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‘I wish I could live your life. I’d happily swap lives with you.’



It might be the season to be jolly but for Calvin and Judy the usual festive bickering has already begun! Judy’s convinced that her husband has it easy – no glittery wrapping paper, no playground gossip and absolutely no Christmas baking.

Calvin wishes he could trade in his obnoxious boss and dull nine-to-five job to spend more time kicking back with his kids – how hard can Judy’s life really be?

But after a magical mince pie mix-up, one thing’s for certain – by Christmas Day, life for Judy and Calvin will never be the same again. Perhaps the grass isn’t always greener after all…

A hilarious, feel-good festive read, perfect to curl up with this Christmas. Fans of Carole Matthews, Jane Costello and Mandy Baggot will love this story!
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Chapter One:

Mince Pies at Dawn

A dozen pastry stars. Two lunch boxes. No, one lunch box – where was the other? Dog lead. Second batch of mince pies out of the oven. Quick, get the pastry stars on top of the third batch. Where is that lunch box? And why are there only ten pastry stars? Pastry cutter, pastry cutter, aha! Two more pastry stars, now plonked on top of mince pie cases. Mince pies in the oven. Woof. One minute, Miller. Where is that bloody lunch box?

‘Scott? Charlie? Are you out of bed yet?’

Lunch box, lunch box. Where could it be? Woof.

‘I’m so sorry, Miller. I promise I’ll take you out in two ticks. Scott! Charlie!’

Judy leapt around the kitchen, popping hot mince pies onto cooling racks while searching for the missing lunch box. It had been there only moments ago, sitting on the counter with the other one, she was sure. She’d only packed them a few minutes ago, just before she rolled out the pastry for the stars.

‘Aha!’ Lunch box. Half-buried beneath a blanket of flour. Judy blew the flour away and shoved the lunch box on top of its brother. ‘Scott! Charlie!’

‘All right, all right. We can hear you, you know.’ Scott, Judy’s thirteen-year-old son, wandered into the kitchen, his hair sticking up in comical black tufts, his eyes prised half-open in an attempt at being awake. ‘What’s for breakfast?’

‘Whatever you make yourself. I need to take Miller out for a walk.’ The dog’s ears pricked up, eyeing his dog lead hopefully. It was sitting on the table, where it had been abandoned in favour of mince pies. Miller didn’t dare hope that he’d finally get to leave the house and empty his bladder.

‘Can you get something for Charlie?’ Judy grabbed the lead and Miller jumped out of his basket where he’d been sulking all morning, his claws clattering on the lino as he circled his owner’s legs. ‘And tell your dad to keep an eye on the mince pies. They need to come out in ten to fifteen minutes if I’m not back. Scott, did you hear me?’

‘What?’ Scott turned from the cupboard where he had been observing the cereal boxes. Frosties or Coco Pops?

‘The mince pies.’ Judy struggled to clip the lead onto Miller’s collar as he danced around her ankles. ‘They need to come out of the oven in ten to fifteen minutes. When they’re golden. Tell your dad.’

‘Mmm.’ Scott turned back to the cupboard and grabbed the Frosties.

‘Don’t forget Charlie.’ Judy had finally managed to tether the dog but paused on the kitchen’s threshold. ‘Cereal or toast for Charlie. Do not feed her mince pies for breakfast. Again.’ Miller tugged Judy towards the front door. He would not be teased like this. He either peed outside against a tree or he made a puddle on the floor, which was humiliating for Miller and infuriating for his owner.

‘Have you seen my tie?’ Judy’s husband was halfway down the stairs, his shirt open at the neck. ‘The grey one with the white stripes?’

‘I think it’s in the bathroom, on top of the drawers.’ It certainly wasn’t hung on the rack in the wardrobe where it should be, Judy thought as she grabbed her coat and shoved her arms through the sleeves. ‘Is Charlie out of bed yet? Can you make sure she gets up and has breakfast? No mince pies this time. Speaking of which, can you take them out of the oven in ten to fifteen minutes if I’m not back? Once they’re golden?’

‘Yeah, sure.’ Calvin had already turned his back on Judy and was hopping back up the stairs to retrieve his tie. Judy finally opened the front door and Miller tugged her out into the cold December morning. The sky was still a deep navy, the village vaguely lit by street lights and the odd amber glow from the windows of early risers. The windscreens of the cars sparkled under a layer of frost and the grass was stiff and crunchy underfoot. Judy allowed Miller to set the pace – which was rather rapid due to his full bladder and the sight of his favourite tree. Once Miller had relieved himself, his pace dropped to a gentle trot as they made their way along the canal, following their usual route along the towpath until they reached the school’s playing fields and turned onto the public footpath. The path was little more than a dirt track that filled Judy’s shoes with mud. She should have changed into her wellies, really, but she’d been in a bit of a rush. They walked along to the high street, which was still asleep, and followed it down until they came full circle onto their road. She waved to their neighbour, who was busy scraping frost from his car, his teeth chattering at an alarming rate. The sky had lightened by now but it was still bitterly cold so Judy was glad of the warmth as she stepped into the house and removed her coat.

‘I’m back!’ Judy unclipped Miller’s lead and hooked it onto the coat stand. She hoped Scott and Charlie had eaten and were at least part-way dressed by now. The kitchen was silent, which was a good sign. She didn’t even mind seeing the dishes piled up on the side as it was at least evidence that her children had been fed.

‘My tie wasn’t in the bathroom.’ Calvin’s tone was almost accusatory as he joined Judy in the kitchen. He was wearing a lime green tie as he clearly hadn’t managed to locate the grey one.

‘Then I have no idea where –’ Judy paused mid-sentence, her nostrils flaring as she picked up the faint whiff of smoke. Her eyes scanned the kitchen. The mince pies! Flying towards the oven, Judy wrenched open the door, stepping back as a mixture of smoke and steam billowed out, clearing to reveal her mince pies – decidedly the wrong side of golden brown! The smoke alarm kicked into action, screeching despite Judy’s oven-glove-wafting in the air.

‘I asked you to check on them. Why didn’t you take them out of the oven?’ She shoved her hand into the oven glove so roughly, her fingers almost poked out of the other side. The mince pies were yanked out of their incinerator and the tray dumped on the worktop. There really was no way of salvaging them. She’d hesitate to serve them to her own family, never mind the paying public.

‘I thought they were already out of the oven.’ Calvin pointed at the batches cooling on the side. ‘How was I to know there were more in the oven?’

Judy closed her eyes. How to answer that ridiculous question without causing offence? ‘Because I asked you to take them out of the oven?’ That should have been her husband’s first clue. ‘Or how about the smell of burning?’

‘I couldn’t smell it, could I?’ Calvin wasn’t completely stupid. Had he actually been in the presence of the burning pies, Calvin was certain he’d have twigged that there was another batch awaiting his assistance. As it happened, he was detained elsewhere. ‘I was upstairs looking for my tie.’

Judy stared at her husband. He stared back. Neither was willing to back down, both believing wholeheartedly that they were in the right. In the end, Judy decided against saying what was on her mind – which would have caused offence – and instead turned her attention back to the mince pies.

‘Can you sort that out?’ She jabbed a finger at the still screeching smoke detector as she surveyed the singed pies before her. Did she have time to make a fresh batch? Not a chance. Instead, she pushed the tray to the back of the work surface – they were too hot to bin straightaway – cleared away the debris of the morning’s baking and hurried the children along. Calvin left for work somewhere along the way but Judy didn’t bother to say goodbye. She was too annoyed and too frantic getting everybody ready to leave the house on time.

‘Have you got everything?’ With the two batches of mince pies packed away in boxes and stacked in her arms, Judy herded the children out of the door while going through her usual checklist. ‘Homework? Lunch? PE kit? Do you have that consent form I signed for the school? Have you got your reading book?’

With an affirmative for all of the above, Judy and the children set off through the village, Scott towards the bus stop while Judy and Charlie made their way towards the village green. Judy heard the rumble of the bus in the distance and hoped her son had managed to catch it in time. The last thing she needed was another ticking off from Scott’s head teacher. She and Mr Peebles had already had words over her son’s apparent lack of ‘educational motivation’. What Steve Peebles didn’t seem to grasp was that Scott was motivated by little other than sports and his band. She’d been tempted to invite Peebles over to take a peek at her son’s bedroom and see just how motivated he was to put his laundry in the basket or open his curtains once in a while. Instead, she’d taken the criticism on the chin and set about motivating her son via threats of taking away his football and band privileges.

Charlie skipped alongside her mother as they made their way through the village. The sky had lightened considerably by now but there was still a bleakness in the air. Still, the sight of Christmas trees in the windows and wreaths adorning the doors helped to inject a bit of cheer into the village. If Judy didn’t have a festive to-do list as long as the fairy lights wrapped around her tree at home, she’d be able to relax and enjoy the season.

The Green Teapot sat on the edge of the village green and was already open for business, catering to those in need of a good cup of tea to kick-start the bitter morning. Christmas music was playing softly in the background as Judy and Charlie stepped inside, with Bing Crosby crooning about chestnuts roasting on an open fire. It was warm in the tea room and the air was filled with the smell of cinnamon and freshly baked bread.

Judy placed the batches of edible mince pies on the counter, apologising profusely about their meagre numbers. ‘It’s been a bit of a nightmare morning.’ Judy didn’t mention her husband’s incompetence. ‘But I promise I’ll make some more during my shift.’

Judy worked as a waitress at the tea room, as well as baking at home to earn a bit of extra cash. She’d have to squeeze some baking in between her usual duties. Somehow.

‘Don’t worry about it.’ Enid, owner of the Green Teapot and Judy’s boss, gave a wave of her hand. ‘We’ll sort something out.’

Judy knew she was incredibly lucky to have such an understanding boss. Leaving the surviving mince pies in Enid’s capable hands, Judy and Charlie returned to the cold and hurried through the village to the primary school. A rainbow of colours greeted them as children tucked up in hats, coats and gloves whizzed by with insatiable energy and Charlie eagerly joined them, seeking out her friends easily despite them being covered almost head to toe in winter gear.

‘I wish I had this much energy first thing in the morning.’ Laura, Judy’s friend and fellow parent joined her, blowing on her cold fingers to warm them up. She and Judy had met ten years ago, when their boys both started at the village nursery, and now Charlie and Laura’s youngest son were in the same class.

‘I want to curl up and go back to sleep.’ Judy had been up since dawn to fit in her baking before the school run, creeping around the kitchen so as not to wake her family.

‘If only.’ Laura sighed. Like Judy, as soon as the children were safely inside, she’d be off to work. ‘Don’t you wish you were her sometimes?’ Laura pointed across the playground to where Abby Frost was holding court, her designer handbag hooked over the crook of her elbow. Abby Frost was what some people might have described as a ‘yummy mummy’ but what Judy described as a stuck-up cow. Married to a wealthy ex-banker-turned-MP, Abby took every opportunity to flaunt her affluence and status within the community. She didn’t have to work for a living and looked down at the mums who did, publically pitying their offspring for their lack of parental presence.

‘I’d rather clean urinals with my own toothbrush than be her,’ Judy replied. Money was one thing – and quite a nice thing, Judy thought – but being a judgemental snob was another, and not something Judy would wish on anyone. Especially herself.

‘Mrs Neil!’ Judy looked up as she heard her name being called and saw Charlie’s teacher heading towards her, waving to catch her attention. ‘I’m so glad I caught you. I just wanted to check that you’re still okay making the extra costumes for the nativity? We’ll need them for the dress rehearsal next Wednesday.’ Miss Daniels scrunched up her nose. It was a lot of work but Charlie’s mother had volunteered and the school’s nativity budget was tight. Practically non-existent, in fact. They could only just about stretch to new material for the costumes.

‘That’s fine.’ Judy didn’t need to sleep, right? ‘I’ll have them ready.’

‘Great.’ Miss Daniels seemed to deflate with relief. ‘Thank you so much.’ She grinned at Judy before she rushed off to herd the children off to their classroom.

‘How did you end up with that job?’ Laura always did her best to avoid being lumbered with school duties. She had too much on her plate as a single mum of three without piling more on top.

Judy rolled her eyes. ‘I stupidly stepped forward. You know I like sewing and everything but I forgot how hectic it is around Christmas. I’ve only got myself to blame.’

‘Give me a shout if you need a hand.’

Judy thought it was very sweet of Laura to offer, considering she couldn’t so much as thread a needle. ‘I will, thanks. I’ll see you later.’ Charlie’s class had been led into the school by Miss Daniels so Judy made her way back to the Green Teapot, where she threw on an apron and helped clear the early morning rush. It was mid-morning before she managed to cobble together another batch of mince pies before the lunchtime crowd descended upon them. She was rushed off her feet for the rest of the afternoon so it was a relief to finally hang up her apron at half past two. She had just enough time to take Miller to his favourite tree and load the washing machine before dashing to the school to pick up Charlie. She made sure the children were washed and changed while transferring the washing to the dryer and piling in another load. She checked her watch as it began to grow dark outside. Calvin had promised he’d be home early tonight. Where was he?



Chapter Two:

Frostie the Snowman Forgot

Perry was fuming. Calvin had never seen a face quite so puce as his boss stalked up and down the office, firing off expletive after expletive, practically foaming at the mouth as his rage spilled forth. His head was going to explode, which wouldn’t be such a bad thing apart from the mess it would create on the walls of B&R Marketing. Maybe Calvin would get splattered and then he’d have to listen to Judy go on at him about the stains on his shirt. At least he wasn’t wearing his favourite grey tie, Calvin supposed. He didn’t mind if the horrible lime green one was ruined with his boss’s brain matter.

‘Are you all frankincense stupid or something?’

Perry hadn’t really used the word frankincense, but Calvin was passing the time by replacing the swear words with those associated with Christmas. It made the experience a tad more pleasant – as long as you ignored the spittle flying across the office as Perry went about his business of giving his employees an almighty ticking off.

‘What kind of idiots do I have working for me? You’re all a bunch of figgy pudding chestnuts. I should fire the whole baubles lot of you, you incompetent donkeys.’ ‘Donkeys’ could have been an actual insult for Perry to use, but the one Calvin had replaced was marginally more insulting. ‘Whose job was it to book the photo shoot?’ Perry’s eyes shone as they ran across each employee, seeking out the weakest member of his team. The one who had well and truly dropped the ball on this project. ‘Which advent am I going to sack?’

‘Sack?’ Everyone in the office had been silent up until this point (they’d long ago figured this was the best way to deal with Perry’s rages) but now a voice squeaked from the back of the office. ‘But it’s December.’

It was Sarah who had spoken out. She was relatively new to the B&R Marketing office and wasn’t familiar with all the rules yet. You didn’t take stationery from the cupboard without permission from Perry first (which was sometimes only granted after a full-on grovelling session. Pens were precious in the B&R office, according to their tight-fisted boss). You didn’t take the last biscuit out of the tin in the kitchen unless you wanted an ear-chewing from Overlord Perry and you never, ever spoke out during one of his tirades. To do so would only put you in the firing line and prolong the agony for everybody else.

Poor Sarah.

‘I don’t give a flying fa la la la la what month of the year it is.’ Perry gave a hoot. ‘Are you referring to Christmas? Do you actually think I give a rat’s antlers about Christmas?’ Perry marched towards the back of the office, where Sarah was quivering in her chair. ‘Christmas means more business. Profits!’ Spit flew through the air, landing on Sarah’s cheek. She didn’t dare move to wipe it away. ‘It doesn’t mean I’ll turn into a soft Tiny Tim just because you lot stick up a bit of tinsel.’ ‘Tinsel’ was Perry’s own word this time. He flailed his arms around to indicate the sparkly stuff attempting to add cheer to the grim office. ‘Don’t think I won’t sack the lot of you at Christmas because I will if I have to. You French-henned this project up and I want to know why and, more importantly, who.’

He glared at his employees, turning full circle so that nobody was left out. His nostrils were flared as he attempted to sniff out the weak link.

‘Well?’ The fact that he had failed to sniff out the culprit was making a vein throb in his temple. It grew larger as he turned to examine his staff yet again and the offender remained hidden. ‘May I remind you how much work we’ve got on over the next few weeks? Francesco Benvenuti is coming into this office next week. Francesco. Benvenuti. Do you realise how much money that dude will bring to this company? I cannot allow any of you to fairy lights this campaign up!’

Perry stormed out of the office, his fury continuing for the remainder of the day, though thankfully he took it into the solitude of his own office once it became clear that nobody was actually going to be man enough to own up to messing up the campaign. Although he’d threatened to sack the lot of them, it wasn’t really plausible, so he’d stormed into his office to seethe and plot for the rest of the day.

‘Perry should expect the arrival of three ghosts this Christmas,’ Sarah said as they packed up at the end of the day. Perry had moments earlier popped his head through the door to tell them they should all ‘frost off home’ and ‘thank themselves festive lucky that they still had their Father Christmas jobs’. Calvin was running out of Christmas-themed F words.

‘I’ll see you in the morning.’ Sarah paused by Calvin’s desk and lowered her voice. ‘And thanks for not landing me in it. I thought I’d booked that photo shoot weeks ago.’

‘Don’t worry about it. It was a mistake.’ Calvin thought of the blackened mince pies from that morning. ‘We all make them.’

With his computer shut down for the evening, Calvin made his way down to the car park and climbed into his car. He had an hour’s commute from B&R Marketing’s city centre office to his home in Hartfield Hill. He knew how much Judy loved the village but it was a pain in the artificial Christmas tree (Calvin must stop doing that now) getting to and from work during rush hour. It was half past six by the time he pulled up outside the house, the evening already well and truly underway. Judy and the children would have already eaten, meaning he’d have to sit in the kitchen by himself yet again. Calvin opened the oven but it was empty. Probably punishment for the mince pies, which were still sitting accusingly on the side – he was evidently not out of the doghouse then. Never mind. He wasn’t that hungry anyway. He’d grab something later.

‘Where have you been?’ Judy was sitting on the bed when Calvin went upstairs to change, her face twisted and strangely resembling that of Perry’s earlier. Great. Just what Calvin needed. He’d already had a bollocking from his boss – he didn’t need another from his wife.

‘I’ve been at work. Where do you think?’ Calvin opened the wardrobe and pulled out a pair of jeans and a hooded top.

‘You’re late.’

‘I know.’ It was all right for Judy. She only worked a few streets away. If she ran, she could be home from work in two minutes. Not everybody had it so easy. ‘Traffic was terrible. It always is at this time of year.’

‘And you really couldn’t have got here any earlier?’

Calvin held in a sigh. No, he really couldn’t have unless he had the ability to sprout wings and fly home. Which he didn’t. ‘Is this about the mince pies? I said sorry.’

‘You didn’t, actually,’ Judy muttered. Calvin chose not to hear and instead changed out of his work clothes (which Judy snatched off the floor where they fell before dumping them forcefully into the laundry basket) and into more comfortable attire. Sometimes it felt like he was wearing a noose to work instead of a tie.

‘I’m sorry, okay? About the mince pies and being late and everything.’ Over the years, Calvin had come to the realisation that it was easier to apologise, even for the things out of his control. ‘I’ll see you later. I won’t be late.’ He stooped to kiss Judy goodbye but she put out a hand to stop him.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’

‘To the pub.’ It was Friday. He always went to the pub with the lads on a Friday to unwind after a stressful week at the office. It was the only thing that got him through the week at times.

‘But we’re going to my parents’.’ Judy folded her arms across her chest, her eyebrows raising a fraction in challenge. ‘It’s been planned for weeks. It’s the last chance we’ll get to see them before Christmas. They’re spending Christmas and New Year with my sister.’

‘Your sister only lives down the road from your mum and dad.’

Judy’s eyebrows rose further, no longer a challenge but a threat. ‘She moved to Edinburgh. Eight months ago.’

Yes, Calvin remembered now. They’d helped pack up the house and Judy had cried for a week.

‘I forgot.’

‘You forget a lot of things.’ Judy let that statement hang in the air for a moment before she continued. ‘Anyway, we planned to go to Mum and Dad’s tonight. It’s been on the calendar for weeks and they’re expecting us.’ They’d been expecting them over an hour ago but Judy forced her lips to close tight. For a millisecond. ‘You promised to be home early so we could go.’

‘But it’s Friday night. It’s the only night out I get.’

Judy threw back her head and barked with laughter. ‘Are you taking the piper’s piping?’ Calvin really couldn’t help replacing the obscenities. It had become a habit. ‘You go out on Monday and Wednesday evenings and Sunday mornings!’

‘But that’s to play pool and football.’ He couldn’t let his teams down, could he? ‘Friday night is the only chance I get to relax.’

Judy looked at him. She looked at him some more. Too angry to speak, she stalked out of the room.

‘Does this mean I still have to go tonight?’ Calvin called after her.

‘YES!’



Chapter Three:

Two Parents A-Rowing and a Partridge in a Pear Tree

Judy and Calvin thought it was best if they didn’t communicate for a while, so the journey to Judy’s parents’ was strained as they each did their best to ignore the other. Calvin turned away from his wife as best he could while confined to the passenger seat of the car and tethered to his seat by his belt, staring out of his window while Judy put on her very best everything-is-fine-kids voice as she chatted away to them. Not that the children noticed the tension between their parents. Scott was engrossed with his phone while Charlie was chattering away non-stop about the importance of shepherds.

‘What do you think, Daddy?’

‘About what?’ Calvin dragged his gaze away from the window and looked at his daughter through the gap between the seats.

‘About shepherds.’

‘Oh.’ Calvin shifted into a more comfortable position. ‘It must be a pretty boring job, mustn’t it? And cold and wet. Who would want to be stuck out in a field all day with nothing but sheep for company? It’s a rubbish job if you ask me.’

‘Da-ad!’ Charlie’s bottom lip started to tremble and her brown eyes pooled with tears.

‘Charlie is playing a shepherd in the school nativity next week,’ Judy hissed.

Oh, candy canes. ‘I was only kidding, Charlie-Chalk.’ Calvin laughed, to show what a silly, jovial mood he was in. ‘Being a shepherd is one of the most important jobs there is. What would we do without shepherds? There’d be sheep running around everywhere, wouldn’t there?’

Charlie nodded, eyes dry again. ‘And they’d poop everywhere, wouldn’t they, Daddy?’

‘Everywhere. Imagine the smell.’

Charlie giggled, her father completely forgiven for his mishap.

‘You did book the time off work, didn’t you?’ Judy asked, ruining the mood. ‘It’s been on the calendar since last month.’

‘Yes, yes, of course I’ve booked the time off work.’ How could Calvin forget when Judy had been chewing his ear off about it for weeks? He turned back towards the window, spending the rest of the journey counting fairy light-framed windows and lit-up Santas along the way.

‘I’m so sorry we’re late.’ Judy hugged her mother when they arrived, trying to convey through body language alone that it was all Calvin’s fault. ‘I hope tea isn’t ruined.’

‘Of course not. No harm done.’ Susan led the family straight through to the dining room where everybody squeezed around the table. ‘I’ve made an early Christmas dinner with all the trimmings. I know it’s not the same as spending the actual day together but it’s the next best thing. I’ve even bought crackers!’

‘Mum says you and Grandpa can’t come to my nativity play.’ Charlie’s wobbly lip was back as she spoke to her grandmother.

‘I’m so sorry, darling.’ Susan stroked Charlie’s curly brown hair, tucking a strand behind her ear. ‘We’ll be away. But maybe your daddy can film it and we can all watch it together when we get back in the New Year. Would you like that?’

‘Can we have popcorn?’

‘Of course.’

‘And ice cream?’

‘Don’t push it,’ Judy said and Charlie reluctantly backed down, fearful that she’d lose the popcorn she’d already bagged if she persisted. ‘Do you need a hand with anything, Mum?’

‘No, thank you. Everything’s under control.’ Susan went through to the kitchen and when she returned she brought with her the festive smells of a good, old-fashioned festive feast. Calvin’s stomach rumbled and he temporarily forgot about the lads and the pint he’d sacrificed for family harmony. The evening’s misdemeanours seemed to be forgotten as the family ate and chatted and pulled crackers with naff jokes and even naffer prizes.

‘Have you told Grandma and Grandad about your band?’ Judy asked Scott.

The tips of Scott’s ears turned pink, glowing brightly against the yellow paper crown he was wearing. ‘We’re playing our first gig on Sunday. They’re switching on the village lights and we’re allowed to play three songs.’

‘Three songs? Wow. You’ll soon be a superstar.’ Susan smiled encouragingly at her grandson before turning to Judy. ‘They’ve left the lights until the last minute, haven’t they?’

‘They were supposed to be switched on at the beginning of December,’ Judy explained. ‘But vandals nicked the bulbs from the tree and they’ve only just been replaced.’

Susan gave a tut. ‘Is nothing safe these days? Bulbs!’

‘So what songs will you be playing?’ Scott’s grandfather asked. Bernard had been in a band himself in his youth, though it had been the church’s brass band and probably not quite in the same league as his grandson’s.

‘We’re playing a couple of Christmas songs. But, like, really cool ones. And then we’re playing a song I wrote with the drummer.’

‘Very impressive. It’s a shame your Grandma and I will miss it.’

‘At least Dad will be there this time.’ Scott couldn’t quite bring himself to forgive his father for missing his first football match for the Woodgate Juniors. Months had passed but it still stung.

‘I only missed one football match.’ Calvin had been caught up with work and he’d made sure he’d been at every one since.

‘You missed all of my basketball games.’

‘You gave up after three.’

‘And you missed my awards ceremony at school.’ Scott believed this was now his trump card for life. Whenever he wanted something, he could always bring out the awards ceremony card to get his way.

‘I had a very important meeting at work.’

‘Yeah, because everything’s more important than us.’ Scott scraped back his chair, excusing himself with the pretence of needing the loo.

‘What’s up with him?’ Calvin asked, watching as his son disappeared from the room with slumped shoulders.

‘Think about it, Calvin,’ Judy said.

Think about what? That his son had turned into a moody teenager? That was hardly his fault, was it?

Calvin sulked – in Judy’s opinion – for the remainder of the evening, sitting hunched in his seat and giving mumbled, one-syllable answers. For Calvin, he was merely sitting and observing his family, responding when he had something to say rather than wittering on. What was the point of speaking anyway when his words were twisted and made into something else? No, he would keep his gob shut and that way he couldn’t be blamed for anything else.

‘Are you going to sulk all night then?’ Judy slipped into the driver’s seat of the car, smiled fixed in place as she waved to her parents on the doorstep, belying the fact that she was livid.

‘I haven’t been sulking.’ Calvin was already belted into his seat, arms thumped across his chest and his gaze fixed on the window. The house across from Susan and Bernard’s was decked out like the Blackpool illuminations. It must have bumped their electricity bill up to at least double the normal price. It was a ludicrous waste of time and money in Calvin’s opinion.

‘You’re still sulking now.’ Judy sighed. There was no point in having this row. Not when they would be stuck inside the car with the children for the next twenty minutes. ‘Are you buckled in, Charlie? Scott, can you check for me?’

‘Just a sec.’ Scott was already engrossed with his DS. His sister’s safety could wait.

‘Scott! Now, please.’ Judy snatched her own seatbelt and dragged it across her body. Why was it always her who had to drive on occasions such as these? Calvin claimed he didn’t feel like driving after enduring rush hour traffic twice a day already, but what about Judy? She baked and served all day but that didn’t stop her from getting food on the table each evening or picking up after three people who were more than capable of picking up after themselves. Judy suspected it had more to do with the cans of lager Calvin had downed and the whiskey he and Bernard had enjoyed on the sly.

‘All right, all right. No need to get all snappy.’ Scott, still clutching his DS, leaned across to check his sister’s seatbelt.

‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’ Judy shouldn’t take her bad mood out on the children. ‘Are we all ready?’

Judy’s mood didn’t improve during the drive home, especially when Calvin parked himself in front of the television as soon as they arrived, leaving it up to Judy to get Charlie ready for bed. It was always the same. If it involved the children, it was automatically Judy’s responsibility.

‘Thanks for tonight. I really appreciate it.’ Judy had been seething all evening but waited until both Charlie and Scott were in bed before venting her frustration.

‘What do you mean?’ Calvin was instantly on edge. Was she truly thankful? Because her tone suggested otherwise.

‘I mean you being a complete baby and sulking. Why do you have to be so rude whenever we visit my parents?’ Judy could understand if her parents were anything like Calvin’s, who couldn’t give a toss about any of them and would rather spend time with their daughter and her family than Calvin’s. But Judy’s parents were nothing but pleasant towards Calvin. They saw him as their son.

‘I need your support, Calvin, especially with Christmas approaching. I’m rushed off my feet all day at work and then when I come home I have to do everything here.’

Calvin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. ‘Do you think I have it easy? Do you think I enjoy working my arse off to support this family?’

Judy threw her arms up in the air. Why did she even bother? ‘I work too, you know.’ Judy stormed from the room as hot tears threatened to spill and make her look like a fool. She wasn’t upset. She was angry. Frustrated. Why couldn’t Calvin understand? Why couldn’t he see that her job was just as important as his? Yes, Calvin worked hard but his duties ended as soon as he shut down his computer. He could come home and relax. He didn’t have to cook or clean or ferry the children here and there. He didn’t have to shop or organise or help with homework. Judy’s responsibilities were never-ending.

‘What, that little baking job?’ Calvin had followed Judy and was trailing her up the stairs. ‘You work a few hours a day. Try working my hours and then you’ll know what it’s like to be exhausted. I don’t need this crap after a day’s work.’

‘And I don’t need to run around after an overgrown child.’ Judy had reached the bedroom and contemplated slamming the door in Calvin’s face, but that would only diminish her point. Acting like a hormonal teenager wouldn’t give her the upper hand she thought she deserved. ‘I already have two children. I don’t need another.’

‘So I’m like a child now? You should try living my life and you’d soon change your mind.’

Judy reached out to close the door now Calvin was inside the bedroom, not wanting to wake the children. ‘You should try living my life and then you’d realise what a pig you’re being.’

‘I wish I could live your life.’ Calvin thought how luxurious it would be to work part-time without the commute. ‘I’d happily swap lives with you.’

‘Me too!’

Judy and Calvin stood just inches apart, glaring at their spouse. In the movies, they’d fall into each other’s arms and make up like there was no tomorrow. But this was no movie and Judy and Calvin were far too incensed to even think about sex.

‘You think my life is easy, do you?’ Judy asked. There were those damn tears again! She didn’t want to cry – she wanted to speak and be heard for a change.

‘Compared to mine, yes. You don’t have a jumped-up prick of a boss breathing down your neck or deadlines looming around every corner. You don’t have to battle rush hour traffic or miss out on the kids’ stuff. Do you think I wanted to miss Scott’s award ceremony?’

Judy honestly didn’t know the answer to that. Calvin’s work commitments were unavoidable but she sometimes got the impression Calvin would rather be anywhere else other than with his family.

‘I just need you to understand what my life is like,’ Judy said.

Calvin pulled his hoodie over his head and tossed it towards the laundry basket. It missed by about a foot but he made no attempt to pick it up and try again. Instead, he kicked off his shoes and wriggled out of his jeans before climbing into bed.

‘I know what your life is like, Judy. You never stop bleating on about it.’ Calvin turned away from his wife and within minutes he was snoring and making enough noise to rattle the windows. Picking up Calvin’s discarded clothes and dropping them into the laundry basket, Judy got herself ready for bed, but sleep was not as forthcoming for her as it so audibly was for Calvin.

‘I wish we could trade lives,’ she told Calvin’s back. ‘Then you’d understand.’



Chapter Four:

We Made a Wish

The alarm clock jumped to attention, emitting an annoying but effective siren to wake the occupants of the nearby bed. The occupants groaned and stretched but, as no attempt was made to reach for the clock, it kept going, enjoying stretching its clock equivalent of vocal cords. This clock was a true professional. There would be no snoozing on his watch.

From the bed, Calvin groaned, rubbing at his dry, scratchy eyes. How much had he had to drink last night? His brain was fuzzy but he recalled eating turkey with all the trimmings the evening before. So why could he taste mince pie? Slightly burnt mince pie? Had Christmas been and gone already? Did that mean that they had reached the Benvenuti deadline at work? He hoped the rescheduled photo shoot had gone well. He couldn’t remember it at all.

Shoving his head under his pillow, Calvin mumbled something incoherent about turning off the alarm. Though Calvin couldn’t remember much, he was pretty sure it was the weekend. Didn’t a bloke deserve a lie-in at the weekend?

Inches away from Calvin, Judy stretched out a hand, wriggling fingers searching for the off switch on the alarm. How could it be morning already? It seemed like only minutes ago she’d been driving home from her parents’ and having a stupid row with her husband. But she must have been asleep because she’d been having a weird dream about eating one of her burnt mice pies, fairies and pine needles. A life-sized fairy had crashed into the sitting room, waking her and Calvin and upending the Christmas tree.

Wait, she could even taste mince pie. Had she angrily eaten one before bed last night? She hadn’t really done her mum’s festive spread justice yesterday evening, what with seething about Calvin all through the meal. She’d gone to bed hungry so maybe that hunger had driven her to the kitchen in the night. A belly full of burnt pastry would certainly account for the bizarre fairy dream.

