing the functions. They all get too drunk. And then they start asking for my number.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tough. It’s dead down here. And we need one more up there. Jenna called in sick.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Smart woman’ Tilda muttered as she walked out from behind the bar, headed for the stairs.  
 
      
 
          ‘And no free drinks for the pretty faces! I know what you’re like’ he belted across the room. 
 
      
 
    Tilda turned to see that a few sleepy patrons and staff had turned at the loud warning Dave had just delivered. All eyes were on Tilda. He was trying to embarrass her. But Tilda was tougher than that. 
 
      
 
          ‘No chance of me ever giving you a free drink then, Dave’ she said as she climbed the stairs. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Dave shouted, annoyed. Had she just insulted him? But Tilda was already gone, heading into the function.  
 
      
 
    Before she opened the door, she checked her watch. It was coming up to nine. They wouldn’t be slaughtered yet, but they’d be well on the way. She sighed and opened the door.  
 
      
 
    Mikey, a skinny young guy with a wispy beard, waved desperately at her from behind the packed bar. Tilda wound her way through the throng, sliding behind the bar next to him. 
 
      
 
          ‘Thank god!’ he said as he pumped a Guinness. ‘You have no idea how glad I am to see you.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda ruffled Mikey’s hair. ‘I know it’s batshit up here but it’s not without its benefits. That tip jar is gonna be fit to burst by the end of the night’ she said with a nod to the large glass container on the bar. That seemed to cheer Mikey up and Tilda went to the till, checking what had been ordered on the readout. She began pouring at speed, passing drinks to Mikey so he could match them with the patron.  
 
      
 
    After ten minutes, they had things back in order and the crowd began to thin out. Mikey leaned against the bar, taking a breath while he could. 
 
      
 
          ‘Christ, I was going under there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t worry, it gets easier’ she assured him. The poor guy had only been on the job for two weeks and it was his very first one to boot. Tilda couldn’t believe the sadism Dave had shown in shoving him up here alone. At eighteen, no one should have to do a corporate party. He was a sheep amongst the lions. 
 
      
 
          ‘Does it?’ he asked, somewhat eagerly. Tilda went to say yes, but then it hit her just how much she truly hated this job. It had been six months of being pissed off. She was officially done.  
 
      
 
          ‘Actually, you just get used to it. I don’t know that it really gets any easier.’  
 
      
 
          ‘Oh’ he said with a gulp. 
 
      
 
          ‘There’s other part time jobs for you while you get your degree. I suggest you think about getting one of them instead.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You think so?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But don’t do call centre. Or data entry. And never, ever, under any circumstances do fast food.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve had all those jobs?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Between travels, yes. But I think it might be time to get my backpack on again.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where will you go?’ Mikey asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dunno. Guess I’ll look at my bank balance and see what kind of ticket I can afford’ she shrugged. 
 
      
 
          ‘You don’t even know where you’re gonna go?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What difference does it make? Long as it’s not here.’ 
 
      
 
    With that, Tilda turned to the bar to see a woman standing waiting. She was sexy in an icy way, which wasn’t precisely Tilda’s bag of chips. 
 
      
 
          ‘What bourbons have you got?’ the woman asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Just the usual suspects. Jim Beam and Jack Daniels.’ 
 
      
 
    The woman sighed, thoroughly put out by the pedestrian nature of the bar and said ‘Fine. Double Jack. No ice.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda poured the drink and the woman took it, paying silently.  
 
      
 
          ‘You’re welcome, arsehole’ Tilda muttered under her breath as she watched the woman slide away.  
 
      
 
    A second woman appeared at the bar, wearing a black dress. She had a cute button nose, dark, wavy, auburn hair and deep set brown eyes. She didn’t seem too focused on getting a drink. She was watching the Ice Queen join some group of loudly laughing men at the other end of the room. Button Nose looked miserable. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey, what can I get you?’ Tilda asked the woman. She looked like she could do with a drink. 
 
      
 
          ‘Vodka orange, please’ Button Nose replied, not looking at Tilda. She couldn’t seem to get her gaze off the Ice queen.  
 
      
 
    Tilda knew that look. There was clearly some romantic history between the two women. And no doubt a bit of drama mixed in. She poured the drink and put it down. Sam began to fiddle with her purse. ‘How much?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘On the house’ Tilda said and Sam finally looked directly at her. She was tall and lean with large sparkly, blue eyes. Her blonde hair was in a messy ponytail and she looked like she couldn’t care less. Sam felt like it was the first time she’d looked at a woman other than Lara in the last three months and felt anything other than dead from the waist down. 
 
      
 
          ‘Really? Thanks’ Sam said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Tilda felt her own little crackle as the woman smiled at her.  
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve got a nice smile. You shouldn’t let anyone wipe it off your face. Even her’ she said and nodded at Lara. 
 
      
 
    Sam felt utterly naked at the comment from the stranger.  ‘Am I that see through?’ Sam asked, shocked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Like cellophane’ Tilda said with a cheeky grin. 
 
      
 
    Sam wondered if the woman was flirting with her. It was hard to know. ‘Easy Flirtation with a Stranger’ wasn’t something she could add to her romantic resume, presumably under Skills and Achievements. ‘Pines from Afar’ would have been a more accurate description.  
 
      
 
    But she was saved from her tongue tied embarrassment by Gary from accounts poling up to the bar. 
 
      
 
          ‘Err, I’d like two pints of bitter, a lager top, a gin and tonic, a Baileys…’ 
 
      
 
    Sam tutted. Poor Gary. He’d obviously been sent by the rest of the accounts department who were happy to take advantage of his good nature. And now whatever thin repartee Sam might have been able to summon was pointless. The hot bartender would be busy for a while. Sam wasn’t just gonna stand there like some desperate loser, waiting to see if the scrap of attention she’d been paid could be parlayed into anything else.  
 
      
 
          ‘Slow down there, cowboy’ Tilda said to the sweating man in front of her and then glanced over to where Button Nose had been standing. Gone. Shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was about eleven thirty and the party was winding down. Sam realised she was almost at the finish line. She’d managed to speak to most people there, ensuring that she didn’t offend anyone by missing them out.  
 
      
 
    She’d had a ‘fun’ conversation with her newish boss, Jack, who would no doubt be asked by the interview panel whether she was up to the job and therefore important to stay on the right side of. It had been tricky to skirt the weird line of personal conversation that didn’t tip the line into inappropriate, but she thought she’d just about pulled it off.  
 
      
 
    She’d even danced briefly. But she’d had the good sense to wait until about ten thirty, when the floor was full enough that she wouldn’t get too much focus while she did it. But she’d been seen to do it. Like you were supposed to. 
 
      
 
    She’d done everything you were meant to do at a party. Except enjoy it, obviously. But other than that, she had fulfilled the social contract.  
 
      
 
    All the while, of course, she’d had her eye out for Lara. She couldn’t help it. It felt like she was forever in her eye line, looking perfectly at ease amongst the top brass among whom she now made her home. 
 
      
 
    Even when Imogen slapped her hand and told her to stop it, that she should just relax and have another drink, it hadn’t helped at all. Relax? She could no sooner do that in a giant spider’s web. The metaphor was fitting. She’d always felt helpless with Lara. Not a victim, as such. She’d made her choice to punch above her weight during their seven months together, after all. But Sam had always felt like Lara didn’t want her like she’d wanted Lara. That she’d only ever deigned to be with her, wasting time till something better came along. 
 
      
 
    And then it did.  
 
      
 
    Lara got the news on a Tuesday that she’d got a job at the top. On the Wednesday, Sam got her own news. 
 
      
 
          ‘Seeing as I’m moving on, it’s probably a good time to finish things up here. You know, with us. I mean, it was never going to be anything, was it?’ Lara said over what Sam had thought was a celebratory lunch. But no, it was the old ‘Dump her in public so she can’t make a scene.’ And Sam didn’t make a scene. She took the news quietly. There was a certain inevitability to it, after all.   
 
      
 
    Lara got a promotion. And Sam got a demotion. She was moved down from girlfriend to nothing at all.  
 
      
 
    And now she was here, still stuck in quicksand while Lara moved onwards and upwards. And from the looks that Sam had seen coming all night from a young woman she’d been told was Lara’s new assistant, Lara had moved on in every respect. 
 
      
 
    And that’s what had made it feel so important for Sam to get a leg up in the company. The new job Sam was up for wasn’t Lara’s meteoric rise up the ranks, but it was forward momentum. Sam needed that more than anything right now. And at twenty-nine, she didn’t have forever to achieve it. It was time to fish or cut bait. And fish it would be. 
 
      
 
    Sam wondered if she should have spent the night doing something other than obsessing over Lara. Like ordering numerous drinks from the bar while trying to chat up the sexy bartender.  
 
      
 
    But that ship had no doubt sailed. It had been a brief frisson and it was gone.  
 
      
 
    Besides, the bartender had been hard at it all night, up to her eyes with the ever drunker crowd. Sam had gone up once or twice but she’d gotten a teenage boy instead.  
 
      
 
    The night was definitely coming up in the loss column.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The bartender in question, Tilda, was right now cleaning up the contents of a full bottle of vodka behind the bar, smashed by Mikey.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m a clumsy dickhead!’ Mikey stuttered. 
 
      
 
          ‘Accidents happen. It’s OK, mate.’ 
 
      
 
    But Mikey wasn’t comforted. ‘Dave’ll probably try and take it out of my pay, won’t he?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He’ll try. But don’t worry about it. I’ll tell him it breaches employment law.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Does it?’ Mikey asked, impressed by Tilda’s knowledge.  
 
      
 
    Tilda shrugged. ‘Dunno. Sounds convincing though, doesn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey’s confidence shrivelled back up. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know what? I need more rags. Can you hold down the fort while I grab some from the downstairs cupboard?’ Tilda asked, standing. 
 
      
 
    Mikey didn’t look happy about serving solo again but Tilda was in his corner and he was prepared to give it a try for her while she cleaned his mess. ‘Yeah. I can do it.’ He didn’t sound as if he believed it.  
 
      
 
          ‘Won’t be long’ Tilda promised the nervous boy. She stepped out from behind the bar and wandered through the crowd. She wondered briefly what had become of Button Nose. She was probably gone by now; the night was winding down. Wham’s Last Christmas was making that quite clear.  
 
      
 
    Tilda had thought she might see her back at the bar but it hadn’t happened. It was a disappointment but life was full of those. And now there was vodka soaking through the floorboards to be dealt with.  
 
      
 
    She ran downstairs to the cupboard, flying through the much quieter ground level bar, grabbing the rags while trying to avoid Dave. But the man had eyes in the back of his head. And as she headed for the stairs, his bleating voice punctured the peace of the dead bar. 
 
      
 
          ‘What do you need that for?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda sighed and turned. ‘Little accident.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If it’s a broken bottle, it’s coming out of your pay.’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey had nailed that one, Tilda thought. But you didn’t need to be Nostradamus to see it coming. Dave was a tight bastard. And even though this wasn’t really her problem, it was Mikey’s, Tilda wasn’t about to throw him under the bus. He was hanging on by a thread as it was.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s illegal, Dave.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Is it?’ Dave asked, sounding like the comment had disturbed him as much as Tilda had hoped it would. Luckily, even though Dave was the manager, he knew shit all about employment law. Mostly because he didn’t care. His word was law as far as The Brass Lantern was concerned.  
 
      
 
    But that didn’t mean Tilda couldn’t rattle his cage a little. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. I’ve got a friend who works for a union. She told me’ Tilda lied. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re in a union?’ he said, troubled by how this conversation was getting away from him. 
 
      
 
    Tilda let the merest smirk cross her face. ‘Not yet, Dave. Not yet. But maybe I’ll have a little meeting with the rest of the staff. See who else might think it’s time to get a bit organised.’ 
 
      
 
    A bead of sweat ran down Dave’s temple. But he wasn’t out yet. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, actually, I’ve had to give you several official warnings so I think this breakage is probably a sackable offence.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
          ‘You can’t do that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Who says? The union you’re not a member of yet? You’re sacked, effective immediately.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda rolled her eyes at herself. Well, that backfired. But then again, hadn’t she just been thinking about quitting? Still, it chafed her arse that Dave had beat her to it.  
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, Dave. Fuck it. You win. I’ll just say bye to Mikey and then I’m out.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda flew up the stairs, rags still in hand. She met a few people coming out of the door to the upper bar, sliding their coats on. The Ice Queen was among them. Tilda stood back to let them through and most of them muttered a thanks. Except for one person, Ice Queen. She brushed past Tilda like she didn’t exist, even nudging her back slightly with her bag. 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, very nice’ Tilda called after her, now firmly in the zone of not giving a shit. ‘But I suppose it’s your world. I just live in it’ Tilda added. The woman didn’t look back.  
 
      
 
    Tilda shook her head and pushed the door open. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam was long past ready to go. But as she watched Imogen getting chatted up by a warehouse guy, the one with the tattoo of a tiger running down his enormous bicep, she knew she wasn’t going anywhere soon.  
 
      
 
    She cursed herself for agreeing to share a taxi with Imogen. It was always like this. She’d agree a time to go and then some guy would pop up as they were about to leave, now ready to chat Imogen up after a night of drinking. Imogen pretended not to love it but the fact she’d let it drag on told Sam otherwise. And she’d be stuck waiting, getting more pissed off by the second.  
 
