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The fleshy tip is ptessing into the blunt edge of the steel

above the handle. I witl myself to let the knife go. For a

momeflt, it feels like I can't.I wont. But then I temember

the blood akeady on my hands, still unclean after aJl' these

years. The violent rages I cant cleady remember. And with
the ghost of that darkness haunting me anew, I tuck the

knife beneath the crisp, cold underside of the pillow on the

guest bed.

I can'tlet that white-hot tage looSe. Not 
^g 
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was something I just mild.
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drop so much money so often to look like they do. I cant
even really afford to be sitting here, knocking back oat milk
flat whites at almost four pounds a pop, but he's here, as I
knew he'd be. Can't a gitl allow herself a little treat?

I can imagine what life would be like were he mine. Or
not quite'imagine'- I've nevef seemed to have the creativity
fot that- but I slot myself into visions I've seen. The hrppy
couple next door with the six-grand pram (I've googled
it). The loved-up newly-weds on the latest season of my
favourite realtty show. I can take the scalpel of my limited
imagination to cut around the young womarr, lift her out of
the picture and insert myself in. And in doing so, f can see

how I would be happy with Him. Secure, for once.
'Anythtng else?'a voice asks behind me. I jump, startled.

The incredibly friendly staff here have an incredibly quiet
way of creeping up on you.

My eyes try to see through the throng of bodies. See if
he's seen me. If he discovers I'm here, he'll want to know
why, and I'm not sure my flimsy excuse will cut it.

'IJm, sufe. Anothet oatflatwhite, please.'

'Sute! Coming right up.'
Anxiety supercharged by caffeine hitches my heart rate up

a notch. I can't tell if my man has looked this way. A break
in the sea of heads seems to be forming but is quickly filled
by a middle-aged couple taking 

^ 
se t a couple of benches

down. My eyes snag on the way the man catches the woman's
elbow to ease her down, her pale hand going to cradle what
I can now see is a rounded belly. I'm elated for her. I'm ter-
rified by the force of the S7ant that rips through me. A hand
goes to my flat stomach.

I come to the conclusion that if I can't see him, then
sure\ he cant see me, albeit awate that I might be falling
victim to toddler logic. Truth be told, I'm not sure James

has ever really Seefl rTic

he was showing me ar(

it was a single tinr- roc,:

ness with his brother. $,

although things had b.,
found themselves s-rdr

they could handle. The
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the entiretv of HR.
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admittedh: \\ ill rru--:
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in a laugh. The ze a- :; :
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interesting. The eas-, -.:.
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togethefness.
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It would hurt.
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Still, even if my taste in men is improving I have a lot of
damage to heal. Too much to allow myself to get close to
someofle new. As long as I holdJames at a distance, as long
as I only allow myself to daydteam about him, we can both
remain safe.

The sea of bodies between us shifts again and a metciful
parting in the waves brings him back to me. He's in a soft-
looking jumper with sleeves pushed back and jeans, N7ill in
his customaty sharp suit beside him. They have always had
thir F , and yang pull, \Will's loud, impulsive recklessness a

foil for his younger brother's reassuring calm. Even visually,
\Will's dark hair and blue eyes seem a delibetate challenge

to James's sandy colouring and brown irises. The btothers
seem to be in opposition in every way possible, aside from
the timbre of theirvoices. Sometimes I have to wonder how
long it will be before that friction ignites into a fire that will
burn the whole business to the ground.

'One oat flat white!'
I'm starded, hand ftrrrg up in suprise and knocking over

the glass of water in front of me. Straight onto my laptop.
'Shit!'
I expect a dramaac snap, crackle and pop, or at least a

gende frzztng. Instead, the screen slowly flickers, a quiet
death. Cursing my incurable clumsiness, I take the laptop,
turn it to its side and give it a shake. The waitress behind me
is flapping unhe$ful concern.