Judy couldn’t seem to locate the alarm. Squinting through one blurry eye, Judy realised what the problem was. She was sleeping on the wrong side of the bed, which meant the alarm was next to Calvin. She gave him a nudge, which ended up being more of a shove. Maybe there was a little residual anger left from their stupid row last night.

Calvin failed to stir and Judy knew there was no point giving him another nudge. Her husband could sleep through a hurricane rampaging through the bedroom. Reaching over Calvin’s cocooned body, she switched off the alarm and dragged herself out of bed, her eyes bleary from lack of sleep. She’d tossed and turned for what felt like hours before she’d eventually succumbed to sleep what felt like only a matter of minutes ago. Shoving her arms into her dressing gown, Judy made her way out into the hallway. The dressing gown felt oddly snug, as though it had shrunk in the wash.

Scott’s bedroom door swung open as she reached out to knock on it, revealing her scowling son.

‘Your stupid alarm woke me up.’ Scott pushed past Judy and stomped his way to the bathroom, only to poke his head back out to face her again. ‘Why are you wearing Mum’s dressing gown? Pink really isn’t your colour.’ Scott sniggered and disappeared into the bathroom, slamming the door shut. Judy would normally tell her son off about the door-slamming (he needed reminding at least five times a day) but she was too preoccupied by the dressing gown thing. Why are you wearing Mum’s dressing gown?

Judy turned around as a door opened behind her. Charlie emerged from her bedroom, one leg of her pyjamas lodged mid-calf so that she resembled a nineties rapper. Judy always thought her daughter looked adorable first thing in the morning, her curls amassed around her head to Sideshow Bob proportions. Of course, it wasn’t quite so adorable when Judy had to brush the curls later on, but for those first few minutes of the day she could appreciate the charm.

‘Is it morning, Daddy?’

Daddy?

Judy looked down at the increasingly uncomfortable dressing gown, pulling it tightly across her body, and realised she was wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts underneath.

Boxer shorts?

Slowly peeling away the dressing gown again, she gasped when she caught sight of the hairy belly and even hairier chest beneath the fabric. And her legs! What the hell had happened to her legs? Yes, it was winter and she wasn’t quite as razor-happy as she was in the warmer months but she looked like a Yeti.

‘Can I go and watch cartoons?’ Charlie asked.

‘Yes, sweetie.’ Judy clamped a hand over her mouth, shocked by the voice emerging from her lips. It was gruff but not in a first-thing-in-the-morning, bottom-of-hamster-cage sort of way. It was not her voice at all. It was a man’s voice.

‘Yay!’ Charlie bounded down the stairs, not at all concerned that her mother had spouted an alarming amount of body hair overnight and adopted a man-ish tone.

With shaking fingers, Judy pulled the waistband of the boxer shorts away from her body, wincing as it snapped back into place once she saw what was in there. That did not belong in there at all.

‘Da-ad!’ Charlie hollered up the stairs. ‘What’s happened to the Christmas tree?’

Judy’s eyes widened. The Christmas tree!

The fairy had catapulted into the tree, knocking it to the floor and scattering its pine needles. But that was a dream.

Wasn’t it?

‘Just leave it, sweetie. I’ll sort it out in a minute.’ Judy covered her face with her hands. That was definitely a man’s voice coming out of her mouth. Specifically, her husband’s.

‘What’s up with Mum?’ Scott asked as he emerged from the bathroom. Judy sighed with relief. So Scott could see it too. She wasn’t going mad and imagining things! ‘She usually gets up with us. Are you taking me to football?’

‘I don’t know,’ Judy said in Calvin’s voice. ‘I don’t know what’s going on.’

‘Okay.’ Scott gave Judy a funny look. ‘Whatever. I’m going downstairs.’

‘Don’t touch the tree,’ Judy said before dashing into the bedroom and heading straight to the dressing table mirror. An anguished cry escaped her as she saw the image looking back at her. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

Judy crept towards the bed, releasing another anguished cry as she saw the body sprawled out in the bed. Instead of her husband, she saw herself. Man, she looked rough first thing in the morning.

‘Calvin,’ she hissed, shaking his – her – body. ‘Calvin, wake up. Something’s happened.’

‘What?’ Judy watched as her body propped itself up on its elbow and rubbed at its eyes. It threw back its head and flung open its jaws to yawn. Yep, there were her fillings.

‘Calvin!’ Judy hissed again, eager to get this mess sorted out.

‘What do you want?’ Calvin asked in Judy’s voice. He opened his eyes and shook his head as he took in his own image staring back at him. ‘What the –’

‘We’ve switched bodies.’ Judy sank onto the bed and grasped Calvin’s – or rather or her own – arm. Gosh, this was confusing. ‘I had a dream. We were visited by an overgrown fairy.’

‘She woke us up,’ Calvin said slowly.

‘Yes!’ Judy’s eyes almost popped out of her skull. ‘Yes, that’s right! She appeared in our sitting room. Crashed into the tree.’

‘We ate a burnt mince pie and we made a wish,’ Calvin said. It started to come back to Calvin then, slowly at first and then rushing at him and knocking the breath from his body. The row. The peculiar winged being destroying their Christmas tree. The wish to swap lives. The fairy had said they could switch lives – live as one another – until Christmas Day. All they had to do to make it happen was eat one of those dodgy mince pies.

‘Up to Christmas Day?’ Judy had asked. ‘Or including Christmas Day? It’s just that Calvin would never be able to handle the turkey and everything. We’d end up having a not-very-festive plate of egg and chips for lunch if it was left to him.’

‘Hey!’ Calvin had cried. ‘I can handle a bloody turkey. All you have to do is shove it in the oven.’

Judy and the fairy had shared a look. ‘Up until Christmas then.’ The fairy gave a decisive nod of her head. ‘You’ll spend Christmas Eve as the other person, then you’ll switch back in time for the big day.’

So they didn’t trust him with the bloody turkey. ‘Isn’t Christmas two weeks away?’

The fairy had turned to Calvin with a sweet smile, her eyes twinkling like a set of fairy lights. ‘Don’t you think you could handle two weeks of Judy’s life, Petal?’

‘Handle it?’ Calvin had snorted with derision. ‘It’ll be like a holiday. Bring. It. On.’

‘Then wish it. Say “I wish we could swap lives”. Both of you. Then take a bite of the mince pie.’

Judy and Calvin had looked at one another before they both uttered the words. ‘I wish we could both switch lives.’

But that wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been real.

‘Look, Calvin.’ Calvin’s replica pointed to the other end of the room, at the large mirror on Judy’s dressing table. The image of Calvin and Judy stared back at them in the wrong order. ‘I’m you. And you’re me. The wish came true. We’ve switched bodies.’



Chapter Five:

The First Stage in Wish-Fulfilment: Denial

Calvin gave a snort and threw back the covers. Switched bodies indeed. What a load of nonsense! Yes, he did appear to be wearing Judy’s penguin-print fleecy pyjamas (that he’d never found particularly sexy on his wife and which he suspected were even less appealing on him). And yes, his voice was a bit squeaky and feminine, but there was no way he had switched bodies with his wife. It was a ludicrous idea!

‘Look at the state of me. I’m so hairy,’ Judy-in-Calvin’s-body wailed as she looked down at her bare chest.

Calvin ignored the hysterics as he made his way towards the dressing table mirror. There would be some explanation. Some trickery. Some way to put an end to this charade. He reached out and touched the glass but the mirror seemed real enough. He frowned. Judy frowned in the reflection. He stuck his tongue out. Judy stuck her tongue out. He stretched the corners of his lips with his thumbs, baring his teeth while tugging down on the skin underneath his eyes with his index fingers. Judy pulled the same face back at him.

‘No, no, no.’ Calvin stepped away from the mirror, shaking his head. Judy stepped away from her side of the mirror, shaking her head. ‘This can’t be real. This is insane! People don’t wish for things that come true. Not crazy shit like this.’ He turned to Judy, who was inspecting the contents of her shorts and curling her lip in distaste. ‘They might wish for a promotion that they then rightfully earn. But they do not wish to change lives with their wife and end up in her body. Judy! Stop playing with my knob and take this seriously.’

‘Sorry.’ Judy let go of the waistband of the shorts and turned her attention to her husband. She had never seen herself looking so terrified. It was unsettling.

‘This is nuts, Judy.’

Judy thought about the nuts that were currently attached to her body and nestled in her shorts. This was by far the craziest dream she had ever had (and it had to be a dream, Judy realised. Calvin was right – for once – wishes just didn’t come true). She’d laugh about all of this once she woke up.

‘What are we going to do?’ Calvin asked.

‘What can we do?’ Judy gave a shrug. ‘This has to be a dream, brought on by eating burnt pastry. We’ll just have to get on with things until we wake up and things go back to normal.’

Judy wriggled out of the snug dressing gown and reached for her deodorant, only realising she’d picked up the wrong one as she lifted her arm and caught sight of a hairy pit in the mirror. She doubted Calvin would be impressed if she made his body smell of jasmine and creamy vanilla. Picking up Calvin’s musky deodorant instead, she got herself ready, kitting herself out in a pair of Calvin’s baggy jeans and a gloriously roomy hoodie. Why did she truss herself up like an Egyptian mummy in tight jeans and tops when loose clothing was quite clearly the better option?

‘What are you doing?’ she asked once she realised Calvin had snuggled back down under the covers.

‘It’s still early.’ Calvin nodded towards the alarm clock. ‘And it’s the weekend so I’m getting a few more zeds in.’

Without a word, Judy peeled the hoodie off and kicked off the jeans, resisting the urge to pick them up and fold them neatly away and instead leaving them where they happened to land. She climbed into bed, placed her feet against her husband’s back and gave him an almighty shove so that he toppled out of bed and onto the floor.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ Calvin picked himself up and rubbed at his knee.

‘I’m going back to bed and having a lie-in.’ Judy settled herself back down into the pillows. ‘And you’re going to drop Scott off at football and take Charlie to ballet.’

Calvin was still rubbing at his (probably bruised) knee. ‘Why me?’

‘Because you’re Mum now.’ Judy pulled the covers up to her chin and closed her eyes. It was a pity she’d have to wake up and do those jobs herself soon. ‘And that’s what Mum does in this house. Dad is going back to sleep. Oh –’ Judy opened one eye, enjoying the look of horror on her face that now belonged to her husband. ‘Don’t forget to take Miller out for a walk before you go.’

Miller tugged on his lead, insisting that he and Judy (who was actually Calvin but the dog didn’t know that) walk beyond the first tree that they came to. Calvin had expected to dash outside, let Miller do his business and then dash back inside but Miller had other ideas. Calvin found himself being dragged through the village and along the canal, trailing through a muddy dirt track and along the high street, but he was too lost in his own thoughts to put up any resistance. He couldn’t believe he was going along with this. Not the walking the dog thing. He did that regularly. Well, as regularly as a full-time job and his commitments would allow. He couldn’t actually remember the last time he’d taken Miller out, but that didn’t mean it didn’t happen.

No, it was the whole body-swap thing he couldn’t quite grasp. How could he be expected to believe that he had switched bodies with his wife? The evidence was pretty damning, he had to admit. Calvin was currently sporting a pair of women’s jeans (which were overly clingy and not very comfortable), a pink jumper (which Judy had found hilarious) and a beige mac, which was the most masculine coat Judy owned. Oh yes, AND HE HAD JUDY’S BODY AND FACE.

What the hell was happening to him? Had the stress of the Benvenuti campaign got to him? His boss had been piling on the pressure lately – maybe Calvin had finally cracked. That must be it. He was stressed and overtired and that was making him temporarily barking.

‘Morning, Judy.’ Calvin’s thoughts were interrupted by the approach of Enid Thomas, Judy’s boss at The Green Teapot. He remembered to play along, smiling and returning the greeting. ‘Are you still okay to work tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow?’ Aha! Here was further proof that this wasn’t real (the first bit of evidence being that it wasn’t possible). Judy didn’t work on Sundays.

‘Yes, tomorrow. You said you’d work an extra shift during the lights switch-on.’

Oh.

‘Is that still okay?’

‘Yes. Absolutely.’ Surely they’d have sorted out this mess by tomorrow and Judy could work the shift as arranged. Calvin certainly didn’t want to be stuck working at the weekend. The weekend was his only chance to rest.

‘And you’re still okay to bake the extra batches?’

‘Yes.’

‘Brilliant!’ Enid flashed him a radiant smile and patted him on the arm. ‘Thank you, Judy.’

‘No problem. I’m happy to help.’

Calvin wondered how soon he could get an appointment to see the doctor.

Judy was up and dressed by the time Calvin arrived back at the house with Miller. She’d tried to go back to sleep but the drama of the morning had ensured that she was wide awake, so she’d got herself dressed again and wandered downstairs, where she’d discovered the toppled Christmas tree and their poor, battered fairy. She’d managed to right the tree and hoover up the pine needles but she was afraid the fairy’s wings would always be a bit wonky from now on.

Judy was in the kitchen when she heard Calvin arrive back from his walk with Miller. She was planning on enjoying a leisurely breakfast for a change. She didn’t know how long this dream would last or what would happen next – perhaps she’d change into Scott or even Miller – so she was going to make the most of it.

‘You’d better hurry up,’ she told Calvin. ‘Scott will be late for football.’

‘Where is he?’ Calvin hung up Miller’s lead and grabbed the car keys.

‘Gone back to bed, I think.’ What should Judy have for breakfast? Cereal? Toast? Whatever it was, she wouldn’t have to cram it into her mouth between batches of cakes or biscuits or on the way to the car. She would have the luxury of sitting down to eat and actually chewing her food.

‘He’s in bed?’ Calvin checked his watch. Football practice started in half an hour and it meant driving into town. ‘Why didn’t you get him up?’

Judy closed the cupboard containing the breakfast cereals. She would push the boat out and have breakfast in the village. ‘When was the last time you got our son out of bed? I’ll give you a clue: he was still in nappies.’

‘That isn’t true at all.’ Was it?

‘I think you’ll find Mum is responsible for all duties involving the children. Which reminds me, you need to go into town this afternoon to do a bit of Christmas shopping.’ Judy had been planning on nipping into town to pick up some bits and pieces while Calvin ferried the children around for their activities, but no! Calvin would never waste his Saturday morning shopping. He hadn’t bought a Christmas present since 2001. Christmas presents – the shopping for and wrapping of (including her own) – had always been Judy’s domain, although not by choice. No, if Calvin thought her life was a breeze, he could have the full-on experience.

‘I’ve made you a list.’ Judy passed him the slip of paper. He was lucky; Judy had already bought the majority of the gifts weeks ago. There were only a few more bits and pieces left to buy.

‘You think this is funny, don’t you?’ Calvin snatched the list and shoved it into the pocket of his jeans.

‘Hysterically.’ It was just a pity Judy would wake up in her own body soon.

With Calvin and the children on their way to football and ballet, Judy took herself to The Green Teapot for a croissant and a pot of tea. It made a nice change to have somebody bringing her tea instead of having to serve it.

‘We don’t usually see you so bright and early on a Saturday,’ Enid said as she placed Judy’s order on the table.

‘That’s because I’m usually languishing in bed until lunchtime.’ Judy smiled at her boss and picked up her warm croissant. She took her time with her breakfast, savouring every moment while it lasted. She wouldn’t get this chance again.

‘Can I get a croissant and a coffee to go?’ Abby Frost barged her way into the tea room in a pair of skin-tight jeans and heeled knee-length boots. ‘Quick as you can. I’m in a rush.’ Marching to the window, she wriggled her fingers at the car waiting outside. Her daughter waved back from the passenger seat. ‘Oh hello, Calvin!’ Abby tottered to Judy’s table and dropped into the seat opposite. ‘We’re just on our way to ballet. Why don’t you ever come along? You’d cheer the place right up!’ Abby pouted at Judy, her lips a glossy red. She’d definitely had them done. Either that or she’d been stung in the chops by a hundred bees all at once.

‘Ballet’s not really my thing,’ Judy said. The thought of Calvin being stuck in a room full of Abby-alikes was quite amusing. That was one activity she really wasn’t going to miss.

‘That’s a shame,’ Abby purred, blinking coquettishly at Judy. Was she trying to flirt with Judy’s husband? ‘We could use a bit of testosterone around the place. Especially from someone as handsome as you.’ She squeezed Calvin’s arm and batted her eyelashes.

She bloody well was!

Judy wondered whether you could injure somebody with half a lukewarm croissant.

‘Croissant and coffee to take away,’ Enid called out, holding the order aloft. Judy was glad to see the glint of disapproval in her boss’s eyes as she watched Abby.

‘I guess I’ll see you around.’ Abby pouted at Judy once more before she grabbed her order and tottered out to the car.

What a cow! Judy had never liked Abby in the playground or at the PTA meetings and she liked her even less now. She wasn’t really hungry after her encounter with Abby so, once the car had turned out of the green, she had a stroll through the village, stopping to pick up the papers and admire the festive window display of the children’s bookshop. She noticed that there was going to be a Christmas story time that afternoon. She could take Charlie while Calvin was out shopping. It had been ages since she’d had the time to take her daughter to story time. Being Calvin was bliss.

Calvin was feeling anything but blissful as he sat in the small, too-hot room in the community centre, surrounded by a gaggle of gossipy mothers as their children pointed their toes and twirled around in the next room. Calvin was bored stupid. He couldn’t wait to get home and put his feet up with the papers. How long did he have left?

Forty minutes.

Great.

‘It’s an absolute nightmare,’ one of the mothers said with such drama she should have been performing at the Globe Theatre. She looked vaguely familiar. Calvin had never been to Charlie’s ballet classes or any of her performances as he’d always happened to have meetings scheduled that he couldn’t get out of. And if he didn’t, he’d made one up. He couldn’t help it. Ballet wasn’t his thing at all.

Calvin figured this woman must be a parent from Charlie’s school. She’d been bleating on about the extension her husband had bought her as an early Christmas present for the past fifteen minutes.

‘There’s nothing but dust and noise! It wouldn’t be so bad if there were any hunky builders but they’re all fat and hairy.’ The mother shuddered. ‘I can’t wait to escape over Christmas. Did I tell you he’s booked a Caribbean cruise for us? It’s going to be gorgeous. No stress over cooking or putting up with family squabbles. I can’t wait!’

Calvin should have bought a newspaper en route. He didn’t think he could put up with much more of this garbage.

‘I’ve bought him a car. He’s had the Merc for three years now so I thought he deserved an upgrade. He’s had his eye on this Ferrari for a while now so I’ve treated him.’

Calvin leapt out of his seat and wandered to the window but he could still hear the woman going on and on about money as though it grew on a tree at the bottom of her garden.

‘I’m going to take Tabitha on a surprise shopping spree at the end of term. She’s been desperate for this Dolce & Gabbana dress and she’s going to need a whole new wardrobe for the cruise.’

‘You’re taking Tabitha on the cruise with you?’

‘Oh, yes. I wouldn’t want to go without my baby! My mother’s coming with us though, so she can babysit and give us a bit of time together, you know.’

Calvin thought seriously about jumping through the window. Hopefully the glass would slice into something vital and end this torture.

On and on she went, the other mothers oohing and aahing and nodding in agreement when all Calvin wanted to do was scream at her to shut up. He didn’t care about her extension or the new kitchen or the cruise. He certainly didn’t want to hear about the bloody Ferrari. He bet this woman and her super-rich hubby wiped their arses on bank notes.

‘Mummy! Mummy!’ Finally the ballet class ended and Charlie came tearing towards Calvin. ‘Come and meet Miss Pasquin!’ Calvin had been hoping to head straight home once Charlie’s ballet class finally came to an end, but his daughter had other ideas and dragged him to meet her new ballet teacher. Miss Pasquin was tall and implausibly thin and she couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old.

‘Mrs Neil.’ Miss Pasquin shook Calvin’s hand daintily. ‘It’s so lovely to meet you. I’m going to be helping out my mum here to make sure the girls are ready for the Christmas show.’

‘Mrs Pasquin is Miss Pasquin’s mummy.’ Charlie covered her mouth and giggled, finding the whole concept hilarious. What would she think if she knew her mummy was really her daddy?

‘Are you looking forward to our Christmas show?’ Miss Pasquin brushed Charlie’s curls with her dainty hand. ‘Charlie here has been working so hard. She’s going to be a superstar reindeer!’

‘Tabitha wanted to be a reindeer but she has to be an elf.’ Charlie beamed up at Calvin, proud of her achievement.

‘Elves are just as important in the show too,’ Miss Pasquin pointed out.

‘But I bet they’re not as important as reindeer, are they?’ Calvin nudged Charlie and she giggled.

‘All parts are important to the show, Mrs Neil.’ Miss Pasquin’s features had become pinched so Calvin decided it was time to get out of there before she gave him a ticking off. Miss Pasquin may have been young, but she looked fierce.

‘Come on, Charlie-Chalk. It’s time to go home.’ Calvin held out a hand for his daughter, but Charlie hesitated.

‘You don’t call me Charlie-Chalk.’ Her little brow was furrowed as she looked up at Calvin. ‘Daddy calls me Charlie-Chalk.’

Good point. ‘What do I call you then?’

Charlie giggled, assuming her mum was playing a game. ‘You call me sweetie. Because I’m sweet.’

‘Then come on, sweetie.’ This time Charlie took Calvin’s hand. ‘Let’s go home.’ The sooner the better. But it took a good while to actually get Charlie into the car as she insisted on showing off her ballet moves after every other step, proving her worth as a reindeer. But eventually she was in the car and buckled into her seat. Calvin couldn’t wait to sink into his chair at home and have a well-deserved rest.

‘Reindeer are better than elves, aren’t they, Mummy?’ Charlie asked as they made their way back towards the village.

‘A million times better,’ Calvin replied. ‘Elves smell like wee.’

Charlie covered her mouth and giggled. ‘Tabitha isn’t going to be home at Christmas. She’s going on a big boat. That means she won’t get any presents, doesn’t it? There won’t be a chimney for Santa.’

Calvin guessed that Tabitha was the offspring of Mrs Super-Rich and suspected she’d be getting a lot of presents. Expensive ones her mother could brag about. But he didn’t tell Charlie this.

‘Mummy?’ Charlie had continued to chatter away for the entire journey but her tone was suddenly sharper as they reached the village. ‘Why didn’t we pick up Scott?’



Chapter Six:

The Second and Third Stages in Wish-Fulfilment: Fear and Anger

So Calvin’s rest would have to wait as he was forced to turn the car around and head back into town to pick up his disgruntled son. Scott was not impressed that he’d been left in the freezing cold for so long and took his grievance out on his younger sister, teasing her relentlessly and causing her to whine in frustration. Calvin was ready to kick them out of the car and make them walk the rest of the way home. He was cranky enough after spending the morning listening to the bragging of Mrs Money Tree without adding two squabbling kids into the mix.

‘Can you two please just be quiet for five minutes? You’re giving me a headache.’ Calvin couldn’t wait until this mess was sorted out. Perhaps the doctor could prescribe a pill to take the crazy away.

‘But Mummy, Scott keeps prodding me and it hurts.’

‘I am not. She’s just being a baby.’

‘I’m not being a baby. You’re being a big poo-poo-head. Ow! Mummy! Scott pinched me.’

‘No, I didn’t.’

Calvin thought about kicking himself out of the car and walking the rest of the way home. Alone.

‘Please. I’m begging you to act like civilised people and stop arguing and pinching and everything else that’s going on back there.’ Calvin took a quick look in his mirror to see if his children had listened. Scott was picking at a patch of dried-on dirt on his shin while Charlie was wafting her hands and humming a now all too familiar tune from the upcoming Christmas show. It seemed they’d taken in his plea and had granted him a reprieve from their bickering.

It lasted for a whole thirty-two seconds before all hell broke loose in the back seat of the car. Calvin jabbed at the radio to drown them out as there was clearly no reasoning with them. Elton John’s ‘Step into Christmas’ blasted into the car. Calvin didn’t want to step into Christmas. He wanted to step into his house and park his arse in his chair with the newspaper.

They finally made it back to the village – again – and Calvin had never been so grateful to see his house. He was already mentally kicking off his shoes and opening his newspaper. But he didn’t get the chance to do either as Judy insisted he turn right back around again, reminding him about the shopping list lodged in his pocket.

Charlie was super-excited when Judy suggested they go to the bookshop on the green for story time. Judy was quite surprised the dream had yet to end, but she wasn’t going to complain. Layering Charlie up in her coat and woolly hat, scarf and gloves, they headed out into the cold.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to come?’ Judy asked Scott before she shut the door. ‘We’re going to get hot chocolates. Maybe even a cake?’

Scott looked as though Judy had just suggested they strip off their clothes and climb the giant Christmas tree on the green. ‘Er, no. I’m going to band practice in a bit.’

‘Do you want a lift?’ Charlie was hopping from foot to foot and tugging on Judy’s arm, eager to get to their festive activity but Judy was feeling guilty at leaving her son behind.

Scott looked suspicious. ‘Why?’

‘Why not?’

‘Because you’re always telling me you’re not a taxi service?’ Scott suggested.

‘I do not say that!’ Judy cried before realising that she was Calvin now and therefore probably did say that. Quite a lot. ‘Not often.’

‘You say it all the time. Anyway, I’m getting a lift off Jack’s dad.’ Scott gave a shrug and wandered away, leaving Judy staring into an empty hallway.

‘Bye then,’ Judy called before closing and locking the door and giving in to Charlie’s demand to come on before we miss it!

Story time, Judy assured her daughter, wasn’t for another hour so they headed across to The Green Teapot, where Judy ordered a hot chocolate with whipped cream and a gingerbread Christmas tree with green icing and gold edible balls for Charlie and a cup of tea for herself. She thought having a cake herself was a bit greedy after eating a croissant that morning but then she remembered that a) she was in Calvin’s body and therefore it would be his problem afterwards and b) this was a dream so the calories wouldn’t count.

‘And I’ll have a gingerbread macaroon, please.’

Judy joined Charlie at the table she’d chosen by the window. Outside, the green was still glistening slightly from the morning’s frost.

‘I know your mummy,’ the man at the neighbouring table was telling Charlie as Judy approached.

‘Do you?’ Charlie asked and the man nodded.

‘I do. She’s a lovely lady, your mum. Makes the best toast in the world.’

‘I like toast with chocolate spread,’ Charlie said as Judy sat down. ‘Or strawberry jam. My brother likes toast with honey.’ Charlie scrunched up her nose. ‘Yuck.’

‘Hello, Norman.’ Judy smiled at one of The Green Teapot’s most regular customers. Norman Greene could be a bit hands-y at times, but Judy let him off because she felt sorry for him. He spent more time sipping tea here than he did in his own home, Judy suspected, but then he’d lived on his own since his wife had passed away and he enjoyed the company the tea room offered him.

Norman gave Judy a nod in greeting before he turned his attention to the cooling cup of tea in front of him. Had it been Judy’s body sitting before him and not Calvin’s, Norman would have chatted to her, his eyes twinkling as he flirted away.

‘Has story time started yet?’ Charlie asked, her gaze turning to the window. Judy now understood why she’d chosen this particular table. You could see the bookshop across the green so Charlie could make sure they weren’t missing out.

‘No, we’ve got ages yet.’ Judy looked up as Enid placed the cups of tea and hot chocolate on their table. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re very welcome.’ Enid turned to Charlie. ‘Are you spending the day with your dad?’

Charlie reluctantly turned away from the window and nodded. ‘We’re going to story time later.’

If Enid was surprised – which she should have been as Judy had complained about her husband’s lack of interaction with their children often enough – she didn’t show it.

‘How lovely!’ Enid placed the biscuit and cake on the table alongside the drinks. ‘Well, I hope you have a nice time.’

And they did. After their cakey treats, Judy and Charlie wandered across to the children’s bookshop. Fairytale Forest held regular story time sessions but Judy rarely had the chance to take Charlie these days. They usually managed to get there for Santa’s visit, but it was always a rushed job.

Charlie settled herself on one of the beanbags arranged around the armchair in the story time corner while Judy hovered on the outskirts. She knew most of the children already seated as they attended Charlie’s school. Including Tabitha Frost, who was decked out in an expensive-looking fur-lined coat and matching boots.

Judy looked around the shop, dreading the sight of Abby Frost. What if she tried to flirt with her again?

‘Nanny!’ Tabitha called. ‘Come and sit here.’ She thumped the vacant beanbag next to her and Judy sighed with relief when an older woman stepped forward and eased herself down on the tiny beanbag. She could relax now that she knew Abby wasn’t going to appear and make advances at her.

Judy perched on the edge of a table displaying Christmas-themed books as the owner of Fairytale Forest began the story of The Grinch Who Stole Christmas. The kids enjoyed the story and when it was over Tabitha demanded her Nanny purchase the book, along with half of the books on the display table.

‘Can I really have the book?’ Charlie asked as she and Judy joined the queue at the counter. Judy figured there would be no harm in treating Charlie. Dream pounds didn’t count, after all. ‘This is the best day, Daddy.’ Charlie threw her arms around Judy and gave her a tight squeeze.

‘This is the best day, isn’t it?’ Judy asked, but there was a tiny niggle at the back of her mind as she handed over Calvin’s credit card at the till.

What if this wasn’t a dream after all?

Calvin had two choices when it came to the Christmas shopping (Judy had assured him the third option of Not Going wasn’t an option at all). He could either drive into Woodgate or Manchester city centre. Woodgate was closer but smaller than the city centre and therefore had less shops, which was simultaneously a positive and a negative point. Calvin thought the fewer shops the better, but what if he couldn’t find everything on the list? Could he really then be bothered to get back in his car and drive into Manchester and start all over again?

In the end he decided to bite the bullet and headed for the city centre. His mistake became apparent within seconds. The place was crammed with people, with shoppers spilling out of a packed Arndale Centre onto a heaving Market Street. Some bright spark had decided to line the busy thoroughfare with Christmas stalls, which caused cataclysmic congestion. Calvin was crushed, shoved and pushed, stood on and elbowed from all angles. His ankles were bombarded with buggies and wheeled shopping bags stuffed with sharp objects. He was whacked with shopping bags and handbags and a helium-filled Rudolf attached to a small child whose mother was oblivious to the havoc the balloon’s antlers were causing all around her.

What had happened to good old-fashioned manners? Had they evaporated as soon as the slightest hint of Christmas spirit kicked in?

But worst of all was the music. So much music, everywhere. A busker strumming a jaunty version of ‘Silent Night’ on his guitar with free-style warbly bits. A brass band parping out ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ while an X Factor-style wannabe crucified ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You’ in a very non-Mariah way. And that was before Calvin had made it into the Arndale where his ears were assaulted by yet more festive cheer courtesy of the piped-in music.

Joining the tide of shoppers, Calvin allowed himself to be moved along the concourse until he spotted a shop he needed. The battle to escape the strong current was fierce; Calvin feared he wouldn’t make it to the Disney Store with all four limbs intact. He was barged into, tutted at and heard several words that were so obscene they’d make even his boss blush, but eventually he made it inside the shop. And then wished he hadn’t bothered.

The shop was overflowing. There were kids mid-tantrum, staff ready to burst into tears and a fight about to break out over a doll. The two mothers were nose-to-nose, the doll clutched by two sets of hands between them. It was tugged back and forth until a sudden yelp pierced the air, drowning out Donald and Daisy Duck’s rendition of ‘Baby It’s Cold Outside’ being piped into the shop.

‘She bit me!’ one of the mothers screeched, clutching the injured hand while the biter held the doll aloft in victory and pushed her way towards the counter. The bitten mother shook off the pain before dashing off in pursuit.

Calvin hoped that doll wasn’t on Judy’s list.

It took twenty minutes to locate the toy on the list and a further fifteen to queue and pay. It had taken over half an hour to buy one item on the list and there were eleven more to go.

Calvin wasn’t going to sit down with his newspaper today, was he?

Calvin was a changed man by the time he crawled into his car later that afternoon, the boot filled with bags of what was hopefully everything on the list. He’d seen things he shouldn’t have seen. Witnessed events so horrific he’d surely revisit them in his nightmares.

Christmas shoppers were animals.

Calvin’s feet ached. His back was on fire and his shoulders and arms felt as though he’d taken part in the Highland Fling. He never, ever wanted to experience Christmas shopping – or any other form of shopping – again. What was Judy thinking putting herself through this ordeal? Hadn’t she heard of online shopping? It was infinitely quicker – and safer. He’d be having words with his wife as soon as he got home. But he didn’t get the chance to utter a word about the perils of Christmas shopping as a frenzied Judy pounced on him as soon as he stepped over the threshold.

‘It’s real, Calvin. It’s real.’ Judy was clasping Calvin by his aching shoulders, shaking him as her eyes bulged maniacally. ‘I thought it was just a dream but I haven’t woken up yet.’ She gave Calvin another shake. He was beginning to feel like the doll in the Disney Store.

Judy released Calvin and slumped onto the sofa. She looked up at Calvin with pleading eyes. ‘Why haven’t I woken up?’

And then she burst into tears.



Chapter Seven:

The Fourth Stage in Wish-Fulfilment: Acceptance

It took a bit of doing, but Calvin eventually managed to calm Judy down. With Charlie bribed to stay in her bedroom with chocolate and her Frozen DVD, Calvin and Judy had a chat about the wish and whether it could possibly be true that they had switched lives. Neither wanted to believe it but the facts were staring them in the face. Literally. Calvin was somehow in Judy’s body and she was in his. They hadn’t woken from a weird dream and Calvin was beginning to doubt the insanity angle.