      
 
          ‘Sod this. I’m going for a wee’ Sam muttered. Imogen didn’t hear her. She was squeezing the man’s arm and saying ‘Bench press 150 pounds? Really?’ as if she had any idea what he was talking about or what the hell bench pressing was. 
 
      
 
    Sam headed for the toilets next to the bar.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda was in the midst of letting Mikey have a little cry on her arm upon finding out she’d been sacked and that it was his fault. ‘I don’t mind. I was gonna leave anyway’ 
 
    she tried to console the boy. 
 
      
 
          ‘But, but…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He’s a twat and I pushed my luck. It wasn’t really the vodka bottle that did it.’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey wiped his tears away and sobbed ‘I’ll miss you. You were the only cool person I met here.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I like you too’ Tilda said fondly. ‘Let’s keep in touch. What’s your number?’ 
 
      
 
    She and Mikey got out their phones and Mikey began to recite his number.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hang on, I don’t know how to use this thing yet. Only got it this morning.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I can do it, I used to have that one.’ 
 
      
 
    She handed him her phone and he began to input. As she watched him, something in her peripheral vision made her turn and she saw someone waltz past the bar, headed for the toilets. Button Nose. As Tilda watched her go, she knew she wanted at least one good thing to come out of this shitty night.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hold that thought’ she threw out to Mikey and headed after her. 
 
      
 
    Sam headed into the small walkway that led onto the various bathrooms. Just as she put a hand on the door to the ladies, she heard a voice say ‘Hey’ from behind her. She turned, not sure if the person was addressing her. But she was. It was the bartender.   
 
      
 
          ‘Where have you been all night? I’ve been looking out for you’ Tilda asked Sam, naughty intrigue in her voice.  
 
      
 
    Sam’s mouth dropped open. She had no clue how to answer the question anyway, but she was mostly mute from the surprise of finding out that the bartender was interested to know. ‘Oh, erm, you know, around’ Sam finally managed to push out.  
 
      
 
          ‘Around?’ Tilda said as she walked down the walkway toward a frozen-in-fear Sam. ‘How very mysterious.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t think anyone’s ever called me that before.’ 
 
      
 
    Now they were standing together in the small walkway, just a few centimetres from each other. Sam fought the urge to take a nervous step back. Instead, she settled for looking away and playing nervously with her hair. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, you’ve earned the title of Woman of Mystery’ Tilda replied. ‘One minute you were there and then you vanished.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam couldn’t understand what was happening. Had the hot bartender really taken this level of notice of her whereabouts through the evening? 
 
      
 
          ‘You looked busy, so…’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda sensed that the woman was a little jumpy and if she didn’t make a move soon, she would probably leg it. She decided to stop buggering about. Cards on table time.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, when a girl buys you a drink, she doesn’t do it out of the goodness of her heart.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. She’s hoping to get you talking.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What for?’ Sam asked, genuinely bewildered. 
 
      
 
    Tilda chose not to answer the question, instead sticking her hand out. ‘I’m Tilda, by the way.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam took the hand and said her own name quietly.  
 
      
 
          ‘How was your night then. Fun?’ Tilda asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘No, not really’ Sam replied with uncharacteristic honesty. But Tilda seemed like a no-bullshit type and she’d already clocked the ex-drama. ‘I’ve just been trying not to embarrass myself in front of my ex. Not to mention my boss, who pretty much decides how my future at the company goes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s a lot of power for someone to have over you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘True. Big interview on Tuesday so I guess we’ll see which way his thumb swings then.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve got an interview on Christmas Eve? That’s cruel and unusual punishment if you ask me.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, it’s not great.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So all in all, this party has probably bitten pretty hard.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam nodded, relieved to be able to drop the façade of the fun loving party goer. ‘It really has.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s funny how organised fun never usually turns out to be that fun, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam laughed. That was what it all came down to. Why did no one else at the party seem to admit that truth to themselves? They’d all behaved as though they were having the time of their lives. And it wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t. 
 
      
 
          ‘How about your night? Busy, I’m guessing?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda paused and then said ‘Actually…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda! What are you still doing here?’ Tilda and Sam turned around to see Dave standing beyond the hallway. His face was a shade of red that Tilda had seen many times. He was at full rage. ‘I want you out. You might be nicking stuff up here!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Calm your tits, Dave. I’ve got no interest in making off with the Sambuca. I’m going in a second!’ 
 
      
 
    She turned back to Sam and said ‘Well, as you’ve no doubt figured out, I just got the sack and I suppose I’m about to be ejected from the premises. Bloody drama queen’ she said, nodding at Dave in the distance, stomping toward them. They had seconds before he reached them. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’ve been sacked?!’ Sam exclaimed.  
 
      
 
          ‘Yep. So I guess this is goodbye’ she said and then happened to glance up. And there it was, the very thing. A green sprig and a few red berries. Mistletoe. Tilda felt that if there was such a thing as a Christmas miracle, it was hanging over her head right now. 
 
      
 
    Sam saw where her eyes went and took in the mistletoe too. She looked back at Tilda, their eyes connected and something passed between them. And then it was happening. Tilda’s lips on hers. Sam felt her head go light and electricity shooting through her veins.  
 
      
 
    A moment of magic. But it couldn’t last. 
 
      
 
    Abruptly, Tilda’s lips were wrenched away and Sam realised Tilda was being dragged out of the hall by the angry bar manager. 
 
      
 
          ‘Merry Christmas, Button Nose!’ Tilda shouted at Sam, who gaped as she watched Tilda pulled out of view. She heard one last thing as she vanished from view, pulled downstairs. It was the manager saying ‘Who the hell do you think you are, kissing the customers?’ and the distant reply from Tilda. ‘I regret nothing!’ 
 
      
 
    And then she was gone. Sam was left alone underneath the mistletoe, knocked on her arse by the brief kiss.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Four 
 
    22nd December 
 
      
 
    Sam awoke the next morning and wondered if the ending to her night had been a dream. It seemed such an unlikely end to a suck-fest of an evening, it could surely only be her sleepy brain trying to correct it somehow.  
 
      
 
    But once she’d had a cup of tea and replayed it in her mind, it was clear to her that it had really happened. In amongst the general mundane horrors of the evening, which included finding out that Lara would be at her interview, as well as an ill-advised conga line, a sexy woman had planted one on her.  
 
      
 
    Sam considered the kiss as she sat in her flat. Luckily, it was Sunday and she had the day to languish and contemplate.  
 
      
 
    She and the bartender, Tilda, had barely exchanged a few words. She didn’t know her at all. In fact, the one thing she knew about her was a red flag. In the course of the evening, Tilda had somehow managed to get herself sacked in spectacular fashion. It didn’t exactly scream ‘Girlfriend material.’ 
 
      
 
    Yet still, the kiss. It had been a humdinger. It couldn’t have lasted more than a second or two. But it had stirred Sam.  
 
      
 
    And then Sam noticed something. It was lunchtime. And she hadn’t thought about Lara in hours. That had to be a record. Lara had been haunting Sam for the last few post-break-up months, occupying her mind at any lax second. She’d been like some succubus, draining Sam’s ability to think about anything else.  
 
      
 
    But not this morning. She’d been free. And that was because she’d been thinking about Tilda. Only a few minutes of interaction and the briefest of lip locks and it had drawn her mind toward Tilda like a compass finding North. 
 
      
 
    That swung it. Sam knew she had to find Tilda. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda, the object of Sam’s musings, had not gotten up quite as early. Twelve o’clock and she was only just coming to. She might have slumbered even deeper into the afternoon if not for a sharp rap at her bedroom door. 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda! It’s lunchtime! Getup!’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda awoke, fuzzy and irritated. Who was demanding her consciousness? 
 
      
 
    Another sharp rap and she knew who it was. Her father. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I need you to come to the garden centre with me. Those fertiliser bags are heavy and it’ll take two people.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, I work nights’ Tilda called from under her duvet. ‘You understand that means I sleep late, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You came in at about twelve thirty last night. I don’t think that constitutes sleeping into the afternoon. Now get your arse up. When you don’t pay rent, this is the price. No such thing as a free lunch.’ 
 
      
 
    It was no good, Tilda realised. Her Dad wasn’t going to let up.  
 
      
 
          ‘Fine! Give me ten minutes and I’ll be down.’ 
 
      
 
    That seemed to assuage him. Tilda closed her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the cycle went into repeat. 
 
      
 
          ‘TILDA!’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda’s eyes flew open and she jumped out of bed before she was fully awake. ‘Is it a fire!?’ she screamed. The door opened and her Dad filled the doorway. He was a big guy with a big beard and normally gentle eyes. But they weren’t gentle right now. He was livid. 
 
      
 
    Chris Banks looked at his twenty-eight-year-old daughter, on her feet but still mostly asleep, having thrown her Power Rangers duvet cover onto the floor, which Chris had been trying to throw out for years with little success. It wasn’t what he’d hoped for from his child. He’d imagined that by the time he reached retirement, which had happened a few months ago, Tilda would be an ambitious young woman, making her way in the world. Not a job hopping layabout, still sleeping in her childhood bedroom, wearing a onesie at the scrag end of her twenties.   
 
      
 
          ‘Get dressed. We’re leaving in two minutes!’ Chris instructed. 
 
      
 
    This time, the order stuck. Tilda pulled on some jeans and a t-shirt and sloped down the stairs. It wasn’t worth being screamed at again for a few minutes more sleep.   
 
      
 
    As she hit the last step, her father thrust a travel mug of coffee into her hand, saying ‘Drink it in the car.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda followed him dutifully out to the blue Yaris and plopped herself in the front, watching her Dad start the engine. 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s the rush? It’s winter. Stuff doesn’t even grow now, does it?’ Tilda said and took a deep glug of the coffee, feeling her brain beginning to shake the sleep off.  
 
      
 
    Chris rolled his eyes and pulled out of the space and onto the road. ‘Precisely. I’m planting my daffs now, ready for spring. It’s called planning in advance.’ 
 
      
 
    It was really only then, as the caffeine hit Tilda’s system, that she began to remember the previous night. Two things stuck out. She’d been fired, that was the big one. But coming a close second, snogging a woman with a cute nose called Sam under the mistletoe.  
 
      
 
    The firing didn’t make her feel great. But the second thing almost cancelled it out. It had been an unexpected delight. Practically worth the sacking. 
 
      
 
    But then Tilda realised with horror that she hadn’t gotten Sam’s phone number. She would likely never see her again. 
 
      
 
    As Chris pulled into the garden centre, Tilda was filled with disappointment. She didn’t know Sam at all really but the brief kiss had done a lot of talking.  
 
      
 
    And then Tilda realised something else. Her phone. She’d left it with Mikey. She’d completely forgotten to get it back as Dave had dragged her out of the pub.  
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, can we swing by the Lantern after this?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What for? You’re not working today, are you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No. Actually, I got the sack.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yep.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda! Again?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter. I was gonna quit anyway. I’ve been thinking about going back to Oz.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked at his daughter in utter bafflement. ‘As in Dorothy and the ruby slippers?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, Dad. Australia.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris was relieved. His daughter was flighty but not barmy. It was some sort of comfort, he supposed.  
 
      
 
          ‘And how are you going to afford that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I could probably swing the ticket and then I guess I’ll find some work out there.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That all sounds very vague.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve done it before.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, when you were nineteen. And then twenty-three. And twenty-five. When’s it going to end?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t really see why it has to.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda’s Dad went silent, wonderfully stumped for the moment. But Tilda knew it couldn’t last. Her father had spent the best years of his life selling insurance and waiting till now, at retirement age, to enjoy his life. Which apparently included visiting gardening centres. Tilda knew that wasn’t for her. She felt she was likely only going to get one go round on the planet, so why did she have to do the whole settling down thing if she didn’t really want it? What was the point? 
 
      
 
    But Chris would never get it. He was old school. Practically old testament. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s about building a life, Tilda. You don’t have forever to do it’ Chris finally said, his composure regained. 
 
      
 
          ‘What is it I’m supposed to be building?’ Tilda asked with a head shake. ‘I don’t want anything other than what I’ve got.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And what’s that?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Freedom.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris snorted. ‘Sleeping in your Dad’s house is not freedom. It’s actually the opposite. Now, if you’d made a living and gotten a mortgage, that would be freedom.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Are you serious?!’ Tilda said, starting to get angry. She’d only been awake for half an hour and she was having to account for her life choices to her father. Again. She shouldn’t have engaged with it, she knew. But she couldn’t help herself. ‘Freedom? Tied to a job and a bank loan?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, right now, you’re tied to me for a roof over your head. Do you think that’s OK at twenty-eight?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you think it’s OK to wait forty years to go to a garden centre?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked at her in bafflement. ‘What the hell are you talking about?!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Tilda went off the deep end of parent-child relationships in the car park of the garden centre, Sam was at The Brass Lantern, having her own frustrating conversation with the manager. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I’m not asking for a home address. I realise you can’t give that out. But maybe just a phone number. Actually, a last name would do.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That little madam has been making my life hell since I hired her. So, no. I’m not about to help her with her love life.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam started to blush. This was more detail than she wanted to get into with this awful man. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not about anything like that-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No? So you weren’t the woman I saw snogging Tilda near the toilets?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam had no answer to that. 
 