'Oh my god. Sorry. Are you okay?'
Tryng my best to rescue an unsalvageable situation, I flat-

ten the laptop as best I can and flip it onto its front to dtain.
The backup laptops at work are even older and buggier than
this one, and while Will might have declared them fit for
putpose, itt not like he does enough real wotk to know.

'Some napkins would be great, please,'I say.

She claps her hands tc

of coufse.'

Sfhen I look back up
goes stiff. I have taken ml
and now looked back to
gone.

Panic digs its fiog*
squeezes, clenching it Q
foom, I try to keep mv h
ning too obvious, lest I
of them, should thevnol
about me, all I can do is

'Natalie.'
My head swings arou

crinkling gendy in the co

his day lrlog eyes on m
white napkins ftom the I

'God, James!' I'm go
fal<ngalot of things. Bu
food hall with his Iaptop
a meeting with Will and

'I heatd the ruckus a]l
I'd save the waitress a tri

'Um, thanks.'I trr to r

'Hefe, let me.'

FIe starts dabbing at rl
frrl of tissues from hirn z

'Sorry about your lapt
I shrug. 'lt's a piece oi
Your boss should real

knowing smile.'Iakeni' l

opposite me. I shake ms
excitement. 'I wasnt ex.

8



6

su"el oIf ('eJeq nod aes or Srrncadxa l(usu r L 'lueurellf,xa

Sur8rns dru raqlorus or Surdn'pzaq du elzqs I 'aru alrsoddo
eczds Jo of,rls oqt spJah.ol slwod aH (iue>luL 'e1rtus Surrnoul
z qtla sdzs eq .'euo .&\eu u nod re8 dleer pFoqs ssoq rno

,'[vm,[w ]rgs Jo ererd u q]L Bnrqs 1

.'dordq mod lnoqz drrog,
'qret Jo q"Is peumt eWlE dou pue rurg uorJ sanssn Jo InJ
-puuq E e11r.a o] eru Swrnolz 'elqzl aqt tu 3.ryqqrp strc]s eH

('eur tol'oJe11,
'xuler or dpoq dru 1er ot dn I ('s{uurf}'ru1,

,'dtn e sser}rulrr erfi alzs p(I

rq8noq; 'uroor erl] ssoJf,E dezn eqr IIE snTtru eq] prueq L
'depor sreu^\o eq] puz I[./4, q]la SuEearu z

dn les pzq oq /rrarDl I puu '1lon or dordq sH rplre Wq pooJ

srq] o] seuror sdzrrqz saruzf noul I ]ng 's8rmn Jo ]ol e8uqvl
rz poo8 ru.1 'asudrns 3ur4e; 1u poo8 ur(I (isaurzf 'poC,

'rzq eqt urorJ surqduu elrqa

Jo slnJls5r e8wl aw spuzr{ sI{ q 'aur uo sede Surdul dzp sF{

epzcu s.]l eI[ dn 3ung3[ eczg 'sraurof, oq] ur dpua8 Sugquc
sede 'etu puqeq spuuls sauref 'punorz s8ur.trs pzaq d11

.'er[?l?N,

- sI op uzf, I Ip 'atu tnoqu
slrrn dru Sqdaay 'aru Surgclua aq nou deql pFoqs 'urarp ;o
Surqctzzn puonu3]ur [an [etye alF I 1sa1 'snoLrqo oot 3uru
-uurs dur e>1uru o] ]ou d1 '1ns pzeq dru deel or drl I 'tuoor
egt ssorf,z uzp sads dru ag11X 'rq8n lr 3tm{cue1c 'sezaenbs

puz ,tru[ dru yo serraerf, erp o]rn sre8ug sfr s8rp f,Iu"cl
'euo8

qloq urerp pu5 or aran daql eraq-&\ ot Tf,uq pa{ool 
^\ou 

puz

]ueruoru z JoJ sJaqloJq arpgo seda dru ue>l?t e uq I gns sao8

dpoq dur'eru oroJeq ssour arfJ urorJ dn lczq {ool I uor{/6.