They pieced together the hazy events of the previous evening and were relieved when they recalled that the switch wasn’t permanent. The oversized fairy had assured them that the effects of the mince pie-induced mix-up would only last until Christmas Eve and that they would return to normal by Christmas morning. Christmas was just under two weeks away. They could do this. It was what they’d wanted, after all.

‘We can’t tell anybody, though,’ Calvin said.

Judy spluttered. ‘What, about fairies and magical mince pies? As if anybody would believe us! I don’t quite believe us. But we have to get on with it.’

‘Yes, you’re right.’ Calvin eased off one shoe with the toe of the other and repeated the process, wriggling his toes once they were free. ‘What choice do we have?’

‘No choice at all,’ Judy agreed as Calvin settled himself down in his armchair. Oh, good – Judy had bought his newspaper. ‘I’m you and you’re me. Which is why you need to put that newspaper down and get tea on.’

‘Huh?’ Calvin had barely glimpsed the headline on the front page and she wanted him to put it down?

‘You need to cook tea.’ Judy plucked the newspaper from Calvin’s fingers. ‘And you also need to put the presents away without Charlie seeing them otherwise you’ll ruin the magic of Christmas.’

The magic of Christmas could kiss Calvin’s hairy arse. If it was still hairy. Judy’s was lovely and smooth.

‘But I’m exhausted. I haven’t had five minutes to myself all day. Why can’t you cook just for today?’

Judy pursed her lips and Calvin knew he wasn’t going to like the response. ‘When was the last time “Calvin” cooked? It was either Valentine’s Day or Mother’s Day – but not both.’

‘Fine.’ Calvin dragged himself out of his armchair, shoved his feet into Judy’s shoes and trudged out to the car to retrieve the bags, which had doubled in weight since he’d put them in the boot earlier. An oblivious Charlie sang about letting it go in her bedroom and didn’t see him creep past. The presents were stowed away before he trudged back down to the sitting room.

‘How do you fancy a takeaway tonight?’ Calvin asked his treacherous wife as she read his newspaper. ‘We deserve a treat, don’t we?’

Judy cocked an eyebrow. That one, teeny gesture was enough to give him his answer.

‘This wouldn’t be your very unsubtle way of wriggling out of cooking duties, would it?’ she asked. ‘Only, we haven’t “treated” ourselves to a takeaway in months. The last time was our anniversary, in fact. When you promised me a night off from cooking.’

Calvin sloped off to the kitchen without another word.

It wasn’t that Calvin didn’t know how to cook. It was just that Judy was so much better at it than him. Calvin’s specialities all included processed food from the freezer or a tin, but if that was what Judy wanted, that was what she would get.

‘Egg and chips? Really?’ Judy asked as she and the children joined Calvin at the kitchen table. Scott’s jaw dropped at the criticism of his mother’s cooking and prepared himself for the fallout. If any food or crockery went flying, he was ready to duck.

‘There are peas too.’ Calvin pointed at her plate. ‘That’s one of your five-a-day is that. And if you have a blob of tomato ketchup, that’ll be two.’ Calvin picked up the bottle of ketchup and squirted a hearty blob onto Scott and Charlie’s plates. ‘There you go, kids. Tuck in.’

Scott eyed his mother warily as he picked up his knife and fork. There was something odd going on here. Something very odd indeed. Since when had his mum been so lax about their vegetable intake? Even Scott knew ketchup didn’t count as a portion of fruit. Not that he would voice any sort of objection. The less fruit and veg on his plate the better as far as he was concerned.

‘Is this what we can expect from now on?’ Judy asked, prodding at the congealed yoke of her fried egg.

‘Yep.’ Calvin was busy tucking into his food. What was wrong with egg and chips? Why was Judy never satisfied with anything he did? ‘Feel free to take over the kitchen duties if it isn’t up to your standards.’

‘I don’t think it’s up to anybody’s standards,’ Judy said.

Scott was tempted to drop under the table, just in case. His dad was either extremely brave or extremely stupid. Scott did his fair share of complaining about the food his mum cooked for him, but even he knew when to draw the line and just eat.

‘I think it’s yummy,’ Charlie said. Not that she was very hungry after all the treats she’d had that day. She was stuffed to the gills with hot chocolate, gingerbread and crisps.

Judy stabbed a chip with her fork. ‘Fine, but we can’t have this every day. We either do this properly or what’s the point?’

‘The point in what?’ Scott asked.

Judy froze, her chip halfway to her mouth. ‘In having nice, family meals.’ Judy popped the chip in her mouth. She would have to be careful what she said around the children if they wanted to keep their switch a secret.

‘What exactly does Scott do to earn his pocket money?’ Calvin asked later as he gathered up the dirty dishes. The kids had disappeared without clearing up after themselves. He thought it was ridiculous that he not only had to cook but wash the dishes afterwards until Judy pointed out that she’d been doing exactly that for years.

‘Nothing as far as I can tell,’ Judy said. She resisted the urge to help Calvin with the dishes, squashing down the feeling of guilt as she sat doing nothing. Calvin had never had such qualms and had laughed about how easy she had it. ‘Anyway, have fun. I’m going to go and watch TV.’

Scott had holed himself up in his cave-like bedroom, but while Charlie sat playing with her dolls in the sitting room she didn’t seem to notice that Dad was catching up on Mum’s episodes of Escape to the Country, a programme he usually scoffed at, claiming it was full of snobs showing off how much money they had to spend on a pile of bricks and mortar.

‘Now can I read my paper?’ Calvin asked once he’d finished the washing up.

‘Nope.’ Judy tore her eyes away from a gorgeous, original open fire on the television. ‘You get the evening off now while I babysit my own children. There’s a bottle of wine in the fridge. Laura will be expecting you.’

Laura had been a single mum to her three children since her husband walked out on the family four years earlier. Her ex-husband wasn’t a very hands-on dad and only saw the children – under duress – every other Saturday and never overnight. This arrangement could crumble at any time, depending on her ex’s relationship status, which left both Laura and the children unsure whether the visits would happen or not.

Calvin didn’t know Laura very well but he soon got the gist of what a git her ex was as they shared a bottle of wine on her sofa. Calvin wasn’t a great fan of wine but at least he could sit still for more than thirty seconds here. He was utterly exhausted. He was loath to admit it but he didn’t think he could cope with two weeks of this misery. He had no idea how he was going to feed his family for a further thirteen evenings. There were only so many times you could rotate meals of eggs and chips, sausages and chips and microwave pizzas. And what happened when that great big pile of presents stowed in the walk-in wardrobe had to be wrapped? Calvin would be lumbered with the job, that’s what.

It didn’t bode well that Calvin was so tired and ready for giving up after one measly day of Judy’s life. He’d never thought an evening on the sofa could be so heavenly. However, a relaxed evening over at Laura’s house was not on the cards.

‘What is it this time?’ Laura asked when one of her children – Calvin couldn’t recall their names – popped their head around the sitting-room door. This had occurred at least half a dozen times in the hour that Calvin had been there. The children were supposed to be in bed but seemed reluctant to remain there for any length of time.

‘I’ve lost Larry,’ the child said. Calvin concluded that Larry was some sort of stuffed toy and its loss was causing great distress for the child, whose lip was wobbling like Santa’s belly after one too many mince pies. ‘I can’t sleep without Larry.’

Laura shot Calvin an apologetic look. Again. ‘Sorry about this. I’ll be right back.’

Laura took the child by the hand and led it upstairs while Calvin refilled their wine glasses. The wine was slipping down far too easily but needs must and all that. The wine may not have caressed his aching feet but it did make the prospect of doing all this again the next day fuzzily doable.

‘Sorry about that. Is it this mad at your house?’ Laura plonked herself back down on the sofa and took a large gulp of wine. Calvin understood. He truly did.

‘It’s manic. There hasn’t been one minute in the day that’s been mine, you know.’ Laura nodded knowingly as Calvin offloaded. ‘And it isn’t as if Ju –’ Calvin coughed to cover his faux pas. ‘As if Calvin even appreciates how hard it’s been for me.’

Laura shook her head. ‘He never appreciates you.’

‘He does! He appreciates her – me – all the bloody time. I’d realise that if I stopped moaning about the poor bloke for five minutes.’

Laura blinked at Calvin, not sure what to say after that little outburst.

‘I just think Calvin does a lot for me and the kids. It may not be as obvious as what I do but that doesn’t mean I should chew his ear off all the time. I need to cut him a bit of slack. He works hard.’

‘So do you.’ Laura, being a good friend, was quick to point this out.

‘Pah.’ Calvin took a swig of wine. They were going to need another bottle. ‘I bake a bit and pour a few cups of tea. It’s nothing compared to what Calvin does.’

‘Right.’ Laura poured out the last dregs of wine. ‘I’ll go and get another bottle from the fridge.’

Calvin eased off the boots Judy had made him wear and rubbed his abused feet. The boots had pinched his toes and he’d almost broken his ankles trying to walk in them.

‘I’m only going to Laura’s,’ Calvin had pointed out as Judy had forced the boots on his feet in a weird, bad-tempered Prince Charming move. ‘Why do I have to dress up?’

‘You’re not dressing up, Calvin. You’re wearing jeans, for goodness’ sake.’ Judy had zipped up the boots with more force than was necessary. ‘I’ll let you off the make-up tonight, but you are not turning up in a pair of trainers.’

Calvin really didn’t understand his wife, especially when he stood up on the stupid heels and nearly ended up straight on the floor. He wobbled like a newborn foal as he attempted to cross the bedroom, his arms outstretched for balance. He felt ridiculous.

‘You look ridiculous,’ Judy had tutted. ‘Walk properly.’

He’d had a practice run (or rather a practice walk) around the house until he felt confident enough to walk across the village to Laura’s house. Still, he’d stumbled on quite a few occasions. At least he could blame the wine on the walk home.

‘Here we are.’ Laura returned with a fresh bottle and topped up their glasses. Calvin sank half of his glass in one go. ‘Thirsty?’

‘It’s been a hard day,’ Calvin said just as a small face appeared at the sitting-room door, demanding one more bedtime story, pleeeeeease.

Over the course of the evening there were life-threatening thirsts, a tummy ache, a monster under the bed, debilitating hunger, two nightmares (from the same kid who Calvin suspected hadn’t even closed its eyes all evening) and Larry was lost on three more occasions. He was found under the bed, on top of the wardrobe and stuffed in the bathroom cabinet.

‘I’m really sorry about this. I won’t be a minute,’ Laura said as a squabble erupted upstairs on the landing. Left alone – again – Calvin polished off the bottle of wine. This wasn’t a night out. It wasn’t relaxing. He may as well have been at home listening to his own children bickering. He wondered how long he would have to remain on Laura’s sofa before he could politely leave.



Chapter Eight:

The Gloves Are Off

Judy had been having quite a nice time being Calvin. As she suspected, being her husband was a breeze. She’d spent the afternoon with Charlie at the bookshop and she didn’t even have to cook when she returned home. She’d then spent the evening watching television and didn’t have to worry at all about the washing piling up in the laundry basket, didn’t have to lug the vacuum cleaner around or scrub the loo. And what bliss not to have to think about the state of Scott’s bedroom!

But her delight soon wore off on Sunday morning when she was expected to get up early to play football with the lads.

‘No way. I can’t play football.’

‘You have to.’ Calvin was going to miss meeting up with the lads, but it was worth missing out to see the smugness wiped from Judy’s face. ‘You can’t let the lads down.’

‘But I’ll do that anyway if I’m expected to play.’ Judy had never been very good at sports and she hadn’t taken part in any sort of team activity since she was at school. And she didn’t even want to begin totting up how many years that had been. ‘They’re bound to lose if I’m on their team.’

‘Relax. It isn’t a match, just a Sunday kick around. Besides, it’s only fair. If I had to sit and listen to Laura bang on about what a useless shit her ex-husband is, you should go and play football.’

‘Fine.’ Judy dragged herself out of bed. ‘But I expect a full roast lunch on the table when I get back. It’s only fair.’

Judy felt ridiculous as she made her way towards the playing field. It was the middle of December and she was freezing her arse off in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. Calvin’s hairy legs weren’t keeping her warm at all. She was actually going to freeze to death on that pitch.

‘Ah, you made it.’ One of Calvin’s mates jogged by and practically thumped Judy on the shoulder. She winced and gave it a rub but froze (ha!) when she saw what her teammate was wearing. What all the lads were wearing. Instead of the shorts and T-shirts Calvin had insisted she wear, the lads were all dressed in tracksuit bottoms and hoodies. Calvin had tricked her! How on earth had she fallen for that when she washed his muddy kit every week?

Right, that was it. The gloves were off (funny, Judy could have done with a pair of gloves at that moment in time). There would be no more Nice Judy. There would be no more helpful hints or lists or friendly reminders. Calvin was on his own!

‘Come on, Calvin.’ The teammate was jogging backwards towards the others at the centre of the pitch, beckoning for Judy to follow.

‘I can’t believe I’m doing this,’ Judy muttered as, head down, she made her way towards the others as though being marched to the gallows. There were ten of them altogether, separated into two teams of five. Calvin had claimed it would be a friendly five-a-side kick about but there was nothing friendly about the ball as it came hurtling towards her at a frightening speed. Judy’s first instinct was to duck. Which she did, to the amusement of her teammates.

She was glad somebody was finding this game fun, because she certainly wasn’t. While the others ran towards the ball, Judy ran away from it. She yelped every time it came flying towards her and when she did manage to bravely kick it, the ball rolled – rather sluggishly – in the wrong direction.

Judy had always hated football.

Now she hated her husband too.

‘On your head, son,’ somebody yelled. Judy looked up just in time for the ball to hit her square on the nose. It bounced off her face but Judy didn’t see where it went as her eyes were clamped shut against the pain as she covered her battered nose with her hands. Pulling them away, she looked down at her palms with hazy vision, expecting to see blood pooling, but there was nothing there. Still, her whole face stung and she wasn’t sure she could continue to pretend to play football while stars danced around her head, cartoon style.

‘Calvin!’

Judy squinted at the blurry mass heading towards her and then down at her feet where the ball was rolling towards her. She pulled back her foot and, imagining the ball was Calvin’s head, gave it an almighty kick.

She completely missed the ball, which was hardly surprising considering her face was caved in and everything. Not that any of the lads cared about her injury. The game continued around her and not one person asked if she was okay. They were barbarians, the lot of them.

Judy wanted to fall to her knees and weep with gratitude when the ordeal was finally over.

‘Is it really over?’ she asked as they made their way off the pitch. She was caked in mud and delirious with fear and possible hypothermia. Her nose felt like it had swelled to quadruple its normal size and her eyes were still watering. She thought she’d heard them say the match had finished, but she wanted to be absolutely certain before she got her hopes up.

‘It was over for you before it even began, mate.’ One of her teammates – Curtis, Judy had gathered during the match – clapped her on the back, the unexpected force almost sending her to the ground. Not that it would have made much difference – she couldn’t get any muddier. ‘What’s up with you today? Heavy night last night?’

‘Something like that.’ Judy was trotting alongside Curtis in order to keep up with his long strides. Judy had inherited Calvin’s legs but she wasn’t all that sure how to use them to full advantage yet.

‘A pint or two will sort you out, lad.’

‘I should be getting back to Judy and the kids,’ Judy said, but her words were only met with laughter from Curtis.

‘Funny. For that, I’ll get the first round in.’

Judy trooped after Curtis and a couple of the other lads – Richie and Pierce – following them into the pub. It had been ages since Judy had been inside the White Swan and it had changed hands several times since. She didn’t recognise anybody either seated in the pub or stationed behind the bar, but they seemed to recognise her husband. It would have been exhausting playing along at any other time, but near impossible when it felt like she’d just challenged Usain Bolt to a lap around the football pitch and Amir Khan to a boxing match.

‘A pint, is it?’ Curtis asked as the barmaid made her way over to them.

‘No, I’ll have a glass of red wine, please.’

Too late, Judy realised her mistake. Calvin didn’t drink red wine. Whoops.

‘Oh.’ Curtis’s eyes were wide as he looked from Judy to Richie and Pierce. ‘Okay then. What about you two? A pint? Or how about a Tia Maria with Coke? With a little umbrella.’

The three of them cracked up while Judy wondered if they’d notice if she crept out of the pub and scurried home before she caused any more damage to her husband’s reputation. She knew football with the lads would turn out to be a huge mistake.

‘Three pints and a red wine for the lady,’ Curtis said to the barmaid, barely able to hide his smirk. If only he knew that his comment was spot on. He paid for the drinks and they carried them to an empty table next to the manically flashing fruit machine. Pierce fed an alarming amount of pound coins into the machine without any success.

‘So how’d it go with Mandy last night?’ Curtis asked Pierce when he rejoined them with lighter pockets.

Pierce shook his head. ‘Not good.’

‘Who’s Mandy?’ Richie asked.

‘Met her on Tinder.’ Pierce took a sip of his pint. ‘When I said I worked with cars, she got it into her head I was some big shot car salesman. She thought I was minted so it was a bit of a disappointment when she found out I’m actually a mechanic at the village garage.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with being a mechanic,’ Judy said. She couldn’t help it. Poor Pierce looked crushed, but that could have been because he’d just shoved thirty quid in the fruit machine and lost the lot.

‘I know that. Mandy not so much. She only dates “successful” guys, apparently.’

‘You’re better off without her. You deserve somebody who will truly appreciate you for who you are.’ Judy took a sip of her wine, closing her eyes to truly savour it. Man, that tasted glorious after the stress of the past couple of days.

When she opened her eyes, three sets of eyes were upon her.

Too flowery advice, perhaps? Judy needed to rectify the situation, and fast.

She gave Calvin’s bollocks a good scratch. ‘So, um, you didn’t shag her then?’

While Judy had been freezing on the football pitch, Calvin had been sweating in the kitchen. It had taken all morning and several attempts, but he finally had four dozen mince pies (minus one. They needed testing before Calvin could bestow them on the public – he couldn’t risk body swapping the entire village, either!). The mince pies were cooling on racks, ready for the Christmas lights switch-on that evening. After all the baking, Calvin didn’t have time to make a full-on roast so he made sausages and chips instead, which was just as good. Judy wasn’t impressed when she shuffled through to the kitchen, aching and miserable after her morning playing football. She hadn’t enjoyed the experience one bit and she now had mud lodged in unmentionable places.

But Judy was too exhausted to complain and simply sat at the table and ate the food provided.

‘How was it?’ As proud as Calvin was of his baking efforts, he’d missed seeing his mates that morning. He enjoyed being part of a team, the camaraderie that came with it. You didn’t get that with a mixing bowl and a pre-heated oven.

‘Cold.’ Judy glared at her husband.

‘Oh?’ Calvin feigned ignorance but Judy’s expression soon lightened.

‘By the way, your friends have given you a new nickname. They dragged me to the pub after the game and I ordered a glass of red wine instead of your usual pint. So now they think you’re a great big sissy girl and have started to call you Gal-Vin.’

Fantastic. Calvin would have to do some serious damage control when he got his body back.

The family gathered around the table and, while it wasn’t the roast she felt she was owed, Judy was so ravenous she ate the sausages and chips without a word.

‘Did you get the baking done for Enid?’ Judy asked once everybody had eaten. Scott had gone for a final practice before his band’s debut gig and Charlie was occupied with her Frozen DVD. Again.

The kitchen was either surprisingly or suspiciously clean.

‘Yep, it’s all done and packed in boxes ready to go.’ Calvin leaned back in his chair, emitting smugness into the air. ‘And I’ve cleaned up after myself and everything.’ Or rather Scott had, for a fee. ‘Are four dozen mince going to be enough? I could eat most of those on my own.’

‘Enid’s making some too and you can always knock out a few more batches if you start to run low,’ Judy said. ‘Did you manage to make the stained-glass snowmen?’

‘Whoa, wait a minute.’ Calvin held up his hands, palms out. ‘Nobody said I had to do anything fancy with glass.’

Judy rolled her eyes. Even that movement hurt after her morning on the pitch. ‘They’re biscuits. I left the recipe for you and asked you to bake three batches. They were quite popular last year.’

Calvin shook his head. ‘I forgot.’

‘You’d better get your apron back on then.’ Judy rose painfully to her feet. ‘I’m going for a bath. You’d better hurry up with those biscuits. We have to leave in a couple of hours. Besides. I can’t risk any baking. Just look at what happened with the last batch of pies I made!’

Hauling herself upstairs, Judy peeled off her football kit, placing the muddy clothes in the laundry basket. Calvin didn’t own a dressing gown so she squeezed his body into her own and was about to head into the bathroom when she realised her mistake. Pulling the dirty kit from the basket, she dumped it on the floor and left it for Calvin to deal with.

The warm bubble bath felt heavenly as Judy slipped underneath the water, allowing her aches and pains to be sluiced away with the grime. Her bones ached from the cold despite sitting in the warmth of the pub all afternoon but she finally began to thaw. She didn’t want to think about the fact that she’d have to repeat this process next week – she’d deal with that later. For now she would make the most of the peace and quiet while enjoying the knowledge that she didn’t have to work tonight. Maybe she would have felt guilty about Calvin taking over her role in The Green Teapot while she had fun with the kids, but that was before he tricked her into running around a freezing cold football pitch in a pair of shorts and a flimsy T-shirt.

Judy emerged from the bath feeling like a completely new Calvin. This Calvin was refreshed and ready to face the challenges ahead. She dried herself off before folding the towel and placing it on the heated towel rail.

‘Silly me.’ Judy grabbed the towel and dumped it on the bathroom floor.

Yes, the gloves were most certainly off. Let the games well and truly begin.



Chapter Nine:

It Isn’t (Christmas) Fair

The village green was buzzing with excitement and anticipation as the residents waited for the annual Christmas lights switch-on. A prominent figure in the village was always chosen for the all-important switch-on, and this year it was Mrs Ephron, the headmistress from Charlie’s school, who had been given the honour. The headmistress had taken on celebrity status for the evening and was being treated accordingly by her fans. A sizeable group of children had gathered around the teacher, firing questions at her as they reached out to touch her bright red duffel coat.

‘Can I go and see Mrs Ephron? Can I go and see Mrs Ephron?’ Charlie was bouncing up and down on the spot, tugging on Calvin’s hand. She saw Mrs Ephron practically every day but it was of paramount importance that she get a glimpse of her right now.

‘Go on then,’ Calvin replied. His hand was dropped instantly as Charlie tore off across the green.

‘Make sure you stay where I can see you.’ Judy kept an eye on Charlie as she bounded away to the small crowd of children that had gathered around the bemused head teacher. ‘Right, you need to get these pies and biscuits over to The Green Teapot.’ She turned to Calvin but the spot beside her was empty. Her husband had disappeared, leaving her with a pile of boxes filled with baked goods. Trying to spot him on the crowded green was impossible, especially as it was already growing dark.

Holding in a sigh, Judy trudged towards Charlie and began the arduous task of prising her away from the celebrity teacher while juggling a tower of boxes.

‘Please, Charlie. We’ll come back. I just need to drop these off with Enid and then find your mum.’ She flashed her best pleading eyes at Charlie. They had about as much effect on Charlie as they’d had on Calvin during the kids’ night feeds: none at all. ‘I’ll get you a hot chocolate.’

Charlie slid her eyes away from Mrs Ephron. ‘With whipped cream?’

‘Yes.’

‘And marshmallows?’

Judy shifted the boxes in her arms. They were becoming increasingly uncomfortable. Quite how she’d ended up with them instead of Calvin was a mystery to her.

‘Fine. Whipped cream and marshmallows.’

Charlie skipped ahead of Judy, stopping at the edge of the green so they could cross the road together. The Green Teapot was toasty warm when they stepped inside, the air filled with the smell of freshly baked mince pies, which Enid had just pulled out of the oven.

‘Judy isn’t here, is she?’ Judy asked as she dumped the boxes on the counter. It was a long shot, Judy knew, but worth a try.

‘I haven’t seen her yet,’ Enid confirmed.

Damn it. ‘Do you mind if I leave Charlie here for a minute? I need to find Judy.’ She had a fair idea where ‘Judy’ would be and, if ‘she’ was there, Judy was going to wring ‘her’ neck.

‘Of course not.’ Enid held out a hand for the child. ‘You can help me put the icing sugar on top of the mince pies if you’d like.’

‘Thanks, Enid. I won’t be long.’ Judy rushed out of the tea room and headed across the green, bypassing the craft stalls and tombola and heading straight for the beer tent.

‘Calvin!’ Judy placed her hands on her hips as she stood in the entrance of the tent. She caught a few funny looks from its patrons and shook her head. ‘I mean Judy! What are you doing here?’

‘Enjoying the fair.’ Calvin lifted his pint, half of which had already been slugged. ‘Isn’t that why we’re here?’

Judy stomped towards Calvin and snatched the pint from his hands, slamming it down on the makeshift bar. ‘You’re supposed to be working.’

‘What, now?’

‘Yes, now.’ Judy grasped her husband by the hand and started to tow him out of the tent. ‘I’ve dropped the mince pies and biscuits off already. We’ll pop in for a cup of tea later.’

‘This isn’t fair,’ Calvin grumbled, looking around at the packed green. The school choir was singing Christmassy songs by the unlit tree while stalls had been set up around the perimeter. There was everything from face painters and balloon modellers to crafts stalls and catering vans, not forgetting what to Calvin was the pièce de résistance – the hog roast. People milled around, stuffed into winter coats and hats while they cradled hot chocolates or mulled wine. Calvin wanted to join in the festivities. Or at least finish his pint.

‘I’m going to be stuck working while you lot have fun,’ Calvin grumbled. ‘Can you at least bring me a hog roast bap?’

Dropping Calvin off at The Green Teapot was similar to when Judy had left Scott at nursery for the first time. She was filled with guilt as Calvin eyed her desolately, but at least he didn’t throw himself on the ground and wrap his arms around her ankles while begging her not to leave him.

‘Judy,’ Calvin hissed, grabbing her by the sleeve as she made to leave with Charlie and her hot chocolate. ‘Don’t forget the hog roast bap.’

Judy couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to enjoy the Christmas lights switch-on with her family. She usually had to make do with hearing about it afterwards from the animated children as they made their way home. Trade at The Green Teapot was brisk during the annual festive event so Enid needed all hands on deck and Judy could never turn down the opportunity to earn some extra cash.

But this year Judy was Calvin, which meant she got to enjoy the whole evening. She was going to make the most of this precious time.

‘What do you want to do first?’ Judy checked her watch. They had just over an hour before the big event.

‘We don’t have to spend the evening in the beer tent like last year, do we, Daddy?’ Charlie asked. She’d taken a sip of her hot chocolate and now the tip of her nose was foamy white.

‘Absolutely not.’ Judy rummaged around in her pocket for a tissue but, as she was wearing Calvin’s coat, there was nothing but an empty chewing gum wrapper in there. They passed a stall selling festive cupcakes so she asked if she could take a napkin.

‘We can do whatever you like, sweetie,’ she told Charlie as she wiped the whipped cream from her nose.

‘Can I get my face painted?’

‘Sure.’

‘And can I win a prize at the Ebola thing?’

‘The tombola? We can certainly give it a go.’

‘And can we get some sweeties from the sweetie stall?’

Judy looked back at The Green Teapot and couldn’t help feeling a slight twinge of guilt. But it passed quickly. ‘We certainly can but let’s go and join the queue for the face painting first, before it gets too long. What design would you like?’

‘Judy, thank goodness you’re here.’ A frantic-looking Enid handed Calvin an apron before picking up a tray filled with tea paraphernalia. ‘Kat isn’t feeling well so it’s just going to be the two of us tonight. I’ve already had to knock up another batch of cranberry raisin bars – I had no idea they’d be so popular. There’s already a second batch of mince pies in the oven. I’ll deal with those while you get yourself sorted.’

Enid placed the tea tray on a table of waiting customers before scuttling through to the kitchen while Calvin hung up his jacket and tied the apron around his waist. The white apron had the body of an elf printed on to it, ending at the elf’s ruffled collar so that Calvin’s – or rather Judy’s – face completed the look. Could Calvin look any more ridiculous?

Yes, it transpired that he could.

‘Don’t forget your hat!’ Enid bustled out of the kitchen, grabbing a green-and-white-striped felt hat, complete with an oversized jingling bell.

Enid was kidding, right?

‘Come on, Judy. Get into the Christmas spirit!’ Enid was wearing a Mrs Claus apron along with a red, fur-lined hat. Calvin thanked his lucky stars that nobody knew it was really him underneath the hat as he shoved it onto his head. At least none of his mates would venture into the Green Teapot that evening. Whether they knew it was him wearing the silly apron and hat or not, he didn’t think he’d be able to face them. If Curtis got even the slightest hint that he’d been decked out like an elf, he’d never hear the end of it. But Calvin’s mates wouldn’t be drinking tea and scoffing Christmassy baked goods. They’d be spending the evening in the beer tent and scoffing hog roast baps.

Lucky bastards.

‘Everything all right out here?’ Enid poked her head out of the kitchen door. ‘Blimey, there’s a bit of a queue forming. Give me two minutes and I’ll give you a hand.’

Calvin was kept busy as he served customers takeout teas and cakes as well as waiting on the tables for those wishing to eat and drink in the warmth of the tea room. He was rushed off his blistered feet for what seemed like hours but luckily Enid took over the baking duties as Calvin doubted he could rustle up a rice krispie cake without one of Judy’s detailed recipes.

‘Phew!’ Enid flopped down in a chair as the last of the customers left the tea room. The Christmas lights were about to be switched on, causing a mass exodus out into the chilly evening. ‘I didn’t think that queue was ever going to die down.’ Enid swiped at her brow with the back of her hand. ‘Why don’t you get off now, love? Go and join your family in time for the lights. I’ll be all right on my own now.’

‘Are you sure?’ Calvin wanted nothing more than to hang up his apron but the queues of customers had been brutal that evening and Enid Thomas was no spring chicken.

‘Positive, love. The rush is over with now. A few more might come in for a cup of tea to warm up after the lights, but most people start to wander home. It’ll be pretty quiet from now on. You go and spend some time with Charlie. Scott’s band will be playing soon, won’t they?’

‘Right after the lights are switched on.’

‘Well, there you go then.’ Enid rose from her chair and grabbed a damp cloth from behind the counter. ‘You get off and I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Thanks, Enid.’ Calvin untied his apron and tore the hat from his head, hoping to never see the ghastly thing again. It had made his scalp itch as well as making him look like a plonker all evening. ‘Aren’t you going to watch the lights yourself?’

‘I’ll watch from the doorway like I usually do.’ Enid started to gather cups and saucers from the tables as she wiped them down. ‘It’s warmer in here.’

It certainly was warmer inside. Calvin zipped his coat up to his chin and wrapped Judy’s thick woolly scarf around his neck as he stepped outside. He’d never bothered with a scarf before but he was beginning to see their appeal.

It was fully dark outside now, the village relying on the street lights and the fairy lights draped above the stalls. He caught sight of Charlie immediately, her bright pink hat bobbing up and down as she bounced with excitement.

‘Mummy!’ Charlie threw herself into Calvin’s arms as he approached them, almost winding him with the force. ‘I’ve missed you but I’ve had so much fun. Daddy is loads more fun this year. He let me have my face painted. See?’ Charlie stuck her chin in the air so that Calvin could see her face, which was painted brown with a red nose and white spots on her cheeks. ‘I’m Rudolph!’

‘So you are.’

‘And Daddy let me have a hot chocolate with loads of cream and marshmallows. It was delicious.’ Charlie licked her lips – and part of the brown face paint. ‘And we had a go of the tombola but I didn’t win anything. But it doesn’t matter, does it, Mummy?’

‘No, of course it doesn’t.’ Calvin rubbed his hands together and turned to Judy. ‘Did you get me that hog roast bap?’

Judy clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘I’m so sorry. I completely forgot. We didn’t even have time to come and have a cup of tea with you.’

Calvin glanced over at the hog roast stall, doubting there would be so much as a pig’s trotter left by now. His stomach growled angrily. The thought of that tasty bap had been the only thing getting him through the tea room rush.

‘Mummy! Mummy! There’s Mrs Ephron!’ Charlie bounced up and down, her finger jabbing towards the village’s Christmas tree. On the little wooden stage beside it, the school’s choir finished their rendition of ‘Jingle Bell Rock’ and the headmistress stepped forward to give a short speech about the importance of the community at Christmas.

What about the importance of a good hog roast bap? Calvin thought gloomily. Mrs Ephron failed to mention that in her little speech.

‘Are they doing the lights now?’ Charlie whispered.

‘Any minute now, sweetie.’ Judy wrapped her arms around Charlie to keep her warm. The village began its countdown from ten and then, flicking the switch, Mrs Ephron lit the green up with multicoloured lights. The tree shone and twinkled while festive characters attached to the street lights beamed down at them. It offset the cold of the night, giving the village a cosy glow. The choir broke out into song one final time that evening, belting out ‘O Christmas Tree’ in tribute. Once the song was over, the choir children wandered out into the crowd, handing out candy canes and chocolate coins.

‘Isn’t it lovely?’ Judy breathed a sigh of pure contentment. Christmas was well and truly on its way now. All they needed was a flutter of snow and the night would be absolutely perfect.