      
 
          ‘You want to be ashamed of yourself! This is a bar, not a bloody brothel. Having your company party here doesn’t entitle you to take those sort of liberties with the bar staff, you know.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam knew it was pointless but she was starting to get pissed off with the manager who for some reason had decided to slut shame her for a peck under the mistletoe.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m pretty sure you’d sacked her by then so she wasn’t on the staff. If you want to get technical’ she shot back. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, and I couldn’t be more pleased if this is the sort of thing she thinks is alright in the workplace.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam sighed. This was a waste of time. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright then. Thanks for your help.’ 
 
      
 
    She walked out of the pub. 
 
      
 
    Out on the street, she racked her brains. There had to be some other way of tracking Tilda down. But what was it? Nothing came. Perhaps this dead end was all there was. Sam was no private detective. She had no idea what came next. It was probably time to give up. She’d tried her best and it had come to nothing. It shouldn’t have been a surprise. She didn’t live in some fairy tale where a kiss under the mistletoe led to some beautiful romance. Life didn’t work like that. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hang on!’ a voice said from behind her. It was a skinny young guy in the uniform of the Lantern. Sam remembered him from last night, manning the bar badly.  
 
      
 
    Mikey stepped out of the pub, looked back over his shoulder to check his boss wasn’t watching his mutiny. ‘Did you say you were looking for Tilda?’ 
 
      
 
    Was this a break? 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes! Can you help me?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Possibly. But I have to ask what you want her for? You might be, err…’ he trailed off, not wanting to say something insulting. 
 
      
 
    Sam realised it was a reasonable question. ‘I met her last night, at my company function. And we sort of… hit it off’ she added euphemistically. ‘I just need her phone number. I’m not some mad stalker, I promise. I just want to get in touch.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess I could give you her number…’ 
 
      
 
    Sam smiled. ‘Oh, wonderful.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘…But it wouldn’t do you any good.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a phone. ‘She left her phone behind.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam’s shoulders dropped. ‘Oh no.’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey considered. 
 
      
 
          ‘You know what, though. If I gave you the phone, you could probably call some people in her phone book and track her down.’ 
 
      
 
    He offered the mobile. Sam took it hesitantly. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re fine with giving me her phone? What if I really am some crazy stalker?’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey laughed. ‘I reckon Tilda could handle you. And when you find her, can you tell her thanks. She’s a total hero.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘A hero?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah’ Mikey said, leaning in so as not to be overheard. ‘She took the blame for me last night. That’s why she lost her job.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam’s mouth fell open. ‘She got the sack for you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What a legend, right? Tell her I finished putting my number in there as well.’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey skipped back off to the pub and Sam was left with Tilda’s phone. It wasn’t exactly what she’d been hoping for. But it wasn’t the brick wall she’d been looking at a few minutes ago. 
 
      
 
    It was something. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘You gave my phone away!?’ Tilda said to Mikey, two hours later in the alleyway outside the bar, while her Dad waited in his car. ‘What on earth possessed you to do that, you spanner!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She said she was trying to find you and I…’ Mikey stopped. Now that he thought about it, it had been kind of stupid. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time’ he said, but it was weak justification. 
 
      
 
    Tilda shook her head in disbelief. But what was done was done. ‘Well, who was this person?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I…’ Mikey realised he hadn’t actually gotten a name. ‘…I don’t know.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Mikey, no offense but this was a real fucktard move.’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey shrugged apologetically. ‘I see that now.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Guess I’ll just have to get a new phone. Fuck, I only just got that one, too’ Tilda said, irritated. But looking at Mikey’s long face, it was hard to stay mad at him. ‘Don’t worry about it, mate. It’s not a big deal.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I keep ruining your life, don’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda ruffled his hair. ‘It was just a phone. Don’t sweat it.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda turned to leave. Mikey remembered something. ‘She did say one thing, though. She said you met last night and that you hit it off.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda turned, hope in her heart. ‘Did she have auburn hair and a button nose?!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Err.. Yeah. I guess so. I mean I didn’t get a good look at her nose or anything…’ 
 
      
 
    Sam, her mistletoe kisser. It had to be. ‘She was at the function. What company was it? Maybe I can find her that way.’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey shook his head. ‘Dunno. Something sales-ey, I think. Does that help?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Not in the slightest.’ 
 
      
 
    Then Tilda realised she didn’t need the company name. She had a much easier way to track Sam down.  
 
      
 
          ‘Thanks Mikey. You may not be a total fucktard after all!’ she said and ran off down the alley.  
 
      
 
    Mikey watched her running and smiled to himself. He wasn’t a total fucktard. It was the nicest thing anyone had said to him all day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam was back in her flat, looking down at the phone. This was tricky.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t sure if the phone had a lock on it, but if it didn’t, she was in pretty dicey territory right now. She didn’t want to invade Tilda’s privacy. But on the other hand, it was her only lead.  
 
      
 
    Sam took a deep breath and double tapped on the phone’s black screen. It sprung to life. Tilda’s lock screen was a photo, it looked like a real one, as opposed to some generic pre-loaded picture. It was a shot of a landscape. It didn’t look like anywhere in England, it was clearly a different country. There were enormous sand dunes, many of them, disappearing into the horizon, as though infinite. On one of the closest dunes, about mid-way down, was a group of people lying face down, slipping down the dunes on boards, apparently surfing the sand. Swathes of sand flew out from underneath the boards as the people zoomed along, joy and fear in their faces. 
 
      
 
    Sam didn’t even realise that people did this but looking at the photo, it made a kind of sense. Was this something Tilda was into? It was strange, Sam had tapped the phone’s screen only hoping to get in, but instead she’d been given an insight into the woman she was pursuing. It was slightly thrilling.  
 
      
 
    She swiped the screen upward, fully expecting to run into a password screen. She promised herself that if that were the case, she would leave it at that. But the password screen never came. The phone simply opened up onto the main homepage. She was in. 
 
      
 
    The first thing she did was go to the phone book to see what numbers might be in there. 
 
      
 
    But it was completely empty, but for Mikey’s number. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda climbed into the car. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, I need your phone.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked up from his Guardian newspaper. 
 
      
 
          ‘What for?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I need to call myself.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ll explain in a minute. Just gimme your phone.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris had no idea what was going on but that wasn’t unusual with his daughter. He handed her the phone. Tilda scrolled his phone book and found her name. She hit dial and waited. 
 
      
 
          ‘The mobile phone you are calling is unavailable’ said a flat woman’s voice. 
 
      
 
          ‘What the fuck?’ Tilda cried. ‘Dad, why doesn’t it work to call my mobile?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked at his daughter. ‘Is this the one you lost last year on the train or the one you left in your pocket that went in the washing machine?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda slapped her forehead. ‘I never gave you my new number, did I? I didn’t even get a chance to note it down for myself.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris tutted. ‘If you got a contract, you could keep the same number even if you lose the phone, you realise that, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes, father!’ Tilda cried, pissed off. The man never, ever missed a chance for a dig. ‘I realise that! But I can’t sign up for a twenty-four-month contract, can I? What if I’m not around as long as that? I’m paying for something I can’t use in…. Botswana!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Botswana?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Or wherever!’ 
 
      
 
    Chris took a breath, curbing the urge to lecture further. His daughter was more than ordinarily annoyed about the loss of the phone, which was not a new experience for her. What was so special about this phone? 
 
      
 
          ‘Just get another one like you usually do.’ 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t the loss of the phone that Tilda was annoyed about. She’d thought it might lead her to Sam. And now there was no way that it could. 
 
      
 
          ‘It wasn’t the phone, Dad.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Then what on earth was it?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda wondered whether or not she could be bothered to explain things to her Dad. It was a convoluted story with a ridiculous conclusion. How could her Dad ever understand about the mistletoe moment? 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it just wasn’t meant to be, she thought. 
 
      
 
          ‘Look, let’s just go home-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda’ Chris sighed. ‘What is it?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Just forget it. It doesn’t really matter.’ 
 
      
 
    But Chris was a stubborn mule. And he’d gotten his teeth into the topic. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not starting this car until you tell me what’s so important about that phone.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, I promise you, you will not care about any of this.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?’ 
 
      
 
    So Tilda, with no choice, explained what had happened. It was a short story. She’d met a woman and kissed her. And now the woman had come looking for and ended up with her phone. And Tilda wanted to see her again. 
 
      
 
    Chris thought about it for a moment. Tilda was right, his instinct was to consider the whole thing quite silly. But he’d been rowing with his daughter all morning and the sour mood in the car was getting rather toxic. He saw himself from his daughter’s point of view for a second and he didn’t much like what he saw. It was the same thing his wife had been telling him for the entirety of their marriage, right up until she left him in the home they’d shared for thirty-one years to cohabitate with that ridiculous hippy who ran the organic food shop. That he was a ‘stick in the mud’, a grump with no sense of fun. 
 
      
 
    Chris glanced back at his boot, where the fertiliser poked out. It was a vision of the future. All that lay before him in his retirement was gardening, crosswords and comfy chairs.  
 
      
 
    That was the kicker. He turned back to his daughter. 
 
      
 
          ‘OK. let’s look at this logically. Where did you buy the phone?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What does that matter?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Because if I’m going to help you find her, that might be a good place to start.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re going to help me?’ Tilda exclaimed, amazed. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m a gentlemen of leisure now, might as well be of use. It’s a Sunday so the shops will be shutting pretty soon. But tomorrow, we’ll see what we can do about finding this Sam.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eight 
 
      
 
    23rd December 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Monday morning, the day before Christmas Eve and a normal workday for Sam. Sunday had pretty much been a washout. She’d gotten the phone and been so certain it was the key to unlocking the mystery of how to find Tilda. 
 
      
 
    But it was a bust. The phone was empty of anything except one phone number. And since Sam wasn’t looking to hook up with the goofy young barman with the butterfingers, it wasn’t much use. Tilda was lost forever.  
 
      
 
    Sam tried to tell herself that it probably wasn’t going to turn into anything anyway. It had been a simple moment of opportunity, a ships that pass in the night kind of deal. She didn’t know Tilda and Tilda didn’t know her. What could you really tell from a brief kiss? 
 
      
 
    It was time to forget Tilda’s lips. And the sparkly blue eyes. Time to get back to normal life. The interview was coming up. That was where Sam’s head needed to be now. Not up in the clouds. 
 
      
 
          ‘I just want to say one thing to you. And that thing is that Jake is a total animal in the sack’ Imogen said as she sat down at her desk across from Sam, by way of a greeting. 
 
      
 
    Sam sighed. ‘I never understand why people use the term animal as a sexual compliment. Have you ever watched a nature documentary? Very wham bam. It’s not exactly geared toward pleasuring the female of the species. And when it’s over, the male buggers off to eat an antelope.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, thanks for defecating on my cornflakes, Samantha. I can always rely on you to find the downer.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam rolled her eyes at herself. ‘Sorry, ignore me. I’m just… Never mind. Anyway, who’s Jake?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘The warehouse man from the party, with the tattoo. We went out last night. And I still can’t walk straight.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m very pleased for you’ Sam said, trying to sound genuine. It all seemed to come so easy for Imogen. It was hard not to feel a dash of envy occasionally. But then, Imogen had different priorities, Sam reminded herself. She didn’t overthink everything. She just rolled with things. 
 
      
 
    And Sam had made a stab at rolling with it, by pursuing a sexy stranger. But she’d fallen at the first hurdle. Perhaps it wasn’t all that easy to be easy.  
 
      
 
          ‘Something’s up with you, isn’t it? I can tell. You’ve got a face like… what’s that expression you working class types use? A smacked arse?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No one has been smacking my arse, thanks’ Sam replied as she opened up a spreadsheet. Imogen would get bored soon. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is it Lara? It’s Lara, isn’t it? 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s not Lara’ Sam replied as she scrolled mindlessly up and down the spreadsheet. She couldn’t remember why she’d actually decided to open it. Probably just to look busy until Imogen stopped sniffing about for gossip. 
 
      
 
          ‘Ahh, so it is something?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s nothing. Now why don’t you tell me the details of your sexual adventures with the biceps that are attached to that man?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ha, you must think I’m stupid. You never want to hear about that kind of thing. What’s going on, Sam. Spill!’ 
 
      
 
    Damn the woman. She was a dog with a bone. But perhaps that was a quality that might be of use, Sam realised. She’d had been trying to go this thing alone but maybe what she needed was a fresh perspective.  
 
      
 
          ‘Imogen?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Say you met someone...’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Ooh, this has potential. Is this a cute someone? Perhaps a someone whose knickers we might want to get into?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam was beginning to regret this already but it was too late. In for a penny… 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, yes. All of that business.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen clapped her hands together happily. 
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, enough of that’ Sam commanded. ‘Anyway, say after you met this person, you sort of… lost track of them. And you didn’t know any details about them except their first name.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess I would ask around and try and find out their phone number-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dead end. Trust me’ Sam broke in. 
 
      
 
          ‘OK. I suppose then I’d head to the internet, weasel them out that way.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But I don’t have a last name.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s the first name?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen goggled at Sam. ‘Her name is Tilda?! For god’s sakes, Sam! It’s a semi-unusual name. You could probably find her in about five minutes on Facebook.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But I’m not on it. I de-activated a while back.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘When?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t know. When did Katie Holmes marry Tom Cruise? I think it was around then.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Jesus wept. How can you be this techno-illiterate?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Years of arduous practise. I don’t like social networking. It’s all the terrible grammar and the bragging. Drives me nuts.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, from the sounds of it, you’re going to need the internet’s help so you’d better make friends with it again. Now, come over here and let’s find this woman.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam stood and went around to Imogen’s desk. Imogen was making it all sound so easy but she tried not to get her hopes up. She’d already had enough disappointment over this. 
 
