
		
			[image: TWUC.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			 

			Praise for The Wake-Up Call

			 

			‘This beautifully written enemies-to-lovers romance 

			kept me hooked from the start’

			Daily Mail

			 

			‘A beautiful, heartwarming love story 

			that keeps you turning the pages’

			Lindsey Kelk

			 

			‘Full of laughs – and chemistry!’

			The Sun 

			 

			‘Beth O’Leary can do no wrong! Yet another 

			gorgeous, evocative romance’

			Carley Fortune

			 

			‘Packed full of warmth and chemistry . . .

			I couldn’t put it down!’

			Paige Toon

			 

			‘Just begging to be made into a Hallmark movie’

			Red

			 

			‘This is not just a great rom-com, this is

			a Beth O’Leary rom-com’

			Gillian McAllister

			 

			‘Amazing chemistry, characters to fall in love with, and all

			that Beth O’Leary magic. Irresistible’

			Louise O’Neill

			 

			‘Gorgeously funny . . . with a fabulous cast of characters’

			Woman’s Weekly

			 

			‘Bursts with Beth’s signature heart, wit and charm . . . 

			one for the hopeless romantics in all of us’

			Amy Lea

			 

			‘Heartwarming’

			Closer

			 

			‘It’s got warmth and depth and so much humour’

			Lucy Vine

			 

			‘Heartwarming, touching, sharp and sexy, 

			Beth O’Leary just gets better and better’

			Lia Louis

			 

			‘Romantic comedy at its best’

			Woman & Home

			 

			‘Wonderfully uplifting’

			Heidi Swain

			 

			‘Tender, humorous, romantic’

			Irish Independent

			 

			‘Uplifting’

			Candis

			 

			‘Fun, heartfelt and engrossing’

			 Salma El-Wardany

			 

			‘So sweet and so endearing!’

			Lizzie Damilola Blackburn

			 

			‘Delightfully steamy, cosy, romantic’

			Evie Dunmore

			 

			‘Witty, clever and full of heart’

			Laura Kay

			 

			‘Utter perfection . . . seductive, funny, 

			big-hearted and masterfully told’

			Cressida McLaughlin

			 

			‘Playful, warm, uplifting, and so very satisfying’

			Caroline Hulse

			 

			‘A fiery and fabulous romance, the sparks fly off the page!’

			Milly Johnson

			 

			‘A masterclass in romantic comedy’

			Best

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Beth O’Leary is a Sunday Times bestselling author whose novels have been translated into more than thirty languages. Her debut, The Flatshare, sold over a million copies and is now a major TV series. Her subsequent novels, The Switch, The Road Trip, The No-Show and The Wake-Up Call, were all instant bestsellers. Beth writes her books in the Hampshire countryside with a very badly behaved Golden Retriever for company. If she’s not at her desk, you’ll usually find her curled up somewhere with a book, a cup of tea and several woolly jumpers (whatever the weather).
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			For my readers.

			I treasure every one of you.
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			Dear Lucas,

			I have a confession to make, and I’m kind of nervous about it, which is why you’re getting it in your Christmas card. (Merry Christmas, by the way.)

			Whenever we cross paths at the hotel, something strange happens. I get hot. Jittery. Say weird things like ‘good morrow!’, and forget what it is I’m chatting to a guest about, and look at you instead of looking at whichever of Barty’s menu additions Arjun wants to disagree with today.

			I’m not usually the sort of person to get infatuated. I’m more of the slow-­burn, warm-­and-­cosy type. And I DON’T lose my head over a guy – I never have. But when I look at you, I get all . . . flustered.

			And when you look at me, I wonder if you might feel the same thing. I’ve been waiting for you to say something, really. But my friend Jem pointed out that maybe you just think I’m not available, or maybe you’re not big on sharing how you feel, or maybe I just need to woman up and make the first move.

			So here I am. Putting my cosy warm heart on the line to say: I like you. A lot.

			If you feel the same way, meet me under the mistletoe at 8 p.m. I’ll be the one in the pink dress. And also the one who is Izzy the receptionist. I don’t know why I said the pink dress thing.

			I’m going to stop writing now, because . . . I’ve run out of space. And dignity. See you at 8?

			Izzy xxx

		

	
		
			 

			Dear Izzy,

			 

			Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.

			 

			Regards,

			Lucas

		

	
		
			November 2022

		

	
		
			Izzy

			If Lucas is doing something, I have to be doing it too, but better.

			This has generally been very good for my career over the last year, but it does mean that right now I am grappling with a fir-­tree branch which measures at least twice my height and four times my width.

			‘Do you need help?’ Lucas asks.

			‘Absolutely not. Do you?’

			I swing my branch into position and narrowly avoid smashing one of the many vases around the lobby. I’m always dodging those things. Like much of the furniture at Forest Manor Hotel and Spa, the vases come from the Bartholomew family, who own the estate. Morris Bartholomew (Barty) and his wife, Uma Singh-­Bartholomew (Mrs SB), have turned the grand house into a hotel, and they’ve repurposed as many of the old family furnishings as possible. I am all for an upcycle – it’s kind of my thing – but there’s something urn-­like about some of these vases. I can’t shake the thought that one of them might contain an old Bartholomew.

			‘Is that whimsical?’ Lucas asks me, pausing to examine my fir branch.

			I’m tying it to the bottom of my side of the staircase. The Forest Manor staircase is famous – it’s one of those gorgeous sweeping ones that splits in two midway and just begs you to walk down it slowly in a wedding dress, or maybe arrange your children up it for an adorable Von-­Trapp-­ish family photograph.

			‘Is that?’ I ask, pointing to the potted tree Lucas has hauled in from the garden and placed at the bottom of his side of the staircase.

			‘Yes,’ he says, with absolute confidence. ‘It is an olive tree. Olives are very whimsical.’

			We are dressing the lobby for tomorrow’s wedding – the bride’s theme is ‘winter whimsy’. Lucas and I have decided that asymmetry is whimsical, so we are each doing one side of the staircase. The trouble is, if Lucas goes big, I have to go bigger, so now quite a lot of the garden is in the lobby.

			‘They’re also Mediterranean.’

			Lucas looks at me flatly, like, Your point is?

			‘We’re in the New Forest. It’s November.’

			Lucas frowns. I give up.