‘Do you think they’ll have anything left at the hog roast stall?’ Calvin asked. Judy chose to ignore him and instead watched the little stage where Scott and his band mates were gearing up for their gig. Judy could see that Scott’s hands were trembling as he adjusted his mic stand and wondered whether it was through nerves or the cold. Probably a combination of the two. Mrs Ephron introduced the band and the familiar sounds of ‘Fairytale of New York’ began to play.

‘They’re pretty good, aren’t they?’ Judy was both pleased and relieved. As Scott and the band practised either at school or in the garage of band mate Jack, Judy had never heard them play as a complete unit before.

‘I’m starving.’ Rather than watching his son with pride, Calvin’s eyes were on the hog roast stand. It was cruel to make him stand out in the cold without any sort of sustenance.

‘They really could be stars, couldn’t they?’ Judy flashed Scott two thumbs-up, but he didn’t see. Or refused to acknowledge the sign of encouragement.

The band finished the song before going straight into ‘Last Christmas’, leaving their own song until the very end. Which was probably a wise decision. Scott and his friends had penned a song titled ‘Christmas Can Kiss My Arse’, which wasn’t going down too well with the organiser of the village lights switch-on. Who also happened to be the vicar of the local church. Judy suspected they wouldn’t be invited to play again next year.

Despite the questionable lyrics of their self-penned song, Judy thought the boys had played wonderfully and she was one of the first to storm the stage. Fighting her way through the throng of teenage girls, Judy rushed towards her son and pulled him into a tight hug.

‘You were amazing, Scott.’ Judy kissed her son’s face over and over. ‘Absolutely brilliant. I’m so proud of you.’

‘Dad! Get off!’ Scott managed to wriggle free of Judy’s grip but suspected his image was already ruined. None of the girls would want to get off with him now.

‘Sorry. I got a bit too enthusiastic.’ Judy couldn’t resist giving Scott one last peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you at home. Make sure you’re home by nine.’

‘Nine?’ Scott’s reputation was going to be crushed beyond repair.

‘Yes, nine. You’ve got school in the morning.’ With one last wave, Judy located Calvin and Charlie and they made their way home, stopping off at the hog roast stall on the off-chance that there would a scrap left.

There wasn’t.

Not even a trotter.

Calvin sulked all the way home. All he had to show for the night was a foot full of blisters and a scalp that was red raw from scratching.

‘I’m exhausted.’ Kicking off Judy’s flat but still tortuous shoes, Calvin slumped into his armchair. He didn’t want to move until bedtime – if he hadn’t fallen asleep in his chair by then.

‘I wouldn’t get too settled,’ Judy said. ‘Charlie needs a bath and a bedtime story.’



Chapter Ten:

Monday’s To-Do List: Tattoos, Waxing and Make-up

It was such a luxury to wake up at the more reasonable hour of seven o’clock on a Monday morning. Judy stretched. And stretched a bit more. It was on her third much-needed stretch that she realised there was some resistance on her right-hand.

‘Calvin!’ Judy gave her slumbering husband a good shake – possibly rougher than was strictly necessary – before springing from the bed. Calvin, as Judy, was supposed to have been up at least an hour and a half ago. He should be in the kitchen, elbow-deep in pastry while simultaneously chivvying the children along. Scott should be at least staring groggily at his cereal while Charlie practised her ballet steps between mouthfuls of Coco Pops.

‘Calvin! You need to get up! Now!’

Calvin rubbed at his eyes and gave a languorous yawn before he felt able to speak coherently. ‘It’s still early and I’m knackered because you kept me awake all night snoring.’ He glared at Judy, who didn’t even have the good grace to look ashamed. When she really should. He wouldn’t have believed that the noise that had filled the room could have been produced by a human being and he’d thought a warthog had smuggled itself under the covers at one point.

‘Ha!’ Judy said. ‘Now you know how I feel. Not good, is it?’

Calvin snuggled back down under the covers. ‘I don’t snore. Not like that.’

Judy attempted to whip off the covers, but Calvin had a tight grip. ‘Calvin, get up now or I will wax every hair on my body and leave you fuzz-free for at least six weeks.’

Calvin half-opened one eye. ‘You wouldn’t dare.’

‘Wouldn’t I?’ Judy folded her arms across her chest. ‘Imagine what Curtis will say when you show up to football with silky smooth legs. And I will turn up in shorts again, even if I know I’ll freeze to death.’

‘Then I’ll get a tattoo.’ Calvin was fully awake now and sitting up in bed. ‘A great big one, right across my arse.’

‘But that would be permanent.’ Calvin wasn’t playing fair!

‘And you think the piss-taking I’d get from Curtis wouldn’t be permanent?’ He’d never let Calvin live it down in a million years. ‘They already think I’m a big, wine-sipping girl.’

‘Then let’s not wax or get tattoos. You get out of bed and sort the kids out and I’ll get ready for work.’ Judy was quite looking forward to working in an office. There would be no aching feet and no avoiding Norman Greene’s wandering hands. It was going to be pure bliss.

‘About that.’ Calvin climbed out of bed and plonked his feet into Judy’s slippers, which he had to admit were heavenly on his battered feet. ‘I’m worried about how you’ll cope at the office. I’m supposed to give a presentation on Friday and Perry is already in a frenzy about it.’

Judy eyed her slippers with envy. She missed their soft sheepskin lining. Perhaps she’d nip into town and buy a Calvin-sized pair after work. ‘Will you relax? I do have marketing experience, remember?’

Judy and Calvin had met while taking the same marketing degree at university. She’d spotted him straightaway with his handsome face, cheeky grin and sporty physique, and while Calvin claimed he had been instantly won over by Judy too, she knew it was a good couple of months before he even became aware of her existence. But become aware of her existence he had and they had both found themselves staring down at two blue lines on a pregnancy test before the course was over. Judy had put her career on hold – before it had even begun – to raise their son.

‘You have a degree, Judy,’ Calvin told her now. ‘But that isn’t the same as having experience. You’ve never actually worked in an office before. University and an actual working environment are very different things.’

‘Not this again.’ Judy held in a sigh. After all they’d been through, Calvin still didn’t get it. ‘I do work. Just because it isn’t in a fancy office doesn’t make it any less demanding.’

Calvin strongly disagreed. ‘Do you have a very important deadline looming?’

‘Yes. They’re called mince pies and you need to get them in the oven, ASAP. You also need to get the kids ready for school and take Miller out for a walk before he turns the kitchen floor into a giant puddle. After that we need to have a discussion about the state of your face.’

‘My face?’ Calvin patted his cheeks. What was wrong with him? Had he developed a nasty rash overnight?

‘What I meant was my face,’ Judy explained. ‘I’ve let you off over the weekend but I really can’t let you go out looking like an extra from The Walking Dead any more.’ Calvin gave her a blank look. ‘Make-up, Calvin. You need to put a bit of slap on so I look vaguely human.’

‘You know you always look beautiful,’ Calvin said, but Judy wasn’t buying it. Her husband was probably under the impression that if he skipped parts of her morning routine, he’d earn a few extra minutes between the sheets.

‘Nice try. We’ll have a quick lesson in half an hour.’

Calvin, resigned to the tasks ahead of him, dragged himself out of bed and was on his way to wake Scott and Charlie when he paused at the bedroom door. ‘About Miller. Shouldn’t we be taking turns walking him? Why is it always me that has to do it?’

Judy smiled sweetly at her husband. ‘Don’t you think I ask myself that very same question when I’m walking the dog every single day?’

Calvin took Miller for a brief walk to the nearest tree and back before making a start on the mince pies. He didn’t have time to take a tour of the village that morning, not if he wanted to stand a chance of getting at least one batch of mince pies in the oven. Luckily both children were up and eating their breakfast in the kitchen when he returned so he whipped up a quick batch of mince pies, which he could quite confidently do after a weekend’s worth of practice, before dashing upstairs where Judy was tying his favourite grey tie around her neck.

‘You found it! Where was it?’

‘Under the bed.’ Judy gave him a familiar look. Funnily, it was identical whichever body she was in. ‘Did you get a batch of pies in?’

Calvin nodded and flopped down on the stool in front of the dressing table. ‘They’re in the oven so I’ve only got a few minutes to do this make-up thing.’

Judy had arranged a ton of pots and tubes and pallets on the dressing table. She began with a squirt of peach-coloured liquid on the back of Calvin’s hand, which she instructed him to rub onto his face.

‘Not like that.’ Judy grasped Calvin’s hand to halt him. ‘It isn’t soap. Carefully. Like this.’ She demonstrated with her own fingertips until his entire face was covered.

‘It itches,’ Calvin complained.

‘It does not.’ Judy applied two round patches of blush to his cheeks.

Calvin pulled a face in the mirror. ‘I look like a clown.’

‘At least you’ll be funny for once in your life.’ Judy grabbed a peach-coloured powder, which she applied liberally to his face with a puffy sponge.

‘I look like a ghost.’

Judy sighed loudly. ‘I haven’t finished yet.’ Using a large brush, she swept off most of the powder. Calvin didn’t see the point of putting it on in the first place. At least his clown cheeks had been toned down, leaving only a rosy glow.

Judy showed Calvin how to apply subtle eyeshadow and a coat of mascara. Calvin shot down the idea of eyeliner when he caught sight of the kohl pencil.

‘There is no way you’re going near my eyeballs with a sharp object.’

Judy handed him the pencil. ‘You do it then.’

Calvin looked down at the pencil in his hand and shook his head. ‘There’s no way anybody is going near my eyeballs with a sharp object. Not even me.’

‘Fine.’ Judy placed the cap back on the eyeliner. ‘We’ll miss that part out.’ She uncapped a creamy pink lipstick and demonstrated how Calvin should put his lips so she could apply it but Calvin couldn’t grasp the concept at all. He either gurned toothily at her or tucked his lips into his mouth.

‘Like this.’ Judy spread out her own lips and applied a coat of the lipstick. Charlie chose that exact moment in time to burst into the room, enquiring about her school uniform.

‘It’s hung up in your wardrobe, sweetie,’ Judy said, throwing the tube of lipstick into Calvin’s hands. ‘I’ll come and get it for you in a minute.’ Judy shook her head. ‘Your mum will come and get it for you in a minute.’

‘Oh, no!’ Calvin leapt up from the stool and charged towards the bedroom door, dodging past Charlie before throwing himself down the stairs two at a time. ‘The mince pies!’

Luckily Calvin managed to rescue the mince pies from the oven just in the nick of time. They were a little more golden than usual, but salvageable. He didn’t have time to drop them off at The Green Teapot before taking Charlie to school, but ten minutes wouldn’t make much of a difference. Who had mince pies for breakfast, anyway?

Judy had left for work earlier, after Calvin had reminded her to wipe off the pink lipstick, and he’d somehow managed to keep things ticking along. He’d rustled up a second batch of mince pies, made up the packed lunches and he’d somehow dragged a brush through Charlie’s messy curls. He didn’t know who that was more traumatic for – poor Charlie whose hair had been wrenched out, with clumps of it now knotted in the hairbrush, or Calvin, who’d inflicted pain on his child.

‘Mummy?’ Charlie asked as she skipped alongside Calvin. Scott had left for the bus on time and now he and Charlie were walking to school. Calvin knew being Judy would be a piece of piss.

‘Yes, sweetie?’ Calvin hitched the boxes of mince pies into a more comfortable position, causing a warm, festive smell to waft out of the box. His stomach rumbled. Forget what he’d said about not having mince pies for breakfast. It was quite clearly the way forward.

Would Enid miss one measly little pie?

‘Why does Daddy keep calling me sweetie?’ Charlie asked. ‘You call me sweetie. It’s weird.’

‘Maybe he just fancied a change?’ Calvin couldn’t help feeling a little bit smug that his wife was messing up this time and not him.

‘Is that why he was wearing lipstick this morning?’

‘No, not at all,’ Calvin answered quickly. ‘He doesn’t fancy that much of a change. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with men wearing make-up. Nothing at all. Some men like to wear make-up. Some like to wear ladies’ clothes and that’s okay too.’ Calvin was sweating despite the December chill.

‘Okay.’ Calvin was relieved when Charlie accepted his answer and skipped off towards the school gates. She disappeared into the playground as Calvin wandered after her.

‘Hello, Judy.’ Mrs Moneybags from the ballet class sidled up beside Calvin, almost choking him with the cloud of expensive perfume that permeated the air around her. ‘I saw your son playing during the lights switch-on last night. It was … different.’ She turned to the entourage that had followed and they all shared a barely disguised snigger. ‘I thought it was wonderfully festive but I hear the vicar was not happy at all.’

‘That’s because he’s a miserable old git,’ Calvin said, which caused a collective gasp from the gaggle of women.

Mrs Moneybags placed a hand on her chest and blinked back supposed tears (although her eyes looked perfectly dry to Calvin). ‘Reverend Brown is a pillar of our community. He does so much for our village and its residents and I believe that should earn him a little bit of respect, don’t you?’

‘Not when he’s looking down his nose at my son.’ Calvin shifted the boxes of mince pies. Although they weren’t heavy, they were cumbersome. Now he understood why Judy dropped them off at the tea room first.

‘He wasn’t looking down his nose at your son. Merely expressing his shock and surprise at the vulgarity of the song.’

‘I thought you said it was wonderfully festive,’ Calvin pointed out. ‘Which is it? Festive or vulgar?’

Mrs Moneybags floundered, her cosmetically overworked lips twitching. In the end she threw back her mane of glossy black hair and stuck her chin in the air. ‘It can be both.’

‘No.’ Calvin shook his head. ‘It can’t.’

‘Mrs Neil?’

Mrs Moneybags looked relieved as Judy’s name was called from across the playground and led her entourage away, muttering about Judy and her obvious lack of respect rubbing off on her children. Calvin couldn’t retaliate as a teacher was striding across the playground towards him.

‘Good morning, Mrs Neil. So glad I caught you.’ The teacher stopped in front of Calvin, wheezing slightly from the effort of her dash across the playground. ‘How are you getting on with the costumes?’

‘They’re fine. Really good, thank you.’ Calvin didn’t have a clue what the woman was talking about.

‘So they’ll be ready for Wednesday?’

‘Absolutely.’

The woman gave a relief-filled wheeze. ‘Brilliant. Thank you so much, Mrs Neil. What would I do without you, eh?’

The teacher dashed back across the playground and Calvin located his child.

‘Who is that?’ he asked, pointing at the teacher who was now conversing with Mrs Moneybags and her herd of pals.

Charlie giggled. ‘That’s my teacher, silly. Miss Daniels.’

‘And what did she mean by costumes?’

Charlie rolled her little eyes and hitched her backpack into place. ‘The costumes for the nativity. You’re making them.’

‘I’m making them?’ Of course he was. He was surprised Judy hadn’t put him forward to write and direct the whole damn thing.

‘Come along, Charlie!’ Miss Daniels called. The other children had lined up in front of the school. Charlie gave Calvin a quick kiss on the cheek before she tore off to join her classmates.

‘Guess what, Miss Daniels?’ Charlie said as she passed her teacher on her way into the school. ‘My daddy likes to wear make-up. I think he likes wearing Mummy’s clothes too but she says it’s okay.’

‘Charlie!’ Calvin hissed but it was too late. Charlie had already skipped inside and everyone around them – including Mrs Moneybags – had heard everything.



Chapter Eleven:

The Fifth Stage in Wish-Fulfilment: Acknowledgement

The Green Teapot was thankfully a lot quieter than it had been the evening before. Only two tables were occupied, each with just one customer sipping tea.

‘Good morning, Duck,’ the female occupant said as Calvin stepped into the tea room. ‘I heard your young lad playing last night. Jolly good fun.’

‘I don’t think the vicar thought so,’ the male occupant said with a chuckle. ‘I heard he went into a state of shock and had to be put straight to bed with a hot cocoa.’

‘Don’t be so daft, Norman.’ The woman gave a tut. ‘It was just a song. We sang far worse than that in my day.’

‘But there was a war on then. It was different.’

‘I was barely out of nappies during the war, you cheeky beggar.’ The woman drained her cup. ‘I’ll have another cup of tea when you’re ready, Judy. And a slice of buttered toast, please.’

Calvin dumped the boxes of mince pies in the kitchen and hung up his coat before tying an apron around his waist. Luckily this one had a simple floral design and there wasn’t a jingling hat in sight.

‘I’ll do Mrs Freeman’s order,’ Enid said as Calvin gave his hands a quick wash. ‘You’d better get on with the gingerbread men. We’ve got the parent and toddler group in at ten and they’re always a hit with the little ones.’

Calvin reached into the pocket of his jeans and was relieved when his fingers made contact with the slip of paper Judy had handed over that morning. It contained a step-by-step guide to gingerbread men.

‘I’m not doing this to help you,’ Judy had said as she’d handed it over. ‘I’m doing it so you don’t poison anybody and put Enid out of business.’

As well as his baking duties, Calvin also had to serve the customers. There was a rush of pensioners just after nine o’clock but luckily they required nothing more complicated than a buttered teacake and a pot of tea. The pensioners, apart from Norman and Mrs Freeman – who it seemed were part of the furniture at The Green Teapot – had all left by half past nine. Enid was busy baking scones and a lemon drizzle cake by the time the parent and toddler group arrived, bringing with them their own special brand of chaos. The gingerbread men that Calvin had agonised over were destroyed within minutes, either sucked to death, crushed beneath stampeding toddler feet or bashed into oblivion by plastic trucks.

‘It’s such a joyful sight, isn’t it?’ Mrs Freeman said to Norman, who was now sitting at her table to make room for the hordes of families squeezed inside. ‘I love seeing the little kiddies enjoying themselves.’

‘Speaking of joyful sights …’

Calvin, who had been bent over with a dustpan and brush to sweep up the remains of a poor gingerbread man, straightened at Norman’s words. Sure enough, when he turned around, the octogenarian was grinning at him, his dentures gleaming in the light.

‘And what joyful sights would those be?’ It wasn’t the first comment Calvin had overheard that morning. Norman had already commented on Judy’s ‘lovely, shapely legs’ and her ‘gorgeous baps’ (sorry, I meant your teacakes. Tasty, they are).

‘The children playing.’ Norman winked at Calvin. If only he knew who he was really leering at, the filthy old git. Calvin turned around to continue with his cleaning duties but the bristles of his brush didn’t get chance to reach the crumbs before he felt a hand on his behind. He froze until he felt a pinch and then he was out of there, sprinting towards the kitchen where he planned to hide until Norman had gone.

What the hell?

Who did the bloke think he was, manhandling him like that? He wasn’t a piece of bloody meat!

‘Are you busy?’ Enid asked, popping her head into the kitchen. ‘The little ones have gone and I could do with a hand cleaning up. It’s always a mammoth job but it’s so lovely to see them enjoying themselves, isn’t it?’

Calvin made a non-committal sound as he crept towards the door, peeping into the tea room and checking to make sure the coast was clear before he emerged. Thankfully both Mrs Freeman and Norman Greene had gone.

‘Are you all right, love?’ Enid asked as she passed Calvin with a sweeping brush.

I am now that filthy old git isn’t here, Calvin thought, but he simply nodded and grabbed a cloth to wipe down the tables.

Judy couldn’t believe her luck as she sank into her new office chair. Instead of sweating in the tea room’s kitchen or dodging gingerbread-man missiles flying from podgy little hands, she got to sit in a comfortable chair. All day. Granted, de-icing the car first thing in the morning in the freezing cold wasn’t much fun, but one little glitch was worth it for the luxury afforded her for the rest of the day.

Judy swivelled in her chair as she waited for Calvin’s computer to load, taking in her new colleagues and surroundings. Calvin’s desk was a mess with papers and files scattered across its entire surface, but she smiled when she caught sight of a framed photo poking out of the rubble. It was a family photo, taken the previous year during a weekend in Blackpool. Clearing a bit of space on the desk, Judy gave the photo pride of place. Now everybody could see Charlie grinning at the camera and Scott almost smiling despite the pouring rain in the background.

What should Judy do first? Coffee would be good. She’d noticed a vending machine down in the little reception area on her way in. She would enjoy a coffee and then she would have a proper go at tidying Calvin’s desk. It was no wonder his life was so disorganised and he forgot everything when his desk was so unruly. There should be a desk calendar somewhere. Judy had bought it for Calvin last Christmas, to help him keep on top of all the dates that seemed to fly out of his head almost as soon as she’d relayed them.

Judy was rising out of her seat when a short, plump man thundered his way into the office, the door slamming against the wall in his haste.

Judy dropped back down into her seat.

‘Has the Benvenuti photo shoot been rescheduled?’

Judy looked down at the desk. Please don’t ask me. Please don’t ask me. She’d heard Calvin mention the Benvenuti campaign and, although she knew it was important for the company, she didn’t have a clue who or what a Benvenuti was.

‘Neil!’

Phew. Judy sank into her seat with relief. This Neil bloke would have more of a clue about the photo shoot than she did.

‘Neil!’ The mean little man thundered his way towards Judy and came to a stop in front of her desk. He leaned in towards her, his red face mere millimetres from hers. They were practically nose-to-nose, which was far too close when she hadn’t even been introduced to the bloke. ‘Are you awake, Neil? Having a little nap down there, are you?’

Uh oh. He’d been addressing Calvin by his surname. How very Victorian. ‘Sorry. Yes, I’m wide awake. Sir.’ Judy’s knees were knocking beneath the desk and her palms were clammy.

The man – Judy guessed it was Calvin’s boss, Perry – folded his arms across his chest and leaned in close, breathing all over Judy with his nasty coffee-and-cigarettes breath. ‘And what about the bleeding Benvenuti photo shoot?’

‘Um …’ Judy started to rifle through the papers on Calvin’s desk, hoping the answer would jump out at her. Her hesitation only infuriated Perry further. His chubby face started to turn purple, making him resemble a large plum. ‘Can you give me a minute?’

‘You’ve got thirty seconds to get your act together, Neil. I’ll be in my office.’ Perry stormed out of the room, almost wrenching the door from its hinges.

Okay, maybe stepping into Calvin’s work shoes wasn’t going to be quite as easy as she’d thought.

The allotted thirty seconds passed far more quickly than Judy would have liked. She rifled through the papers on the desk some more but found neither the answer to Perry’s question nor the desk calendar. But whether she had the answer or not, she had to go and see Perry as she feared what the outcome would be if she disobeyed his order.

With trembling legs, Judy made her way to Perry’s office, knocking timidly at the door. She tried to channel Calvin’s confidence but it wasn’t forthcoming and so it was a jelly-like Judy who stepped into the boss’s office.

‘Well?’ Perry barked before she’d even got her toes over the threshold. ‘The photo shoot?’

Judy crept into the room, closing the door behind her and sitting down opposite the red-faced Perry.

‘The thing is …’ she began, only to falter when she couldn’t think what the ‘thing’ could be. She could hardly come clean and admit that she didn’t have a clue about the photo shoot as she wasn’t really Calvin Neil and was, in fact, his wife.

‘The thing is,’ she repeated, hoping inspiration would strike. It did not.

‘Just tell me what’s happening with the Benvenuti photo shoot, you moronic tit!’ Perry was practically foaming at the mouth as he leaned towards Judy, his bulging eyes bright white against his purple face.

Judy cleared her throat. ‘The thing is …’

‘I don’t give a flying shit about the thing.’ Perry threw up his arms, catapulting a bunch of papers into the air. They fluttered to the floor, fanning themselves out along the carpet. ‘The photo shoot, Neil. Is it on or off?’ He slammed his fist down on the desk, catching the end of a stapler and sending it flying through the air where it clattered against the windowpane (thankfully without damaging it), bounced off the sill and landed with a thud on the floor. The stapler flipped open and upended its staples, scattering them across the carpet like confetti.

‘Well …’ Judy took a wild guess that the words ‘I don’t know’ would see her meeting the same fate as the contents of Perry’s desk. Luckily a knock at the door prevented her from having to utter them.

‘What is it, Sarah?’ Perry barked as a pretty face poked its head into the office.

Sarah was out of breath when she answered. ‘The guys said you were asking about the photo shoot.’ She thrust a thumb back towards the main office. ‘So I came to let you know that it’s been rescheduled. For Friday.’

‘Friday?’ Judy and Sarah both jumped as Perry’s voice boomed. ‘Friday? We have Benvenuti himself coming in for the presentation on Friday.’ Perry’s left eye started to tick. Francesco Benvenuti liked to pop into the office whenever it took his fancy. He liked to know every little thing that was going on with the campaign, which was fair enough, Perry had to concede. He was paying them a shed load of money, after all. But what wasn’t okay was the fact he wanted every little thing presented to him, like Elizabeth I demanding a performance from Shakespeare.

‘I can reschedule,’ Sarah offered, which earned her a string of expletives that she and Judy took as a big, fat no.

‘You’ll have to go to the photo shoot,’ Perry told Sarah with a decisive nod of his head. ‘Calvin, you can cope with the presentation, can’t you?’

‘Yes.’ Now was not the time for Judy to falter. She’d annoyed Calvin’s boss enough and feared his head would explode if he was provoked any further.

‘That’s settled then. You …’ – he pointed at Sarah as he rose from his desk – ‘clean this mess up.’ Making a sweeping gesture at the papers and staples on the floor, he strode out of the office. Sarah visibly deflated with relief as he disappeared from view, but it would take a lot longer for Judy to recover.

‘Let me do that,’ Judy offered as Sarah dropped to her knees on the carpet and began gathering the papers. ‘It’s my fault they ended up on the floor.’

‘It’s my fault he’s in such a rage about the photo shoot in the first place,’ Sarah said.

Judy joined Sarah on the floor and plucked the segments of staplers from the carpet. ‘We’ll do it together then.’

Judy was exhausted – both physically and emotionally – when she finally made it home that evening. It was such a relief to find that tea was almost ready as the thought of spending the evening cooking filled her with dread. She wanted to eat, have a bath and go to bed.

‘How was your day?’ Calvin asked as she joined him in the kitchen.

Judy opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of wine. ‘What do you think?’ She shook the bottle at Calvin and he smiled.

‘My life isn’t as easy as you think, is it?’

‘I never said your life was easy.’ Judy grabbed a glass from the cupboard and filled it to the brim. ‘I just wanted you to appreciate that mine was no picnic either.’

‘If it’s any consolation, my day hasn’t been all that great.’ Calvin pulled out the grill and turned the sausages. ‘Charlie told her teacher that her dad likes to wear make-up and women’s clothes.’ Judy pressed her lips together to suppress a smile. ‘Which isn’t even a little bit funny. I also had a bit of a thing with that snooty cow who’s going on a cruise.’

‘Abby Frost.’ Judy took a sip of wine, savouring its chilly goodness as it slipped down her throat. ‘You’re better off ignoring her.’

‘Hmm, easier said than done.’ Calvin started setting the table and smiled appreciatively when Judy gave him a hand. ‘I also had my bum pinched by a randy pensioner at work.’

Judy suppressed another smile. ‘Ah, Norman Greene.’

‘What is that about? Does he do that all the time?’

Judy gave a shrug. ‘He can be a bit hands-y.’

‘I don’t like it.’ Calvin removed the chips from the oven and started to dish them up. ‘I shouldn’t have to put up with that. You shouldn’t have to put up with that.’

‘He means no harm.’ Judy topped up her glass and sat down at the table. ‘I try to ignore him.’

‘Hmm.’ Calvin added the sausages to the plates together with a helping of baked beans. ‘I’m not sure I’ll be able to do that.’

‘It’s been a bit of an eye-opener, hasn’t it?’ Judy asked.

‘It certainly has.’ Calvin was utterly exhausted. He was beginning to suspect that he may have been a little misguided when he’d said that Judy had it easy. ‘How many more days until this wish is over?’



Chapter Twelve:

Monday Night Blues

Calvin’s tongue poked out of the corner of his mouth as he attempted to pin pieces of shiny, slippery material together the way Judy had demonstrated before she’d buggered off to the pub to play pool with his mates. With a little bartering, the pair had agreed to help each other out. Judy had given Calvin a quick sewing lesson in exchange for marketing information, particularly with the Benvenuti campaign in mind. Calvin had suggested that Sarah take over the presentation on Friday as she’d done the majority of the research and knew her stuff, but that was no longer possible as Sarah would be away from the office at the photo shoot.

Calvin was scared about what would happen to both his job and his marriage if the Benvenuti campaign, which he’d worked his bollocks off for, went tits up on Friday.

‘Your boss is awful,’ Judy had complained as she’d demonstrated the art of threading a needle that evening. ‘He swears all the time. It’s disgusting. Plus, he kept checking up on me every twenty minutes as though I’m incompetent. And you’d have thought I was siphoning off the company’s stationery when I asked for a new pen.’

‘At least you weren’t molested.’ Calvin had been trying and failing to thread his own needle. Judy made it look so simple.

‘No, there is that.’ Judy grinned at Calvin as she took the needle from him and threaded it in a split second. How did she do that? It was witchcraft.

‘What do I do now?’

Judy demonstrated a small running stitch. It looked easy peasy.

It wasn’t.

Why weren’t Calvin’s stitches neat and straight like Judy’s were when he was copying her exactly?

‘What are you doing?’ Calvin, panicked, looked down at Judy’s sewing, which she’d abandoned on the coffee table.

‘I’m off to the pub. Don’t wait up, darling.’

So now Calvin was on his own, haphazardly putting together extra costumes for the nativity play. There had been a baby boom in the village apparently, meaning the school needed more costumes but was too miserly to pay for them. But it was quite nice to be actually sitting down for a change, actually. For the past few days, Calvin had been running around after everybody else. If he wasn’t baking or serving in the tea room, he was ferrying the kids to school or football and ballet. And then when he got home he had to cook while putting on loads of washing, feeding the dog and helping with homework. It was relentless.

A door slamming upstairs put Calvin’s teeth on edge. His son moved about the house like a large herd of elephants, causing noise and havoc wherever he went. Putting down his sewing, Calvin headed up the stairs and opened his son’s bedroom door. The whiff of sweaty socks almost knocked him back down the stairs again.

‘Can you keep it down? Your sister’s in bed.’ Calvin’s eyes widened as he took in Scott’s bedroom. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen it with the light on and was dismayed at the carnage before him. Dirty clothes hung from every surface while mouldy mugs loitered about the place and uncased X-Box games, DVDs and what Calvin assumed was homework were abandoned in various spots around the room.

‘What have you done to this place?’ Calvin braved the stench and stepped inside the room, crossing to the window, which he flung open wide.

‘What?’ Scott glanced around his room, his eyebrows low in confusion.

‘What?’ Calvin laughed, assuming his child was joking. It turned out he wasn’t. ‘Look around you! There is filth everywhere! Get those mugs washed, put your washing in the laundry basket and tidy up.’

‘What, now?’ Scott apparently had more important things to do, a fact that was disguised by his lounging position on the bed with nothing but his iPod distracting him.

‘Yes, now.’ Calvin backed out of the room, breathing in the fresh air in the hallway. His son was a pig. An absolute pig. Why did Judy let him get away with living like that?

Judy didn’t get her relaxing bubble bath that evening and instead made her way into the White Swan, where she found Curtis and Pierce already around the pool table. Judy bought a round, making sure she ordered a pint for herself this time. She was tempted to order a half as she’d already worked her way through two rather large glasses of wine during tea, but she wasn’t sure how well that would go down with Curtis.

‘Isn’t Richie coming tonight?’ Pierce asked when she returned with the drinks. She shrugged her shoulders while Curtis’s usually animated face dimmed.

‘It’s a bit hard for him to get out at the moment. You know, since the Danielle thing.’

‘What Danielle thing?’ Judy picked up a pool cue, rubbing the end with the cube of blue chalk. She hadn’t played pool since her days in the Students’ Union bar and she’d only played then so she could flirt with Calvin. She’d loved the feel of his body pressed against hers as he leaned over her to demonstrate how to take each shot.

It had been a long time since they’d done anything flirty.

‘You know.’ Curtis cleared his throat and looked down at the ground. ‘The miscarriage.’

All thoughts of fun and flirtiness left Judy’s mind. ‘Richie’s wife had a miscarriage?’ Poor Richie. Poor Danielle. ‘When?’

‘Last month.’ Curtis grabbed the white ball and placed it in the semicircle at the end of the pool table. ‘Didn’t he tell you?’

‘Yes, but I forgot.’ Judy cringed. She forgot?

Curtis shook his head. ‘You’re all heart, Calvin.’ He lined up his shot and struck the cue ball, scattering the reds and yellows at the other end of the table. ‘Anyway, Pierce. How did it go with Jessica? She looked fit.’

‘Not good, mate. Not good.’ Pierce filled them in on his date last night, which consisted of a meal followed by the cinema.

‘She made me pay for the food and the film – which she picked. Bloody chick flick – and then wouldn’t give me as much as a kiss at the end of the night. Frigid cow.’

‘Maybe she isn’t frigid at all,’ Judy suggested. ‘Maybe she just has standards.’

‘What do you mean?’

Judy moved around the table, deciding which shot was the best – easiest – to attempt. ‘Maybe she wants to take things slowly. Not all girls want to jump into bed on the first date.’

‘Like he said,’ Curtis piped up. ‘Frigid.’

Pierce laughed. Judy did not. She took her shot, whacking the ball with too much force and not nearly enough precision.