      
 
    But Imogen was bang on. She put the name and the city in and that took the number to a searchable amount. After a couple of minutes of scrolling through pictures, there she was. The messy blonde hair, the mischievous smile and the sparkly blue eyes. Tilda Banks. 
 
      
 
          ‘Imogen. You’re a genius.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen looked at her with the devil in her eyes. ‘It’s a private account, not visible to the general public. You have to have an account to look at it. You know what you have to do now, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam looked at Imogen in horror. ‘No. God, no. Please tell me there’s some other way?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry, my darling. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do to save you from your fate. You’re going to have to re-activate your Facebook account.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda and Chris were in line in the second hand electronics chain, Good As New Tech, waiting to speak to someone. The shop was standing room only. With just a few days till Christmas, the place was heaving with people who had come to buy cut rate gifts. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, I don’t think this is going to work.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris sighed and turned in the small space they had in the long queue. ‘What do I always tell you?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda shrugged. ‘Lots of things. Can you narrow it down a bit?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If you don’t ask…’ he trailed off, hoping she’d pick up the sentence, which she dutifully did. ‘If you don’t ask, you don’t get’ Tilda chanted. ‘Alright, I guess it can’t hurt. But it’s nuts in here. I doubt anyone’s gonna want to take the time to help me meet some girl…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda’ Chris laughed. ‘Don’t be daft. We’re not going to put it like that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh. What are we going to say?’ 
 
      
 
    Just then, Tilda and Chris found themselves at the front of the queue. Whatever Chris had up his sleeve, Tilda would have to follow his lead.  
 
      
 
          ‘Oh’ Chris cried out as he leant on the counter ‘Thank god, a human!’ The tattooed young woman behind the counter, whose name tag read Cleo, looked slightly surprised to be addressed as such. But Chris wasn’t done.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve been on the phone to your company all day and I can’t seem to get anywhere. I’m here to appeal to you, face to face, in the hopes that you’ll break out of your corporate identity and see a plea for help. One human to another.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Okkaaay…’ Cleo said, obviously wondering where this was going. ‘What’s the problem?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘My daughter, she bought a phone from here. And then some bastard stole it.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda felt this was probably her moment to give Cleo a smile, introducing herself as the daughter in question. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, alright, but how can we-’ Cleo began. 
 
      
 
          ‘The thing is, the phone was bought from here and she put in a…’ he turned to Tilda ‘Is it a burner sim?’ Tilda nodded. ‘So it’s not registered to anyone. And we never got a chance to note the number. Because then her waters broke.’ 
 
      
 
    Cleo gave a little gasp. As did Tilda. She reminded herself that none of this should be a surprise to her, as the person whose waters had apparently spilled. She quickly slapped a poker face on. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, of course, we used the phone to take photos and videos of little Sophie’s first moments. We actually got a snap of her coming out’ Chris went on. 
 
      
 
    Cleo glanced at Tilda with a questioning look and Tilda could tell what she was thinking. ‘Don’t worry’ she assured the girl. ‘We got a nurse to take that one.’ 
 
      
 
    Cleo nodded, relieved.  
 
      
 
    Chris continued his tale. ‘So, just as we were leaving the hospital, some utter bastard slipped the phone out of her bag, which was hanging on a wheelchair by the way, and now all those photos and videos of the baby’s first moments in the world are gone unless we can track the phone down. And we have no idea how to do it!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And it didn’t upload to the cloud?’ Cleo asked reasonably. 
 
      
 
    Chris was thrown. ‘The what?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nope’ Tilda replied, stepping in. ‘Barely had the thing out of the box, wasn’t set up for it’. Luckily, even though her dad might not have seen that question coming, it had crossed her mind as he wove his tale.  
 
      
 
    Cleo thought for a moment and Tilda was pleased to see that she actually seemed invested.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, give me your receipt and let me see if I can find the record of it.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda pulled the receipt out of her wallet. Chris had made sure she found it before they’d ventured out and even though Tilda had fought him, she was glad she had acquiesced. He obviously had some idea about how this was going to go down, Tilda had to admit.  
 
      
 
    Cleo took the receipt and checked the details, tapping her screen. ‘OK, I’ve got the record of the phone. And there is one thing you could try. If the person who owned the phone before you had it registered, you can still track it from their account. As long as they haven’t de-activated.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘We can? That’s amazing.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘But the thing is’ Cleo added, ‘it’s illegal for me to give you that person’s details.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked to Tilda apologetically but she shook head to let him know it was OK. They’d tried. 
 
      
 
    But Cleo leaned over the counter and gestured for Chris and Tilda to meet her, which they did, curious. Amid the din, there was no way anyone could overhear them. 
 
      
 
          ‘But if I just left the details of the phone up on my screen, which included a name and address of its previous owner, and then I turned to get something from behind the counter, and I happened to nudge my screen around as I did it… well, I can’t be expected to know if you looked. It’s rammed in here!’ 
 
      
 
    Chris smiled and tipped an unnecessarily pantomime wink at Cleo. Gotcha’ he said. Tilda rolled her eyes. He’d been so close to being cool for a second.  
 
      
 
    Cleo said loudly ‘I’ll just check if we’ve got that model’ and then turned around, giving the screen a shove in the process and it swung as predicted. Tilda quickly read the name and address of her mobile’s previous owner and then said loudly ‘Never mind, Cleo. I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want that one. Got everything I need.’ 
 
      
 
    Cleo turned back from her ‘search’ and said ‘Okey dokey. Best of luck.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris and Tilda ran from the shop. 
 
      
 
          ‘Did you get-’  
 
      
 
          ‘Shh!’ Tilda stopped him ‘I’m trying to keep this address memorised. Twenty-two, Cherry Lane, Gillian Stamford. Twenty-two, Cherry Lane, Gillian Stamford. Twenty-two, Cherry Lane, Gillian Stamford… 
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘For god’s sakes, she hasn’t been on this thing in years. And there’s practically no information on her at all. No email address, nothing. I just can’t catch a break!’ Sam exploded. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the office looked around as Sam’s voice rang clear in the quiet of the workplace. Sam ducked her head down in embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    Imogen continued to scroll but it was clear that Tilda hadn’t updated in a few years. Her last update had been two years ago and it had read;  
 
      
 
    Fiji’s gorgeous but my legs are currently not. Why do mosquito’s love me so much? 
 
      
 
    It had been accompanied by a series of snaps of Tilda engaged in riotous fun on the island. Kite surfing, snorkelling, up to her neck in a mud bath. And it wasn’t just Fiji, there were pictures from all over the globe. Hong Kong, Morocco, various bits of North and South America. She’d been all over the place. 
 
      
 
    It was the kind of travelling that Sam had never done. She was more of a city break girl.  
 
      
 
    Sam’s last trip had been to Prague for the weekend with Lara. It had been their one and only break together. She’d booked it as a surprise, imagining a romantic getaway that would finally get Lara’s full focus on her. Sam had hoped that if it went well, she could drop the L bomb. She’d just prayed that Lara would say it back. Maybe then they could move things up to the next level of the relationship.  
 
      
 
    But it hadn’t gone that way.  
 
      
 
    Lara had spent the whole weekend on her phone, basically still at work. ‘It’s not my fault, Sam. I didn’t know you were going to spring this on me, did I? I can’t just drop everything at a moment’s notice’ she’d explained when Sam had asked her to switch the phone off for a few hours. 
 
      
 
    As Sam replayed that weekend in her head, she realised something that hadn’t really crossed her mind before.  
 
      
 
    Lara was boring. 
 
      
 
    Yes, she was gorgeous, coiffed and confident. But when you got past all that, she didn’t really have much of a sense of humour and she was obsessed with her job. And perhaps if Lara had been a brain surgeon or a marine biologist, that might have made sense. But she was a manager in a company that sold boxes of broken biscuits (currently two for a pound) and five-year-old home vajazzle kits. What kind of person could get so caught up in that? 
 
      
 
    Answer: A dull one. 
 
      
 
    So what had Sam really had with her? What had blinded her so thoroughly to the truth? The answer she was left with was pretty stark. It had been sex. Nothing more. 
 
      
 
    As Sam looked at these pictures of a very different kind of life, she couldn’t help putting them next to what she was starting to see boiled down to a fairly squalid fling with her boss. And it was depressing.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hey’ Imogen said, interrupting the maudlin flow of Sam’s thoughts. She was deeply grateful. 
 
      
 
          ‘What? Did she update?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, but I noticed this page that she’s liked, Up the Wall, it’s a climbing place.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And I thought I saw a photo album called …’ Imogen clicked back and found what she was looking for ‘…yes, here it is. Up the Wall.’ 
 
      
 
    They clicked through the album and there was Tilda on the climbing wall, spread eagled, holding onto the brightly clouted grips on the wall. It was marked 2012. They clicked the next one and it was her again, on the same wall, but the date was 2013. They kept clicking through and the dates moved forward up until one dated just a few months ago.  
 
      
 
          ‘You realise this place is just around the corner, don’t you?’ Imogen said. 
 
      
 
    Sam looked at her. 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you saying?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s obviously spent a lot of time here, we should go and talk to them, see if they have an address.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sam! How’s it going with that shipment of frozen cereal boxes with the misprint? We need to nail that down ASAP. Could be a big seller.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen and Sam turned in surprise at the sound of their line manager Jack’s voice. Sam felt immediately guilty, as though she’d been caught talking in the back of class. She had a mad impulse to tell the truth. The cereal hadn’t really been at the front of her mind. It had been filled instead with Fiji, mosquitos and rock climbing. Not to mention what had basically been a series of snaps of Tilda’s rear end as she scaled the wall. And it was world class. But Sam knew that wouldn’t go down very well with Jack. He was a stressed out guy at the best of times.  
 
      
 
    But Imogen’s bluster saved the day. ‘Come on, boss! How can we be expected to work with you breathing down our necks like this! Sam’s on it, like she always is.’ 
 
      
 
    Jack, who’d been a bit frightened of Imogen since he’d taken over Lara’s job, immediately shrank back saying ‘Of course, keep up the good work, Sam. And I know you’ll walk it tomorrow. In fact, I’ve heard some positive rumblings about your chances.’ 
 
      
 
    For a second, Sam had no idea what tomorrow was. And then it hit her. The interview. She’d completely forgotten. 
 
      
 
    ‘Cheers, Jack.’  
 
      
 
    He vanished back into his office. Imogen turned back to Sam. ‘Lunch in three hours. Fancy going climbing?’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wall was big, there was no doubt about it. At least forty feet of concrete, with various colourful grips fixed into it. Sam had seen it in the photos but in person, it was a completely different kettle of fish. Scary fish. 
 
      
 
          ‘Imogen, I don’t see why we actually have to climb the bloody thing. I thought we were just going to ask questions?’ Sam muttered to Imogen as she stared up at the wall, dressed in her gym kit, providentially stored in her car.  
 
      
 
    Imogen, poised to climb the rock, glanced over at Sam. ‘I did say ‘Fancy a climb?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought you were kidding!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So you just wanted to walk in here and start asking questions about Tilda Banks? They’ll think you want to serve her legal papers! We need to just seem like this is something we do. And then, very casually, we can start asking around, talking to people.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Where are you getting this from?’ Sam asked, bewildered. 
 
      
 
          ‘Every movie I’ve ever seen about private investigators. You have to blend in, become part of the scenery. Get people feeling relaxed.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam shook her head. It was a little bit over the top. But she had to admit, Imogen had a point. They couldn’t just waltz in and ask for an address. They had no right to it and fairly so. 
 
      
 
    Sam watched a middle aged, weathered looking man jump from grip to grip, like a monkey in the trees of a jungle. As she watched him go, she realised something with a shock. 
 
      
 
          ‘Why isn’t anyone wearing safety stuff?’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen glanced around and saw a smaller wall at the far end of the room, where a group of tween girls were climbing in harnesses. She turned back to Sam. 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess safety is for the kids. But we could ask…’ Imogen glanced around for a staff member to enquire of. 
 
      
 
    Sam had a straight choice. It was between embarrassment and possibly having her skull broken. She made her decision.  
 
      
 
          ‘No. If there’s no other adults using them, I’ll look a tit.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Jolly good.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen grabbed a low grip on the wall and began to climb. It was a tentative and not particularly graceful movement, but still, Sam had to admire her. Imogen was going for it. 
 
      
 
    And now Sam had to do the same. She put a hand on the wall, feeling the material. Rough concrete, meters thick. Seemed solid enough. She got hold of a grip and attempted to pull on it, somewhat comforted by its lack of movement. It wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    Sam took a deep breath and began to pull herself up the wall. The first step wasn’t bad but then she had to get both feet off the floor and she wasn’t at all sure she could do it. Then she thought about Tilda, scampering up the wall in the photos. It had looked like nothing to her.   
 
      
 
    And Sam’s foot began to lift off the ground, finding purchase. She was up. Only a foot, but still.  
 