			‘What about my silver fairy lights, then?’ I ask, gesturing to the small, sparkling lights woven through the greenery that now runs up my bannister. ‘Do you think we need some on your side too?’

			‘No. They’re tacky.’

			I narrow my eyes. Lucas finds everything about me tacky. He hates my clip-­in highlights, my baby-­pink trainers, my fondness for supernatural teen dramas. He doesn’t get that life is too short for rules about what’s cool and what’s not cool; life’s for living. In full HD. And baby-­pink trainers.

			‘They’re cute and twinkly!’

			‘They’re so bright. Like little daggers. No.’

			He unfolds his arms and places his hands on his hips instead. Lucas likes to take up as much space as possible. This is presumably why he is always at the gym, so that he can claim yet another inch of my airspace with his ever-­broadening shoulders and his bulging biceps.

			I take a deep, calming breath. Once this wedding is over, Lucas and I can go back to alternating shifts wherever possible. These days, things don’t go well if we’re at the front desk together for too long. Mrs SB says it ‘doesn’t seem to create quite the right atmosphere’. Arjun, the head chef, says ‘when Izzy and Lucas are on shift at the same time the hotel is about as welcoming as my grandmother’s house’, and I’ve met Arjun’s grandmother, so I can say with confidence that this was a very rude remark.

			But Lucas and I are the most experienced front-­of-­house staff at the hotel, and we’re the ones who manage weddings, which means that for the next two days, I have to endure nonstop Lucasness.

			‘Come up to the landing,’ Lucas barks. ‘See what I am seeing.’

			He’s always so commanding. When I first met Lucas, I thought his Brazilian accent was so sexy – I forgave his rudeness, called it a translation issue, decided he meant well but things didn’t quite come out right. But over time, I have learned that Lucas has an excellent grasp of English – he is just an arse.

			I traipse up to the central landing, where the staircase splits in two, and take it all in. Our lobby is huge, with a gigantic wooden front desk along the left-­hand side, old-­fashioned keys dangling on the wall behind it. There’s a worn circular rug over the original brown and cream tiles, and a soft-­seating area by the tall windows looking out at the lawn. It’s gorgeous. And in the last eight years, it’s become a home to me – maybe even more so than the little pastel-­coloured flat I rent in Fordingbridge.

			‘This is a classy hotel,’ Lucas says. ‘The fairy lights look cheap.’

			They were cheap. What does he expect? Our budget is – as always – non-­existent.

			‘This is a family hotel,’ I say, just as the Hedgers family walk into the lobby, right on cue. Three kids, all hand in hand, the littlest one toddling along in a snowsuit with his pudgy fingers tucked inside his sister’s.

			‘Wow!’ says the oldest, stopping in his tracks to stare at my sparkling bannister. The youngest almost takes a tumble; his sister yanks him upright. ‘That looks so cool!’

			I shine my smuggest smile in Lucas’s direction. He continues to glower. The children look slightly disconcerted, and then intrigued.

			I have noticed this phenomenon before. Lucas should be terrible with children – he’s huge and scowly and doesn’t know how to talk to them. But they always seem to find him fascinating. The other day I heard him greet Middle Hedgers (real name: Ruby Hedgers, age six, favourite hobbies include martial arts, ponies and climbing things that aren’t safe) by saying, ‘Good morning, how did you sleep? I hope well?’ It is exactly what he says to adult guests, delivered in the exact same tone. But Ruby loved it. ‘Oh, I slept all night,’ she told him, with great importance. ‘When it was seven on my clock, I got up and stood by Mummy and Daddy’s bed until they woke up too, and Daddy didn’t think I was there, so he screamed, and it was so funny.’ To which Lucas nodded, quite serious, and said, ‘That sounds like a horrible way to be woken,’ and Ruby descended into fits of giggles.

			Bizarre.

			‘The children like the fairy lights,’ I tell Lucas, spreading my hands.

			‘The children also like shoes with wheels in them, and Haribo, and they will eat Arjun’s ice-­cream sundaes until they are sick,’ Lucas says. ‘Children cannot be trusted.’

			I glance at the grown-­up Hedgers to make sure they aren’t offended by Lucas’s comments, but they’re ushering the kids into their room and don’t seem to have heard. They’re in Sweet Pea, because Mrs Hedgers is a wheelchair user – the lifts have been broken for over a month now, and it’s been a nightmare with only five downstairs bedrooms.

			‘No fairy lights on my side. We should take those ones down, too.’

			‘Oh my God! Can’t you just compromise and say, fine, let’s use fairy lights but more sparingly, or something?’

			‘They hurt my eyes. It’s a no.’

			‘When you work with someone you can’t just say it’s a no and leave it at that.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘You have to meet me halfway.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because! It’s reasonable!’

			‘Ah. Reasonable like reorganising the stationery every time you are on shift so that I can never find things?’

			‘That’s not why I do it. I do it because your way is—’

			‘Reasonable?’

			‘Crap!’ I say, belatedly glancing towards Sweet Pea to make sure the door has closed behind the Hedgers’ children. ‘Your way is crap. The drawer always gets jammed because you put the hole-­puncher in on its side and the Post-­its should be at the front because we use them all the time but they’re right at the back, behind the with-­compliments slips, which we never use, so excuse me for saving you time!’

			‘Is it reasonable to renumber the rooms without telling me?’

			‘That was Mrs SB’s idea! I was just following orders!’

			‘Did she order you not to tell me?’

			We’re squared up now, and somehow I’ve ended up with my hands on my hips too, a posture I have only ever adopted when pretending to be a superhero (something you do surprisingly often when you work in a family-­friendly hotel).

			‘I just forgot. I’m a human being. Sue me.’

			‘You didn’t forget to tell Poor Mandy.’

			Mandy is the other permanent member of the front-­of-­house team. She is not actually poor in the financial sense – she has just become known as ‘Poor Mandy’ here at Forest Manor Hotel and Spa because she’s always stuck between me and Lucas when we’re arguing about something. Poor Mandy doesn’t care about the way the stationery drawer is arranged. She just wants some peace and quiet.

			‘Well, Poor Mandy didn’t specifically tell me never to message her outside of working hours, so I probably WhatsApped her about it.’