‘Not frigid, no. Sensible.’ She straightened as the balls scattered after her silly shot, none of her balls – and luckily none of Curtis’s – sinking into the pockets. ‘Are you going to see her again?’

Pierce shrugged his shoulders. ‘Probably not.’

‘There you go then.’ Judy flashed a triumphant grin. ‘Why should she kiss you – let alone anything else – when you’re not actually interested in getting to know her?’

‘He doesn’t want to get to know the bird,’ Curtis said, lining up his next shot. ‘He wants to get laid.’

Judy resisted the urge to lodge her pool cue up Curtis’s arsehole as he bent over the table. ‘Then good on Jessica for resisting his charms.’

‘You’re a right boring bastard lately,’ Curtis said but Pierce seemed to be mulling her words over. If only for a few seconds before he belched and cracked himself and Curtis up.

Judy somehow managed to make it through the rest of the evening. They were joined by the rest of the pub’s pool team, apart from Richie, and Judy thought she held her own at pool, even if she didn’t actually win any of the games. Luckily, the team didn’t have any matches on until after Christmas, which was a relief.

It was just after eleven when Judy crept into the house. Calvin was still up, squinting at the swathes of fabric as he stitched them together.

‘How’s it going?’ Judy flopped – exhausted and a little bit tipsy – onto an armchair.

‘It’s been brilliant.’ Judy detected a note of sarcasm in her husband’s words. ‘Best three hours of my life. I’m sober, have watched mind-numbing soaps and I’ve stabbed myself three million times with the needle.’

‘Do you need a hand?’ Judy asked, which she thought was extremely magnanimous of her.

‘No thanks.’ Calvin looked at his wife, who was quite clearly half cut. She’d probably make a worse job of the sewing than him, which was quite an achievement. ‘I’ve had enough for tonight. I’m going to bed.’

‘Good idea.’ Judy dragged herself from the chair and stumbled up the stairs. She tiptoed into the bathroom, but in her drunken state this meant she made much more noise than if she’d simply walked as normal. She washed her face and brushed her teeth while glaring at the towel she’d dumped on the floor the previous evening. She wasn’t going to pick it up.

She was not.

Calvin didn’t own a pair of pyjamas so Judy made do with a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. She missed her fleecy penguin pyjamas. They were so cosy and warm and she couldn’t wait until they fit her again.

‘So how was your evening?’ Calvin asked once they were both beneath the sheets. ‘Did I miss anything?’

Judy snuggled herself up against her husband. His new curves were strange but she was in dire need of his warmth. ‘Nothing but a bunch of Neanderthals spouting misogynistic rubbish.’

‘Hey, those Neanderthals are my mates.’

‘I know. That’s the worst bit.’ Judy snuggled closer into Calvin. ‘Why didn’t you tell me your friend’s wife had had a miscarriage?’

‘It’s not my place to go telling people, is it? Richie doesn’t like to talk about it so it hardly seems right me talking to other people about it.’

‘Have you tried talking to Richie about it?’

‘We’re blokes,’ Calvin scoffed. ‘We don’t talk about that kind of stuff.’

‘Maybe you should.’

Calvin kissed Judy on the forehead. ‘Maybe you should go to sleep. You’ve got a lot of work to do on the Benvenuti campaign tomorrow.’

‘Or maybe …’ Judy allowed her hand to roam across Calvin’s bare stomach. He refused to wear the fleecy penguin pyjamas – or any of the nightwear on offer. ‘Do you remember when we used to play pool in the Students’ Union and you used to press yourself up against me? I could feel everything.’

‘I know you could,’ Calvin replied. ‘That’s why I did it. But Judy …’ Calvin grabbed hold of Judy’s hand as it made its descent and held it firmly around his waist as he rolled onto his side. ‘We are not doing that. Not with our mixed up bits and pieces. That’d be way too weird.’

Under normal circumstances, Judy would have been offended at her husband’s rejection. But the man had a point.



Chapter Thirteen:

There’s a Rumour Doing the Rounds

Calvin couldn’t get used to this waking-up-at-the-crack-of-dawn thing. Before the crack of dawn, actually. The village was in complete darkness as he stood in his kitchen, shivering in Judy’s pink dressing gown as the heating hadn’t kicked in yet. His family slept soundly upstairs as he measured and sieved and rubbed flour and butter into every crevice on his fingers. His only company was Miller, who sat watching him from his basket, conveying how much he wanted to go out for a walk through doleful eyes.

‘In a minute, buddy. I just need to get these in the oven.’ Calvin dumped a pastry star on top of each mince pie, giving them a quick egg wash before he slipped the first lot into the oven. Miller’s ears pricked up but still Calvin worked, getting started on the next batch. Miller sighed loudly from the basket.

‘A few more minutes and then I’ll take you out.’ Calvin checked the time. He was running on schedule. As long as there were no major hiccups, he’d be fine. ‘Miller, noooooooo!’

Miller, who had vacated his basket and was now squatting in the middle of the kitchen, kept his eyes glued on Calvin’s as his body quivered, his eyes bulging as he curled a turd out on the lino. Calvin was sure the dog’s lips twitched into a grin as it plopped onto the floor. Dropping onto the lino, his hind legs pointing out in front of him, Miller used his front paws to shuffle himself across the kitchen, wiping his doggy butt on the floor.

‘Bad dog!’ Calvin was in a flap as he attempted to scrape the butter-and-flour mixture from his fingers but it was like glue. In the end he wiped his hands on a tea towel before grabbing a dog poop bag and scooping the offending lump off the floor. ‘Outside, now!’ Calvin marched the dog into the back garden, where he dumped the bag in the wheelie bin before returning to the kitchen. After giving his hands – and the kitchen floor – a thorough scrubbing (surely picking up dog shit contravened health and safety rules a million times over), he resumed his baking to the soundtrack of Miller howling outside.

‘Can’t you shut the dog up?’ Judy asked as she appeared bleary-eyed in the kitchen doorway. ‘You’ll wake the whole street.’

‘He crapped on the floor,’ Calvin explained as he arranged the pastry in the bun tins. ‘He’s out there as punishment.’

‘Has he been for a walk yet?’ Judy crossed the kitchen and opened the door. The howling ceased as Miller bounced inside, his tail now wagging joyfully.

Calvin grabbed the pot of mincemeat and spooned it into the pastry cases. ‘It’s next on my list.’

Judy tutted. ‘No wonder he had an accident. You need to take him out otherwise he’ll have no choice but to do it on the floor.’ Judy scratched behind the dog’s ears. ‘It isn’t his fault.’

‘I know that!’ Calvin grabbed the first batch of mince pies from the oven and placed them on a cooling rack. ‘I don’t need you pecking at me about it.’

Judy lifted her hands up in surrender. ‘Sorry, Mr Grumpy.’

‘You’d be grumpy too if you’d been up since stupid-o-clock making stupid mince pies and picking up dog mess.’ Calvin flung the pastry stars on the new batch of mince pies. ‘I have a list as long as my arm to get through this morning and that mutt has knocked me right off kilter.’

‘You don’t have to tell me about long lists and early mornings,’ Judy said. ‘This is my life, remember?’

Calvin wheeled around, splattering whisked egg on the floor from his pastry brush. Miller leapt forward to lap it up, which at least saved Calvin the job of clearing it up. ‘How can I forget? You never stop bloody reminding me.’

Judy opened her mouth to speak but closed it again when she heard footsteps on the stairs. Scott wandered into the kitchen, his hair stuck up in every direction.

‘What are you guys fighting about now?’

Judy plastered a sweet smile on her face. ‘We’re not fighting.’

‘Just discussing a few things,’ Calvin added. He finished the egg wash and shoved the tray into the oven before sprinkling the baked mince pies liberally with icing sugar.

‘Right. You.’ Calvin pointed at the dog, who cowered away in his basket. ‘Time for walkies.’ Miller’s ears pricked and he started to bounce around the kitchen once more. ‘Can you keep an eye on those mince pies? I won’t be long?’

‘Um, Judy?’ Judy watched as her husband clipped the lead onto Miller’s collar. ‘You’re still in your pyjamas.’

‘I don’t care.’ Calvin shoved his feet into a pair of Judy’s wellies. ‘I don’t have time to get dressed. I don’t have time for anything!’

Calvin had calmed down a little by the time he returned to the house. He’d cut the dog walk short, only allowing Miller to lead him to the canal before they turned around and came back, but Calvin still suspected hypothermia was about to set in. Why had he gone out in Judy’s pyjamas and dressing gown?

Releasing the dog, Calvin peeped into the kitchen and was relieved to see the second batch of mince pies cooling on the side. Dragging his shivering body up the stairs, he woke Charlie and poured her a bowl of cereal before climbing into the shower. The hot water was glorious, warming his body while washing away the stress of the morning so far.

Taking a shower took so much longer now he was Judy. Before, he could step in and out within five minutes, three if he was in a hurry. Now he had so much more hair to wash and rinse, not to mention the laborious task of shaving his armpits and legs. He’d thought shaving his face was a pain in the arse but that was nothing compared to the sheer volume of skin that had to be covered on Judy’s body. He was tempted to leave the fuzz; it was winter, after all, so with Judy’s body swathed in layers, who would know? But Judy would know. She had a sixth sense about these things, always knowing when he had – or was about to – cut corners.

Calvin had forgotten to bring a towel into the bathroom with him, but luckily there was one shoved in the corner, which he used to dry himself off with before toeing it back into the corner. Encased in Judy’s dressing gown once again, Calvin made his way into the bedroom where he pulled on a pair of Judy’s ridiculously constricting jeans and a black woolly jumper. He spent the next twenty minutes blow-drying his hair while mentally going through the list of jobs he still had to do that morning. Hopefully both Charlie and Scott would be dressed by now, which meant he only had to squeeze one more batch of mince pies out in between brushing Charlie’s hair and making up the packed lunches.

He could do this.

‘Don’t forget the make-up,’ Judy said as she popped into the bedroom to let him know she was setting off. She kissed Calvin on the top of his head. ‘You’ve got a PTA meeting tonight so I’ll do my best to get home as soon as I can.’

‘What?’ Calvin spun around on the dressing table stool. ‘Nobody said anything to me about a PTA meeting.’

‘It’s on the calendar,’ Judy told him. ‘You should check it out sometime.’

The PTA meeting was yet another thing to add to Calvin’s jam-packed to-do list but next up was Judy’s make-up. He applied it as Judy had shown him the day before and, while it wasn’t quite how it usually looked on his wife, Calvin thought he’d done a damn good job. It was certainly a more glamorous look than Judy usually went for, but that wasn’t a bad thing.

‘Mu-um!’ Scott yelled from his bedroom as Calvin finished applying a second coat of festive red lipstick. ‘Where’s my PE kit?’

Calvin squeezed the lipstick into the pocket of his ludicrously tight jeans. He’d found that, while most of the make-up stayed put throughout the day, lipstick wore off quite quickly and he didn’t want to ruin the look he’d worked so hard to achieve.

‘What PE kit?’ Calvin joined his son in his bedroom, which was still just as much of a pigsty as it had been last night. It didn’t appear that Scott had moved a single filthy cup.

Scott sighed dramatically. ‘The one I wear for PE. On Tuesdays.’

‘Where is it usually kept?’

Scott pointed at his chest of drawers. His PE kit usually appeared, clean and dry, in the top drawer but it wasn’t there.

‘And it isn’t in there?’

Scott sighed again. ‘No. I’ve looked in all the drawers. What have you done with it?’

‘Nothing.’ Calvin hadn’t touched a PE kit that he was aware of.

With a third sigh, Scott pushed past Calvin and stomped down the stairs to the kitchen, where he emitted a woeful cry. ‘Mu-um. You haven’t even washed it!’ He held the offending mud-encrusted kit between his fingers, thrusting it at Calvin as he joined him. ‘What am I supposed to do?’

Calvin checked his watch. He didn’t have nearly enough time to launder the kit. ‘I’ll have to write you a note.’

Scott’s eyes lit up. ‘To get out of PE? Nice one!’ Scott clenched his fist and brought it in towards his body with a hissed yesss!

‘Come on, get the rest of your stuff ready.’ Calvin grabbed the dirty kit and dumped it back in the laundry basket to deal with later.

The rest of Calvin’s morning routine passed without a hitch. He baked a third batch of mince pies, brushed Charlie’s hair without scalping her and got Scott out of the door on time. It wasn’t until he and Charlie arrived at the school playground that things started to go downhill once again.

Charlie skipped ahead of Calvin as they made their way through the village to Perrin Street Primary, her backpack bouncing and her book bag swinging with the movement. Her hair was already coming loose from the bobble Calvin had attempted to secure it with, giving her an Orphan Annie look.

‘Mummy.’ Charlie stopped suddenly and swung around to face Calvin, her brown eyes wide. ‘I forgot to bring my homework.’

‘What homework?’ Calvin had caught up with Charlie and they fell into step together.

‘My phonics.’

‘Oh, that homework.’ Calvin hadn’t even heard of a phonic until the previous evening when he’d helped Charlie with her homework after tea. It all looked like a load of nonsense to him but Charlie seemed to know what she was doing and Judy had assured him that it did help with her reading. ‘Where is it?’

‘On the table.’ Charlie bit her bottom lip. ‘I spilled my Cornflakes on it this morning.’

‘Never mind.’ Calvin put his arm on his daughter’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. ‘It’ll dry and I’ll have a word with Miss Daniels about it being late. We could say Miller ate it.’ He grinned down at Charlie, but she gave him a blank look. Tough crowd. ‘No, we won’t do that. It’ll be okay.’

‘Thanks, Mummy.’ The school gates came into view so Charlie sped off, rattling her backpack. Calvin followed but was stopped just as he stepped through the gates. Laura had evidently been waiting for him (or rather Judy) and pounced immediately.

‘I thought I should warn you.’ Laura grasped hold of Calvin’s arm and pulled him to one side, her eyes darting around the playground. ‘There’s a rumour doing the rounds. About your Calvin.’



Chapter Fourteen:

PTA (Pain in the Arse)

‘A rumour?’ Calvin asked, though he could take a wild guess at what it was about.

‘They’re saying your Calvin …’ Laura paused, giving her hands a thorough wringing. She glanced behind her before lowering her voice. ‘They’re saying your Calvin is a transvestite.’

Calvin sniggered. He couldn’t help it. If only they knew! Transvestite indeed. It went far deeper than that: he was a man trapped inside a woman’s body.

The corners of Laura’s lips twitched into a brief smile. She’d been dreading having this conversation with her best friend but she seemed to be taking it far better than anticipated.

‘So who’s been spreading these rumours?’ Calvin asked. ‘Let me guess.’ He flicked his head towards Abby Frost, who was holding court in front of the main entrance of the school.

‘She’s telling everyone.’ Laura did a bit more hand-wringing. ‘I told her it wasn’t true. It isn’t true, is it?’ Laura had been sure the rumours were unfounded but after Judy’s reaction to the news she wasn’t quite sure.

‘It’s bullshit,’ Calvin said, making Laura flinch from the unexpected expletive. Judy wasn’t prone to swearing – not even when she was seriously stressed out – but Laura soon recovered, nodding vigorously.

‘That’s what I thought but she wouldn’t listen.’

‘She’ll listen to me.’ Calvin marched towards Abby, with Laura scuttling behind him. Abby obviously didn’t see their approach as she galloped on with her gossip.

‘I always knew there was something not quite right about Calvin Neil. Do you know he flirted outrageously with me during the last parents’ evening? My hubby was ready for decking him. It’s Judy I feel sorry for.’

‘You don’t need to feel sorry for me.’ Calvin stepped into the semicircle of gossip and marched up to Abby. A wall of perfume fumes almost knocked him over but he just about managed to keep upright. ‘You and I both know that your claims are horseshit. Calvin wasn’t even at the last parents’ evening.’

Calvin had pretended to be working late to swerve the parents’ evening and had instead gone for a pint with the lads. He had better things to do than sit in a sweaty hall pretending to be interested in Charlie’s finger paintings. They all looked the same to him. Besides, he’d done all that with Scott and there really wasn’t any need to repeat the process.

‘Maybe it was the parents’ evening before that,’ Abby said with a flick of her black mane.

Calvin shook his head. ‘He wasn’t at that one either.’ Calvin held up a finger as Abby opened her mouth to speak. ‘Let me save you the bother. Calvin has never, ever been to one of Charlie’s parents’ evenings. He’s never been to any of her school plays or assemblies.’ Calvin pointed at the main entrance. ‘He’s never stepped through those doors since she started here.’

Wow. That made him sound pretty bad.

Poor Charlie.

‘Maybe I was mistaken about that,’ Abby conceded while somehow giving off the air that she was still in the right. ‘But he does wear women’s clothes. Charlie said so. I heard it with my own ears.’ Abby beamed triumphantly at her audience.

‘So your informant is a six-year-old?’ Calvin laughed. ‘Do you believe everything six-year-olds say?’

‘Well …’ Abby gave a shrug of her shoulders. ‘I happen to believe her.’

‘Charlie also thinks there are fairies at the bottom of our garden who bake pink cupcakes with purple sprinkles. I suppose you believe that as well?’

Abby narrowed her eyes. ‘No.’

‘She also believes in Santa and the tooth fairy and the Easter bunny.’

Abby’s eyes widened as she looked around to make sure no small ears were listening in. ‘Ssh!’

‘But you believe in those too, right?’

Abby rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’

‘But Charlie says it’s true.’ Calvin waited for a response but none was forthcoming. ‘Well, that’s my point proven.’ For once, Calvin was grateful for Judy’s mane of hair as he flicked it over his shoulder before striding out of the gossipy semicircle.

‘You were great!’ Laura giggled and squeezed Calvin’s arm while doing a little hoppy dance on the spot. ‘It’s about time somebody stood up to her.’

Calvin performed a bow. ‘It’s all part of the service, ma’am.’

Laura stopped giggling but the smile remained on her face. ‘There’s something different about you, Judy. In a good way, of course. You seem more … confident.’ And a little bit potty-mouthed, but the new-found confidence far outweighed that. ‘What’s your secret?’

‘I don’t have any secrets,’ Calvin said and thankfully the whistle blew and prevented any further interrogation. The children converged in their lines in front of the main doors and, while Laura kissed her son before rushing off to work, Calvin hung back to have a quick word with Miss Daniels about Charlie’s missing homework.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Miss Daniels said with a wave of her hand. ‘Tomorrow will be fine.’ Calvin was about to head off to work when Miss Daniels called him back. ‘You haven’t forgotten about the PTA meeting tonight, have you?’

‘Of course not. It’s on the calendar.’ Apparently.

Enid was placing a plate of raspberry jam on toast in front of Norman Greene when Calvin stepped into the Green Teapot. Having learned his lesson the day before, he’d already dropped off his mince pies before school that morning.

‘Wow, what a tasty sight first thing in the morning.’ Norman winked at Calvin before he picked up a slice of toast and bit into it.

‘You’re looking very glam this morning, Judy,’ Mrs Freeman said. ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought you were off out on a date.’

‘I’ll take you out, if you want.’ Norman dropped his toast onto his plate and brushed the crumbs from his fingers. ‘What do you kids do for fun these days? We used to go to the dance at the village hall every Wednesday evening. Shall we have a turn?’ Norman hopped out of his chair, quite sprightly for an eighty-odd-year-old, grabbing Calvin around the waist and twirling him around the tea room. Calvin managed to wriggle free, spurred on by the feel of bony fingers on his bottom.

‘That’s enough, Norman. I haven’t even taken my coat off yet.’ Calvin escaped to the kitchen while Norman returned to his jam on toast. Calvin observed himself in the mirror above the sink as he washed his hands. Yes, Judy’s make-up was rather overdone for a weekday morning but there was nothing wrong with injecting a bit of glitz into a cold Tuesday morning, was there?

Slipping on an apron, Calvin got to work, knocking out yet another batch of mince pies after a particularly hectic mid-morning rush. The local OAPs’ life-painting class and the library’s job club had both decided to take a festive break at the same time, reducing the mince pie supply to meagre levels. Calvin no longer needed the help of Judy’s recipe and figured he could probably bake mince pies in his sleep by now.

He was exhausted by the time he finished work for the day, but he had no time to rest. Shoving a load of washing on, including Scott’s muddy PE kit, Calvin hooked Miller onto his lead and took him for a quick walk, just in case the dog was contemplating having another dump on the kitchen floor. Then it was time to dash to school to pick Charlie up, shove the washing in the dryer and fit in half an hour of sewing before making a start on tea. The nativity costumes were due to be delivered to Miss Daniels in the morning so the children could have a full dress rehearsal before their performance on Thursday so Calvin had to finish them tonight.

Calvin had a look at the calendar in the kitchen and groaned. Not only did he have a PTA meeting tonight, Charlie also needed dropping off at the church hall for Rainbows. Why did he have to be such a git and leave everything to Judy? It had well and truly bit him on the arse now.

Judy still hadn’t arrived home by six, when it was time for Calvin to attend the PTA meeting, and he had to drop Charlie off at Rainbows on the way. He dashed off a quick text to Judy, letting her know that her tea was in the oven. He didn’t think to ask in the text what actually happened at the PTA meetings or what was expected of him. This only occurred to him as he was stepping through the main entrance of the school and realised he didn’t have a clue where he was supposed to go. He had a quick look around the corridor but there were no signs pointing him in the right direction.

He was going to have to ask.

‘Excuse me.’ He leapt at a young teacher as she scuttled along the corridor. ‘I’m looking for the PTA meeting.’

‘Didn’t anybody tell you?’ The teacher rolled her eyes. ‘It’s been moved this evening. The heating in the hall’s been a bit temperamental so Mrs Ephron thought it might be a bit cosier in the staff room. Follow me.’

Calvin followed the teacher into the inner sanctum of Perrin Street Primary. The staff room was small, packed with squishy, square-cushioned chairs, which were occupied by the rest of the PTA committee. Miss Daniels and Mrs Ephron were busy in the tiny kitchen area while the half dozen or so parents sat around a low coffee table.

‘She was seen running around the village in her pyjamas this morning,’ Abby Frost was saying when Calvin arrived. She quickly clamped her mouth shut and smiled sweetly at him. ‘Hello, Judy. We didn’t think you were coming.’

‘I had to drop Charlie off at Rainbows first.’ Calvin sat down as far away from Abby as he could. Why hadn’t Judy warned him she’d be here?

‘Tabitha’s at Rainbows,’ Abby said. ‘And I was here on time.’

Calvin rifled through Judy’s handbag but shook his head sadly at Abby when he couldn’t locate what he was looking for. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t seem to have a perfect parent badge to give you.’

There were a couple of stifled sniggers as Mrs Ephron joined them with a tray packed with teas, coffees and a plate heaving with biscuits.

‘Good evening, ladies. I hope you don’t mind meeting in here today. It’s a bit small but I’m sure you understand.’ Mrs Ephron sat down with Miss Daniels and the teacher who had acted as Calvin’s guide. She had an open notebook on her lap and a pen poised to jot down notes from the meeting.

‘The heating will be fixed in time for the nativity play, won’t it?’ Abby asked. ‘Only my Tabitha is so looking forward to playing Mary and she’d be devastated if it was cancelled.’

‘Nothing is being cancelled, Mrs Frost,’ Mrs Ephron assured her. ‘We’ve got maintenance having a look at it right now.’ She picked up a cup of tea and took a sip before addressing the list on her lap. ‘Shall we start? The first item on tonight’s agenda is the nativity play.’ Mrs Ephron looked up to smile at Abby. ‘We need a few volunteers to keep things running smoothly. Judy, I know you’ve been a great help with the costumes but would you mind running the refreshment table?’

‘I’ll do it!’ Abby thrust her arm in the air while giving Calvin a snide sideways glance.

‘No, it’s fine.’ Calvin didn’t particularly want to run the refreshment table but he’d do anything to get Abby’s back up. ‘I’m happy to help.’

‘Oh.’ Mrs Ephron looked from Abby to Calvin before dropping her gaze down to her agenda. ‘Why don’t we split the task? One of you can man the station before the performance and the other after. How does that sound?’

Abby thrust her arm in the air again. ‘I’ll go first!’

‘Okay.’ Mrs Ephron made a note and moved on to the next task of selling raffle tickets on the door. ‘The next agenda item is the Christmas fair, which I know we are all looking forward to.’ Mrs Ephron gave a twinkly laugh. ‘Most of the stalls have been taken care of but we need to sort out the bake sale stall. The school cook usually takes care of the baking but she broke her wrist while on the sauce at the weekend – which you didn’t hear from me – so that won’t be possible this time.’

Abby almost leapt out of her seat as she thrust her arm in the air once more. ‘I’ll do it!’

‘Good. Thank you, Mrs Frost.’ Mrs Ephron ticked the item off the list while Abby sneered across at Calvin.

‘I know this gorgeous little bakery over in Woodgate,’ Abby told the group. ‘Their red velvet cupcakes are to die for. My friend hired them for her summer garden party last year and the cakes were amazing.’

Mrs Ephron paused, her pen poised over the next item on the agenda. ‘You’re not going to bake them yourself? It’s just we have a tradition here at Perrin Street Primary to sell only handmade gifts and products at the Christmas fair.’

‘Oh.’ Abby sank back down into her seat. ‘You see, I’m no good at actually baking. But nobody would know, would they?’

Mrs Ephron shook her head. ‘No, I’m sorry. That just won’t do.’ She turned to Calvin and adopted her best persuasive look. ‘Mrs Neil, you work over at the village tea room, don’t you? And I hear you help out with the baking.’

‘That’s right,’ Calvin replied quietly. What was he getting himself into?

‘It would be simply wonderful if you could help out.’ Mrs Ephron’s lips spread out into an angelic smile, the kind she usually reserved for the school governors.

‘No!’ Abby cried. ‘I want to do the bake sale stall!’ She stamped the heel of her designer boot on the floor to emphasise her point.

‘Then that’s settled.’ Mrs Ephron made another note. ‘Mrs Neil, you’ll bake the cakes. Mrs Frost, you’ll sell them on the day.’

Abby’s mouth dropped open. ‘I have to sell her cakes?’ But Mrs Ephron had already moved on to the matter of posters and who would be able to post them around the village.

‘Thank you all for coming,’ Mrs Ephron said as the meeting came to a close. Calvin grabbed his coat and handbag and fled the building before he was tasked with anything else. Rushing across the village, he picked Charlie up from Rainbows before returning home to deliver the bad news that Judy would have to teach him how to bake more than mince pies. But he didn’t get the chance to utter a word as Judy gasped at the sight of him.

‘Have you been walking around like that all day?’ Her face crumpled from one of shock to mortification. ‘Calvin, you’ve made me look like a hooker.’



Chapter Fifteen:

Man Trouble

The temperature had dropped dramatically overnight, causing the windscreen of the car to be even more obscured by ice. It took the car engine running for twenty minutes, an ice scraper and every single ounce of Judy’s patience to clear it enough to drive safely. With the extra time taken to de-ice the car as well as giving Calvin another, more extensive make-up lesson, Judy arrived at the B&R Marketing office late and cranky and in dire need of coffee. What she got instead was a lecture and spittle-shower from Perry.

‘Francesco Benvenuti is visiting this office in two days.’ Perry thrust his finger at the ground to emphasise his point. ‘Get your Feliz Navidad act together, Neil!’

Calvin had suggested replacing Perry’s frequent use of profanities with festive words and he was right – it did help. Judy would much rather be called a stupid fir tree caroller than the alternative.

‘You.’ Perry thrust a finger at Sarah. ‘Bring me the Benvenuti research. Francesco wants to have a gander before Friday’s presentation and I need to have a look and make sure you haven’t Comet-ed the whole thing up first.’

Perry stormed out of the office, slamming the door as he went. Working with Perry was like working with Scott sometimes. Judy wondered if Perry’s bedroom was filled with dirty mugs too.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked Sarah as she passed with a file full of the Benvenuti research she’d carried out over the past few weeks. Being yelled at by Perry was enough to dampen anybody’s mood but Sarah looked especially glum that morning.

Sarah gave a brief smile. ‘Yeah. I guess.’ She shuffled out of the office with the Benvenuti file. Judy took out her own copy of the research and stared down at it. From what she could gather, Benvenuti was a software development company, headed by Francesco Benvenuti. They were gearing up to launch their new project management app, Project: Planet, which claimed the user could ‘plan their world in the palm of their hand’.

If only it were that easy. Judy could do with all the help she could get when it came to running her family.

Judy had a read through of the research once again, holding in a heavy sigh. She should be making notes for the presentation at the very least but she wasn’t inspired by what was in front of her at all and the most productive thing she’d done this week so far was tidy up Calvin’s desk. She’d managed to locate the desk calendar she’d bought him, stuffed at the very back of the bottom drawer. She’d had a flick through and Calvin had evidently used the calendar up until mid-January before abandoning it to the drawer.

Judy’s eyes felt like they were bleeding after a morning of reading the Benvenuti research and campaign notes over and over again. She needed to get out of the office, even if it was for only half an hour.

‘Sarah?’ Judy had gathered the reams and reams of papers and shoved them in the bottom drawer before approaching Sarah’s desk. ‘Do you fancy going out for lunch?’

‘Absolutely.’ Sarah grinned at Judy as she too shoved her work out of sight. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

They chose a pub around the corner from the B&R office that was cheap yet cheerful. The windows twinkled brightly with fairy lights and tinsel was draped in every conceivable place. It was eight days until Christmas, which was strangely both tantalisingly close and agonisingly far away. Judy hadn’t wished for Christmas to come so hard since she was a little girl waiting for the arrival of Santa.

‘How’s the presentation coming along?’ Sarah asked once they were seated with their drinks and sandwiches.

Judy shook her head. ‘I don’t want to even think about it.’ Her head was going to explode, she was sure. No wonder Calvin could be cranky when he arrived home from work. She’d only experienced two and a half days of it and she was ready to crack. The worst part of it was, she’d studied for a career like this, had worked so hard even during the morning sickness stages of her pregnancy. She’d been glad that she’d finished her degree before Scott was born because that way she could kick-start her career again once he was in school. Except it hadn’t worked out like that at all. She was pregnant again by the time she felt ready to enter the world of working mothers, and childcare became even trickier once Charlie was born. That’s why she’d started waitressing at The Green Teapot for a few hours a day when Charlie started nursery, increasing her hours when she started full-time at school. She found that she enjoyed baking and the extra money it earned was certainly welcome.

‘I’m actually glad of the distraction of work,’ Sarah admitted. Judy had suspected something was going on with Sarah and now she was convinced. Things must be bad if she welcomed working for Perry to take her mind off it.

‘What’s wrong?’

Sarah’s eyes filled with tears, though she looked down at the table to hide the fact. ‘Oh, it’s nothing. Just boring home-life stuff, you know.’

‘It’s clearly something.’ Judy reached across the table and placed her hand on Sarah’s.

Sarah gave a sniff. ‘It’s my boyfriend. He …’ Sarah paused to compose herself. ‘He’s dumped me.’ Covering her face with her hands, Sarah burst into noisy, snotty tears.

‘Oh, sweetie.’ Judy gathered Sarah in her arms, passing her a clean serviette from the table. ‘Please don’t cry. He isn’t worth it.’

Sarah mopped up her tears with the serviette. ‘I thought he was going to propose to me at Christmas. But instead he dumped me a week before. How can he be so heartless?’

‘That’s men, sweetie.’ Judy grabbed a fresh serviette and wiped away a fresh bout of tears as they cascaded down Sarah’s cheeks. ‘Heartless. Thoughtless. They can be pigs.’

‘But not all men.’ Sarah blew her nose on the serviette. ‘You’re decent.’

‘No, not all men.’ Judy thought about Calvin. It was true that he wasn’t always thoughtful but he wasn’t a pig. Not really. He’d been so supportive when they’d found out that she was pregnant, insisting that they could cope with anything life threw at them as long as they were together, even though they were both too young to be thinking about babies, and he worked hard to support their family. They’d lost their way a little bit over the years but they loved each other.

‘What am I going to do?’ Sarah asked once all her tears had gone.

‘You’re going to give yourself some time,’ Judy said. ‘And you’re going to realise how fabulous and beautiful you are. And, when you’re ready, you’re going to find the real man of your dreams.’

‘Thank you, Calvin.’ Sarah rested her head briefly on Judy’s shoulder before she noticed the time and leapt out of her seat. ‘We’d better get back to the office before Perry yells at us again.’

Oh, joy. Back to the B&R Marketing office. Judy’s favourite place on earth.

Judy arrived home from work that evening to chaos; Scott and Charlie were arguing over the TV remote while Calvin battled the smoke detector with a tea towel and a barking Miller bouncing around his ankles. Kicking off her shoes in the hallway and dumping her coat on the bannister, Judy crept upstairs where she sank into a hot bubble bath. It was hardly a relaxing experience however as the towel from Sunday taunted her from its dumped spot in the corner and she could still hear the battle of classic Dr Who versus Doc McStuffins from downstairs, even when she submerged herself fully under the water.

It was a relief when she could leave the house later that evening, the sounds of her family fading into the background, and she headed out into the village. Curtis, Richie, Pierce and the rest of the team were already gathered around the pool table, the room filled with laughter. From the pinched look on Pierce’s face, it was at his expense.