      
 
    Sam kept going, slowly but surely finding new handholds, pushing her body up with her slightly wobbly legs. Eventually, Sam glanced back over her shoulder and saw she was ten feet off the ground. She was elated. She’d looked at the wall ten minutes ago and seen an impossible thing. And now she was doing it. She was really doing it.  
 
      
 
    And then her hand slipped and she was falling through the air, a scream on her lips that never made it to the world. And slap. She was lying on her back, spread eagled on the thick matts, looking up at the ceiling.  
 
      
 
          ‘Sam!’  
 
      
 
    Imogen, who’d been a few feet further up the wall, had heard Sam hit the floor and was trying to get down as quickly as she could.  
 
      
 
    But as Sam watched Imogen trying to scurry back down, a shadow fell over her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hey dude, saw you come off’ a skinny guy with a long face said as he put out a hand to Sam. She took it, sitting up. ‘You alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam took a moment to ask herself the question and found that she was. In fact, she was perfectly fine. She began to laugh. ‘Yeah, I think so. I’m a bit new to this, hence the clumsiness’ she explained to the guy. 
 
      
 
          ‘Then you’ve just gotten a merit badge. First fall off the wall. The sooner you do it, the better. Lets you know it’s not the end of the world to fall. You just get back up and start climbing again.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam smiled at the guy. He was like some kind of climbing Yoda, dispensing wisdom to the awkward. And he was right. She’d fallen. And it hadn’t been a big deal.  
 
      
 
          ‘I mean; I wouldn’t necessarily try falling from forty feet. You might not get up so quick’ he laughed. 
 
      
 
    Imogen was now back on terra firma and she dashed over to Sam, who was getting to her feet. ‘Good god, did you break anything?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam shrugged it off, like some old veteran. ‘I’m fine. Just my first fall off the wall.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘First?!’ Imogen goggled. ‘Are you sure you didn’t hit your head?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s alright. I’m Jimmy, by the way’ the guy said. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m Sam, this is Imogen. Do you work here, Jimmy?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nah. I’m just a regular.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, maybe you know our friend’ Imogen said with a glance at Sam. ‘Her name’s Tilda?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda? Sure. I see her around here sometimes.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam’s heart leapt in her chest but she tried not to betray her excitement. Luckily, Imogen was a cooler customer. ‘She was the one who told us about this place’ Imogen went on. ‘We thought she might be around…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Haven’t seen her in a while. How do you guys know her then?’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen paused for the briefest of moments and Sam jumped in, glad of a chance to inject the conversation with a bit more truth. ‘We met her at The Brass Lantern. We had our office party there and she was behind the bar.’  
 
      
 
          ‘Oh, she still working there? She was always threatening to leave.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Actually, I think she did.  But that’s a bit of a problem for us. We’ve… I’ve… I’ve been trying to get in touch with her because I ended up with her phone.’ And technically, that was the truth. Minus the fact she barely knew Tilda. ‘You don’t know where I could find her do you?’ 
 
      
 
    Jimmy thought about it and was happy to have an answer for her. ‘Actually, I dropped her off from here a few months ago and she was staying with one of her parents, I think.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You wouldn’t happen to remember the address, would you?’ 
 
      
 
    Jimmy’s eyes got a far off look and Sam was sure he wasn’t going to be able to pull the address from his memory. He looked like kind of a stoner. 
 
      
 
    But then a spark seemed to flare in his mind. ‘Fuck, you know what, I do know it. It’s the same street as my dealer!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chris parked the car and turned to Tilda.  
 
      
 
          ‘This bit is on you. I think I’ve exhausted what little technical knowledge I’ve got.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s cool. But I don’t want to do that whole ‘New mum’ bit again. Where did you even come up with that, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked at her. ‘I worked in insurance, Tild. You think I don’t know anything about fiction?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s all a story, isn’t it? It’s all about preparing for the worst. Which hasn’t actually happened. And might never happen. Except in people’s minds. People used to reveal those fears to me all the time.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda looked at her father anew. ‘Right. Maybe insurance isn’t as boring as I thought.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, it mostly is’ Chris said a with smile at his daughter. ‘Numbers and figures. You’d hate it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Maybe so’ she said, returning the smile. 
 
      
 
    Tilda looked over at twenty-two Cherry Lane from the car window, home of Gillian Stamford. It was a house that had seen better days. The grass was a foot high and there were several knackered looking gnomes that should have been retired about a decade ago. 
 
      
 
    Tilda took a moment to consider how to handle this. She had no idea who Gillian was or how willing she’d be to help them out. And she could just walk away now, forget Sam. It would probably all end up being a big disappointment, anyway.  
 
      
 
    But her Dad had put the time in on this. He was being sympathetic. To walk away now would have been to throw his kindness back in his face. And they hadn’t had too many things to bond over lately. It was nice to have this time with him, even if it was on some mission of romantic silliness.  
 
      
 
          ‘Alright, let’s roll’ she said finally. 
 
      
 
    They got out of the car and walked up the path, skipping over numerous trip hazards. At the chipped paint door, they exchanged a look of solidarity. Tilda knocked.  
 
      
 
    After a long wait, nothing happened. Tilda knocked again.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, the door creaked open. A woman in her forties with messy black hair, wearing a hoody and a tired face, looked out at them, confused. 
 
      
 
          ‘Where’s the pizza?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda and Chris exchanged a baffled glance and then turned back to the woman. 
 
      
 
          ‘We haven’t got one’ Tilda answered, discombobulated.  
 
      
 
          ‘Then why have you come if you haven’t got the pizza?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I…’ Tilda said and then stopped. She really didn’t have a good answer to that question.  
 
      
 
          ‘You’re from Dominoes, yeah?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh! No.’ 
 
      
 
    The woman looked disappointed. ‘Shit. I was really hoping you were my double pepperoni.’ She took a moment to grieve for the late pizza and then seemed to realise what the next question had to be. ‘You’re not from that Jehovah crowd, are you?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, after a lot of explaining, Gillian had the story straight in her head. Luckily, she didn’t seem to mind that Good as New Tech had given them her address. In fact, she seemed kind of into the whole thing. 
 
      
 
          ‘One time, I was in Hanoi and I met this guy at a full moon party on the beach but I never got his name. But you don’t need a name for a quickie, do you?’  
 
      
 
    No one replied but Gillian continued with her tale, unconcerned.  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, a few weeks later, I was walking down the beach, near the docks, and I saw him getting on a cruise boat and I thought it was fate. The universe was telling me that our story wasn’t over. So I pitched my tent right there on the beach and waited for the boat to come back. Which took three days.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What happened then?’ Chris asked, grimly fascinated.  
 
      
 
          ‘Well, the boat came in and it turned out it wasn’t the same guy’ Gillian shrugged. ‘And on top of that, sand fleas burrowed into my arse. I got a fever and had to go to hospital. I was there for weeks. But still, I wouldn’t change a thing. You’ve got to follow your dreams, haven’t you?’ she said as she slipped an iPad out from under a crushed beer can. ‘Now, let’s find this mistletoe kisser, shall we?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda watched the woman tapping into the screen and she began to feel bad for Gillian. She was a mess. She couldn’t tell the difference between an adventure and an infestation in her rear end. The ramshackle house, the diet of junk food and beer, it was no way for a woman well into her forties to be living. 
 
      
 
          ‘Wow!’ Gillian cried out suddenly. ‘It’s working. It’s finding the phone! Thank fuck I didn’t close my account. Actually, I wouldn’t even know how, so I guess that’s a stroke of luck. I’ve never been good with technology…’ 
 
      
 
    Gillian continued to burble about her fear of technology as Tilda peered sharply over her shoulder and Chris did the same. They watched the arrow zooming into the map, which magnified every few passing seconds. Soon, it began to zoom in closer and street names became visible, familiar ones. The phone was in the area. 
 
      
 
    And then it stopped. 
 
      
 
    Tilda and Chris couldn’t believe it; they were looking at the street where the phone was right now. And it was one they knew all too well. 
 
      
 
          ‘You cool to drive there, Dad?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris sighed. ‘I suppose.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam and Imogen walked down the suburban street, keeping an eye out for the number that Jimmy had given them.   
 
      
 
          ‘Jack’s gonna go loopy’ Sam was muttering nervously. Lunch break had finished half an hour ago.  
 
      
 
          ‘Jack can kiss my arse’ Imogen retorted. ‘He works you like a dog. You’re always doing unpaid overtime.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He doesn’t ask me to do it. Sometimes we just get a bit snowed under and…’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen’s gaze fell away from Sam, to a house up the street.  
 
      
 
          ‘That’s it. That’s where she lives. The infamous Tilda Banks.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam turned, feeling a fear blossom in her stomach. She pictured herself knocking on the door and suddenly, she realised how crazy this was going to look. Turning up at someone’s house because they pecked you on the lips for all of two seconds. Tilda would think she was mad. She’d probably get a restraining order out on her.  
 
      
 
          ‘Imogen… Maybe this isn’t such a, such a great idea.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen turned, eyes wide in fury. 
 
      
 
          ‘What!?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. I think we should just go back to the office. I really need to deal with the cereal people-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you talking about? We’ve tracked this woman across the city because you wanted to see her again. And we found her. We actually found her!’  
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, but I’m starting to think about this from Tilda’s point of view and quite frankly, I think I’ve been acting like a grade A lunatic. It was mistletoe, for Christ’s sakes. It’s not supposed to mean anything.’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen put her hands on her hips. She didn’t speak for a few seconds.  
 
      
 
          ‘OK, I actually do sort of see your point. But you know we can’t stop now, don’t you? We’re far too close. And you don’t have to propose to her or anything. You can just say you ended up with her phone and you wanted to return it. Nothing crazy about that, is there?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam thought about it. Maybe that was a pretty reasonable cover story? She exhaled slowly and said ‘OK. Fuck it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s the spirit!’ Imogen grabbed her arm and dragged her down the street, toward the house. She wasn’t going to give Sam another chance to wimp out.  
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, can’t this thing go any faster?’ Tilda demanded of Chris, trying not to sound too desperate. But time was of the essence. And her Dad wasn’t exactly Lewis Hamilton. ‘We were just overtaken by a motorised wheelchair!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s a built up area, Tilda. Do you see that sign? Children crossing!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘The kids aren’t at school now. It’s the Christmas bloody holidays!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t hurry me, Tilda. Your mum was like that, always trying to get me to go faster than I wanted to. Well, I’m not going to risk my life. Or yours. Or any children that want to cross the road, even if school is out. We’ll get there, don’t worry.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda crossed her arms and kept her mouth shut. But inside, she was livid. They were so close. And her Dad was too scared to go above twenty-five. It was typical of him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
          ‘You knock!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, you! It’s your thing.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam knew it was silly for two women in their late twenties to be standing on the doorstep of her crush and arguing over who was going to knock on the door, but there it was. That was the person the day had made of her. ‘Fine!’ Sam said, attempting to scrape up some poise. But it wasn’t exactly a dignified situation to find yourself caught up in. Poise was a distant dream. 
 
      
 
    Sam tapped lightly at the door and waited, her heart beating in her mouth as the seconds ticked away. 
 
      
 
    And then the door opened. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hello?’ said a woman in her sixties. She was blonde with sparkly blue eyes and a slightly too-dark spray tan. One look at her and it was obvious that this was Tilda’s Mum.  
 
      
 
          ‘Hi… My name’s Sam. I’m… I’m looking for Tilda.’ 
 
      
 
    The woman looked confused. 
 
      
 
          ‘She’s not here. She’s staying with her Dad. What do you want her for, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam felt her heart sink back down out of her mouth, feeling like it was falling straight out of her arse. She’d been revving herself up to meet Tilda. But again, she was not here. And now she was going to have to explain herself.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m a friend of hers. Well, not a friend as such. We sort of met at the bar where she works. Actually, she got sacked…’ Sam trailed off. She’d been unprepared for this conversation and it wasn’t going well. She decided to start again. ‘The thing is…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sacked! Not again! That girl, I swear to god! Does she owe you money or something? Because I’m not going to foot the bill, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam shook her head. ‘No, no, you’ve got it wrong-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s exactly the reason she’s with her Dad. I’m not going to let her leech off me anymore. No chance. I’ve got my own life. I’m still in my prime!’ 
 
      
 
    Sam took a step back. She felt like she’d accidently put her foot on a landmine. Any wrong movements could only blow it all up. ‘No, Mrs Banks…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I am not Mrs Banks, thank you very much. I’m a divorcee and a very happy one. It’s Jane. Ms Butts to you!’ 
 
      
 
    Imogen, who’d been standing back in amazement as this woman went off on Sam, felt this was the perfect time to speak up. ‘Oh, dear me. I think you probably should have stuck with your married name.’ 
 
      
 
    Ms Butts turned to Imogen. ‘How dare you. The Butts’ name goes back centuries.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Were any of them called Seymour, by any chance?’ Imogen asked with the mildest smirk. 
 
      
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed. ‘Do you think I’ve never heard that one? I’m not stupid, you know. What the hell is this?’ the woman cried out. ‘Who are you two to come to my home and insult me? I ought to call the police!’ 
 
      
 
    That felt like Sam’s cue to scarper.  
 
      
 
          ‘I’m sorry, Ms Butts. We’ll catch up with Tilda another time’ she cried, pulling Imogen by the hand and down the street.  
 
      
 
    But Imogen couldn’t help herself, calling over her shoulder ‘Yeah! Didn’t mean to make you the Butt of my joke!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE!’ Ms Butts screamed. 
 