			‘I did not say, don’t message me outside of working hours. I just said that bombarding me with hotel administration at eleven at night on a Sunday is not—’

			‘Reasonable,’ I say, through gritted teeth. ‘Right, of course. Well, if you’re so keen on reasonable, we’ll stick to reasonable un-­fairy-­lit bannisters and we’ll host a reasonably good wedding and Barty and Mrs SB will make the reasonable decision to close the hotel because it’s no longer viable. Is that what you want?’

			‘Are you under the impression that you can save Forest Manor Hotel and Spa with large quantities of twinkly lights?’

			‘Yes!’ I shout. ‘No! I mean, it’s not about the decorations per se, it’s about going the extra mile. Forest Manor is so perfect for this time of year, and if this wedding goes well, then every single guest will go away thinking the hotel is gorgeous and they should minibreak here, or have their engagement party here, and that means we’re that little bit closer to staying afloat in 2023.’

			‘Izzy, the hotel cannot be saved by a few minibreaks or engagement parties. We need investment.’

			I don’t respond to this. It’s not because I agree with him, or because – God forbid – I’m letting Lucas have the last word. It’s because the ceiling has just fallen in on our heads.

		

	
		
			Lucas

			One moment Izzy is glaring up at me, fierce and spiky, with her hands planted on her hips. And the next, she is on top of me, small and soft and smelling of cinnamon sugar, with half the ceiling on top of her.

			I have no understanding of how we got from A to B here.

			‘Oh my God,’ Izzy says, rolling off me in a cloud of plaster. ‘Did I just save your life?’

			‘No,’ I say. It is best to say no when Izzy asks you a question. ‘What?’

			‘The ceiling fell in,’ she says, pointing at the ceiling. Helpful, as ever. ‘And I threw myself over you to save you.’

			I lie there beside her. We are both on our backs on the landing. High above us, the ceiling gapes open. I can see the old wall lamps in the first-­floor hallway.

			This is not good.

			I turn my head to look at Izzy. Her cheeks are flushed and her pink-­striped hair is all over the place, but she appears unharmed. There is a chunk of plaster behind her head, large enough to have killed one of us. I suddenly feel very cold.

			‘Thank you, then, I suppose,’ I say.

			Her expression sours and she stands, brushing her legs down.

			‘You’re welcome,’ she says. When Izzy says this to me, it translates as go to hell, arsehole. If she were speaking to anybody else, it would no doubt be entirely sincere. But when it comes to me, whatever Izzy’s saying, the subtext is essentially always vai à merda, cuzão.

			Nobody but me seems to notice this. Everyone else thinks Izzy is ‘nice’ and ‘fun’ and ‘sweet’. Even Arjun treats her like a princess, and Arjun treats our customers in the way that a famous musician might treat his fans – with a sort of fond contempt. But then, Arjun didn’t have Izzy yelling You’re not good enough for her anyway, you cold-­hearted shiny-­shoed robot-man! at him across the hotel gardens last Christmas.

			Izzy does appear to have just saved my life though, so I try to be polite.

			‘I am very grateful,’ I say. ‘And I apologise that I did not throw myself over you first. I had assumed you would be able to look after yourself.’

			This doesn’t go down well. She glowers at me. Izzy has a whole range of glowers and glares. She has big green eyes and very long eyelashes, and always draws little black flicks on the edges of her eyelids. When I think about Izzy, which is as rarely as possible, I see those eyes narrowed at me. Catlike and bright.

			‘I can look after myself,’ she says.

			‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I know. That’s why I didn’t save you.’

			‘Hello?’ someone calls from upstairs.

			‘Shit,’ Izzy mutters, craning her neck to look up at the hole in the ceiling. ‘Mrs Muller?’

			For all her faults, Izzy has an exceptional memory for our guests. If you’ve stayed with us once, Izzy will know your son’s name, your breakfast order and your star sign. Though even I remember Mrs Muller: she stays here often, always upsetting the cleaning team by getting splodges of paint everywhere while she works on her art. She’s in her seventies, half German, half Jamaican, with an accent that I find frustratingly challenging, and a tendency to tip the hotel staff as though we’re in America, which I don’t mind at all.

			‘Call the fire brigade,’ Izzy hisses at me, before returning her attention to Mrs Muller. ‘Mrs Muller, please be very careful! There’s been a – slight – umm—’

			‘Accident,’ I suggest.

			‘Issue,’ Izzy says. ‘There’s been a slight issue with the floor! But we’re getting it sorted right away.’

			We both try to peer through the hole. We need to do something before any of the other fifty guests currently staying at Forest Manor happen to step out of their bedrooms and risk falling down a storey or two.

			‘Mrs Muller, please step back!’ I say, then head down the steps to the lobby – it is just as dangerous for us as it is for her. ‘You should move too,’ I tell Izzy over my shoulder.

			She ignores me. Well, I tried. I eye the damage to the staircase and get my phone out to dial 190, then remember it’s not that in the UK, it’s . . .

			‘Nine nine nine,’ Izzy says.

			‘I know that,’ I snap. I’m already calling.

			A shower of plaster comes cascading down from the hole, dousing Izzy in dust. She splutters, her long brown-and-pink hair now covered in white powder.

			‘Whoa,’ says an excited voice from behind me. I turn to see Ruby Hedgers, the six-­year-­old, in the doorway of Sweet Pea. ‘Is it snowing?’

			‘No,’ I tell her, ‘it is just structural damage. Hello, yes, fire brigade, please . . .’

			 

			The hotel is swarming with firefighters. Izzy is being unprofessionally flirtatious with one of the particularly handsome ones. I am in a very bad mood.

			It has been a stressful morning. Understandably, the guests are a little disturbed by all this. Several of them did not take well to being posted out of windows and down ladders. One of the firefighters told us that the damage to the ceiling and staircase has ‘no quick fix’ and said ‘this is going to be a big job’, and in case that wasn’t clear enough, he rubbed his forefinger and thumb together, a gesture that means the same in Brazil as it does here: money, money, money.

			This is the root of all our problems at Forest Manor Hotel and Spa. As I understand it, the hotel was thriving before the pandemic, but business suffered badly during the Covid lockdowns, which coincided with the entire roof needing replacing. Now we are limping along, unable to give the hotel the renovation it needs. When I started here two years ago, Forest Manor was already looking tired; it has lost even more of its luxuriousness, and that, in turn, means prices have had to drop, even in our award-­winning restaurant.