‘What’s going on?’ Judy joined them with a glass of red wine. It had been such a brain-explodey day that she didn’t care what the others thought.

‘Pierce was just telling us about his date with the gorgeous Natasha,’ Curtis said.

‘Who’s Natasha?’ Judy couldn’t keep up with all the women he dated.

‘Another girl from Tinder,’ Pierce explained. ‘She was supposed to be a blonde, slim bikini model.’

‘But she turned out to be a male plumber with a beer belly.’ Curtis cracked up again, slapping his mate on the back.

‘He did have big tits, though,’ Pierce said, and this time he joined in the laughter.

Judy took a large gulp of her wine as the first pool match of the evening began between Curtis and Pierce.

‘How are you?’ Judy asked Richie. She’d noticed him laughing along with the others but he was always the first to stop.

Richie picked up his pint and took a sip. ‘I’m good.’

‘Really?’ Judy wanted to reach out and give Richie’s hand a squeeze but figured that would be a bad idea indeed. It was one thing comforting Sarah; comforting one of Calvin’s male friends was another. ‘How about Danielle?’

Richie wiped his face with the palms of his hands, giving a weary sigh. ‘I don’t know, mate. She won’t talk to me about it and I don’t know what to say. How to make it better.’

‘You can’t really,’ Judy said. ‘What happened was awful. Heartbreaking. For both of you. You just have to be there for her.’

‘I’m trying to be,’ Richie said. ‘I feel guilty being here, you know. I should be at home with Danielle, but she insisted I come. She said she needed a bit of time to herself but I’m scared what she means by that.’

‘She probably means just what she said: a bit of time to herself. Time to gather her thoughts.’

‘You don’t think she’s going to leave me, do you?’ Richie stared intently at Judy, willing her to give the answer he needed.

Judy shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think that at all. I think she just needs some time.’

Richie seemed to deflate before her eyes, relief making him weak. ‘I hope you’re right. I love her so much and it’s killing me seeing her like this.’

The urge to reach out to Richie was immense and Judy was forced to sit on her hands to prevent her from flinging them around Richie and squeezing him tight. Ordering red wine and being a bit rubbish at football might make Calvin’s life a bit uneasy when he returned to his own body next week, but offering physical comfort to one of his best mates would make it unbearable.

‘So what do you think I should do?’ It was later in the evening, all hope of decent pool practice gone out of the window due to the alcohol consumed. Judy wasn’t the greatest pool player but she’d be diabolic after the several glasses of wine she’d sunk. Curtis was leaning against the bar as he waited to be served, regaling Judy with the drama of his life. His ex-partner was denying him access to their two-year-old daughter, who he hadn’t seen for almost a month.

‘It’s killing me. Pamela is being such a bitch about it all. There’s no reason but spite to keep me away from Grace.’

Judy was inclined to agree. It was true that she didn’t actually know Curtis that well but, apart from being a bit of clown every now and then, he didn’t seem like a bad guy.

‘I really don’t know. I have a friend in the opposite boat. Well, she’s Judy’s friend, really, but she has a battle trying to get her ex to see their kids.’

‘What a dick.’ Curtis shook his head. ‘I can’t think of any reason that would keep me away from Grace. I feel like I’ve missed out on so much already. It’s Christmas next week.’ Curtis’s voice wobbled but, after clearing his throat, he managed to keep it under control. ‘I want to take her to see Santa at the Christmas fair at the weekend but Pamela says they’ve got plans. I know for a fact she won’t let me see her on Christmas Day.’

‘Have you thought about seeking legal advice?’ Judy suggested.

‘It’s getting to the point where I don’t feel I have any choice.’ Curtis slipped his wallet back into his pocket and straightened up. ‘I’m not in the mood for this any more. I’m off home. I’ll see you at footie on Sunday.’ Curtis clapped Judy on the back, unintentionally hurting her, while calling out his goodbyes to the others.

Judy felt a stab of guilt. She might have judged Calvin’s friends too quickly. Yes, they liked to drink and their conversations could be pretty sexist at times, but underneath it all they were just blokes with problems of their own. If they wanted to meet up and let off steam, who was she to judge?

‘I’m going to get off, too,’ Judy told Pierce. The walk through the village helped to clear her head but she was grateful for the silence that greeted her when she arrived home. It was late so the children were in bed and Calvin had fallen asleep in front of the television.

‘Come on you.’ Judy gently woke Calvin and helped him up the stairs to bed. The towel still glared at her from the corner of the bathroom, but so what? She had a husband and family who loved her, which was more than some people could boast. Judy was one of the lucky ones, even if she hadn’t always realised it.



Chapter Sixteen:

The Shepherd and the Grinch

By some miracle, Calvin had managed to put together the six extra costumes for the nativity play and deliver them to an eternally indebted Miss Daniels on time. Calvin had feared the teacher was about to plant a smacker on his lips when she’d caught sight of them on Wednesday morning, but she’d simply given him a grateful squeeze before pouncing on the costumes. The children had had their dress rehearsal the day before without any new-costume mishaps and that afternoon they would be putting on the big performance. Before that, Calvin had work to do. He’d had no idea that working in a small village tea shop could be so exhausting – and that was before he factored in the taxi service he’d been providing after school and at the weekends. Was there really any need for his children to take part in so many activities? Football, Rainbows, swimming, gymnastics, band practice, ballet. Every day there was something for one of the children to be ferried to and from – sometimes both, which took some juggling. The only free evenings he had were Saturdays – when he had the pleasure of Laura’s company, along with her feral brood – and Sundays when he was expected to cook a full-on roast while catching up with the housework and the ironing.

It was no wonder Judy was often pissed off with him.

But that didn’t mean his own life wasn’t tough too. It was different, that’s all.

After dropping off an excitable Charlie, who had chatted non-stop about shepherds all morning, Calvin headed to the Green Teapot. As usual, Norman and Mrs Freeman had taken up residence, sipping tea and nibbling toast.

‘Morning, duck.’ Mrs Freeman lifted a crust of buttered toast in greeting. ‘Bit nippy out there, isn’t it?’

Enid peered out of the window. ‘Looks like it’s trying to snow to me. Wouldn’t it be lovely to have a white Christmas?’

‘It doesn’t snow like it used to,’ Mrs Freeman said. ‘Remember when we used to get snowed in?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Enid sighed happily at the memory. ‘My mam used to hate being stuck in but us kids used to think it was wonderfully exciting.’

‘Being snowed in is no use when you’ve no one to snuggle up with.’ Norman leered at Calvin. ‘Hey, Judy. You’ll come and keep me warm if it starts to flutter, won’t you?’

Mrs Freeman tsked. ‘Leave the poor girl alone. You’re old enough to be her grandad.’

Norman puffed out his chest. ‘I wouldn’t go that far.’

‘I would. I was half-tempted to say great-grandad.’ Mrs Freeman pointed at Norman’s plate. ‘Now get that toast down your neck and you can walk with me to the library to see if they’ve got that Catherine Cookson I ordered last week.’

Calvin smiled gratefully and, leaving Norman to his toast, he headed into the back of the tea room to hang up his coat and pop an apron on. The elf apron was back, but thankfully there wasn’t a twinkly hat in sight.

‘He means no harm, you know, duck,’ Mrs Freeman whispered to Calvin on her way out.

Over in the B&R office, Judy was feeling completely out of her depth. Calvin had given her lots of tips and Sarah had been a huge help but it was all so overwhelming. Judy had been chucked in at the deep end without so much as a swimming lesson. Her days at university were nothing but the blur of another life and Calvin was right: a university course and an actual working environment were very different beasts. Judy didn’t have a clue what she was doing and it terrified her. What if she completely screwed up the presentation? Perry wasn’t the kind of boss who accepted mistakes and she feared the consequences of the wish she and Calvin had made. It was a relief when lunchtime finally arrived and she could leave for the day.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Perry was hovering by Judy’s desk, his face its usual rust colour, ready to turn puce at the slightest provocation. Perry’s speech was constantly peppered with vulgar words but Calvin’s tip of replacing them with festive words was giving her a headache so Judy was trying to filter them out completely. ‘Why are you packing up?’

‘It’s my daughter’s nativity play this afternoon so I have to leave early. I’ve booked the time off.’ Judy grabbed Calvin’s desk calendar. ‘Look, it’s on my calendar.’ She’d decided she might as well make use of it, even if there were only a couple of weeks left in the year.

Perry snatched the calendar and tossed it across the office like a frisbee. Luckily the employee it sailed towards had quick enough reflexes to duck in time. ‘I don’t care about your calendar. I care about Francesco Benvenuti, who has just been on the phone.’ Perry folded his arms across his chest and screwed up his rubbery lips. ‘He hates the campaign. Hates it! He said he wanted to spit on it, that the paper it was printed on wasn’t worth wiping his arse on.’ Judy’s filter wasn’t quite quick enough this time. ‘You’re not going anywhere. You need to fix this.’

‘But it’s Charlie’s nativity play.’ Judy’s voice came out pathetically weak.

‘And that’s more important than the Benvenuti campaign, is it?’

All weakness left Judy’s body in a puff of indignation. That man was trying to compare her daughter to a stupid project? She rose to her feet and looked Perry straight in the eye.

‘Yes. Quite frankly, it is.’ Judy’s tone was strong, determined. She was a mother lion protecting her young.

‘Then go.’

Judy did a little victory dance inside. She’d won! She wasn’t weak and pathetic. She was a mother lion who could hold her head up high.

‘But don’t expect to have a job to come back to tomorrow.’

‘What?’ The mother lion slunk away, leaving a trembling Judy behind. ‘You can’t sack me for having time off. Time off that’s been booked for weeks.’

‘Can’t I?’ Perry gave a humourless laugh. ‘Try it and see. Go on, leave your desk right now. Leave us all up shit creek.’ Judy’s filter wasn’t coping very well at the moment, but she had more important things to worry about. ‘See what happens, Neil.’

What could Judy do? She couldn’t get Calvin fired, especially at Christmas. There was no way they could live off her paltry wages alone.

What was she going to do?

Calvin arrived at the school hall in plenty of time, managing to secure a couple of seats on the front row. He’d rushed home at a rate of knots to pick up the camcorder to record the play for Judy’s parents, not wanting to be a second late as Judy had completely lost it when he’d missed the nativity play the previous year. She hadn’t even listened as he’d attempted to explain, had just gone on and on at him as though he’d missed it on purpose. Christmas was an incredibly busy time for B&R Marketing and they’d had a ton of work on, including the Rudnick campaign, which made Benvenuti look like a Year 5 class project. Perry had been threatening redundancy if things didn’t pick up so the Rudnick campaign was of upmost importance. It had been huge, pulling in an extraordinary amount of money for the company, which had kept them all employed.

None of that mattered to Judy, though. She didn’t care that he’d worked his baubles off to pay the mortgage. No, Charlie’s play was the only thing she’d cared about and she’d acted as though Calvin had missed his daughter’s opening night on Broadway rather than the Early Years’ nativity in which Charlie had played a sheep or a donkey or something else with a tail that didn’t even have any lines.

Calvin checked his watch as the hall began to fill up with parents. He’d draped his jacket over the chair next to him to save it for Judy and it was attracting disgruntled glares. Where was Judy? It was still quite early but he had expected her to be there already. He was surprised she hadn’t been the first to arrive.

Judy wasn’t at the nativity. She wasn’t even on her way. Instead, she was shut away in the disabled loo at work (she couldn’t bring herself to use the men’s), a soggy ball of tissue clasped in her hand. Every now and then she would lift the tissue to her eyes to mop up the tears she couldn’t seem to stop. She was going to miss Charlie’s nativity play. Her little girl would be up on stage, proudly delivering her one line (her very important one line) and Judy wouldn’t be there to witness it. Would Charlie notice? Would she look out into the audience and wonder where her mummy was? Of course she wouldn’t because Calvin – who to Charlie was her mummy – would be there. It would only be Judy missing out.

The thought brought a fresh batch of tears that the tissue didn’t stand a chance against. Judy hadn’t felt like she had any choice but to remain at the office, watching miserably as each minute ticked by. She’d hoped that Perry would shed his Grinch persona for one measly afternoon and let her go, but he’d been adamant that she should stay and work on the campaign. And he’d been extremely smug when he noted that she had.

As the time of the performance neared, Judy had been forced to accept that Perry wasn’t going to change his mind and had phoned Calvin to let him know that she wouldn’t be there.

‘You will record it, won’t you?’ A wave of grief had hit Judy full-force as she faced the reality that she really was going to miss her little girl’s nativity play. As soon as she’d hung up, Judy had fled to the loos, where she had locked herself in the cubicle to weep.

‘Calvin?’ There was a tentative knock at the door and Judy recognised the voice. It was Sarah. ‘Are you in there?’

‘Yes.’ Charlie’s nativity play would be starting right now. Judy had never missed any of her children’s performances, games or class assemblies before. She cleared her throat. It wouldn’t do for any of the team to see or hear Calvin crying. ‘I’ll be out in a minute.’ Judy doubted that was true as a fresh wave of tears hit. She should be at the school right now, watching her baby shine.

‘It’s just that Perry’s looking for you,’ Sarah said. ‘He thinks you’ve sneaked off to your daughter’s play. I think it’s best if you go back to your desk.’

Judy mopped her face with the soggy tissue. ‘Can you tell him I’ll be back in a minute?’ Judy needed a minute – at least – to compose herself.

‘I’ve tried but you know what he’s like. He thinks I’m covering for you.’

Judy had little choice in the matter. She had to go back out there.

Flushing the sodden mass of tissue down the loo, she unlocked the door and, taking the girl by surprise, flung herself into Sarah’s arms, sobbing into her blouse – Calvin’s rep be damned. She may just have earned her husband the nickname ‘Gal-vin’ at work too.

Calvin was mesmerised as he watched Charlie on the stage, singing her heart out and delivering her important line loud and clear. She was a superstar. An absolute superstar. How could he have missed out on this last year? Who cared about the damn Rudnick campaign? It would have still been there the next day, waiting patiently for him. This, this right here in front of him, this was what was really important.

‘You were amazing.’ Calvin had just enough time to wrap his arms around his daughter and tell her how wonderful he thought she was before he had to dash off to man the refreshment table. There was already a line of thirsty parents waiting to be served so he was grateful when Laura stepped in to help him deal with the backlog.

‘Wasn’t that cute?’ Laura asked as she poured coffee into two plastic cups.

‘Cute? It was brilliant.’ Calvin added milk to the cups of tea he was preparing. ‘They were all brilliant.’

‘Abby doesn’t seem to think so.’ Laura nodded towards the stage, where Abby Frost was berating her six-year-old daughter for fluffing a couple of her lines and dropping the baby Jesus on his head. ‘Poor Tabitha.’ Laura poured a cup of orange squash and handed it to a waiting parent. ‘Calvin didn’t make it then?’

Calvin shook his head. ‘He’ll be gutted.’ Calvin could tell Judy was about to burst into tears during their earlier phone call. She would be devastated at missing the nativity play and now Calvin truly understood why.

‘Maybe he’ll try harder to get here next year,’ Laura said.

‘He will. He’ll be here.’ Calvin knew that for certain.



Chapter Seventeen:

A Bad Day

Calvin woke with a stiff neck, cold feet and a wet nose snuffling his neck.

‘Miller? What the –’ Calvin sat up in bed but, after peering around the room, realised he wasn’t in bed after all. He was squeezed onto the sofa, which explained the stiff neck, covered in the festive throw Judy insisted they drape across the back of the sofa every December, despite its being not much bigger than a postage stamp and therefore pretty useless.

Calvin had started off in his bed but been forced out of the room by the thunderous snores being emitted by his wife. She’d been snoring like a fatally injured wild beast most nights since the switch, but that night had really taken the biscuit. Calvin had feared he was about to be propelled from the bed by the vibrations caused and, while the sofa may not have been the most comfortable of places to slumber, it was at least quiet and he’d been able to catch a few zeds.

Reaching out, Calvin gave Miller’s ears a scratch and hoisted himself up. He checked the time as he had a stretch. He did a double-take. It was just after seven, which meant he was up late. Again.

‘Scott! Charlie!’ Calvin tore out of the sitting room, tripping over his own feet as he pelted for the stairs. ‘Time to get up!’

‘I’m already up.’

Calvin halted and double-backed to the kitchen, where his son was finishing a bowl of cereal.

‘Good, good.’ One down, one to go. Calvin looked up the stairs. ‘Charlie!’

‘Do you want me to walk Miller?’ Scott, having placed his empty bowl in the sink, had wandered out into the hall. Calvin eyed his son with suspicion. He’d been responsible for dog-walking duties for almost a week now and not once had Scott offered to take him out.

‘You haven’t been visited by a strange fairy, have you?’ Scott gave Calvin such a look of loathing that he was convinced Scott hadn’t body-swapped with anybody overnight. ‘No, of course you haven’t. Ignore me. I had a weird dream, that’s all. But yes! Walking Miller would be a big help. Get dressed quickly and then you can take him out.’ Calvin mounted the stairs two at a time. ‘Charlie? Are you awake?’

With Charlie eventually seated at the table with a bowl of cereal, Calvin got to work on the mince pies. There was no way he could manage three batches that morning. He’d be lucky to present Enid with one batch at this rate. It was almost eight o’clock and he hadn’t even thought about getting dressed. At least Miller was being taken care of and wouldn’t be pooping on the floor.

‘Judy? I mean Calvin?’ With mixing bowl in hand, Calvin shouted up to his wife, who had yet to emerge from upstairs. ‘You’re going to be late.’

‘I know.’ Judy appeared at the top of the stairs, chomping on her nails. ‘I don’t think I should go in.’

‘You have to.’ Calvin checked the mixture. Not quite there yet. ‘You’ve got the presentation this afternoon.’

‘That’s why I don’t think I should go in.’ Judy began to slowly descend the stairs. ‘What if I mess it up? I could lose your job. My job. Whatever. Either way, we’d be screwed.’

‘You won’t mess it up.’ Calvin took the mixing bowl into the kitchen and started to knead the mixture into a dough. ‘Just present what we’ve prepared so far.’

Judy bit her lip and looked away so Calvin wouldn’t see the flash of guilt on her face. She hadn’t told him what Perry had said the previous day. Francesco Benvenuti hated the campaign they were putting together. He’d said it made Project: Planet sound the same as every other project management tool out there and didn’t make his product shine. Now it was up to Judy to fix it and present a whole new concept in a matter of hours.

She felt sick at the thought of what was to come.

‘You’ll be fine, honestly.’ Calvin gave his wife an encouraging smile, watching her shuffle out of the kitchen before he started to roll out the dough on the counter. He heard the front door close so at least she’d made it over the threshold.

‘Hurry up with your breakfast, sweetie,’ he said to Charlie as he cut twelve pastry circles out of the rolled-out dough. ‘You need to get dressed. I need to get dressed.’

‘Tabitha says you go out in your pyjamas,’ Charlie said. ‘But I don’t mind. Can I go to school in my pyjamas?’

Bloody Abby Frost and her big gob. ‘No, sweetie. You have to wear your uniform, but only for one more day this term. After today it’s the Christmas holidays.’

‘Yes!’ Charlie jumped out of her seat, knocking her bowl and sloshing leftover milk onto the table. ‘Miss Daniels said we’re having a Christmas party this afternoon. Did you get my party food?’

‘Party food?’ Calvin grabbed a cloth and wiped up the milk. ‘What party food?’

‘For the party. I had a letter.’

Calvin threw his eyes around the kitchen, as though the letter would suddenly appear, floating helpfully towards him.

‘Where is the letter?’

‘In my book bag.’ Charlie raced into the hall, returning with a piece of paper which she thrust at Calvin. Sure enough, Charlie’s class were having a party that afternoon and the parents were asked to bring in some party food for the class to share.

Damn.

Calvin’s eye fell on the pastry circles. ‘We’ll take in some mince pies.’

‘Those mince pies? Aren’t they for the Teapot?’

‘It’s okay. I’ll think of something.’

Charlie raced up the stairs to get washed and dressed. The thought of going to school was suddenly very appealing.

With Charlie and the mince pies despatched at school, Calvin made his way to The Green Teapot empty-handed.

‘I’m sorry but I have no mince pies,’ he said as he shrugged off his heavy winter coat. It hadn’t snowed yet but the threat was still in the air. ‘The oven’s on the blink. I’ve got someone coming out to see to it tonight.’

Calvin felt a stab of guilt at the sympathetic tsk from Enid as she patted him on the arm. ‘Don’t worry about the mince pies, love. I just hope you manage to get your oven fixed. They aren’t cheap and added expense is the last thing you need at this time of year.’

‘I’ll bake some now while we’re quiet,’ Calvin suggested, ducking into the kitchen before his guilty face gave him away. Only Norman and Mrs Freeman were seated in the tea room, their tea and toast already in front of them.

‘Do you think you could whip up a couple of batches?’ Enid asked. ‘The gardening club are coming in for their elevenses today and you know how traditional that lot are. I don’t think a snowman cupcake will cut it.’

Calvin baked up a storm that morning, barely leaving the kitchen in his quest to keep the residents of Hartfield Hill supplied with mince pies. The gardening club demolished the first two batches before they returned to the allotment and the lunchtime rush pretty much depleted the third he’d knocked out. Calvin was halfway through a fourth batch of the day when a phone call from Scott’s school came through.

‘It’s about your son, Scott,’ the woman on the phone told him. ‘He’s been involved in a fight during the lunch break.’

Calvin had his mobile wedged between his ear and his shoulder while he continued to knead the pastry dough but he forgot about the dough and grabbed the phone with a gloopy hand. ‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s fine, Mrs Neil, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to come into school as soon as you can to have a chat with his head of year.’

‘I’m at work.’ Calvin completely abandoned the dough and wiped his hands on a tea towel.

‘Like I said, as soon as you can.’

The woman said goodbye and ended the call.

‘Is everything okay, love?’ Enid popped her head into the kitchen. Judy didn’t usually receive phone calls during the day and now she looked worried. ‘Is it about your oven?’

Calvin shook his head. ‘It was Scott’s school. He’s been in a fight and I have to go and speak to his head of year.’ Calvin didn’t even know who Scott’s head of year was. Judy always dealt with school stuff. She occasionally wafted a school letter under his nose but he never actually read them.

‘Do you want to finish early? There’s only Norman and Mrs Freeman in now.’ Enid lowered her voice. ‘I don’t think they’re leaving today.’

‘No, it’s okay. I’ll be finishing in just over an hour and I’ll have to wait and pick Charlie up and take her with me anyway.’

‘Okay, love. Just let me know if you change your mind.’

Calvin returned to the matter of mince pie baking. The fourth batch – and hopefully last of the day – was finally in the oven when Calvin heard a crash from the tea room. When he popped his head out of the kitchen, he saw what had been the cause – Enid had dropped one of the teacups on the floor.

‘Stay where you are, Mrs Freeman.’ Enid held up a hand as her customer stood up to help. ‘Some of these pieces might be sharp. Ouch!’ Enid had been gathering the bigger pieces but now she dropped them onto the floor once again, holding up a bloody finger.

‘Let’s get that under the tap.’ Calvin guided Enid into the kitchen, placing her finger under the stream of cold water.

‘I should be okay now, love. If you grab the first aid kit and leave it on the side, I’ll sort myself out. It’ll only need a plaster. Can you sweep up the mess out there before Mrs Freeman has a go?’

Grabbing a dustpan, brush and mop, Calvin returned to the tea room to clear up the mess. He was bending down to brush the smaller pieces into the dustpan when he felt a pinch on his bum. He probably should have ignored it or moved away, but Calvin had had enough. He was sick of the lewd comments and lecherous looks and his stress levels were already dangerously high. The switch with his wife was taking its toll and he was worried about the Benvenuti presentation that should be happening right about now, not to mention the upcoming meeting with Scott’s teacher.

So he lost it.

‘Get your filthy, geriatric hands off me.’ Norman snatched his hand away and jumped back into his seat as Calvin growled at him. ‘Don’t you ever touch my arse again, you dirty old bugger. In fact, don’t you ever touch anybody’s arse unless they’ve specifically invited you to do so. Otherwise I will break your fingers. Got it, old man?’ Calvin flinched when he felt a hand on his arm but it was only Enid.

‘Judy, love. Why don’t you let me take over here?’ Enid’s finger was now patched up with a blue plaster. She prised the dustpan and brush from Calvin’s hands. ‘Why don’t you pop over to the school now? Get that meeting over and done with before Charlie finishes for the day?’

Calvin allowed himself to be led towards the door. Enid handed him his coat and handbag, promising to sort everything. A feeling of dread weighed Calvin down as he plodded towards the bus stop. Judy was not going to be pleased if he’d lost her this job. And if the Benvenuti presentation didn’t go well, they could both end up unemployed before the day was out.



Chapter Eighteen:

The Presentation

Francesco Benvenuti had claimed that the campaign as it stood made his product look just the same as every other project management app out there and, after a bit of research, Judy was inclined to agree. Because Project: Planet was like all the other project management apps out there. Like the others, Project: Planet had a calendar with reminders set in with the ability to create to-do lists and schedule meetings with the tap of the screen. The only real difference from most of the others was its ability to download bus and train timetables and plan car journeys, but was that enough to make it stand out?

‘Maybe we’re looking at it from the wrong angle,’ Judy mused as she and Sarah sat in the meeting room, the entire campaign spread out before them. The photo shoot Sarah was supposed to be attending had been cancelled as there was little point having a photo shoot when they had no idea what they were supposed to be shooting now. The shoot would have to be rescheduled – again – which had turned Perry’s face an alarming shade of purple. Francesco was due in the building within the next twenty minutes and Judy and Sarah had yet to come up with anything substantial.

‘The product claims you can plan your world from the palm of your hand, but it’s all aimed at businesses. Life doesn’t start and end at the office.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sarah asked.

Judy grabbed a pen and started to make notes, filling Sarah in as she went along. ‘Do you know how hectic family life can be? Sometimes more hectic than life at the office. The job of being a mother never ends. Look here.’ Judy circled the point about creating lists. ‘A mother could utilise this for so much more than creating a daily to-do list. She could plan her entire Christmas and take the strain off herself. Christmas shopping lists, movies to watch with the children, make a list of the children’s activities – nativity plays, ballet recitals and Christmas fairs. And it doesn’t have to be just Christmas.’

‘Mmm. I think you might be on to something here.’ Sarah grabbed a pen and made a few notes herself. ‘Do you think we have time to run this by Perry?’

‘I doubt it.’ The door opened, revealing Perry with a suited man with slicked-back hair towering above him. Judy guessed this was the infamous Francesco Benvenuti. ‘I think we’re going to have to wing it.’ Sarah flashed Judy a look of alarm, but what else could they do? ‘We can do this.’

‘We?’ Sarah laughed. ‘Perry won’t let me anywhere near this. He thinks all I’m good for is answering the phone and making the tea.’

‘Francesco.’ Perry strode into the meeting room. ‘You’ve met Calvin Neil before.’

Francesco nodded before turning to Sarah, his lips spreading into a smile as wide as the Cheshire Cat’s. ‘And who is this little beauty?’

‘That’s Sarah.’ Perry dropped his plump behind into a chair. ‘Bring us some coffees and the good biscuits.’ Perry smiled patronisingly at Sarah. He might as well have patted her on the head and added ‘there’s a good girl’. Ugh.

‘Sarah is going to be presenting the campaign with me today,’ Judy said as she gathered the notes from the table. Calvin had faith in his colleague’s abilities and so did Judy. ‘Why don’t I grab the coffees while Sarah fills you in on the research she’s carried out?’

Without waiting for an answer, Judy left the meeting room, grabbing four coffees from the vending machine and filling a plate with the biscuits they weren’t usually permitted to even look at. By the time she returned, Sarah was just finishing up on comparing Project: Planet’s strengths and weaknesses to those of its competitors.

‘I’m afraid we don’t have any visuals prepared as these changes were all very last minute,’ Judy said after distributing the coffees. ‘But we believe Project: Planet can go far further than the most popular project management apps on the market already. Project: Planet says you can plan your life from the palm of your hand, but life isn’t nine to five. It doesn’t start and end at the office. And neither should Project: Planet.’

‘Imagine a harassed mother of three,’ Sarah said. ‘It’s coming up to Christmas and she has so much to do. How is she going to fit it all in?’

‘Project: Planet can help,’ Judy said. ‘Christmas card and shopping lists can be created in minutes, their items crossed off in seconds. She can record multitudes of festive activities – concerts, nativity plays, Christmas fairs – then set up monthly, weekly or even daily reminders so she can keep track of them all.’

‘And it doesn’t stop at Christmas,’ Sarah added. ‘She can create shopping lists and packing essentials for their family holiday. She can note down places to visit, films to see, places to eat.’

‘And it isn’t just busy Mum who can use the app.’ Judy was in her stride now. She believed in this product so much she was going to download it as soon as it was available. ‘Students, teachers, gardeners, knitting clubs. Project: Planet shouldn’t be aimed solely at the corporate world. It should be aimed at all.’

‘Project: Planet is going to revolutionise everybody’s world from the palms of their hands, whether that world is of the professional or personal variety.’

Francesco leaned back in his chair as Judy and Sarah’s spur-of-the-moment statement came to its conclusion. ‘And how do you propose to market my product?’

This was by far the easiest part of the presentation as they could lift the information from the previous plan, tweaking here and there where necessary.

Francesco clasped his hands in front of him once they’d finished and gave a languorous nod, his lips pursed. ‘Thank you, Calvin. Sarah.’ The Cheshire Cat smile made a brief comeback. ‘I’d like a word with Perry now.’

‘Of course.’ Judy and Sarah fled the meeting room, sighing with relief that it was over as soon as their toes crossed the threshold.

‘How do you think it went?’ Sarah asked as they returned to the office.

Judy shrugged her shoulders. ‘I have no idea. Hopefully he bought it.’

‘He didn’t look all that impressed.’

‘Only when he looked at you,’ Judy said with a grin.

‘Don’t be daft.’ Sarah played coyly with her hair.

‘It’s true. But who can blame him? You’re a very attractive woman.’

Sarah sighed. ‘My ex doesn’t seem to think so. He hasn’t even been in touch to see if I’m okay. The pig.’

They had to wait an agonising forty-five minutes before Perry called them into his office. There was no sign of Francesco and, when Judy enquired about him, Perry said he’d left the building, but he didn’t say whether it was full of disgust or triumph.

‘What did he make of our new thoughts?’ Judy asked when it became clear Perry wasn’t about to put them out of their misery.

‘Honestly?’ Perry leaned back in his chair in much the same manner as Francesco had earlier. ‘He loved the idea.’

Judy blew out a puff of noisy air. ‘Really?’

Perry nodded, though he didn’t look pleased about the news he was delivering. ‘He thinks it needs some work but …’ Perry shrugged his shoulders. ‘You nailed it.’

‘Yes!’ Judy leapt out of her seat, punching her fist in the air like Judd Nelson at the end of The Breakfast Club. Realising where she was, she sat back down again quickly. ‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry. I’m impressed. With both of you.’ Perry smiled briefly. It was a strange, unsettling flash of teeth, there and gone again in the blink of an eye. ‘Now get back to work.’

Judy and Sarah scuttled out of the room. Closing the door, Judy threw her arms around Sarah, much like she had the previous day, except this time she was crying tears of happiness.

‘We did it!’

‘You did most of it,’ Sarah said but Judy shook her head.

‘You were brilliant. Look at all the research you did. I couldn’t have done any of this without you. You’re amazing, Sarah.’

‘Oh, Calvin. I think you’re amazing too.’

Judy’s eyes widened as Sarah leaned in towards her, planting her lips on Judy’s. Judy was too stunned to move until she felt Sarah’s soft tongue slipping between her lips. Placing her palms on Sarah’s shoulders, she gently pushed the woman away. This was not a Katy Perry song.

‘Sarah, no. I think you’re a great girl, honestly I do. But I’m married.’

‘Oh, God.’ Sarah cringed before covering her face with her hands. She peeked out of her fingers before emitting a high-pitched squeak of mortification and sprinting from the building.



Chapter Nineteen:

Father and Son

Steve Peebles’ office was chaotic, with toppling towers of books and mountainous piles of papers obscuring his desk. Every available space was filled, including a large plant pot sitting in the corner of the room. It looked like the entire contents of a stationery shop had been tipped on top of the soil while the actual stationery pot on his desk was filled with balled-up post-it notes, like a tiny litter bin. The actual bin was overflowing, spilling its contents onto the carpet. The office resembled the before shot in a TV programme to help hoarders combat their problems. Not that Mr Peebles seemed to notice. He welcomed Calvin into his office with pride, presenting his domain as though it were a glittering palace.

‘Come in, Mrs Neil. Take a seat.’ Mr Peebles leapt at the chair, grabbing the pile of books so Calvin could sit down. ‘Scott will be joining us shortly.’ Peebles sat on the opposite side of the desk, making space in the pile of crap so he had a clear view of Calvin. ‘I must say, this is awfully out of character for Scott. As you know, we’ve had a few problems this year with Scott’s lack of educational motivation.’

Calvin frowned at the man sitting across from him. Lack of educational motivation? What the Dickens was the man going on about? What kid was motivated by education?

‘But we’ve never had a problem with violence before,’ Peebles continued.