      
 
    Sam kept walking and Imogen hurried to catch up, laughing breathlessly. ‘Sam! Wait up! I’m sorry! I just love puns!’ 
 
      
 
    But Sam kept walking. She pulled the phone out of her pocket as she did, switching it off.  
 
      
 
    This had officially gotten way out of hand. It was time to give up on Tilda. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jane watched the two rude woman run up the street and vanish into the distance. A hand came down on her shoulder and she turned to her boyfriend, Ash.  
 
      
 
          ‘What was all that about?’ Ash asked her. 
 
      
 
          ‘Is this what society is now? People knocking on your door and taking the piss out of your name?’ 
 
      
 
    Ash didn’t know what she was talking about. Before he could ask, a car pulled down the road and Jane’s daughter jumped out, followed by her ex-husband. Ash turned sharply and went back into the house. He had some things to do anyway. That sock wasn’t going to darn itself. 
 
      
 
    Tilda wandered up the street, looking around wildly. The phone had been right here. She didn’t understand how Sam could have ended up near her Mum’s but she’d seen the little blip on the screen with her own eyes. Was it some crazy coincidence? 
 
      
 
    Jane watched her daughter approach, she was exactly the person she wanted to see right now. Those women had been mixed up with Tilda somehow and therefore it was Tilda’s fault that they’d come to her home and upset her. And she had some questions about them. But first thing was first.  
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda!’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda glanced over. Her Mum was standing on her doorstep. Weird. But she supposed she could ask if she’d seen-  
 
      
 
          ‘I hear you’ve gotten the sack?!’ her mother shouted, for all the street to hear. 
 
      
 
    Tilda froze. 
 
      
 
          ‘How did you hear that?’ 
 
      
 
    She glanced back at her Dad, who was staying near the car, but he shrugged.  Tilda realised quickly there was no chance he’d spilled the beans. Her parents didn’t speak.  
 
      
 
    In fact, Tilda realised, it might not feel so great for him to be standing in front of his ex-wife and her current boyfriend’s house. But they were here now. 
 
      
 
          ‘Never you mind how I know’ Jane spat back. She’d get to all that in a second. First was the job thing. ‘When are you going to grow up and stop messing about! 
 
      
 
    Even though Tilda had come here on Sam’s trail, it all went out of the window as her Mum’s attack began. She walked up the path, to within inches of her Mother’s angry little face. 
 
      
 
          ‘Me grow up!? I’m not the one that left my husband for a man who doesn’t believe in deodorant!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t you dare talk about Ash like that! At least he’s not boring!’ she shot back, looking over Tilda’s shoulder at Chris.  
 
      
 
    Chris, who hadn’t wanted to come here in the first place, felt the stab in his heart. Why, of all the places in the world, had the little dot on the screen lead them here? 
 
      
 
    But Tilda wasn’t letting that slide. If her Dad wouldn’t speak up for himself, then she would. ‘Not boring? I’ve have actually talked to Ash, you know. He spent ten minutes telling me about the best way to grow carrots.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda fully expected her mother to go nuclear at that but instead, Jane took a deep breath, closed her eyes and began to chant to herself. ‘Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, Nam Myoho Renge Kyo, Nam Myoho Renge Kyo…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Mum, is this a stroke?’ 
 
      
 
    Jane’s eyes flew open. ‘No, I’m a Buddhist now and I’m doing my mantra so you can’t upset me.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda gaped at her mother for a moment. ‘You? A Buddhist?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes. I’m walking a more spiritual path now that I don’t have you and your Dad to contend with.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah, sure. Oh, by the way, did I tell you I’m a chicken now? Free range, you’ll be glad to hear.’ 
 
      
 
    Jane’s mouth puckered. ‘If you’ve finished being a sarcastic little bitch, you can leave now.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Very Buddhist of you. Don’t worry, we’re out of here.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda stomped back off down the path. Only then did Jane remember about Sam. ‘Oh well’ she thought. ‘I’ll save that one for next time.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris took Tilda’s march toward him as a cue to jump gratefully back into the safety of his car. Tilda climbed into the passenger seat. As she pulled the belt over herself, not looking at her Dad, she heard a beep from his phone, sitting on the dashboard. 
 
      
 
          ‘Check that would you? I want to get going’ Chris said softly as he turned the engine over. 
 
      
 
    Tilda picked up the phone and read the new text message. ‘It’s from Gillian.’ They’d given her Chris’s number so that she could update them. ‘She says the dot disappeared.’  
 
      
 
    Chris pulled the car out, not saying anything. A few minutes later, he finally spoke. ‘Does this mean we’re finished with all this nonsense?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda, looking out of the window, sighed. ‘Yeah. Guess so.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Christmas Eve 
 
      
 
    The clock on the wall ticked forward. Edging unrelentingly toward two. 
 
      
 
    Sam watched the second hand judder around the clock hanging in the reception of head office. It was nicer than her building, with a lot more touches to the decor to make it comfy. Potted plants, soft lighting, a coffee machine. So this is how the other half live. 
 
      
 
    She wouldn’t be moving here if she got the job, of course. The new job would be in the same building Sam worked in now, just on a different floor. One up. Which pretty much summed the new job up. It was the next level in the company. But still not here. They couldn’t have the riffraff mixing with the big boys, Sam supposed. Or what was the point in having one of the top jobs? 
 
      
 
    Sam’s mind turned to the debacle yesterday. Imogen had been apologetic about her behaviour with Tilda’s Mum. Sam had been pissed off with her initially. But after Imogen had made her six apologetic cups of tea during the course of the work afternoon, Sam had to admit that the situation hadn’t really been going well even before Imogen’s descent into puns.  
 
      
 
    And once Sam had accepted that, she knew she’d made the right decision in putting all this Tilda nonsense behind her. She’d tried to force it and it wouldn’t happen. And that was that. 
 
      
 
    She’d picked up the phone and closed the deal with the cereal people that afternoon. 
 
      
 
          ‘Miss Henry?’ The receptionist said, jolting Sam. ‘They’re ready for you now.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam walked into the room and saw a table at one end, with three people seated behind it. The panel. There was Jeffrey, who was head of information, the department that Sam was hoping to move to. A woman from HR named Judy. And of course, Lara. She looked as smug as ever.  
 
      
 
    Sam was amazed in the transformation in her feelings. Looking at her last week had been heart-breaking. But now, Sam felt like she could see right past her outer beauty and see her for exactly what she was. Because Lara was ugly inside.  
 
      
 
    After Sam had done introductions with the two people she didn’t know, she exchanged a polite nod with Lara and sat down in the chair set out for her. There was water and a glass left on a table next to her chair. Sam was glad to see it. She was suffering from serious dry mouth. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, Samantha’ Jeffrey started. ‘We’re glad to finally meet you at last. We’ve heard a lot about you.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Oh? Good things, I hope.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Very good things’ Jeffrey replied with a grin.  
 
      
 
    Sam understood what he was really saying. He was letting her know this interview was a formality. She was at the front of the pack. All she had to do now was tick the boxes with her answers and the job was hers. Jack had been right. 
 
      
 
    Sam found that the nerves that had beset her in the reception were weakening their hold. An odd sense of calm washed over her as she waited for the interview to begin properly. 
 
      
 
    Then Lara spoke. ‘Yes. Your current boss thinks quite highly of you.’  
 
      
 
    Sam knew immediately what Lara was trying to do. She was undermining her. She actually wanted her to be nervous. Even if she knew this job was Sam’s, she couldn’t help herself. Lara had to establish dominance. It was who she was. No wonder she kept sleeping with her subordinates, Sam realised. She could probably only get comfortable when she was ‘above’ someone. 
 
      
 
    But Sam decided that no matter what, Lara wouldn’t get the satisfaction of seeing her sweat. Not today. 
 
      
 
          ‘I think what we’d like first is to have you talk a little bit about your time at the company’ Lara continued. ‘Obviously we know each other, as you used to be under me…’ 
 
      
 
    Sam didn’t react to that. 
 
      
 
          ‘…But it would be great for us all to hear it in your own words. Tell us about your journey.’ 
 
      
 
    That word, journey, it flicked a strange switch in Sam. It threw Tilda to the front of her mind. A stranger ostensibly, but Sam had learned a few things about her. Tilda was a person who had ventured all over the globe, on a real journey. It wasn’t what Lara had meant by the word and that made her usage of it seem all the sillier.  
 
      
 
    The last two days could count as a journey though, Sam knew. She’d run all over the place, looking for something. Was it Tilda? Or was it something else? Because that was the point of a journey. To get somewhere. And where was Sam going right now? Was it really up? Or was it simply sideways? 
 
      
 
    Sam picked up the glass of water next to her and everyone watched with great interest as she took a deep, long sip. Once she felt fully quenched, she put the glass down very carefully and looked at the panel. She smiled as she began her answer. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, I started at Pound Saver six years ago. I’d been through a few jobs and I guess I was looking for some stability. I just wanted to stay put. And this company felt like the place to do that.’ 
 
      
 
    Lara, Jeffrey and Judy nodded at that, content with the answer. But Sam wasn’t done. 
 
      
 
          ‘Because it wasn’t really challenging in any way. I could sleepwalk through it. Doing deals with someone who’s got a warehouse full of dog calendars, well, it’s hardly high stakes, is it? I mean, who else is gonna want to buy the crap we do?’ 
 
      
 
    There was a silence. Sam kept going. 
 
      
 
          ‘Don’t get me wrong, there’s some bloody cute dogs in those calendars. And people go mad for the pug ones. But I don’t think they’re cute enough to spend my working life consumed with them.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam glanced over at Lara and saw that her eyes were wide with horror. She couldn’t understand what Sam was doing. Of course she couldn’t. Tanking a job interview in such spectacular fashion? It was unimaginable to her. And to Sam, that made the whole thing all the more enjoyable. 
 
      
 
          ‘So, in summary I think I’ve had enough of it. I don’t want this promotion. Give it to someone who gives a shit. I don’t even really want the job I’ve already got. So yeah, I’m off. I think I’m gonna go to the park, check out the ducks. It’ll be freezing but life’s too short to sit in an office. See ya.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam stood and looked down at three shocked faces. There was one last thing she wanted to do before she left them to their world of cheap goods. One last thing she needed to say. She turned to Lara.  
 
      
 
          ‘Oh and Lara, you really need to stop shagging your underlings. It’s so unprofessional.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam skipped out. As she closed the door, she heard a conversation begin in the room. It was Lara, sputtering nervously. ‘Jeffrey, I have no idea what she’s talking about…’ 
 
      
 
    Sam walked down the corridor, feeling like she was falling. The life she’d built was slipping away. But instead of feeling scared, she was exhilarated.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the end of the world to fall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
          ‘TILDA!’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda sat bolt upright as her Dad pounded on her door. ‘You’ve just got to jiggle the handle’ she said, still in a dream.  
 
      
 
          ‘Are you up?’ Chris called through the door. 
 
      
 
    Tilda looked around her. She was in her bedroom, at her Dad’s house. ‘Yeah!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Can you nip to the shops for me? I need a few things.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda came down twenty minutes later, showered and mostly awake.  She was apprehensive about seeing her Dad. After yesterday’s miserable ending to what had begun as a semi-fun adventure, things had been tense. Chris didn’t say he was upset, but the second they’d come home he’d started vacuuming very aggressively. And the subsequent evening had been oddly quiet. In the end, Tilda had retreated to her room, unable to sit in the thick silence. 
 
      
 
    Tilda knew he was angry with her. Because of where they’d ended up and what her Mother had said about him. It had been painful for him and Tilda was sympathetic to that. But it hadn’t been her fault her Mother had said those awful things, she’d defended him in fact, and she felt it was unfair of her Dad to keep carrying this passive aggressive little grudge around the house. 
 
      
 
    But he’d had a night to sleep on things and Tilda hoped that had been enough to allow the storm to pass. But the second she came into the kitchen, hoping for some breakfast before she was thrust out into the world, Chris was putting a list in her hand, along with some cash. 
 
      
 
          ‘It’s just a few things for lunch tomorrow’ he said, not really looking at her. ‘The bird is the most important thing. I’ve ordered a small organic chicken from the butchers as it’s only you and me, it’s in my name-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, can I have a cup of coffee first? Before you send me out into the hellscape that is town on Christmas Eve?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris frowned. ‘Just for once, can you put aside what you want and do something for me?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda was gobsmacked.  
 
      
 
          ‘What are you on about? I’m gonna do it, I just wanted a cuppa first.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris turned away, leaning into the sink, suddenly needing to wash a spoon in there. ‘Do what you want. You always do.’ 
 
      
 
    That was the limit. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad, if you’ve got something to say, just bloody well say it. I’m not doing all this tiptoeing-around-the-problem shit. Just speak, for Christ’s sakes.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Fine!’ Chris said, whirling around. ‘You dragged me to that woman’s house. And you knew I didn’t want to go.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That woman? Are you talking about Mum?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris’s eyes narrowed. ‘You know I am.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, I didn’t drag you there, for a start. You chose to come. You were the one who wanted to follow the trail. And that’s where it led. I can’t help that.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You could have gone to your Mums’ on your own. Why did you need me to drive you there?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And you could have said something if you didn’t want to go. I’m not a mind reader!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Do you really need to be a mind reader to figure out that I wouldn’t want to go there, Tilda!’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda was stumped for a second. But she wasn’t about to let her Dad win. 
 