			But the heart of this place remains the same. I truly believe there is no hotel in England quite as special as this one. I knew it the moment I first stepped into the lobby and saw the guests reading newspapers on the sofas in their hotel slippers, looking out at the children playing on the lawns. It was the picture of comfort. We treasure our guests here – the moment I hand them their key, they become part of our family.

			‘Lucas, right?’ says a voice behind me, a hand clapping down on my shoulder.

			I steel myself, placing my precious third coffee of the day on the lobby table. Of course, we don’t always like every member of our family.

			Louis Keele is staying in Wood Aster, one of the downstairs suites, for the next two months while he’s in the area on business. It is our finest room, and Louis likes the finest things. People don’t appreciate quality any more, he told a colleague the other day on their way through the lobby. I imagine it is much easier to ‘appreciate’ quality when your father made several million pounds on the property market in the 90s, but I wouldn’t know.

			‘Yes, Mr Keele. The hotel is being evacuated,’ I say.

			He knows this, obviously. There are firefighters everywhere, and there is a cordon across the doorway that Louis has just ducked under. Also, a lot of the ceiling is on the staircase.

			‘I’m very sorry, but you’ll need to vacate your room for a short time, just while we get all this sorted.’

			He is looking at ‘all this’ with interest. I clench my fists. Louis puts me on edge. There is something hungry underneath his easy smile – something calculating. He was here last Christmas, and even then he was asking Mrs SB if she would consider selling to his father’s company – or, as he calls it, ‘the Keele family firm’. She had laughed and told him no, but the situation is so different now. We were in serious financial trouble before the ceiling caved in.

			Louis whistles slowly, tucking his hands in his trouser pockets. ‘This sort of damage, with the broader renovations needed here . . .’ He grimaces in sympathy. ‘Excuse the crude language, but you guys are in real deep shit, aren’t you?’

			‘Louis!’ Izzy trills, appearing from the dining room and shooting me a warning look that suggests my expression is not as obliging as it should be. ‘Let me take you outside. We’re having an impromptu winter picnic under the pergola, or the pergoda, or the pagoda, I have actually never known what the difference is between all of those, but you know what I mean.’

			She has her hand on his arm. Izzy is very tactile for a Brit – with everyone except me.

			‘Mrs SB called,’ Izzy says to me over her shoulder as she leads Louis away. ‘Someone needs to phone the already-hysterical bride whose wedding just got cancelled. I told her how passionate you were about the set-­up for tomorrow’s wedding and said you’d be the perfect person to make the bride feel heard.’

			I grit my teeth. Izzy knows I do not enjoy emotional conversations. The only consolation is that I have already signed Izzy up to help Barty fill in a forty-­four-page insurance document which he has definitely downloaded in the wrong format. It will be pure torture for her.

			‘And she wants to see us both in the office at five,’ Izzy adds.

			It is only as the front door creaks shut behind Izzy and Louis that I realise what this is likely to mean.

			Even if it is safe to use the downstairs of the hotel, that leaves us with five bedrooms instead of twenty-­five. They are five of the most expensive bedrooms, which is something, but still, it’s a fraction of what we’d usually earn over the winter months, and doesn’t exactly require a full front-­of-­house team. In the average week, Izzy and I would each share the desk with one of the agency receptionists Mrs SB employs, and endure our one overlap day (Monday. The gloomiest of days). Mandy would take most of the evening shifts, when only one receptionist is required. 

			If I were Mrs SB, I would be looking to cut a member of front-­of-­house staff. Given the short notice, she will probably have to pay the agency receptionists even if they don’t come in, and Mandy is an old family friend of Barty’s. 

			Which leaves . . . me and Izzy.

		

	
		
			Izzy

			It’s five o’clock. I’ve got my pitch ready. I’ve had some useful feedback from Arjun, who said I was focusing a bit too much on why I was better at my job than Lucas, which doesn’t make me sound like a team player. I disagree, obviously – if anyone isn’t a team player, it’s Lucas. He’s always annoying housekeeping, and he once made Ollie cry when the dishwasher broke. But maybe I don’t need the slide about how my booking book is better than his online booking system in literally every way.

			Now that the two of us are standing side by side outside Opal Cottage – the old gate house where the Singh-­Bartholomews live – I am finding myself feeling a teeny bit sorry for Lucas. He looks as anxious as I feel. It’s a freezing cold day, and the grass is still wet from this morning’s sleet, but he’s rolled his shirtsleeves up and keeps tugging at his collar as if he’s too hot. He catches my eye, and I am just considering smiling at him when he says, ‘By the way, I reorganised your box for you.’

			All thoughts of smiling evaporate.

			‘My box o’bits?’

			Lucas’s expression shifts from ‘tense and implacable’ to a subtle ‘I tire of your nonsense’.

			‘The box that you keep under our desk, filled with your belongings, yes.’

			‘You can’t go through my box o’bits! That’s been there for eight years!’

			‘That was obvious from the contents,’ Lucas says. ‘It was easy to condense it into a smaller, more sensible container when I removed all the out-­of-­date packets of sweets.’

			‘Sweets never go off! Tell me you did not throw anything away.’

			He regards me flatly. ‘I kick that box at least twice per day. I have asked you repeatedly to move it. Rationalising the contents seemed like a compromise. Aren’t you always telling me to compromise?’

			‘Excuse me? You’ve been kicking my box? There are breakables in there, you know.’ Well, my Teen Wolf mug. But that is very precious.

			Mrs SB opens the door and we snap to attention. It’s obvious that her day has been a lot more stressful than mine – and mine has been nonstop chaos. She’s wearing a cardigan, but only has one arm in a sleeve. The other is just dangling down her back like a bright pink tail. She has a phone trapped between her shoulder and cheek, and her usually flamboyant eyeshadow is an ominously boring shade of taupe. She gestures us inside, cardigan arm flapping, and says into the phone, ‘Absolutely, yes, that won’t be a problem at all,’ while pulling a face.

			She flaps her hands at the armchairs in the entrance hall where she seems to have nested, judging by the half-­eaten bowl of pasta, the hooded blanket draped over a chair arm, and the important-­looking paperwork strewn everywhere. Barty waves at us from the kitchen without looking up – he is literally elbow-­deep in ring-­binder files, his spectacles balanced on the tip of his long, aristocratic nose.