‘What exactly happened?’ The woman on the phone hadn’t been too hot with the details earlier and she’d seemed rather keen to end the call. Calvin was sure she’d already hit the celebratory end-of-term vino.

‘Scott was involved in a fracas with another student out in the playground. When the boys were questioned, it was determined Scott started the incident, though he has been reluctant to reveal why. Like I said, it is most unlike Scott and Jack is one of his closest friends at the school.’

‘Jack?’ Calvin couldn’t have heard right, surely. Scott and Jack had been friends since primary school. They were founding members of their band and played for the Woodgate Juniors football team together. ‘Scott and Jack were in a fight?’

‘I’m afraid so.’ Peebles plucked an old apple core that was hiding between two piles of books and tossed it towards the bin. It bounced from the bin and onto the floor, taking several sheets of paper with it. ‘There were no serious injuries sustained by either of the boys but we take this sort of matter very seriously. We have a zero tolerance policy on bullying.’

‘Bullying? But they’re best friends.’

Peebles chortled. ‘That may not be the case any more, Mrs Neil.’

‘But one spat can hardly be labelled as bullying.’

‘These things can escalate quickly, Mrs Neil.’ Peebles leapt out of his seat when there was a knock at the door. ‘Ah, come in Scott. Your mother is here.’ He led the boy into the room, making room on another chair that Calvin hadn’t even noticed sitting under a pile of crap under the window. He dragged the chair next to Calvin’s and indicated that Scott should sit.

‘What happened?’ Calvin examined his son for any sign of damage but there was nothing but the faintest bruise on his cheek.

‘Dunno.’ Scott shrugged.

‘I’m afraid that won’t do.’ Peebles sat in his chair, picking up a pen only to put it down again when he couldn’t locate the sheet of paper he was looking for. ‘We need to know what happened this afternoon and, more importantly, that it won’t happen again.’

‘It won’t.’

‘Hmm.’ Peebles observed the boy until he began to squirm. ‘What I’d like to know is what caused such an outburst in the first place.’

Scott shrugged again, picking at a loose thread on his tie. ‘He was taking the piss.’

Peebles cleared his throat and gave Scott a pointed look. ‘You mean he was teasing you? May I ask what the nature of this teasing was?’

Another shrug. ‘Football.’

‘Football?’ Calvin was sure the teacher rolled his eyes. ‘This was a fight about football?’

‘The coach of the Woody Juniors keeps going on at me about my tackling. He doesn’t think I’m good enough and Jack says I’ll end up benched.’

Peebles frowned at Scott. Calvin could take a guess at what the man was thinking: this was hardly world-shattering stuff. But to Scott it clearly was.

‘This is going to go on your record. Do you realise that?’

Scott shrugged. ‘I guess.’

Peebles observed him before emitting a loud sigh. ‘What I suggest is Scott goes home with you now, Mrs Neil, and returns after the Christmas break with a fresh attitude to learning. I don’t see the point in formally suspending him when there is less than an hour left of the school term. But …’ He eyed Scott. ‘No more fighting – about football or anything else. Yes?’

Scott had the good sense not to shrug this time. ‘Yes.’

‘Good. Have a nice Christmas.’

Calvin led Scott out of the cave of crap. He suspected there was more to Scott and Jack’s falling out than football. The question was, how did he get his son to talk to him about it?

Calvin decided to take a quick detour to the supermarket before returning to the village to pick Charlie up from school. If they were quick, they’d have just enough time to pick up a few groceries before hauling ass to the school in time for kicking-out time.

‘Why are we doing this?’ Scott asked as they dashed around the fruit and veg aisles, shoving fresh carrots, a bag of onions, potatoes and garlic into a basket.

‘I’m going to make a nice meal for your dad.’ One that didn’t end with ‘and chips’ or contain processed food. Something hearty to ward away the winter blues. ‘He deserves it.’

‘He deserves it?’ Scott paused in the aisle and observed what he thought was his mother as though she were from another planet.

‘Yes. He works hard to keep this family going.’ Calvin picked up a bag of fresh basil, scrutinised it from all angles before putting it back. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here. He really didn’t have a clue when it came to herbs. ‘It’s taken me a while to realise it, but I want to show Ju …’ Calvin’s eyes widened as he realised his mistake but he quickly corrected himself. ‘Just how much he means to me.’

‘He should be the one cooking for you for a change,’ Scott said as they headed away from the fruit and veg. ‘It’s you who does everything for us, Mum. He should be helping out more.’

‘And he will.’ Calvin picked up the first packet of meat that caught his eye: beef, already diced. Perfect. ‘After Christmas. It’s just that everything’s a bit messed up at the moment.’

‘I know.’

‘You do?’ Calvin placed the packet of beef in the basket and turned to his son. Scott was looking down at the floor, scuffing his school shoes back and forth. Calvin thought he and Judy had done a pretty good job of covering up the mix-up but maybe not.

‘You’re going to get divorced, aren’t you?’

‘Divorced?’ Calvin was relieved their cover wasn’t blown, but his relief rapidly morphed into horror. ‘We’re not getting divorced. What makes you think that?’

Scott looked up, his eyes slightly pink around the edges. ‘Everything. You’ve been arguing loads lately and I saw you sleeping on the sofa this morning. How long have you been sleeping separately?’

‘We haven’t, mate. Not really. That was a one-off because your dad’s snoring was too loud. Which is completely out of character, obviously.’ Calvin placed an arm around his son’s shoulders and it took a good three and a half seconds before Scott shrugged him off. He must be feeling rotten to have allowed such lengthy contact.

‘Jack said it could have been because of your drinking,’ Scott mumbled. ‘He said you could have passed out drunk last night.’

‘Excuse me? My drinking?’

‘I know, Mum. I have eyes and I’m not a little kid like Charlie.’ Scott’s eyes were wide and bewildered but he attempted to straighten his back so he could stand tall. ‘Is it because Dad’s making you so miserable? Drink isn’t the answer, you know.’

Calvin laughed. He couldn’t help it.

‘It isn’t funny, Mum. We learned about alcoholism in PSHE. I think you need help.’

‘Oh, mate.’ Calvin ruffled Scott’s hair. ‘I don’t have a drinking problem.’

Scott folded his arms across his chest and gave a firm nod of his head. ‘The signs are all there, Mum.’

‘Signs? What signs?’ Calvin started up the aisle again. They didn’t have much time left and he still needed to grab a bottle of wine. But maybe he should skip that now and pick one up from the village when Scott wasn’t looking … Like an actual alcoholic.

‘Sneaking off to the beer tent at the lights switch-on, right before you started work,’ Scott said as he scuttled after Calvin. ‘Walking around the village in your pyjamas and passing out on the sofa.’

‘I told you that was because of your dad’s snoring.’

‘And I’ve seen you drinking Dad’s whiskey in the evenings,’ Scott continued as though Calvin hadn’t spoken. ‘When you thought I was in bed.’

‘Oh. That.’ Calvin had raided the whiskey a few evenings, but that was because he was stuck at home sewing nativity costumes. The booze helped to numb both his boredom and the pain of stabbing himself with needles and pins several thousand times. ‘Scott, having a glass or two of whiskey every now and then doesn’t make you an alcoholic. I don’t have a drinking problem, I promise you.’ They’d reached the wines and spirits aisle but Calvin ignored the bottles of wines and continued on to the checkout instead. ‘And your dad and I aren’t getting a divorce. I can’t believe you thought that.’

‘Why wouldn’t I?’ Scott helped to load the food onto the conveyor belt. ‘You’ve been acting so weird lately, and I don’t just mean the arguing. Dad’s started to get more interested in us, like he’s trying to get us on side.’

‘What do you mean?’ Calvin paid for the food and they grabbed a bag each.

‘He’s started to ask about school and homework and stuff.’

‘Your dad’s always been interested in that kind of thing.’

Scott gave Calvin another alien-species look. ‘No he hasn’t. Not even a little bit.’

The kid may have a point. But only a teeny one. ‘What else?’ Calvin checked his watch and increased his speed towards the bus stop.

‘He listens to my songs now,’ Scott said. ‘He’s given me a really cool idea for a song that I’m going to write.’

‘Oh.’ It seemed Calvin had some making up to do, and not just with his wife.

‘You’re different too,’ Scott said. ‘Less shout-y.’

‘Am I?’ At least Calvin was doing something right.

‘Yeah. It’s like you’ve stopped caring or something.’ Scott’s voice was quiet, barely audible over the increasing noise of the traffic as they neared the main road.

‘Huh? How does less shouting mean I don’t care?’

Scott shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s like my room. You told me to tidy it the other day.’

‘Yes …’ Calvin remembered. The bedroom was pretty disgusting and still was. Calvin doubted Scott had tidied anything in there.

‘I didn’t tidy it.’ See? ‘Usually you’d have gone on and on and on about it until I actually tidied it but you haven’t said a word about it since. It’s like you don’t care that my room looks like the apocalypse happened three times over. Plus, you haven’t nagged about my homework for the past week, you forgot to wash my PE kit and, don’t get mad when I say this, but your cooking has gone downhill too. I used to like sausages; now I never want to see one ever again.’

‘Hey, I made burgers and chips the other day.’ Calvin was pretending to be offended but he couldn’t keep the amusement from his voice. The boy had a point.

‘Those were burgers? I thought you’d given us bits of old leather to eat.’ Scott grinned as Calvin ruffled his hair again.

‘They were a bit overdone.’

‘A bit?’ Scott laughed but his grin dimmed suddenly. ‘I’ll help out more, if it’ll help. I don’t want you and Dad to split up like Jack’s mum and dad.’

‘Is that why you offered to walk Miller this morning?’ Calvin and Scott had reached the bus stop. There was a bus trundling towards them. If the traffic was kind, they could make it just in time for Charlie.

‘It’s not fair that you have to do everything,’ Scott said, which only made Calvin feel like an even bigger jerk. If his thirteen-year-old son could see that, why had it taken a supernatural body-swap for Calvin to realise it?

‘Helping out a bit more would be brilliant, especially after Christmas. You’re growing up and you could take a bit more responsibility for yourself. But the same can be said for your dad. Things are a little bit strained at the minute, what with Christmas and some of your dad’s work things, but I promise things are going to change – for the better.’

The bus arrived and the two boarded.

‘So you’re not splitting up?’ Scott asked once they were seated.

Calvin shook his head. ‘No. Absolutely not.’



Chapter Twenty:

Good News/Bad News

Calvin and Scott pegged it through the village, the shopping bags swinging into their legs in their haste. Most of the children had already left but there were a few stragglers as the pair raced into the playground.

‘Sorry we’re late,’ Calvin wheezed as he reached the main entrance. Miss Daniels was standing with a tearful Charlie. Calvin checked his watch and couldn’t help feeling his daughter was being a tad overdramatic. It wasn’t as though they’d left Charlie at school overnight – they were less than ten minutes late.

‘I’m sorry, sweetie.’ Calvin crouched down and took Charlie’s delicate hand in his. Her lip trembled but she didn’t say anything.

‘I’m afraid there’s been a bit of an incident,’ Miss Daniels said.

Calvin rose to his feet. Not another one!

‘Tabitha Frost is having a pamper party tomorrow and she’s invited all the girls in our class except me.’ Charlie threw herself at Calvin, wrapping her arms around his waist as she began to sob

‘Playground politics,’ Miss Daniels said with a tut. ‘I noticed there was a bit of tension between you and Mrs Frost at the PTA meeting the other day.’

‘But that’s nothing to do with Charlie.’ Calvin stroked his daughter’s hair, feeling like a complete bastard.

‘These things are rarely about the children,’ Miss Daniels said. She passed Charlie a clean handkerchief from her pocket. ‘Cheer up, poppet. It’s going to be Christmas soon. Are you coming to the Christmas fair on Sunday? Santa’s going to be there.’

Charlie nodded with a sniff. ‘Mummy’s making the cakes.’

‘Maybe you can help,’ Miss Daniels suggested. ‘Wouldn’t that be nice?’

Charlie nodded. ‘I still want to go to the pamper party and be a princess, though.’

‘We can have a pamper party of our own,’ Calvin suggested. ‘We’ll get all my make-up out and we can watch a Disney DVD.’

‘Frozen?’ Charlie asked, prising herself away from Calvin’s thigh.

‘Of course.’

‘And can we have cupcakes? Tabitha’s having cupcakes.’

‘It wouldn’t be a princess pamper party without cupcakes.’

‘And ice cream?’

‘We’ll see.’

‘And chocolate.’

‘Charlie,’ Calvin warned. They’d be eating the entire contents of the village sweet shop if Charlie had her way.

‘You have a nice Christmas, Charlie.’ Miss Daniels, seeing the situation was now firmly in the parents’ hands, was backing away towards the door. She had two dozen boxes of chocolates and four bottles of wine waiting for her in the classroom as Christmas gifts from the children. ‘And I’ll see you in the New Year.’

‘Bye, Miss Daniels.’ Charlie gave a wave before slipping her hand into Calvin’s, her tears forgotten now she had a party of her own to look forward to.

Judy was drained by the time she dragged her body through the front door that evening. The adrenaline of winning over Francesco Benvenuti had long ago worn off, leaving nothing but an exhausted shell behind. She wanted to slip into a hot bubble bath and forget all about project management apps until Monday morning.

‘Is that you, Judy?’

Slipping off her coat and shoes and abandoning them in the hall, Judy forced her legs to carry her into the kitchen where she found her husband.

‘No, it’s Calvin,’ she hissed.

Calvin grinned at her. ‘It’s okay. The kids aren’t here.’

‘Where are they?’

Calvin handed Judy a pre-prepared glass of wine. ‘They’re at Laura’s. She’s going to babysit for us. She’s having them overnight.’ Calvin was almost giddy with the freedom.

‘But why?’

‘Why?’ Calvin scoffed. ‘So that we can spend some quality time together. We need to start making more time for each other, Judy. Starting now.’ Calvin indicated the oven. ‘There’s a beef casserole in there – which I’ve made from scratch, thanks to our good pal the internet. We’re going to sit down and chat while we eat without having to worry about bickering children or homework. The food won’t be ready for another hour, so go and have a soak in the bath while you wait.’

Judy allowed herself to be guided out of the kitchen and towards the stairs. She wasn’t going to argue with a soak in the bath followed by a home-cooked meal. With her glass of wine still in hand, Judy headed to the bathroom, almost dropping the glass in shock when she realised the towel was no longer stuffed in the corner of the room. It had disappeared completely and was now hopefully sitting in the laundry basket.

Miracles did happen after all.

After soaking away the work week in the bath, Judy returned to the kitchen in a pair of Calvin’s loose jogging bottoms and a gorgeously roomy jumper. She was definitely investing in some loungewear once the wish had worn off.

‘This smells lovely,’ Judy said as Calvin placed a dish of steaming casserole in front of her. ‘I’m impressed.’

‘Me too.’ Calvin tasted the dish and was pleasantly surprised that it was edible. ‘Who knew I could cook?’

‘Not me. Maybe you can do this sort of thing more often.’

‘I will, I promise. Maybe I could take up cooking duties at the weekend?’

Judy nodded. ‘That would be good.’

‘And I’m going to help out more around the house and with the kids. I haven’t been fair dumping all the responsibility onto you. I know you work hard too. I have the blisters on my feet to prove it. Although …’

Judy narrowed her eyes, waiting for the usual you-don’t-work-as-hard-as-me spiel. ‘Although what?’

Calvin pulled a face. ‘Although you may not have a job to go to on Monday. I sort of had a run-in with Norman. The dirty old git pinched my arse and I flew off the handle. I may have threatened to break his fingers or something.’

‘What?’ Judy’s mouth gaped open. She’d been worried all week about losing Calvin’s job and he’d put hers in jeopardy. ‘What did Enid say?’

‘She made me go home early.’

Judy closed her eyes. What were they going to do without her wage? ‘Did she say anything about my job?’

Calvin shook his head. ‘I’ll make things right with Enid first thing Monday morning.’

‘You’ll have to grovel. Beg, plead, whatever it takes.’

Calvin nodded. ‘I will.’

‘And apologise to Norman.’

‘Do I have to?’ Apologising to Enid was one thing; apologising to the old geezer was another. He may not have gone about it the right way, but Calvin still felt he had been right to tell Norman to back off. Nobody deserved to be mauled while they were simply doing their job.

‘If it means you get my job back, then yes.’

‘Okay, I’ll do it.’ Calvin popped a piece of beef into his mouth, closing his eyes to savour the taste. It was tender and full of flavour and the dish hadn’t been that difficult to create. Maybe he’d try chicken next time or attempt some sort of pasta dish.

‘Aren’t you going to ask how the meeting with Francesco went?’ Judy asked.

Calvin’s eyes pinged open. His stomach tightened uncomfortably. ‘How did it go?’

Judy grinned at her husband. ‘It went fantastically. There have been some tweaks to the campaign here and there but Francesco was impressed. Perry was impressed.’

‘Wow.’ Calvin couldn’t disguise the wonder on his face. Perry had never been impressed with anybody as far as Calvin was aware. ‘That’s brilliant. I should have had more faith in you.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Judy said with a shrug. ‘Sarah helped me out a lot. And speaking of Sarah …’ Now it was Judy’s turn to pull a face. ‘I think she may have developed a crush on me. Or rather you. She kissed me. You. Us, I guess.’

‘She kissed you?’ Calvin covered his mouth with his hand. Talk about awkward! ‘What did you do?’

‘I tried to let her down gently. She’s just been dumped so she was already feeling vulnerable. But she ran away and I haven’t seen her since.’

‘Oh, God. What are we going to do?’

‘Hopefully it will all blow over,’ Judy said. ‘And if not, good luck, because I won’t have to deal with it after Christmas.’ Judy giggled but stopped abruptly when she caught Calvin’s stony expression. ‘Not funny. I’m sorry. I’ll try and sort it out on Monday.’

‘Please do.’ Calvin popped another piece of beef into his mouth. Man, he was good. ‘While we’re talking bad news, I have some more.’

Judy took a fortifying sip of wine. ‘Go on.’

‘I got called into Scott’s school to talk to Mr Peebles this afternoon.’ Both Calvin and Judy pulled a face. ‘Scott’s in trouble for fighting with Jack.’

‘Jack? But why?’

‘He says it’s about football but I think it’s more to do with us. He thinks we’re getting divorced because we’ve been acting weird and arguing a lot. I’ve had a word with him and reassured him that we’re not splitting up.’

‘Did he believe you?’

‘I hope so,’ Calvin said. ‘But that’s not all.’

‘There’s more bad news?’ Judy was going to need some more wine.

‘I’ve sort of tangled you up in a playground rivalry with Abby Frost.’ Calvin told Judy about the pamper party and Charlie’s exclusion.

‘Poor Charlie,’ Judy said. ‘But this isn’t your fault, Calvin. Abby Frost has needed taking down a peg or two for ages.’

‘I’m afraid it’s us who have been taken down a couple of pegs. And Charlie.’

Judy sighed. ‘People like her always come out on top.’

Apart from the delivery of bad news, Judy and Calvin enjoyed their meal together and they didn’t want to interrupt the renewed sense of coupledom so soon, but Judy was due to meet the lads at the pub.

‘I could always give it a miss,’ Judy said, somewhat reluctantly. She found that she quite enjoyed an evening in the pub – even if she was in the company of a group of men who thought burping the alphabet was hilarious. It was good to get out of the house for an evening and unwind after a stressful day in the office.

‘Or I could come with you,’ Calvin suggested. Not only was Calvin enjoying the company of his wife, he was also itching to catch up with the lads. Reliving their banter second-hand through Judy just wasn’t the same.

‘Is that allowed?’ Judy had never been invited to one of Calvin’s Friday nights out with the lads and she hadn’t seen the wives or partners of the others either.

‘Allowed?’ Calvin laughed. ‘It’s a pub, Judy. Anybody is allowed.’

‘Then why haven’t I been invited before?’

Calvin pulled a sheepish face. ‘Let’s not go there, eh? Let’s start afresh and enjoy a night out together.’

Judy nodded. Onwards and upwards and all that. ‘I’ll just need to go and get changed.’ Judy pulled at the baggy jumper she’d pulled on earlier but Calvin shook his head and passed her a jacket.

‘It’s the pub, Judy. We don’t care about that sort of thing. As long as you don’t turn up in your undies, you’ll be fine.’

The White Swan was pretty full but Judy spotted Curtis straightaway. She couldn’t miss him as he was standing on a bar stool, holding a pair of blown-up condoms against his chest like a pair of breasts.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Calvin murmured as they made their way towards him but Judy gave a wave of her hand.

‘Don’t worry. I’m used to this now.’ They reached Curtis, who dropped his boobs and hopped down from the stool.

‘Hello, Judy. Long time no see.’ Curtis completely changed his demeanour, practically doffing an imaginary cap as he spoke to Calvin. ‘Let me get you drink.’

Calvin wasn’t going to say no to that. ‘Thanks. I’ll have a pint.’ Judy shot Calvin a warning look. ‘Ha ha. Just kidding. I’ll have a glass of red wine please.’ He eyed the pint Curtis bought for Judy longingly. Red wine just wasn’t the same.

‘So how are the little ones?’ Curtis asked Calvin once the drinks had been sorted. They wandered across to a recently vacated table and settled themselves down. Judy was chatting to Pierce and Richie as though they’d been friends for life and not just a week.

‘I should bring Danielle with me next week,’ Richie was saying. ‘It’d do her good to get out of the house for a bit.’

‘I bet she’ll appreciate the gesture even if she doesn’t fancy spending the night with this lot,’ Judy said, only half kidding.

‘We used to spend every weekend in the pub when we first got together,’ Richie said. ‘Friday night until Sunday evening. I’m surprised we didn’t pickle our insides. Now we’re lucky to have a night out together once a month.’

‘Judy and I were like that.’ Although once a year was more accurate. ‘But we’re going to start making more of an effort.’

Richie nodded, absorbing Judy’s words. ‘Danielle wanted to go to this classical Christmas concert thing but it’s not really my thing. I should stop being a dick and book the tickets, shouldn’t I?’ He took out his phone and began tapping away at the screen.

‘You’ve become a bit of an agony aunt around here,’ Pierce said while Richie was occupied with his phone. ‘Curtis said you’ve been giving him advice about Grace.’

‘I just listened mainly,’ Judy said. She didn’t want to tarnish Calvin’s reputation further by making out he was sensitive or anything barbaric like that.

‘What do you think I should do?’ Pierce shuffled closer to Judy and lowered his voice.

‘About what?’ Judy hoped Pierce didn’t have any intimate itches or burning sensations when he peed.

‘About women.’ Pierce’s eyes pinballed around the pub, making sure nobody was listening in. ‘I haven’t had much success lately. I’m not being big-headed or anything here but I’m not bad looking and I don’t have bad breath or still live with my mum and dad. I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.’

‘You could get off Tinder for a start.’ Intrigued, Judy had taken a quick look and hadn’t been impressed with what the app had to offer. ‘You need to relax a bit. Dating isn’t an extreme sport and there’s no rush. You’ll meet the right girl in your own time.’ Judy took a sip of her pint. She’d rather have Calvin’s wine. ‘And when you do meet the right woman, take your time. Don’t ruin it by thinking only of your willy.’

‘Yes!’ Richie threw his fist into the air. ‘Tickets booked. Danielle is going to love this.’

With the children being taken care of, Judy and Calvin stayed at the pub until closing time, walking home through the village hand-in-hand. It was a bitterly cold night but being with Calvin gave Judy a cosy feeling that radiated throughout her body.

‘Tonight has been great,’ she said as they hung their coats up. ‘We should definitely do this more often. Richie is going to ask Danielle to come with him next time so I’ll have some company if she agrees. We’ll just need a babysitter.’

‘Your mum and dad will be back after Christmas,’ Calvin said. ‘They love having the kids to stay over.’

‘That’s true.’ Judy wrapped her arms around Calvin. ‘We could do this more often. Though not every week. There’s only so much of Curtis I can take.’ Judy smiled to show that she was kidding. Sort of. Calvin’s mates weren’t so bad now she’d got to know them.

‘You and Laura should start going out,’ Calvin said. ‘It isn’t much of a break for Laura when you have a night in, is it?’

‘The only problem is she doesn’t have anyone to babysit,’ Judy pointed out. ‘Her parents are in Scotland and you know all about her ex.’

‘Maybe I could babysit,’ Calvin suggested. ‘I owe her after tonight anyway.’

Judy was shocked. ‘You’d do that?’

Calvin shrugged. ‘There’d be no guarantees that any of us would survive but I’d give it a go.’

Judy leaned down to kiss her husband, which was a strange sensation. The unusual height difference gave her a sense of power, which Calvin picked up on immediately.

‘No, Judy,’ he said, creating a bit of distance between them. ‘I’ve told you, we are not doing that until we’ve switched back.’

‘Aren’t you even a little bit curious?’ Judy asked.

‘Not even a tiny bit. There is no way that thing is coming anywhere near me.’ Calvin grinned. ‘Besides, I’ve got a headache.’



Chapter Twenty-One:

The Christmas Fair

The weekend was full-on, even more so than usual. While Scott was at football practice, Calvin took Charlie to her final ballet rehearsal before the Christmas show. Afterwards, while Judy took Charlie to another Christmas story time at the bookshop, Calvin took Scott for a kick about on the playing fields.

‘You need the practice,’ he’d teased before tackling Scott and dribbling the ball pretty spectacularly for a mum who refused to even watch sport on television, never mind partake herself.

‘I didn’t know you were good at football,’ Scott said later as they returned home cold and muddy but happy.

‘I think today was a fluke,’ Calvin said as he flicked on the kettle to make them some hot chocolate to warm them up. ‘But I’m sure your dad will take you out for a kick about at the weekends.’

‘Nah.’ Scott screwed up his nose. ‘He wouldn’t have time for that. He never does.’

‘He will from now on, Scott. I promise.’ Calvin reached for the tin of biscuits and pulled out a couple of gingerbread men. ‘You’ll see. Everything’s going to change around here.’

That evening, while Scott gave his bedroom a thorough tidy (Calvin had got more shout-y about it to show that he cared), Calvin and Charlie sat down in front of her Frozen DVD, Judy’s make-up and nail polishes spread before them. Calvin allowed Charlie to paint his nails neon pink and when he attempted to paint Charlie’s a festive red, he made a far worse job than the six-year-old.

‘They’re beautiful,’ Charlie said, not minding the messiness one bit as she held them out before her. ‘I feel like a real princess now.’ Charlie plonked herself on Calvin’s lap and wedged her head under his chin. ‘I love you, Mummy.’

‘I love you too, sweetie.’ Calvin felt a mixture of pride and love as he stroked his daughter’s soft, strawberry-scented hair. He hadn’t done much, just taken a tiny bit of time out of his day, but it meant the world to his little girl and he knew Scott had appreciated his time too, even if he’d never admit it, even under torture.

The following day was even more hectic, with the school’s Christmas fair taking place in the late afternoon. While Judy went for her final football match with the lads, Calvin and the kids took over the kitchen, whipping up batch after batch of buns and gingerbread biscuits. Calvin had Judy’s detailed instructions but he’d become a dab hand at this baking malarkey. The cakes and biscuits were cooled by the time Judy returned and after a quick shower she entered the kitchen battleground, rolling up her sleeves to do her bit. The children were despatched, Charlie into the sitting room to watch her Frozen DVD and Scott to Jack’s for band practice. They’d made up pretty quickly after their scuffle and were now the best of friends once again.

With further instructions from Judy, Calvin made up a rainbow of icing, frosting and buttercream. While Judy created a winter wonderland of festive cupcakes, Calvin was tasked with the slightly easier job of decorating the gingerbread men.

‘You’re wasted at The Green Teapot,’ Calvin said as he observed his wife’s handiwork. She’d created fun festive characters from sugar paste to sit upon the cupcakes and iced the gingerbread shapes beautifully and professionally. As well as cupcakes and gingerbread, there were stained-glass stars, snowman-topped macaroons and festive Jammy Dodger-style biscuits. And of course there were mince pies. Lots and lots of mince pies.

Some of the cakes were placed in cello bags and fastened with curling ribbons while others would be displayed on cake stands or in baskets and Christmas-themed boxes.

‘I love baking,’ Judy said. Over the years, her self-confidence had been chipped away but she’d always been confident in her baking. It was something she knew she was good at.

‘You should set up your own business,’ Calvin said. ‘Use that marketing degree. You’ve obviously still got it in you judging by the Benvenuti presentation and I’d help out. And not just with the marketing. Have you seen those mince pies?’ As well as the gingerbread men, Calvin had been solely responsible for the mince pies. Practice certainly did make perfect.

‘It’s something to think about, I guess,’ Judy said. ‘But not now. We need to get all these over to the school before the fair begins.’

The school hall at Perrin Street Primary had been transformed into a festive grotto, with red, green and gold balloons festooned around the room and tinsel draped over every conceivable surface. There were games for the children, such as pin the carrot on the snowman and hook a (tinsel-adorned) duck as well as face painting and balloon modelling. There were stalls of handmade goods, with the village’s knitting group selling festive jumpers and scarves, the gardening club selling festive potted plants and wreaths and the local artist’s group selling their artwork as well as taking commissions. There were handmade gifts on offer, from soaps and candles to jewellery and pottery. But the star of the Christmas fair was of course Santa, who sat in a sleigh on the stage with a sack full of gifts.

‘Can I go and see Santa?’ Charlie asked as soon as they stepped into the hall. She was cushioned between Calvin and Judy, holding each of their hands, but she let go as soon as she saw the big man in red.

‘Whoa, wait a minute.’ Judy caught hold of Charlie before she tore off across the hall. ‘Let’s wait for Scott. He said he’d meet us here.’

Calvin doubted his son would turn up at all, having heard him tell Jack before they set off that afternoon that going to school at the weekend was ‘beyond lame’. But he kept quiet and they waited by the entrance, dodging balloons as children whizzed by clutching them in their hands as they attempted to clobber their friends over the head. ‘Walking in a Winter Wonderland’ played over the sound system and the air was filled with festive scents from both the candle stall and Judy’s cakes. Calvin waved to Abby Frost, who pretended not to notice the gesture. She was not at all happy about being glued to the stall while everybody else had fun.

‘There’s Miss Daniels!’ Charlie bounced up and down while waving at her teacher across the room. Miss Daniels was dressed as a snowman and was mingling amongst the crowds as she attempted to sell raffle tickets. ‘And there’s Scott!’ Charlie raced towards the door as her brother appeared, wrapping her arms around him to give him a tight hug before turning to her parents. ‘Now can I go and see Santa?’

‘Come on then.’ Judy held out her hand, which Charlie took before leading the way. The queue for Santa was quite lengthy but Charlie didn’t seem to mind at all, especially as one of her classmates was in front of her and they chatted away like they hadn’t seen each other for months rather than a couple of days.

‘Hey, Calvin.’ Judy, now used to being addressed by her husband’s name, turned and saw Curtis with a little girl on his hip. ‘Pamela let me have Grace for the afternoon. I told her I was thinking about getting legal advice and she was suddenly very accommodating. I’m only allowed Grace for a couple of hours but it’s better than nothing, right?’

‘Absolutely. And it’s a start.’ Judy turned to the little girl. ‘Are you looking forward to seeing Santa?’

Grace pointed towards the sleigh. ‘Presents.’

Judy laughed. ‘That’s right. But only if you’re a good girl.’

The queue moved slowly but eventually it was Charlie’s turn. She told Santa what she wanted for Christmas – a new bike and a pet snowman called Olaf – before picking a gift from the sack. Inside was a colouring book and pack of crayons, which was even better than a new bike and a pet snowman judging by her reaction.

‘Let’s go and show Mummy,’ Judy said. They snaked their way through the crowds until they located Calvin and Scott at the homebrew stall.

‘One bottle isn’t going to do any harm,’ Calvin was telling their son, but in the end Calvin walked away empty-handed.

The family perused the rest of the stalls and games. Charlie won a stuffed giraffe at the tombola while Judy bought a beaded necklace and matching earrings for Laura. They ate hot dogs and burgers, which Calvin was grateful for as it meant he wouldn’t have to cook dinner, and enjoyed hot chocolates and mulled wine (seriously, Scott. I don’t have a problem).

Slade’s ‘Merry Christmas Everybody’ was suddenly cut short, with Mrs Ephron’s voice taking over the sound system. She was standing on the stage beside the sleigh with a tinsel-wrapped bucket.

‘Thank you everybody for joining us today,’ she said into her microphone. ‘It’s so good to see so many of the community. In a few moments the school choir will be performing for us but first I wanted to draw the winning raffle tickets and then we have the special crowning of this year’s Festive Queen and Princess.’

A bubble of excitement enveloped the hall. Each year, Perrin Street Primary crowned one of the mothers and her daughter and announced them as the Festive Queen and Princess. It wasn’t very PC in this age of equality, but the parents seemed to enjoy the tradition and it had a special place in Mrs Ephron’s heart as she and her mother had been crowned many eons ago and she could still feel that warm glow of pride as the plastic tiara was placed on her head.

‘Are we ready?’ Mrs Ephron shook the bucket containing the raffle tickets before turning to Santa and asking him to do the honours. Charlie clutched the Neils’ tickets and was disappointed when they didn’t win any of the prizes.