('osInof, Jo
'se;4, ']uetuaet8e e lslf,ap ur raqteSol spu?q req sdzlc eqg

dus 1.'asza1
'rY\orDI Ol Troar PeJ q

toJ lu luerI] PersPsP ar
uzql rarSSnq puz rrplo u
'ul"JP ol luo.rJ srlr ofuo 1r

-wV I'uo Fzn1rs alquafie-r

"il

eIU Prmtr3q ssel}ru,tr srll
'dordzl erp e{6J 1 'ssaurt

te1nb z 'sraprg ,t^oF
z ]suel rz ro dod puu el

'dordq dru oluo q8rro
lorro SuqcoII)I PuE assd:

?un
II[A\ luq] aru v olrn salrd

^\oqrePuora.o1e EqIsr
ruorJ aprsz 'alqrssod iz-r
sleqlorq erIJ 'sasf,rr rl!tr{
a8ualuqc e]"raqlpp z rf,

'dlznsrrr ueag 'tupr 8um
u sseusseT>par a,rr.sFdur
pzq sde,np arzq daql -u

q I[.,4N'suea(puz {]uq p
-uos u uJ s.eH 'aru 01{J

InJrf,Jeu E prta urz8z s+1nr

qloq uzf ean'um{ }noqz
3uo1 sz 'acuulsrp 

" 
lu sarr

o] esolf, 1aB ot nasru -r

Jo ]ol e et\Eq1 'Suraordu



agairrst the table as he slides onto the bench. I try not to
stare 

^t 
the momentary tensing of the muscles in his fore-

arms. James gestures at the laptop that I've left face down,
draining. 'Please tell me you werent working on Christmas
Eve. I know I have to, for my sins, but if Will's asked you
to -'

'No.'My palms flash honesty at him as they fly up. 'No,
I ptomise no wotk stuff.' There's not even a ttace of suspi-
cion in his eyes. He can't have seen me lurking hete. 'Is \X/ill

around, too?'
He shakes his head and I'm embarrassed by how quickly

the excitement leaps up again. 'No, he's off to meet some
friends. I said I'd say hello to you and help rescue you from
yout laptop situation, then fire off a few more emails.' His
head cocks to one side. 'I'm in here all the time. How come
I've never seen you befote?'

My stomach tightens. IWell, I usually prefer sitting in a

caf€ nearer my flat, but it was closed. I remembered you'd
recommended this place, but I didn't think you'd be here
today of all days.'Lie.

James gives me a curious look. lMhat's d1s s-'
Anyway, forget me, I can't believe you're working on

Christmas Eve.'
He laughs, a laugh that comes from deep within his chest

and wraps the both of us in a gende warmth. If he'd planned
to grill me, it seems the plan has been qurckly forgotten.
'Irue,'he says, 'but that's the price of being the boss.'

The waitress drifts back into r.ie*, sets another wodge of
napkins down in front of me. I thank het, not taking my
eyes offJames as I try to assess whether he's seen through
me. If he can smell the deception and desperation. '\We11,

please, don't let me stop you if you need to be cracking on.'
I've akeady noticed the glances at the MacBook poking

out of his rucksack. Tl
sion. $7ill gets to be \l
for a sampling meednu
ing an afternoon lauglu
is the one who keeps rh
the time-blind nerv hrr'
ness would surelr- fall a:

'But I think vou'r e :
add.

That smile returns. -
a sigh. 'I think you're r:
my coffee. 'lfhat abc,-'
something stronger?'

I've already u'atche : :

this offer wouldn'r h:..,.
at keeping boundarr..
V-ill has not. But nu'.:, :.

I'd have been corr.:
far as watching lirm :: -
home alone, rempr-i -

who's mastered an J.:-

don't know vou'r e 'D.-:

bleeding manv hour. ..:

dreamed of.
'I think I'd like th:r:.' -

'E,xcellent.' -\ n.ru-- -

I'm left a Iirrle brc.rr: -,
back at him, ignor:n- -

mind. We have the C: :
off school.

lMhat d'you fanc,.:' :-

\X..4rat would rhc r-:
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