			Lucas sits down gingerly, as though all the chaos might be catching. I settle in with my laptop bag clutched to my chest, trying to remember my opening lines. In the last eight years at Forest Manor, I have become an invaluable member of the team, coordinating everything from large-­scale weddings to . . .

			‘Hi,’ Mrs SB says on an exhale once she’s hung up the phone. ‘You two are a sight for sore eyes. Is it still a crime scene over there?’

			She waves her hands at the window that looks over the hotel. Lucas and I exchange a quick glance.

			‘There’s a lot going on,’ I say brightly. ‘But things have calmed now that Barty’s sorted everyone temporary accommodation, and I’ve got four builders coming around for quotes . . .’

			‘And I have contacted three structural engineers,’ Lucas butts in. ‘The work is far too extensive for a regular builder to manage.’

			Mrs SB’s eyes widen at far too extensive. I stay quiet. Sometimes Lucas scores my goals for me.

			He doesn’t know Mrs SB as well as I do. She and Barty opened this hotel as newlyweds, more than forty years ago – the building isn’t just where they work, it’s the child they never had. They love every inch of this place, from the quaint attic rooms to the big brass door knocker. Forest Manor was made for luxury and romance, for string quartets, slow dances and lavish candlelit dinners. I hate watching Mrs SB grapple with the fact that after all we’ve been through, they can’t afford to keep this magical place from falling apart.

			‘We’re staying open,’ Mrs SB says, with resolution. ‘The insurers have said we can, as long as the building work is “sufficiently cordoned-­off”, so I’m adding “buy cordons” to my to-­do list. After “googling what cordons are”. We’ve had to cancel all the winter weddings, but we’ve still got five good suites, and the kitchen is untouched, whatever Arjun says.’

			Arjun is very concerned about plaster dust. I gave this short shrift this afternoon, but you do have to manage Arjun’s ego quite carefully. I’ll send someone around later to do some token dusting around the oven and tell him it’s sorted.

			‘But closing all twenty upstairs rooms . . . and having builders and . . . structural engineers everywhere . . .’ She rubs her forehead, pushing her glasses up on to her head. ‘Will the Hedgers stay?’

			I nod. ‘Their home insurance is covering their stay – their house is flooded,’ I tell her. ‘They don’t have anywhere else to go, to be honest.’

			‘Good,’ Mrs SB says, then winces at herself. ‘Sorry. You know what I mean. And we’ve got Mrs Muller, she’s here until January. We’ll need to prioritise the long-­term guests, I think. The couple from New Orleans have cancelled and gone to The Pig, so we can upgrade Mrs Muller to their room. Louis Keele has made it clear he’s keen to stick around . . .’

			I glance at Lucas, curious. He made a little sound when Mrs SB mentioned Louis. A familiar, disgusted snort that generally happens after I say something, actually.

			‘Who else is here on a long stay?’ Mrs SB asks.

			‘Mr Townsend and the Jacobs,’ Lucas and I say simultaneously.

			‘The Jacobs are a young Belgian couple with a five-­month-­old,’ I say. ‘They love everything British, have their bacon well-­done and are obsessed with Fawlty Towers.’

			We all know Mr Townsend, so I don’t bother sharing my facts about him. He’s here every winter for at least three months, and these days he and I even exchange the odd email in the time he’s away from the hotel – he’s become a friend, as many return guests do. I know Barty and Mrs SB feel the same.

			‘Well, liking Fawlty Towers is a good sign,’ Mrs SB says with a grimace. ‘Right. And they’re . . .’

			‘Keen to stay,’ I say promptly. ‘I’ve already checked.’

			‘Good. Well done, Izzy. As for the rest of them . . .’ Mrs SB says, staring at the laptop open on her knees. ‘I’ll deal with them. Somehow.’

			She looks up at us with a distressed smile. Mrs SB is the world’s nicest boss, and she can’t bear to let anybody down, so if she’s upset, that almost certainly means bad things for us.

			‘Now. On to you two,’ she says.

			Oh, God.

			‘I must be honest with you both. From the new year, I just can’t guarantee anything. We may well . . .’ She swallows. ‘We’re out of money, quite frankly. These next few weeks will be make or break. But I know how important it is for each of you to be working at the hotel this winter.’

			I feel rather than see Lucas stiffen at that. For the first time, I wonder exactly why Lucas is working for the whole of November and December, rather than going back to see his family in Brazil like he did last year. And then I immediately stop thinking about this, because any thoughts that involve last Christmas and Lucas are strictly forbidden by order of my friend Jem.

			‘With only five rooms in use . . . I just can’t justify employing you both to work on the desk alongside an agency receptionist.’

			There it is. I fiddle with the strap on my bag and feel my pitch drying up in my throat. What was it I wanted to say? Something about being invaluable? I’ve worked at the hotel for eight years? The stationery drawer is much better when I’m here?

			‘Mrs SB,’ Lucas says, ‘I understand your difficulty. May I remind you of the superior digital booking system I introduced when I—’

			‘Personal notes!’ I shout. They both turn to look at me. ‘It was my idea to have the personal welcome notes in the rooms, and so many of our good reviews mention those.’

			‘They mention your terrible handwriting,’ Lucas says.

			I flush. People are so mean on the internet.

			‘I am extremely economical,’ Lucas tells Mrs SB, who looks wearier by the minute. ‘When we need new printer paper, I always order—’

			‘The fancy overpriced stuff,’ I finish for him.

			‘The quality paper that requires less ink,’ Lucas ploughs on. ‘Unlike Izzy, I think carefully about cost implications.’

			‘Unlike Izzy? Excuse me? Who was complaining about my budget fairy lights this morning? If you had your way, we’d make everything in this hotel out of solid gold.’

			‘That is ridiculous,’ Lucas says, without even bothering to look at me. ‘My solution is not solid-­gold fairy lights, clearly. My solution is no fairy lights.’

			‘What next?’ I say, my voice rising. ‘No sofas? No beds?’

			‘Stop it, please,’ Mrs SB says, holding up both hands in surrender. ‘There’s no need to battle it out, I’m keeping you both on until the new year. The agency director has kindly released us from our contract, in the circumstances, and will just provide a skeleton staff for front-­of-­house on Tuesdays and Wednesdays, if the two of you are willing to work five days?’