‘Never mind,’ Judy said, smoothing down Charlie’s wild curls. ‘Maybe next time. Shall we start heading home?’ The crowning followed by the choir’s performance was always the climax of the school Christmas fair.

‘Not yet,’ Charlie insisted. ‘They haven’t done the Queen and Princess yet.’

Judy saw little point in remaining for the crowning. Abby Frost had been crowned last year and everybody knew she would be crowned again this year. And next year and the year after that until Tabitha moved on to high school. Perhaps she’d still win after that.

Even Abby knew she would win. She’d abandoned the practically empty cake stall and was standing close to the stage, ready to hop up and receive the adoration of the masses. Her smug grin was already in place.

‘And now it’s time to crown our new Festive Queen and Princess.’ Mrs Ephron turned to Abby and Tabitha. ‘Would you like to join me on stage?’

Abby led her daughter onto the stage, smiling serenely down at the crowd. She waved to a couple of the other mothers, who beamed back, astonished that she’d picked them out for special attention.

‘Do you have the tiaras?’ Mrs Ephron asked. Abby handed them over, although she knew they would be back in her display cabinet by that evening. ‘Thank you, ladies. You have served us well.’ Mrs Ephron smiled at Abby and Tabitha, who eventually took the hint and left the stage. Abby wasn’t too put out. It was only right that she got to make an entrance again to receive her tiara.

‘The judging panel have thought very hard this year to choose our Festive Queen and Princess.’ The ‘judging panel’ consisted of Mrs Ephron and the deputy head, who considered herself a staunch feminist and so stayed out of the vulgar popularity contest altogether. ‘As you know, the crowned Queen and Princess are chosen for their hard work in and for the school and this year’s Queen and Princess have worked exceptionally hard. The Queen has always worked hard for the school throughout the year but has really put herself forward this Christmas, not only volunteering to help out at the Christmas fair but at the Key Stage One nativity too.’

Abby Frost rolled her shoulders as she prepared to hop onto the stage and receive her prize. She hissed at Tabitha to smile and pinched both their cheeks to make them glow.

‘Our Queen has gone above and beyond this year, stepping in to create new, much-needed nativity costumes.’

Abby frowned. Or at least she would have done if her husband hadn’t treated her to a round of botox. She hadn’t made any nativity costumes.

‘Please welcome our new Festive Queen and Princess to the stage.’ Mrs Ephron paused for effect, whipping the onlookers up into a frenzy. ‘Judy and Charlie Neil!’

‘What?’ Abby shrieked but her voice was swallowed up in the applause that rang out all around her.

‘What?’ Judy laughed. She couldn’t believe it was her name being called out and not Abby’s. When she looked across the room, Abby clearly couldn’t believe it either.

‘Come on, Mummy.’ A grinning Charlie tugged Calvin towards the stage. The raffle was completely forgotten as the tiara was placed on top of her curls. She was a princess. A real, actual princess! Judy didn't care that the tiara was placed on her husband’s head instead of her own. The pinched look on Abby Frost’s face as she marched her daughter out of the hall was prize enough.



Chapter Twenty-Two:

Not Quite Driving Home for Christmas

It was by some Christmas miracle that Calvin retained Judy’s job. Enid was actually sympathetic and didn’t blame Judy (or rather Calvin) at all for his outburst. It seemed she’d reprimanded Norman once Calvin had left on Friday afternoon and had warned him that if he ever made suggestive comments or touched Judy – or any member of Enid’s staff – inappropriately again he would be banned from the tea room for life and would have to source his tea and toast elsewhere. Norman had left the tea room in a huff and hadn’t been seen since.

It was Wednesday morning before he turned up. Calvin bristled as the door opened and Norman shuffled inside, his eyes fixed on the ground as he made his way to an empty table. He’d made himself scarce after Enid’s warning but it seemed he couldn’t do without his daily fix of tea and toast for too long.

‘Ah, there you are, duck.’ Mrs Freeman patted the empty seat beside her. ‘I was beginning to think you’d carked it on the kitchen floor or something. I was saying to Mavis Butterworth earlier that we ought to go and knock at your house to make sure you were all right.’

‘I’ve just been busy.’ Norman caught Calvin’s eye but snatched his eyes away quickly before sitting down next to Mrs Freeman. ‘No need to send out a search party.’

‘What can I get you, Norman?’ The old man flinched as Calvin approached. He felt a flash of guilt. Had he been too harsh when he’d threatened to break his fingers? They were so gnarled and fragile they would probably break themselves.

‘Just a cup of tea and a bit of toast, please.’ Norman studied a scuff mark on the table top, finding it suddenly fascinating.

‘Would you like jam with that?’

‘No, butter will be fine,’ Norman told the scuff mark.

Enid emerged from the kitchen with a batch of festive cupcakes, freshly piped with green frosting and sprinkled with red edible glitter. ‘Norman! How lovely to see you. I thought you’d emigrated somewhere warmer.’ Enid glanced outside with a grimace. Snow had been in the air again for the past couple of days but so far there hadn’t been a flake on the ground. ‘Not that I’d blame you. In fact, I’d join you. Where shall we go?’ Enid gave a tut when she didn’t receive an answer. The air might have been thick with the threat of snow outside but it was thick with tension inside The Green Teapot. ‘Do you know what we need? A bit of Christmas music to cheer us up.’ Placing the cupcakes in the refrigerated counter, Enid switched on the radio, clapping as the sound of Wizzard wishing it could be Christmas every day filled the room. ‘Perfect! Who wants a dance?’

‘No thanks.’ Norman tore his eyes away from his new best friend (the scuff mark) and stuck his chin in the air. ‘It’s nice of you to ask but I wouldn’t want to be accused of improper behaviour.’

‘Oh, don’t be so ridiculous, you daft old sod.’ Mrs Freeman jumped out of her seat and pulled a reluctant Norman to his feet. Dragging him to a free space between the tables, she pulled Norman into a tight hold that even Houdini couldn’t have escaped from and jostled the man around the tea room, his bones practically rattling with the frantic movements. By the time Calvin returned with the tea and toast, Norman was too exhausted to sulk and accepted them with grace.

Judy could have wept with relief that Christmas – and the end of this mince pie mix-up wish and the B&R Marketing office – was in sight. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, the very last day of the body-switch, and she couldn’t wait to shed Calvin’s body and his life. There were bits she would miss – the camaraderie of her Friday nights with the lads mostly – but she wouldn’t miss Perry, whose praise over the Benvenuti presentation had been short-lived. He was now back to stalking up and down the office, filling the air with vitriol and spittle. Things were also still tense with Sarah. Judy had tried to smooth things over but Sarah was still mortified and any friendship between them was turning out to be as short-lived as Perry’s good mood, which was a shame.

But Judy wouldn’t dwell on the office. She had a fun evening ahead of her as Charlie would be performing in the ballet’s Christmas show tonight. After the nativity play, Judy wouldn’t have missed Charlie’s Christmas show for the world. It was a pity her evening had to start with her being stuck in traffic, but you couldn’t have everything and at least she didn’t have to listen to Perry’s booming voice as she waited in the evening rush hour traffic. No, the only voice she had to listen to was Chris Rea’s on the radio. She turned the volume up slightly. She’d always loved this song and it was so cheery against the bleak winter weather outside the car.

The past couple of weeks had been horrendous. Being on her feet all day might be hard going but at least she knew what she was doing at The Green Teapot and she had a nice boss who didn’t yell at her like a drill sergeant. She wouldn’t miss Perry or the office when she was reunited with her body. She also wouldn’t miss the soul-destroying commute home. Were they ever going to move? It seemed like Judy had been sitting in that same spot forever. She had a home to get back to. A family. She was itching to see her children, to hold Charlie tight and apologise – again – for missing her nativity, which she did at least once a day. A lump still formed in her throat every time she thought about her poor little girl, standing up on that stage and wondering where her daddy was. Judy was sure Charlie must have felt abandoned, no matter how much her daughter claimed otherwise. It was fine, apparently. Mummy had watched her and she’d recorded it. They’d already watched it three times on the TV, at both Judy and Charlie’s insistence, but Calvin had enjoyed watching it again too. It seemed Calvin had caught Charlie fever. He thought she’d been amazing as the shepherd – surely the best nativity shepherd there ever was – and couldn’t believe he’d missed out on these moments in the past. What a donkey he’d been! He’d never miss one ever again, no matter what the consequences may be. Some things in life had to take priority.

It was nice to see Calvin finally get it, but her husband’s enthusiasm only reminded Judy what she’d missed out on. She had to keep telling herself that there would be other performances that she wouldn’t miss. Next year, everything would be back to normal. She would be Judy again. She would be sitting in that front row, her heart swelling with pride when she caught sight of her daughter. And Calvin would be right there with her, his heart swelling too. If nothing else came from their stupid wish, at least there would be that.

‘Come on. What’s the hold up?’ Judy strained to see what was happening ahead of her on the road. Didn’t the jokers in front realise she had a family waiting for her? She couldn’t wait to get home and cuddle her family (including Scott, if he permitted the physical contact) before climbing into a hot bath to soak the stress of the day away. She couldn’t believe she’d ever imagined Calvin had it easy. The sense of relief that her involvement in the Benvenuti campaign was almost over was immense – and she’d only been working on it for a couple of weeks! It was no wonder Calvin needed to unwind at the pub on a Friday night and Judy made a vow, right there in that rage-inducing traffic jam, that she would never begrudge him a night out with the lads again.

Judy glared at the radio. Was Chris Rea having a laugh? Driving home for Christmas? It would be Christmas by the time she arrived home at this rate.

Calvin hobbled from the oven to the fridge, wincing with each step. He had painful blister upon painful blister on his feet and he swore, if he ever saw another mince pie, he would scream. Actually scream. He was sick of the sight of the things and he vowed he would never allow one to pass his lips ever again. That went for gingerbread men, festive-themed cupcakes and Christmas cake too. If he wasn’t eating or baking them, he was serving them to the festive-fever public.

‘Mum, what’s for tea?’

These were the first words Scott had deigned to speak since arriving home from school almost two hours earlier. And he hadn’t even had the decency to remove himself from his position slouched in front of the television and had simply yelled his query. Calvin didn’t have the energy to yell in return and his feet were too sore to hobble unnecessarily from room to room.

‘Mu-um? What’s for tea?’

Calvin ignored the question and grabbed the block of cheese from the fridge. It was a painful three steps to the worktop where the grater was waiting.

‘Mummy?’ Charlie skipped into the kitchen on unblistered feet. ‘Scott wants to know what we’re having for tea.’

Calvin could have insisted that Scott wrench himself away from whatever pap he was watching on the television but he was weary. The easiest solution was to send a message back. ‘Tuna pasta bake.’

‘Yum!’ Charlie skipped away. Calvin watched her undamaged feet with envy.

‘Mu-um! I don’t like tuna pasta bake!’

Calvin squeezed his eyes shut. That was another item to add to the list of things he had learned about his son over the past couple of weeks. He’d also learned that Scott liked to collect dirty clothes in various mounds across his bedroom floor and that he wouldn’t do his homework unless you hounded him and that his idea of washing the dishes was dipping them into lukewarm water and dumping them on the draining board with food still clinging to the sides. Calvin had not only become mum of the household, he’d become a personal maid to the boy. All thoughts of helping out more around the house had vanished now Scott was convinced his parents weren’t splitting up after all.

‘Mu-um? Can I have pizza instead?’

‘No, Scott, you can’t have pizza.’ Calvin dumped the block of cheese on the worktop. ‘I’m not running a café here. You’ll have tuna pasta bake like the rest of us. In fact, you can get in here and help make the tuna pasta bake.’

There was silence from the sitting room. Calvin knew Scott had heard him and was simply keeping quiet in the hope that he’d be left alone.

‘Scott! Get in here, right now!’

The boy eventually shuffled into the kitchen, hands slung into the pockets of his jeans. ‘What?’

‘Here.’ Calvin held out the cheese. ‘Grate this.’

‘Huh?’ The boy grunted. Was his mother serious?

‘Grate this.’

‘But why?’

‘Because I would appreciate the help. And if you don’t, I’ll ban the television for a week.’

‘A week? That’s well not fair.’ Scott was incensed with the injustice of the threatened punishment but he snatched the block of cheese anyway. ‘This is child labour, you know.’

‘I know. Now get grating otherwise it’ll be breakfast time before we get to eat.’

Judy was no longer surprised by the sight that greeted her when she stepped into the kitchen. Calvin was busy in the kitchen, preparing a delicious-smelling meal. He was now not only adept at baking mince pies; he could also cook a number of dishes that didn’t feature chips. She wasn’t even surprised when Calvin insisted she sit down immediately and poured her a glass of wine. She accepted and gulped down half of the glass at once. The journey home had been arduous and she was grateful to finally be out of the car.

‘How was the office? How’s the Benvenuti campaign coming along?’

Judy took another large gulp of wine. Once this wish was over with, she never wanted to hear the name ‘Benvenuti’ again. ‘It’s going well and we should meet the deadline, thanks to Sarah.’ Judy took another sip of wine. ‘How was your day?’

‘Terrible.’ Calvin winced. ‘The ladies from the knitting club came in and had a festive sing-along over three pots of tea. My ears! Are they bleeding?’ Judy chuckled as Calvin stooped for her to check. ‘I’m serious. Have another look.’

‘They’re fine.’ Judy stroked her husband’s ears, feeling a sudden jolt of tenderness that had been missing until recently. ‘And it won’t be for much longer.’

Calvin flopped onto the seat next to Judy with a sigh. ‘Why did we ever make this stupid wish, Judy?’

Judy grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘It’ll be over soon. Just one more day. We can manage that, can’t we? Not let’s eat quickly – there’s no way I’m missing Charlie’s ballet show.’



Chapter Twenty-Three:

Step into Christmas

Ha! One more day sounded doable – easy at a push – but Judy clearly hadn’t factored in that it was now the school holidays. Not only did Calvin have to work his jingle bells off at The Green Teapot, he also had to supervise Charlie at the same time and keep her entertained. Luckily Scott was at an age where he would rather poke his own eyeballs out with a sharpened candy cane than spend the day with his mother and so he’d taken himself off to Jack’s every day, giving Calvin one less thing to worry about.

‘Can I have a snowman cupcake, please?’ They’d barely made it over the threshold before Charlie was making her demands. It was a bit early for cake but Calvin was already frazzled. If it would keep her quiet while he worked, Charlie could scoff the entire contents of the refrigerated counter. ‘And a hot chocolate? With marshmallows and cream?’

Calvin settled Charlie at a table at the back of the tea room with enough sugar to last her until January. She’d brought her new colouring book and crayons to keep herself occupied but she was complaining that she was bored within five minutes. Calvin should have been prepared. It had been the same routine all week.

‘It’s Christmas Eve, Mummy. I want to build a snowman.’ Charlie pursed her little lips, which were covered in the white frosting from her cupcake.

‘There isn’t any snow.’ Calvin was wiping a nearby table down, hurrying before the usual morning rush.

‘Make it snow.’

‘I can’t,’ Calvin snapped. How did Judy cope with this? The children seemed to be off school every five minutes but he’d never given the extra burden a thought before now. He had to admit that Judy’s life was pretty gruelling. It was non-stop, whether she was working or taking care of everybody – or both at the same time. And she didn’t even get a proper break from it all.

Calvin had been a selfish git.

‘Couldn’t I have gone to work with Daddy instead?’ Charlie asked. ‘He’s way more fun these days. He reads me stories now and does all the silly voices like you used to. And Daddy gives me cuddles now.’

Calvin stopped wiping down the table to look at his daughter. ‘Your dad gave you cuddles before.’

Charlie shook her head. ‘Not really. He was always too busy. He always used to say “in a minute”, but then he’d forget.’

Calvin really had been a selfish git. But all that would change.

‘Snow!’ Charlie suddenly leapt out of her chair and dashed to the window, pressing her palms up against the pane. ‘Look, Mummy. Snow!’

Calvin, Enid, Norman and Mrs Freeman joined Charlie at the window, each feeling like a six-year-old as they gazed at the sky in wonder. Tiny flakes were fluttering to the ground but they soon thickened into fat flakes, falling faster and faster until the green opposite was covered in a thin white blanket.

‘We used to go sledding on the hill when I was a girl,’ Mrs Freeman said as they watched the flakes covering the village. ‘Of course the hill’s gone now. Flattened to make way for the new houses after the war.’

‘I remember the hill.’ Norman sighed at the memory. ‘It’s where I met my Veronica. She wasn’t from the village, you see. She was staying with her aunt and her cousins while her mum was in hospital. It was just after Christmas and it snowed and snowed right up to the rooftops. At least that’s how it felt at the time. I went to the hill with the other kids and there she was.’ Norman sighed again and Calvin felt another stab of guilt for threatening to break the man’s fingers. ‘She was beautiful, my Veronica.’

‘Do you remember when the canal froze over?’ Mrs Freeman asked, a chuckle already in her voice. ‘And the butcher’s son said he could walk across to the other side?’

‘He only got two steps in and he fell through to the canal.’ Norman creased up laughing. ‘He swallowed the mucky water and had to be taken to hospital in case he’d caught something or had hypothermia.’

Calvin, Enid and Charlie peeled away, leaving Norman and Mrs Freeman to reminisce about winters gone by. The snow continued to fall so by mid-morning there was a good covering on the green.

‘Can we go and build a snowman?’ Charlie asked.

‘I have to work, sweetie,’ Calvin reminded his daughter.

‘Go on, go and build a snowman.’ Enid indicated the empty tea room. Norman and Mrs Freeman had exhausted themselves of winter memories and had gone home. ‘I’ll give you a shout if I need a hand.’

It was still snowing as Calvin and Charlie, bundled up in their coats and gloves, headed across to the green but it had slowed down to a flutter once more. They worked together, rolling two balls of snow across the green until they were big enough to form the body and head of the snowman. Enid provided a carrot leftover from a carrot cake she’d made that morning for a nose and they raided the lost property box for an abandoned hat and scarf.

‘We need eyes,’ Charlie said. Seeing their dilemma, the greengrocer ambled towards them with a pair of plums. Calvin helped Charlie to add them to the snowman before he drew a wide smile. Standing Charlie next to the snowman, he took a photo on his phone and sent it to Judy.

‘Come inside you two,’ Enid called across to them. ‘It’s lunchtime. I’ve put you a bowl of hot soup out.’

After their soup and a warm crusty roll, Enid sent Calvin home, insisting she would be fine on her own. There hadn’t been any customers since Norman and Mrs Freeman and she was planning on closing up early and visiting family herself soon.

‘Have a lovely Christmas, love.’ Enid hugged Calvin and then Charlie, handing over a bag of iced gingerbread men.

‘You too.’ Calvin took one last look at The Green Teapot. Oddly, he’d miss the place.

There was no early finish for Judy. Perry had the team working until the very last second before he let them go home and they’d been forced to sneak bites of the mince pies Judy had made in case the festive sight upset their Scrooge-like boss. Eventually he let them go, without so much as a Merry Christmas. Miserable git. Judy and the team exchanged their own festive well wishes under the glare of Perry before making their way out of the office and into the cold and dark night. Judy climbed into the car, grateful to be finally going home to her family. She turned on the radio as she joined the mad rush-hour traffic, smiling and singing along to Elton John’s ‘Step into Christmas’. This would be her final commute and she wasn’t going to miss it at all.

Judy finally made it home and to the meal Calvin had prepared. This she was going to miss. After they’d eaten, Calvin suggested they all go out for a walk with a delighted Miller. The village was alight with twinkling fairy lights in the windows and draped through trees and bushes. Although it was a chilly evening with snow still on the ground, the festive feel of being out with her family gave her a warm glow as she walked along the canal with her hand encased in her husband’s. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d held hands before the wish.

‘Can we sing a song?’ Charlie asked as they arrived at the green and stopped beside the lit-up tree. ‘Like we did when they switched the lights on?’

‘No way,’ Scott said. ‘We’ll look like a bunch of geeks.’

Judy ruffled Scott’s hair. ‘And what is wrong with that?’ Without waiting for an answer, Judy began to sing ‘Jingle Bells’. Charlie joined in immediately, shortly followed by Calvin and eventually a mumbling Scott. Judy put her arms around Charlie and Calvin, resting her head on her husband’s shoulder. Despite the absurdity of the wish, this Christmas was shaping up to be a pretty perfect one. It would be quite a while before she got over the guilt of missing Charlie’s nativity play, but it was surely worth that one sacrifice to see the adoration in Calvin’s eyes as they’d watched their daughter perform in her ballet class’s Christmas show the previous evening. Judy had known then that, no matter what, Calvin would always do his best to be there for his children. And she also knew that, no matter what, she would understand if he couldn’t always attend these special but small events. He would want to be there and that was good enough for her.

‘Come on, let’s go home for hot chocolates and a Christmas film.’ Judy took hold of Charlie and Calvin’s hands while Calvin placed a hand on Scott’s shoulder (the only contact he would tolerate in public) and the four of them made their way across the village.

‘Can we watch Frozen?’ Charlie asked.

‘No, Die Hard,’ Scott insisted.

‘But that’s not a Christmas film.’

‘Neither is Frozen.’

‘There’s a snowman and a reindeer.’

Judy could sense her cosy idea was about to fall apart. ‘How about Elf?’

‘Yes!’

With the film agreed upon, the family made their way home, snuggling up on the sofa (or as close to snuggling as Scott would allow) with hot chocolates and a giant bowl of popcorn. The children were wearing their new festive pyjamas (which Scott insisted were lame but wore anyway). Once the film had finished, the children went up to bed without any fuss with the knowledge that the sooner they went to sleep, the sooner Christmas would come. Calvin read them The Night Before Christmas (which Scott insisted he was too old for before settling himself on his sister’s bed to listen anyway) while Judy washed the dishes.

‘Shall we go up to bed too?’ Calvin asked when he returned to the sitting room. ‘The sooner we go to sleep, the sooner Christmas is here.’

‘And then everything should be back to normal.’ Judy couldn’t wait to take possession of her own body again. Calvin’s body had taken a lot of getting used to and, while she had mastered the art of peeing standing up, she was looking forward to being herself again.

‘But things aren’t going to go back to how they were,’ Calvin said. ‘I’m going to help out more and we’re going to take turns at walking the dog.’ Miller, who was curled up in front of the fire, pricked his ears up but settled down again when there was no further mention of walks. ‘Really. I mean it, Judy. I’m going to change and be a better husband and father.’

‘And I’m not going to whinge whenever you want to go to the pub with your mates. I had no idea how stressful your job is.’

‘Are you kidding? I’ll gladly go back to sitting at my desk. My feet are killing me.’ Calvin pointed at the pink fluffy slippers he’d grown quite fond of. ‘Not to mention my back. And my fingers!’ Calvin held out a hand, splaying his fingers. ‘They’re aching from all the kneading.’

‘I’ve missed the baking, actually.’ Apart from the batch of mince pies she’d taken into the office that morning and the baking for the Christmas fair, she hadn’t touched her mixing bowl for two weeks. ‘And I’ve missed the kids. I feel like I’ve hardly seen them.’

‘That’s going to change too. I’m going to spend more time with Scott and Charlie. And you.’

Judy smiled at her husband. ‘I’d like that.’

Calvin wrapped his arms around Judy and kissed the top of her head. ‘Everything’s going to change. I promise.’



Chapter Twenty-Four:

All I Want for Christmas Is Me

‘Mummy! Daddy!’

The sound of Charlie’s excited howl swiftly followed by the crashing of their bedroom door woke Judy and Calvin. They’d barely opened their eyes before the child-sized missile flew through the air and landed between them on the bed with a thud.

‘Mummy! Has he been? Has he been?’

Judy blinked slowly at her daughter. Charlie was bouncing up and down as she awaited her answer. And it was Judy’s bladder she was using as a trampoline. Judy she was staring at. Judy who was expected to answer in the affirmative.

‘Mummy! Has he beeeeen?’ Charlie continued her trampoline championships routine. ‘Has he? Has he?’

‘Yes, darling. I think he has.’ Judy turned to Calvin, who was grinning at her. It had been two weeks since she’d seen her husband’s handsome face without looking in the mirror. ‘Why don’t you go and wake Scott up and we’ll all go down together and see?’

Charlie gave one last bounce before she hopped off the bed and raced off to her brother’s bedroom.

‘We’ve changed back, Judy.’ Calvin leapt from the bed and scurried over to the dressing table, where he pulled faces in the mirror. Instead of Judy’s face gurning back at him, it was his own reflection he saw. He gave a whoop and jumped back onto the bed, Charlie-style. ‘We’ve changed back! I’m me and you’re you.’ Calvin took his wife’s face in his hands – a face he had missed. It wasn’t the same waking up to his own – and kissed it all over.

‘Mummy! Scott won’t get out of bed!’ Charlie burst back into the room. ‘He says it’s still Christmas Eve. Ewww, are you kissing?’

‘It’s definitely Christmas Day, darling.’ Ignoring the kissing query, Judy climbed out of bed and scooped a giggling Charlie up. ‘It’s the best Christmas Day ever so let’s go and drag that lazy brother of yours out of bed.’

‘And then can we open our presents?’

‘Don’t you want breakfast first?’

Charlie shook her head. ‘Not hungry.’

‘Not even for bacon sandwiches with loads of ketchup?’ Calvin asked.

Charlie scrunched up her nose in thought. ‘I’m maybe a tiny bit hungry.’

‘Then why don’t you and Mummy go and prise Scott from his bed and I’ll go and make a start on breakfast?’ Charlie nodded. ‘Off you go then, sweetie.’

‘Da-ad.’ Charlie rolled her eyes. ‘You’re doing it again. Mummy calls me sweetie.’

Calvin caught Judy’s eye. It would take some getting used to being in their old bodies again.

By the time Judy and Charlie had coaxed Scott out of bed, the bacon sandwiches were well under way but there was just enough time to open a present or two before breakfast. Scott’s reluctance to begin the day evaporated as soon as he caught sight of the mountain of gifts and he and Charlie started to tornado their way through the wrapping paper.

‘What’s this?’ Judy moved towards the tree and plucked the small gift-wrapped box from its branches. A small envelope was attached to the ribbon with a note inside, which Judy and Calvin read together.

Merry Christmas, Judy and Calvin! By now you should be feeling more like yourselves. I’ve left a little gift for you. Hang it on the tree each year and you’ll never forget this Christmas and the lessons it has hopefully taught you. Love, Christmas Fairy.

‘Like we could ever forget this Christmas.’ Judy tucked the note back into its envelope before opening their gift. Inside the tissue paper-lined box lay a delicate star made out of the palest blue glass that shimmered as it caught the light. Calvin hung it on the tree by its fine silver ribbon and took Judy’s hand in his.

‘I meant what I said last night. Things are going to be different from now on. I won’t take you for granted again.’

‘We won’t take each other for granted.’ Judy reached up on tiptoes to kiss her husband. It had been the craziest Christmas imaginable but both Judy and Calvin had been taught a valuable lesson.

‘Merry Christmas, Judy.’

‘Merry Christmas, Calvin.’

As the couple kissed, Calvin felt a tug on his sleeve. When he looked down, Charlie was grimacing up at him.

‘It smells burny, Daddy.’

With a yelp, Calvin released Judy and made a frantic dash from the room to rescue the bacon and their kitchen. Judy reached out to touch the glass star with gentle fingers.

Yes, it had been a very strange – often horrendous – two weeks but Judy couldn’t have been more grateful for the experience.



Epilogue:

A New Year

Judy couldn’t remember the last time she had been out to celebrate New Year’s Eve, but it must have been before Scott was born. She was usually at home, fighting sleep as she waited for the fireworks to start, and would be tucked up in bed by a quarter past twelve. This year, however, she and Laura had ventured into the White Swan for the evening. The pub was packed but everyone was in good spirits.

‘Do you think I should ring Calvin? Make sure he’s all right with the kids?’ Laura bit her lip, her phone already in hand. ‘They can be a bit of a handful.’

True to his word, Calvin had offered to babysit and was currently at home with Scott, Charlie and Laura’s brood.

‘You will not.’ Judy grabbed Laura’s phone and popped it back into her friend’s handbag. ‘Calvin will be fine. We’re out to have fun, not spend the night worrying.’

The change in the Neil family dynamics was most welcome. A rota had been set up for dog-walking while bedtime and homework duties were shared equally and Calvin had taken over cooking at the weekends. The children had their own little jobs around the house to earn their pocket money and Sunday afternoons were now dedicated to family time, with no excuses permitted.

‘You’re right.’ Laura gave a decisive nod of her head. She wasn’t given this opportunity very often and she wasn’t going to squander it. ‘Shall I get another round in?’

Judy drained her glass of wine. ‘Absolutely.’

The pair went to the bar, where Judy saw a familiar face. ‘Sarah! You came!’ She couldn’t believe Calvin’s colleague was standing in front of her but she was happy to see her again. It had only been a week, but Judy felt like months had passed. She’d missed Sarah.

‘Judy?’ A wavering smile appeared on Sarah’s lips and Judy realised she had never met Sarah as Judy before. Would the confusion of this body swapping never end?

‘Yes.’ Judy stuck out a hand, which Sarah gave a tentative shake. ‘Hello. Calvin showed me your photo on the company’s website.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ Sarah looked terribly uncomfortable, which was understandable. Here she was with the wife of a colleague, a wife she had never met before now and whose husband she had kissed.

‘I’m glad you could come,’ Judy said. Calvin had invited Sarah to the pub at Judy’s insistence. It was probably a little strange for Sarah, but Judy thought they could be good friends. ‘Calvin said you had no plans, which is a shame, what with it being New Year’s Eve.’

Sarah nodded. ‘All my friends are off doing loved-up couples things and I’m single so …’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Here I am.’

‘I’m glad you are. This is my friend, Laura.’ Judy thrust her friend forward before she came across as weird and clingy. ‘Laura, this is Calvin’s colleague, Sarah.’

The women said hello and thankfully, after a couple of drinks, they all began to loosen up and it transpired they had a lot in common. The group swelled in numbers when Curtis arrived with Pierce, Richie and Danielle in tow. Danielle seemed relieved to have some female company, which Judy didn’t find at all surprising.

‘Where’s Calvin?’ Curtis asked.

‘He’s babysitting,’ Judy replied, expecting a series of jokes at her husband’s expense, but none were forthcoming. Instead, the conversation turned to the classical Christmas concert Richie and Danielle had attended on Christmas Eve.

‘It was magical.’ Danielle gazed at Richie and gave his hand a squeeze. ‘It was the best early Christmas present ever.’

‘Was that the one at Bridgewater Hall?’ Sarah asked. ‘I would have loved that.’

Danielle nodded. ‘It was amazing. You should come with us next time.’

‘I’d be up for that,’ Curtis said. Judy gave him a quizzical look, but it soon became clear that it wasn’t the classical music he was interested in. He couldn’t take his eyes off Sarah.

‘So what is it you do?’ Sarah asked later when they had a moment together at the bar. The group had moulded itself together seamlessly so they hadn’t had the chance to chat individually until now. ‘Calvin said something about baking?’

‘I’m a waitress at a tea room,’ Judy replied. ‘And I do some baking on the side.’

But all that was about to change. With some encouragement from Calvin, Judy had decided to take the plunge and set up her own baking business. She was starting out small and would still be supplying Enid with the usual cakes and biscuits, but she would no longer be waitressing once Enid had found a replacement. Judy would be baking full-time, catering for parties and events and creating bespoke celebration cakes. She already had a booking for the christening of Mrs Freeman’s great-niece in the New Year.

‘Do you need a hand?’ Curtis asked. The drinks were all lined up on the bar but there were too many for Judy and Sarah to carry in one trip.

‘Thanks,’ Judy said, loading Curtis up with glasses to carry over to their table. Together they just about managed.

‘It’s nearly midnight,’ Laura said when they returned with the drinks.

‘Let’s hope next year is better than this one,’ Danielle said, smiling at Richie.

‘I’ll drink to that,’ Sarah said, lifting her glass.

Judy excused herself, moving outside where it was quieter. She wanted to phone Calvin and wish him a Happy New Year as the clock struck midnight.

‘How are you getting on?’ she asked. There was silence in the background, which was either good news or the most terrible news.

‘They’re all asleep apart from Scott and Bobby. I said they could stay up until midnight as they’re a bit older. Is that okay?’

Judy was impressed Calvin was coping so well. ‘That’s fine. You’re doing great. Thanks for this.’

‘It’s long overdue,’ Calvin said. ‘I hope you’re having a good time.’

‘I am. It’s been fun.’ Judy could hear the countdown from inside the pub, followed by a loud cheer. ‘Happy New Year.’

‘Happy New Year. I love you.’

Judy smiled. ‘I love you too.’

‘And Judy?’

‘Yes Calvin?’

‘I’ve one more resolution. I’ll never eat another mince pie. Ever.’

Judy laughed. They’d well and truly learned their lesson there. ‘Agreed.’

When she returned inside, her group had paired off, with Richie and Danielle celebrating the New Year with a smooch. Curtis and Sarah were locked together and, more surprisingly, so were Laura and Pierce. Deciding to leave them to it, Judy crept out of the pub again. She sent a quick text to Laura to let her friend know she’d gone home – if she ever prised herself away from Pierce, that is. Judy and her husband had a bit of New Year smooching to do themselves.
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