      
 
          ‘While we’re on the subject, if you’d… put your foot down a bit, there might have been, a, a, a point to being there’ Tilda eventually stuttered. ‘But you’ve just got to follow all the rules, haven’t you? God forbid you ever break out of your little box!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘If you don’t like how I live, then go and live your own life! You keep talking about buggering off to Australia. What’s stopping you?!’ Chris countered.  
 
      
 
          ‘Fine. I think I will. I’m sick of all this bullshit, anyway.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What bullshit is that, exactly? Adult life?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’m not afraid to enjoy my life and you can’t stand it, can you? You know what? If you’re an example of an adult, then I don’t want it! I’d be bored stiff!’ 
 
      
 
    Chris felt tears welling up but he blinked them quickly back. ‘Great. You enjoy your life. Good luck with it. But I hope you realise you’ll end up just like the woman we met yesterday, Gillian. With nothing but a bunch of memories of acting like an idiot!’ 
 
      
 
    That was it for Tilda. She grabbed the list and the money and charged out of the house. 
 
      
 
    Chris listened as his daughter slammed the door behind her and he already wanted to take back everything he’d said. But the words had been spoken and there was nothing to do about it. His broken marriage had chipped off yet another part of him. His only child.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda wandered down the crowded high street as shopper’s zig-zagged around her. They had the big day to prepare for. Tilda watched them and she felt something strange and unfamiliar. Envy. 
 
      
 
    These people with their family Christmases, sweating the small details. Wondering if they had enough crackers, reminding themselves that they simply must pick up some bread sauce, trying to picture the size of the bird they’d ordered and hoping it would feed everyone. It all looked so simple and comfortable. 
 
      
 
    As Tilda stood in huge line at the butchers, she thought about all the terrible things her Dad had said to her. And then she thought about the equally cruel things she’d said to him. Then back to what he’d said. 
 
      
 
    That thing about her being like Gillian, that was the worst of it. The rest had been an extension of things she knew her father thought. Not much of a shock. But to provide an in-the-flesh 3D view of what he actually saw when he looked at her? That hurt.  
 
      
 
    Gillian might have done Tilda a big solid but the chaos of her life had been very clear. She wasn’t anything that a person would ever aspire to be. She’d wasted her youth and worse, she didn’t appear to even notice what a fuck-up she was.  
 
      
 
    Was it possible her Dad was right? Was Tilda in a mess and didn’t even know it? Or was it purely a defensive move to deflect attention away from the mess that his own life was? It was hard to know.  
 
      
 
    But Tilda knew one thing for certain. Chris’s comment had been designed to hurt her. That was the very root of the pain Tilda was in. Her father had been cruel. He was never cruel. Critical, argumentative and rigid, but not that. Chris was her touchstone and always had been. Her relationship with her Mother ranged from so-so to awful. But her Dad was the one she knew she could rely on, in all sorts of ways. Tilda had assumed he always would be that for her. But after this?  
 
      
 
    It didn’t feel like there was any coming back from it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back at home a few hours later, Tilda dropped the shopping off in the kitchen, relieved to see her Dad wasn’t there. She glanced out at the back garden and saw him, trimming the hedges as though he wanted to make them feel pain. 
 
      
 
    She gave a moment’s thought to going out there and apologising to him, to trying to sort things out. But it was only a brief impulse and it passed. 
 
      
 
    Tilda went up to her bedroom and pulled out her iPad, opening up an app she’d used many times. It was a flight comparison app. After twenty minutes, Tilda had a flight booked to Sydney Airport. It left on Christmas day, at 8pm. It was a one-way ticket.  
 
      
 
    Tilda would eat Christmas lunch with her Dad and then get the fuck out of there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Christmas Day 
 
      
 
    Sam awoke slowly and looked at the clock. It was ten thirty. Sam was shocked. She could never usually sleep past seven.  
 
      
 
    She was due at Imogen’s at twelve, at her family home. It was going to be a posh meal and although Sam was grateful for the invite (her parents always went away for Christmas and without her own family, she was generally at a loose end) she wasn’t at all sure she was up for it. The day was her own and she wanted to do something vaguely ridiculous with it. To celebrate walking out of her job. 
 
      
 
    Sam had made good on her promise and headed to the park to watch the ducks after she’d thrown the interview, but not before popping her head into her office and letting Jack know that she was dropping the mic. 
 
      
 
          ‘Sam, have you lost your mind?’ Jack had sputtered, shocked. ‘You’re on your way up! You’re throwing away all the progress you’ve made here.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s the thing, Jack. I don’t feel that it is progress. Not for me. You’re a decent boss and I wish you well. But I’m done. I’m sorry about the lack of notice…’ 
 
      
 
    Jack sighed and said ‘Don’t worry about it. Do what you’ve got to do.’ 
 
      
 
    He shook her hand and said goodbye. 
 
      
 
    Sam had stopped by Imogen’s desk as she was leaving to tell her she was quitting and that she’d see her tomorrow at lunch. Imogen had been delighted. 
 
      
 
          ‘You little rebel. I love it! But what’ll you do for money?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve been saving every spare penny I earned since I was eighteen. I’ll be fine for a bit and then, I don’t know. Might start my own business.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Doing what?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam shrugged. She didn’t have any idea. And it was wonderful. 
 
      
 
    And then she left Pound Saver forever, stopping at the supermarket for a loaf of bread which she fed to the ducks at the park. They looked happy. And Sam had been happy too.  
 
      
 
    But today, she had an obligation. But then again, what else was there to do today? It was Christmas day and someone else was doing the cooking. It was a pretty good deal when you got down to it. 
 
      
 
    Sam got ready. As she put her make-up on her mind wandered to Tilda and how she might be spending Christmas day.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda’s night had been a lot more fitful than Sam’s twelve-hour streak. She’d been awake till two wondering if she’d done the right thing in buying a ticket to the other side of the world in a fit of temper. And then she’d awoken at seven, questioning the same thing. But by 10am, she was sure it would be OK. She’d get her rucksack out of the cupboard, throw a few things in it and be off. It didn’t need to be any more complicated than that. It was the beauty of a life free of ties. 
 
      
 
    It was only then she started to think about what she’d do when she actually got to Australia. She needed to get a hostel bed to start with. Maybe she could bum around after that, find a job of some sort. Something fun, like teaching kitesurfing. Did you need some sort of qualification for that? Tilda didn’t have a clue but she refused to let that sort of thinking in. She would be propelled by something better than facts. She had a wanderlust and it had to keep taking her forward. She was sure she’d land on her feet. She always did. 
 
      
 
    The smell of cooking began to drift up the stairs. Her father was no doubt working on lunch already. They usually did gifts afterward. Tilda realised with horror that she hadn’t actually gotten him anything. She’d meant to pick up something yesterday but she’d been so angry with him, the idea of buying him a present was pretty far from her mind. 
 
      
 
    She began to look around online. It was too late for today but it might come after boxing day, once she was gone. She saw a few things he might like in the gardening section of Amazon, labour saving devices. But they were pretty expensive. And she needed all her cash for accommodation. 
 
      
 
    Tilda considered her options. She could get him nothing. The way things were with them right now, did he even deserve anything, Tilda wondered fleetingly. But it was no good. She knew he merited, at the very least, a Christmas gift. Even if he didn’t think very much of her, he’d still been a good Dad in the larger scheme of things. And he’d taken care of her way past the point he was expected to. She had to get him something. But how the hell was she supposed to pay for it? The last pay day for the Brass Lantern had come and gone, and it had been spent on the flight. 
 
      
 
    And then she remembered something. The tip jar from the office party. There had to have been about a hundred quid in there. Split between her and Mikey, she was entitled to fifty of it and that was enough to get her Dad a nice gift. 
 
      
 
    The Brass Lantern would be open today; they were doing Christmas lunch at an extortionate price. Tilda was going to have to brave it and go back for what she was owed. 
 
      
 
    She quickly got dressed and snuck out. Chris didn’t notice her leave. He was up to his elbows in potatoes.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda peaked into the bar, hoping to see Mikey. If he was around, she could ask him to get the cash for her and it would be no fuss at all. But the place was packed to the rafters and he was nowhere to be seen. Dave, on the other hand, was very much present. Growling orders as the staff whizzed around, trying to feel necessary. 
 
      
 
    They weren’t serving lunch yet, but a lot of people had come for a pre-lunch drink, no doubt needing a break from some of their more taxing relatives. Tilda realised that would work in her favour. If Mikey was upstairs, she might be able to slip past Dave, completely unnoticed in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Tilda James-Bonded her way through the bar, stepping behind pillars and leaning into people, disguised as part of various drinking groups, all the while keeping an eye out for Dave. The gods were smiling: he didn’t spot her.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, she made her way to the stairs and up she went, into the safety zone. The bar upstairs was just as busy. The chances that Mikey was working today were growing ever slimmer.  
 
      
 
    As she stepped through the crowd, she scanned the bar and then she saw him. Mikey. And she couldn’t believe what she saw.   
 
      
 
    Mikey had gone through some sort of transformation into an eighties Tom Cruise. He was throwing cocktail shakers and booze bottles around with aplomb, while the crowd gasped. He’d slide the bottle down his arm and it looked as though it were going to hit the floor and then boom! He’d grab it at the final moment and toss it to his other hand. The crowd let out a relieved breath and clapped for him.  
 
      
 
    He was pouring a cocktail (for a young lady who looked quite enamoured with his routine) as Tilda dashed up to the bar. ‘Mikey! How are you doing this?!’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey turned to see Tilda and smiled in surprise. ‘Tilda! What are you doing here? I thought you’d be halfway around the world by now!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘And later tonight, that’s exactly where I’ll be. But seriously, where on earth did you pick all this up?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, after you left, I thought about taking your advice and quitting too. But then I decided that I wasn’t ready to give up yet, not till I’d given it a real go. But I knew I needed to get a bit more confident. So I watched a million YouTube videos about cocktail throwing and started practising. I thought it would help my clumsiness and it really does. I’m still getting the hang of it…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Looks like you’ve got it down.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Nice of you to say.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘How does Dave feel about the showmanship?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘He wasn’t sure at first. I think he thought I was going to smash all the inventory. But then he saw how much people liked it and he’s into it now. Reckons it’ll pull in more punters, which feels pretty good. I mean, I know I’m not going to be a barman forever, but if you’re going to do something, you might as well do it right.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda was blown away. Good for Mikey. In a few days, he’d turned his whole attitude around and now he was killing it. Even though he didn’t want to do it in the long run, he’d committed to it. Tilda had thought she was the mentor to Mikey when she was here. But as she watched him put together a daiquiri, she thought perhaps he had some things to teach her after all.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, Mikey, I actually came for the tip money. You know, from my last night?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Shit, yeah! I’ve got it saved for you. I meant to give it to you last time you were here, but that whole phone thing threw me for a loop… What a knobhead, eh?! That reminds me, did you manage to track it down? The phone?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda hadn’t thought much about Sam and the phone over the last twenty-four hours. All the stuff with her Dad and buying a ticket to Oz, Sam had been notched back on Tilda’s priority list. Not finding Sam was now just another regret on a growing list. 
 
      
 
          ‘Nope. Didn’t work out, I’m afraid.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Sorry.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Doesn’t matter now.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, the least I can do is get you that money. Now, where did I leave it?’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey leant under the bar and started to look about, knocking a box of straws onto the floor. ‘Bugger!’ It was nice to see that Mikey wasn’t completely different.  
 
      
 
          ‘Look, I gotta wee. So I’ll leave you to look for it’ Tilda said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Cool’ Mikey replied from the floor as he picked up the spilled straws.  
 
      
 
    Tilda walked down the corridor at the side of the bar, headed for the ladies. She remembered the last time she’d been here. She stopped and looked up. There it was. The mistletoe that had caused all the trouble. Tilda felt like she wanted to rip it down and stamp on it. And why not? 
 
      
 
    She began to reach for it but the ceiling was too high and she had to rise to her tip toes just to brush the berries with her fingertips.  She decided to try a jump, hopefully grabbing it in mid-air and wrenching the blasted thing down. The first jump, she missed it by inches. The second time, she got ahold of it but it was more firmly attached than she would have thought.  
 
      
 
    But third time lucky. She leapt up and yanked the little sucker, wrenching it down, berries and all. She looked at it, angrily. It was a bit damaged now but it was still recognisably mistletoe.  
 
      
 
    She was about to drop it to the floor, ready to trample it into oblivion, when she heard a voice drift down the corridor. It was a woman’s voice, soft. Tilda froze in action to listen. It couldn’t be, could it? 
 
      
 
          ‘I thought I should bring this back because I never found Tilda. So if you see her-’ 
 
      
 
    Mikey’s voice broke in, excitably. ‘She’s here right now! She just went to the toilet!’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda recognised the voice. She knew who it was. But she didn’t want to believe it. Was it possible to run all over the city looking for someone, only to find them exactly where you left them? Surely not. 
 
      
 
    But then a head popped around the doorway of the corridor. And it was really her. Sam. 
 
      
 
    Sam, who’d decided to drop by on her way to Imogen’s to give Mikey the phone back in case Tilda ever returned, was equally stunned as she stared down the corridor. Tilda really was here, looking right back at her with an open mouth. She also appeared to be holding a dead shrub of some kind.  
 