			‘Yes,’ we both say, so loudly that Mrs SB startles slightly.

			Usually, our fifth day is a split shift, so one of us covers the evening for Mandy to have her night off. I won’t miss that, though – evening shifts are less fun. All the kids at the hotel have gone to bed, for starters.

			‘Well. Good. Thank you, both of you. I need responsible, experienced staff here – I can trust you two and Mandy with anything. I know you’ll muck in wherever you’re needed. I’ll be letting half the waiting staff go, and even more of the housekeeping team, and Arjun will have to cope with just Ollie in the kitchen.’

			‘You’re only leaving him the kitchen porter?’ I say, unable to help myself. Arjun is not going to take that well.

			‘Raw talent,’ Mrs SB says briskly. ‘He can mould the boy in his own image. Now . . .’ She sniffs, reaching her hands out. I take one first; Lucas hesitates before gripping her other hand in his own. ‘That’s enough business talk,’ she says. ‘May I remind you that we are a family here. Whatever happens, that won’t change. If Forest Manor has to close, I will do whatever I can to help you. Whatever I can. Please know that the two of you will always be very dear to me.’

			I’m tearing up. Mrs SB knows exactly how hard it is for me to have a conversation like this, and she squeezes my hand tightly. For a second I actually let myself think about it: drinking my last coffee-­spiked hot chocolate with Arjun; packing my box o’bits into my car; hugging goodbye to Barty and Mrs SB, the people who made me feel at home when that mattered more than anything.

			‘Absolutely,’ I say. My voice is a bit squeaky. ‘And I’m here for you for as long as you can have me. Just name a job, and I’m on it.’

			Lucas nods once. ‘Whatever you need.’

			‘Wonderful. Well,’ Mrs SB gives us a small, tired smile and releases our hands, ‘we’re selling as much as we can. That’s step one.’

			I widen my eyes. ‘And Barty’s . . .’

			‘Very upset about it,’ Mrs SB says, lowering her voice and glancing towards the kitchen. ‘But if we can’t raise funds, we will lose the hotel. So some of those old Bartholomew pieces have to go. Can I put you two in charge of the lost-­property room?’

			‘In charge, as in, of selling it all?’ I say. The lost-­property room started out as a lost-­property box, but over the years it grew, and now there are hundreds – if not thousands – of items in there. We’re not big on throwing things away here at Forest Manor. ‘Can we even do that?’

			‘I’ve had a look, and the law is a bit vague, but I think as long as we took steps to return the items – which we always do when something new lands in there – and a reasonable amount of time has passed, then we’re entitled to call it ours. And if it’s ours . . . then I don’t see why it can’t raise us some money. It’s a bit of a mess in there, but you never know, there might be some gems. Can I count on you two to get it all sold off? I’m sure Poor Mandy will help.’

			‘Absolutely,’ Lucas says. ‘I look forward to it.’

			My eyebrow twitches. Lucas hates the lost-­property room. He calls it ‘the bin’.

			Mrs SB sits back with a long sigh, then notices she only has her cardigan half on and says, ‘Oh, bother. What a day. I’m going to need you two to really step up, now. I hope you’ve realised this means you’ll be working shifts together five days a week.’ She brings her glasses back down on to the bridge of her nose and adopts her sternest expression. ‘Can you both do that?’

			Neither of us makes eye contact with the other.

			‘Of course,’ I say brightly.

			‘Yes,’ Lucas says. ‘Yes, I can work with Izzy. No problem at all.’

			 

			The next day, I realise what Mrs SB means when she says mucking in. We’re in the kitchen: I’m suddenly a sous-­chef and Lucas has just been enlisted to wait on tables at lunch. There is a gold-­trimmed notice on the front desk that reads, Please ring for assistance and we will be with you in a jiffy! in Barty’s curling cursive. I suspect that note is going to be on the desk a lot in the next few weeks.

			‘It will not fit,’ Lucas says, voice muffled from inside the polo shirt he’s trying to pull on. The issue is that Lucas is enormous, and the waiting uniforms are not designed for people who tower over everyone and have those weird extra muscles joining their neck and their shoulders.

			Arjun shoots me a gleeful glance over the pot he is currently stirring. Looking gleeful while slowly stirring a pot does make you look a bit witchy, so I try to stay poker-­faced on the other hob. Arjun’s making his black dal, which has to be prepared in an extremely precise way. He’s already yelled at me five times and apologised seven times.

			Arjun is a sweetheart, he just acts like a dragon. If Forest Manor is my family, Arjun’s my overbearing older brother. He always thinks he’s right, and annoyingly he often is – he was the first person to tell me Drew wasn’t a good friend to me. But he’s softer than he seems. Every year, he makes me a special batch of brownies on the date of my dad’s birthday, because I once told him brownies were Dad’s favourite, and if he clocks I’m having a rough day, he always slips a teaspoon of sugar into my tea.

			‘You’re almost there,’ Arjun says to Lucas. This is clearly cheering Arjun up, which is good, because he’s been in a terrible mood ever since Mrs SB told him about the cuts to the kitchen staff. ‘Just tug it a bit more,’ he says.

			‘It . . . won’t . . .’ Lucas’s head pops out. He clocks our expressions and his face darkens. ‘You are laughing at me.’

			‘Never,’ I say. ‘Arjun, is it time to add the cream?’

			‘No! God! No! Do not upon pain of death add the cream yet!’

			‘Right,’ I say cheerily. ‘Not cream time. Got it. Lucas, are you just going to wear that as a scarf, or . . .’

			Lucas looks down at the polo shirt currently dangling from his neck. He’s wearing a T-­shirt underneath, which isn’t helping the polo shirt fit, and is doing a relatively poor job of hiding the endless ridges of muscle that make up Lucas’s torso. I turn away and start tidying off-­cuts of vegetables into the compost bin. Nobody needs to be seeing all those abs.

			‘We have no other polo shirts?’

			‘None,’ I say, though I haven’t actually checked.

			Lucas gives me a look that suggests he may have guessed as much. With a weary sigh, he begins the arduous task of trying to squeeze an arm in, just as Louis Keele walks through the swinging double doors, casual as you like, as though guests pop into the kitchen all the time.