      
 
    Just when Sam had given up on seeing Tilda again, she’d been dropped right into her lap. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hi’ Tilda said. She was still in shock. 
 
      
 
          ‘Hi’ Sam said. She walked down the corridor, holding out Tilda’s mobile phone. ‘I think this belongs to you?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda took the phone. ‘I… Thanks.’  
 
      
 
    They looked at each other for a moment and there was a silence. Neither really knew what to say to the other. 
 
      
 
    Tilda realised she was still holding the mistletoe and shoved it quickly in her pocket. She hoped Sam didn’t notice. How could she explain why she’d had a temper tantrum all over a sprig of mistletoe? But perhaps Sam wouldn’t really care. She couldn’t know the lengths Tilda had gone to track her down. And thank god for that, because Sam would no doubt think her totally weird if she did.  
 
      
 
    Eventually the silence got to Sam. She’d found Tilda, but what was supposed to happen now? What the hell was she expecting, that she’d fall into her arms? She should just go, leave Tilda to whatever she was doing. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, ah, Merry Christmas I suppose’ Sam said.  
 
      
 
    Tilda still said nothing. She couldn’t understand it. She was never stuck for something to say, ever. But here she was, a mute goon.  
 
      
 
    Sam turned sadly and took a few steps back down the corridor, preparing to leave. 
 
      
 
          ‘Merry Christmas, Button Nose’ Tilda finally called after her.   
 
      
 
    Sam turned around in the doorway, smiling. ‘You called me that before. Why?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda shrugged. ‘I like your nose.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You like my nose?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. As noses go, it’s hot.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam laughed. ‘You think I’ve got a hot nose?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘I think you’ve got a hot everything, if I’m being honest’ Tilda said, glad to find her tongue again.  
 
      
 
    Sam began to blush. ‘Thanks. You too’ she eventually replied, trying not to look away in her embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    Tilda felt a rush of pleasure but she couldn’t really think of a sensible reply so she changed tack. ‘Hey, whatever happened with the job interview?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam was glad to be on steadier ground. ‘Didn’t get it. Actually, I quit my current job too.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Wow. That’s a bad interview.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam laughed. ‘Yeah. But I’m pretty happy with how it turned out.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So we’re both unemployed?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Seems so.’ 
 
      
 
    Another break in the flow. But Tilda wasn’t going to let this situation get away from her again. More to the point, she wasn’t going to let Sam get away again. She had no idea whether anything could come of this but the counter was winding down on her chance to find out. 
 
      
 
          ‘What are you doing for lunch?’ Tilda asked. 
 
      
 
          ‘Going to a friend’s family.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda took a deep breath. ‘OK, this is completely crazy and I know the odds are not on my side here but is there any chance your friend would be cool with you coming to lunch with me and my Dad? He’s a great cook, I swear.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam raised an eyebrow as she tried to figure out what her answer was. But there was only one way she could reply to that offer, wasn’t there? 
 
      
 
          ‘Let me give her a call. I’ve got a feeling she’ll be alright with it.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda tried not to show her excitement. Button Nose was coming to dinner. And if that could happen, maybe other things could be worked out too. If the universe could be this generous to her, maybe Tilda could pay that kindness forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam was in Tilda’s living room, sitting in an armchair, wondering how the hell she’d gotten there. Tilda had left her there while she went to inform her father that there would be an extra guest for lunch.  
 
      
 
    Sam was quite nervous and she had numerous reasons to be. She’d found Tilda, the woman who’d given her the most exciting kiss of her life.  And now she was going to find out if there was anything beyond a hot lip-lock. And she would be doing that in front of Tilda’s Dad. At Christmas lunch. Which he hadn’t invited her to. 
 
      
 
    Imogen had been no obstacle, at least. Once Sam explained what had happened, Imogen had dropped the phone in shock. Sam heard it hit the floor. Once she’d picked it back up, she told Sam that she couldn’t be more pleased she wasn’t coming to lunch if that was the reason.  
 
      
 
    So here she was. It felt a little like waiting for her job interview. The difference was, this actually mattered.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tilda leaned around the kitchen door to find her Dad peeking into the oven, checking the roast. 
 
      
 
          ‘Dad?’ 
 
      
 
    Chris looked up. It was the first word they’d exchanged since the row. He’d ploughed on with the dinner irregardless, hoping in some nebulous way that food would fix everything.  
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda! I… I hope you’re hungry’ Chris said nervously. 
 
      
 
          ‘Starving. And I’ve got something I need to say to you. Two things, actually. One, I behaved like a dickhead yesterday. You’re right. I should have been more sensitive. And I don’t think you’re boring, either. Would a boring Dad help his daughter try to find a girl she wants to ask out? I don’t think he would.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris slammed the oven door shut and went to his daughter, grabbing her in a bear hug. Tilda could barely breathe but it felt good anyway. ‘I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean what I said about you being like Gillian. Really, I didn’t. I was just hurt’ he said into her hair and kissed her on the forehead as they broke the hug.  
 
      
 
    Tilda felt the belt of pain that had been around her heart since yesterday begin to loosen. Her Dad didn’t necessarily understand her or how she lived her life. And vice versa. But they would be alright. Because they were still trying. Trying to understand each other, trying to reach each other. And that was something. 
 
      
 
          ‘So we’re cool?’ Tilda said. 
 
      
 
          ‘Of course.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s good. Because the second thing I need to tell you is that I brought a guest to dinner.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What? Who?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda grinned. ‘You’re never gonna believe it…’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam was startled by the living room door flying open and a big, bearded man with gentle eyes dashing into the room, excited. He stopped in front of her, taking her in. 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re Sam?’ 
 
      
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
      
 
          ‘Well, I never thought we’d meet. I tell you, we had a hell of a time trying to track you down so Tilda could ask you out-’ 
 
      
 
          ‘DAD!’ Tilda cried out, horrified. But Chris didn’t hear her. He was too excited. 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda found out you had the phone and she was trying to call you. But it turned out we didn’t have the number for the phone, so we went to the shop where she bought it and they sent us to the previous owner. She still had the account for it, I didn’t really understand that bit, something about a cloud, but she knew how to find the phone…’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda watched the growing amazement on Sam’s face with pure horror. But then Sam stood up, turning to Tilda happily. ‘You were looking for me? I was looking for you! I found you on Facebook, well, my friend did. And then we saw you liked to go to that place, Up the Wall, and there was a guy there who knew your Mum’s address. I…’ 
 
      
 
    Sam broke off. Tilda hadn’t spoken yet. And then she began to laugh. ‘Oh my god, I thought you’d think I was some creepy stalker.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, I was the creepy stalker’ Sam replied, giggling along.  
 
      
 
    Chris watched them laughing together and he knew it was time to extract himself. ‘I’ve got to finish dinner. I’ll be serving up in about five minutes. You two relax until then.’ He dashed out, leaving Tilda and Sam to it. 
 
      
 
          ‘I guess the truth’s out now’ Tilda said. ‘I realise we don’t really know each other…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘No, we don’t. But I just kind of had a feeling…’ Sam said, rubbing her temple nervously. 
 
      
 
          ‘Yeah. A feeling. But there’s no pressure or expectation’ Tilda replied, not sure where to look. 
 
      
 
    A silence passed and then Sam gathered herself and looked Tilda squarely in the eye. She wanted to be direct. There was no reason not to be. They’d both been looking for each other and now everyone was found. What else was there to do but be honest? 
 
      
 
          ‘Right. So this is our first date, then?’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Yes’ Tilda said, meeting Sam’s eye. ‘With my Dad.’ 
 
      
 
    They both began to laugh again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, Tilda, Sam and Chris were eating dinner and Sam had to admit, Tilda wasn’t kidding. Chris was a good cook. Fortunately, he tended to overestimate how much food people could eat, so there was plenty to stretch three ways.  
 
      
 
    They all talked about the silly things they’d done to find each other. And then Sam talked about her decision to leave Pound Saver and not being sure what came next. Tilda talked about the fact she’d never been sure what came next. And that maybe it was time to find out. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ Chris exclaimed. ‘Is this you settling down?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda rolled her eyes at her father. ‘Not settling down as such. Just figuring out if there’s something better than shitty jobs out there for me. I think it might be nice to be good at something, that’s all. Do it all the way, not just half arsing it.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘You’re a smart girl. You’ll figure it out’ Chris assured her. 
 
      
 
    Tilda blushed. 
 
      
 
          ‘What about being a travel agent? You know, for one of those companies that helps people plan trips around the world and gap years? I’ve heard they like to have people with lots of travel experience’ Sam suggested casually as she put more food in her mouth. 
 
      
 
    Tilda raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s a thought.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris became certain of one thing at that moment. He liked Sam for his daughter.  
 
      
 
    Sam felt the same about Chris. He was a nice guy. She hoped she was making a good impression on him too, considering the one she’d made on Tilda’s Mum. She had to get one parent on side, at the very least. 
 
      
 
    And Sam and Tilda? They talked easily, finding that although they didn’t have an enormous amount in common (their lives had taken very different trajectories) the chemistry from the kiss seemed to exist beyond that.  And it was obvious to both of them. Not to mention Chris.   
 
      
 
    After everyone was stuffed to the gills, Chris decided it was time he and his daughter exchanged gifts. His to her was a new duvet cover, a beautiful Egyptian cotton set. 
 
      
 
          ‘This is really nice but I’m not letting you throw out my Power Rangers, if that’s what you were thinking. I’m being buried with them.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Can’t blame me for trying.’ 
 
      
 
    And then it was Tilda’s turn. ‘Dad, I don’t have anything I could hand you right now…’ she began. 
 
      
 
          ‘That’s OK, Tilda’ Chris said understandingly. ‘I know you lost your job recently. I wasn’t really expecting-’  
 
      
 
          ‘…But it’s waiting for you at the airport. A ticket to Australia.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris blinked. 
 
      
 
          ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    It was true. Tilda had called the airport and changed the ticket with the last of her money. 
 
      
 
          ‘It leaves in three hours. So you’ll need to leave here pretty soon if you’re going to make it. It’s one way so you can figure out when you want to come home. Whether that’s in three days or three months.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Tilda, that’s mad. I can’t just go to Australia at ten minutes notice!’ 
 
      
 
          ‘What’s stopping you? You’re retired now and you don’t have Mum nagging at you anymore, telling you what to do. You can do what you want. And I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the house.’ 
 
      
 
    Chris wanted to say he couldn’t do it. But every reason that he could think of had already been refuted by Tilda. She was right, he was free to do anything he wanted. Still, it was utterly crazy. It was the last thing he’d ever dream of. To just pick up and fly around the world, without a thought. 
 
      
 
    And then Chris surprised himself. ‘Maybe it could be fun…’ 
 
      
 
          ‘Really?!’ Tilda asked, hopefully. She’d half thought he might turn the gift down. 
 
      
 
    But Chris simply shrugged. ‘Why not? Maybe it’s not time for the comfy armchair and slippers quite yet. Maybe I could have an adventure.’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda punched the air ‘Yes! Right, let’s get you packed and I’ll order a cab.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sam and Tilda went upstairs with Chris to help him put some things in his suitcase. Everyone was running around like chickens with their heads cut off, looking for anything Chris thought he might need while he quickly booked a hotel in Sydney on his laptop. Passport, cash card, spare socks, electric toothbrush, everything was thrown in higgledy piggledy but when the taxi turned up twenty minutes later, he was just about ready to go. 
 
      
 
    Tilda hugged her father goodbye as Sam stood aside for their privacy.  
 
      
 
          ‘This is mad, Tilda. You’re an absolute lunatic. But I hope you know I love that about you’ Chris said as he climbed into the cab.  
 
      
 
          ‘Of course you do. Have a great time. And don’t forget to pick up an Ozzie wife while you’re there!’ 
 
      
 
    Chris chuckled as the cab pulled away. 
 
      
 
    Tilda turned to Sam. ‘Just you and me, now.’ 
 
      
 
    Sam dipped her head. ‘Yeah. Looks like. You didn’t buy your Dad a ticket to Australia just so you could get me to yourself, did you?’ she joked. 
 
      
 
          ‘I’ve done crazier things than that for you so far. But I guess that shows what a good kisser you are.’ 
 
      
 
          ‘So, the mistletoe… It wasn’t just me?’ Sam said. 
 
      
 
    Tilda shook her head. ‘No. Not just you.’ She suddenly remembered something. She felt around in her pocket and pulled out the squished mistletoe. ‘In fact, I’ve got it right here. Maybe I could put it up again?’ she said hesitantly. She didn’t want to overplay her hand. 
 
      
 
    Sam stepped closer to Tilda and had a look at the mistletoe. After a moment, she took it out of Tilda’s hand and tossed it into the road. She’d waited to be kissed the first time. But not now. 
 
      
 
          ‘I don’t think we need it anymore.’ 
 
      
 
    She pulled Tilda towards her and she came willingly. The kiss was deeper this time, sweeter, slower. There was no clock running out on them. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, they pulled apart. They didn’t want to but it was cold out on the street. 
 
      
 
          ‘Shall we go back in?’ Tilda asked. Sam nodded and Tilda took her hand. 
 
      
 
    As they walked up the path and went inside, Sam had a thought. ‘Hey, what are you doing for New Years?’ 
 
      
 
    Tilda smiled. After all, the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve was an even better excuse for a kiss than mistletoe. 
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