			‘Wow,’ he says. ‘It smells great in here. Isn’t that a bit small for you, Lucas?’

			Lucas’s irritation radiates from him like the heat from the hobs. I stifle a grin. Louis is a bit entitled, but it doesn’t particularly bother me – he’s a guest, and I figure if it makes him happy to get involved behind the scenes, then what’s the harm? Plus . . . he’s cute.

			‘You shouldn’t be back here,’ Lucas says.

			His tone is borderline rude. Lucas has never been great at the sunny-­and-­obliging-­demeanour thing. I watch him realise he’s been inappropriately blunt and reach for something more positive to say.

			‘Perhaps you would like to go for a swim in the spa, Mr Keele, if you’re looking for entertainment?’ he says, as he finally yanks the polo shirt down over his torso. It stops just below his belly button, a good three inches of black T-­shirt showing out of the bottom.

			Louis gives me a conspiratorial smile. He’s one of those good-­looking guys who can actually pull off a wink: a bit ­EastEnders, a bit cheeky. He wears his mousey-­brown hair swept back from his forehead and has very white teeth; he’s often in a suit with no jacket or tie. Our vibe has always been a little flirty, which Lucas clearly regards as deeply unprofessional on my part. This may or may not provide an incentive to smile back at Louis right now.

			‘I’ll go for a swim if you’ll join me?’ he says to me. He glances at Arjun. ‘She must be due a break soon, surely . . .’

			‘No breaks for the wicked,’ I tell him. ‘Arjun has me stirring that pot every two minutes and forty seconds.’

			‘This is the recipe that the Observer food reviewer said brought ground-­breaking flavours to a sleepy corner of the forest, am I right?’ Louis says, looking over Arjun’s shoulder. ‘Your trademark black dal?’

			Arjun straightens slightly. ‘Yes, actually.’

			‘Amazing, wow,’ Louis says, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘It smells fantastic. Incredible what you can do in this space.’

			‘Does anyone have anything I can take to table five?’ Ollie says, bursting in through the doors to the restaurant.

			As the only remaining permanent member of Arjun’s team, Ollie should really be the one stirring this dal, but I took pity on him and let him fill the waiter job instead. Arjun already looked like he was about to start breathing fire, and Ollie – bless him – would definitely drive him over the edge.

			‘Bread? Olives? Something poisonous?’ Ollie goes on. ‘The bloke says it’s not his fault you mugs let the ceiling fall in, and he doesn’t see why it should be holding up his lunch, and I did say we don’t usually serve lunch until twelve but he said this is supposed to be a boutique luxury hotel and he should be able to have lunch whenever he – God, Lucas, what are you wearing? You look like a right twat! Oh,’ Ollie says, turning scarlet. ‘Sorry sir, I didn’t realise a guest was . . .’

			‘Just leaving,’ Louis says, with another easy smile. ‘Izzy – rain check on that swim?’

			‘Sure, looking forward to it!’ I say, smiling back and checking the clock. ‘Time to stir, Arjun?’

			‘You’re not already stirring?’ he says with absolute horror, as Ollie disappears into the restaurant with a bread basket and Louis slips out of the other door.

			 

			After the chaos of yesterday, today is eerily quiet.

			You can really feel all those empty rooms. We put everyone in a bay window for breakfast, looking out over the lawns and the woodland beyond, but it’s still too subdued for my liking. Mr Townsend stays hunched over his copy of The Times; Louis and Mrs Muller don’t make it to breakfast; the Jacobs are grey with exhaustion, their baby asleep at last in the pram beside their table. It’s the Hedgers who bring all the energy, but there’s only so much that even three kids under ten can do to brighten up the atmosphere. As I return to the lobby, I vow to figure something out for tomorrow. Background music, maybe? Or will that come across as too corporate?

			‘Oh, Mrs Hedgers!’ I call, as she wheels in with a pile of shopping bags on her lap. ‘Let me help you with those.’

			She waves me away, gaze landing on my latest innovation: the debris nativity on the staircase landing.

			‘That’s . . . quite something,’ she says.

			I feel myself going pink. ‘I just figured, even if the ceiling has fallen in, until the builders get here, we can still make the most of the space, right?’ I say.

			‘Yes. Yes, I can see that,’ Mrs Hedgers says.

			I’ve built a nativity into the rubble of the fallen ceiling. Baby Jesus is lying in a cradle between two chunks of ceiling plaster, and I’ve spread artificial snow around the scene, even dusting the shoulders of the wise men (three old statues of previous Bartholomew family members from the gardens). My personal favourite element is the sheep, which I created out of an old white footstool and a lot of cotton wool balls. I know it’s a bit tacky and over-­the-­top, but I think it’s cheerful – and the hotel desperately needs some cheer right now.

			‘You’re a very creative young woman,’ Mrs Hedgers says, turning her steady gaze my way.

			For someone with such energetic children, Mrs Hedgers is surprisingly calm. She wears her dark brown hair in a chignon, smooth and neat, and there’s never a speck of mud on the wheels of her chair when she heads out of the door. On her check-­in notes, she listed her profession as ‘life and career-­change coach’, which is probably why she seems to be so impressively together. I guess you can’t tell other people how to live their lives if yours is a bit of a state.

			‘Oh, thank you!’

			‘Is it hard work, staying switched on all the time?’ she asks, tilting her head.

			‘Sorry?’

			Mrs Hedgers smiles slightly. ‘Creative people tend to need their downtime.’ She looks at the nativity. ‘You like to add a little sparkle to everyone else’s day, am I right?’

			‘That’s actually why I love working in hospitality,’ I say, twisting my fingers together. Mrs Hedgers is making me nervous. She has a headteacherly sort of energy, as if at any moment she’ll tell me I’m not allowed to wear clip-­in highlights at school. ‘I’m a total people-­person.’

			‘And how do you switch off?’

			‘Umm. Hanging out with friends?’

			‘Hmm,’ says Mrs Hedgers.

			‘I do yoga too, sometimes,’ I find myself saying. I think I last did yoga in the first lockdown, when everyone got excited about working out in our living rooms, as if the lockdown rules were the reason we weren’t all bounding out into the woods for fifteen-­mile runs every morning.

			Mrs Hedgers waits. I can come up with no other downtime activities except ‘watching television’, which sounds like something Ruby Hedgers would put forward in answer to this question, so I just get gradually pinker and wait in silence.

			‘Well,’ Mrs Hedgers says, hands on her chair’s wheels again. ‘Perhaps something to think about. It’s so important for us to nourish ourselves so that we can continue to nourish those around us.’

			‘Right! Totally. Oh, sorry!’ I say, hopping out of her way. ‘Actually, while I have you, I’ve been meaning to ask – we still need a card for any costs that your insurer won’t be covering for your stay. Would you . . .’

			‘They’ll cover it all,’ Mrs Hedgers says, and there’s steel in her smile. ‘Just send the bill their way.’

			‘Oh, OK,’ I say, as she pushes open the door to her suite and manoeuvres herself through.

			As the door closes behind her, I stare at it for a while. Nothing about that conversation should have made me feel especially uncomfortable, but I’m all discombobulated. Maybe it’s because she didn’t really like my nativity scene. Is that why? Something has got under my skin, and now I feel as though I’ve made a mistake, but I can’t figure out where.

			I whip out my phone and message Jem. She’s in the States, but I do some quick maths and decide that even though I can never remember whether it’s five hours ahead or five hours behind, as long as it’s five something I’m not waking her in the middle of the night.

			Is this lame? I say, attaching a photo of the nativity.

			Umm, no?!! she replies instantly. It is in fact the best thing I have ever seen!

			I smile down at my phone as she peppers me with stars and Christmas tree emojis. There is nobody in the world with a heart as pure as Jem Young.

			Why the self-­doubt? she asks. Are you OK, little pigeon?

			Oh sorry, I’m totally fine! Just ‘having a silly moment’, as your mum would say. Maybe time for a sugar fix . . .

			It’s always time for a sugar fix. And please do not quote my mother at me at this hour!!

			But Mrs Young has so many excellent one-­liners! What about that time she told me I was an abject failure, dragging her daughter to the dogs?

			Or the time she told me I was ‘a disappointment, fundamentally speaking’?

			I press my hand to my heart. We joke about these moments now, but I know how badly they wounded Jem. Even if these days she has fundamentally speaking literally tattooed on her arse.

			You have never disappointed me, not even when you chose Team Jacob over Team Edward, I type, with a string of hearts.

			She writes back, Love you. Rehearsals now – got to go. Missing you so much x

			I tap out a heartfelt Miss you more before sliding my phone back into my pocket. Winter is my Jem time – her being gone has left me feeling a little unsteady. We only do Christmas together every other year – I’m on rotation between Jem and Grigg and Sameera – but even if I’m not actually with her on Christmas Day, we always spend September onwards sending each other fantastically bad new Christmas songs and meeting up for mulled wine after work.

			But this year she’s so busy that bothering her with the new festive album from a washed-­up noughties band feels kind of stupid. Jem’s always wanted to be a performer – musical theatre is the dream – and this year she finally got a spot in the ensemble of a brand-­new American musical. It’s the perfect breakout role for her, after years slogging away in part-­time jobs.

			It just also means spending six months in Washington DC, where her parents live. Which couldn’t be less perfect. Jem spent half her childhood living on my street in Surrey, and half in DC – her family moved back and forth twice. When her parents finally settled in the US for good, Jem stayed here. Nice and close to me, nice and far away from them. 

			Fate, she’d said gloomily to me as we’d drunk cheap wine on my floor and mourned the fact that her dream had come true in her nightmare location. Or Karma. Or something. Basically, the universe has decided I can’t escape my mother.

			I grab a bag of candy kittens from the shelf under my computer screen and let the sugar rush hit as I flick through the booking book. My phone buzzes with a notification: it’s from Google, reminding me of a photo from this time last year. I wince. Google is missing some serious subtext: it’s a picture of me with Drew, my old flatmate, who I emphatically do not want to remember, especially at this time of year. I swipe the notification away and ram in a few more candy kittens.

			‘Lost property time,’ says a familiar voice behind me.

			I slam the book closed on the desk and steel myself for an interaction with Lucas. As I turn, I see him regarding the booking book with his usual disdain. One of my favourite activities is to make Lucas say ‘the booking book’ as many times as possible during a shift, because he hates my cutesy names for things. The trick is to trap him when a guest is there so he can’t be a dickhead – or at least not out loud.

			‘Is it?’ I say testily.

			I glance at the clock mounted behind the desk. It’s another relic from the Bartholomew family. It needs rewinding every morning, and by the end of Poor Mandy’s shift, it’s always running nineteen minutes behind. Checking the time on the lobby clock involves a combination of maths and guesswork: it’s around midday, so the clock is probably already at least five minutes slow, so that means . . .

			‘It’s twelve on the dot,’ Lucas says, already sounding exasperated with me. ‘I don’t know why you even look at that clock. Don’t you have a watch?’

			I do have a watch. It is mint green and fabulously chunky, and I remember to put it on maybe two mornings out of ten. Today was not one of those mornings.

			‘I don’t need a watch,’ I say sweetly. ‘I have you here to yell the time at me.’

			I do one last sweep of the lobby to check it’s all in order and then grab the key to the lost-­property room. It’s directly behind us – the door is just to the right of the old Bartholomew clock – but I’ve not been in there for months. The lost-­property room was a staffroom, once, with a coffee machine and two comfy armchairs. Now it’s just . . .

			‘Chaos,’ Lucas says, as I unlock the door and step into the small amount of available floor space on the other side.

			Boxes and boxes of stuff. A rocking horse. A collection of broken teacups, once used for afternoon teas here. An old projector. An absolute plethora of umbrellas.

			So yes, it’s kind of a state. But it’s also kind of a treasure trove. My heart lifts as I cast my eye over it all. If I fixed up that old rocking horse, we could definitely sell it for at least eighty quid. Mending the teacups won’t take long, and people will go crazy for that cutesy 1950s pattern on them. We might be able to raise some real money from all this. Mrs SB is a genius.

			‘We should decide how and where we want to sell each category of item,’ Lucas says, rubbing his mouth as he scans over the contents of the room. ‘I’ll start a spreadsheet.’

			I ignore him and dive in. The first box is labelled ‘tatty books’ and the second ‘coats left behind in 2019’.

			I hear Lucas mutter something in Portuguese behind me, and choose to believe it is an expression of delight and excitement.
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