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From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Enquiry

Dear Mrs Brandon

Thank you for your email.

I was delighted to hear that you are planning to do ‘loads’ of your 
Christmas shopping at Hector Goode, Gentlemen’s Outfitters.

I am also pleased you wish to purchase the ‘Campbell’ coat for your 
husband, Luke.

However, I am afraid I cannot tell you if the coat is going to be reduced 
in price before Christmas.

With all best wishes for a happy festive period.

Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1
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From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Re: Re: Enquiry

Dear Mrs Brandon

Thank you for your email.

I do appreciate that it will be ‘really annoying’ if the ‘Campbell’ coat 
is reduced by half after you have purchased it.

I also understand that you don’t want to leave it too long in case it 
sells out and you end up ‘running around in a panic on Christmas 
Eve’.

Nevertheless, this is not information I can give out.

With all best wishes for a happy festive period

Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1

9781787631960_ChristmasShopaholic.indd 2 7/8/19 4:30:34 PM

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   6 25/10/2019   12:17



7

1

From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Enquiry

Dear Mrs Brandon

Thank you for your email.

I was delighted to hear that you are planning to do ‘loads’ of your 
Christmas shopping at Hector Goode, Gentlemen’s Outfitters.

I am also pleased you wish to purchase the ‘Campbell’ coat for your 
husband, Luke.

However, I am afraid I cannot tell you if the coat is going to be reduced 
in price before Christmas.

With all best wishes for a happy festive period.

Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1

9781787631960_ChristmasShopaholic.indd 1 7/8/19 4:30:34 PM

2

From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Re: Re: Enquiry

Dear Mrs Brandon

Thank you for your email.

I do appreciate that it will be ‘really annoying’ if the ‘Campbell’ coat 
is reduced by half after you have purchased it.

I also understand that you don’t want to leave it too long in case it 
sells out and you end up ‘running around in a panic on Christmas 
Eve’.

Nevertheless, this is not information I can give out.

With all best wishes for a happy festive period

Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1

9781787631960_ChristmasShopaholic.indd 2 7/8/19 4:30:34 PM

2

From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Re: Re: Enquiry

Dear Mrs Brandon

Thank you for your email.

I do appreciate that it will be ‘really annoying’ if the ‘Campbell’ coat 
is reduced by half after you have purchased it.

I also understand that you don’t want to leave it too long in case it 
sells out and you end up ‘running around in a panic on Christmas 
Eve’.

Nevertheless, this is not information I can give out.

With all best wishes for a happy festive period

Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1

9781787631960_ChristmasShopaholic.indd 2 7/8/19 4:30:34 PM

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   7 25/10/2019   12:17



8

3

From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Enquiry

Dear Mrs Brandon,

Thank you for your email.

No, I cannot give you a ‘tiny hint’.

I’m sorry you feel that Christmas shopping has become a game of 
‘who blinks first’.

I do agree, it was easier when there weren’t any sales till Boxing Day 
and ‘everyone knew where they were’.

Nevertheless I wish you a happy festive period.

Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1
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ONE

OK. Don’t panic. Don’t panic. I’ve got 5 minutes 52 
seconds before my basket expires. That’s loads of 
time! All I have to do is quickly find one more item to 
bump up my total to £75 so I’ll get free delivery.

Come on, Becky. You can find something.
I’m scrolling down the BargainFamily site on 

my computer screen, feeling like a NASA operative 
keeping cool under unspeakable pressure. The 
onscreen timer is in my peripheral vision, ticking 
down steadily beneath a heading that reads, Your 
Basket Will Expire Soon! But you can’t give in to timer-
fear when you’re shopping on discount sites. You 
have to be strong. Like tungsten.

Shopping has really changed for me over the 
years. Or maybe I’ve changed. The days when I was 
a single girl, living in Fulham with Suze and going 
round the shops every day, seem ages ago now. Yes, I 
used to spend too much. I’ll freely admit it. I’ve made 
mistakes. Like Frank Sinatra, I did it my way.

(Except ‘my way’ involved stuffing Visa bills 
under the bed, which I bet Frank never did.)

3

From: Store Manager
To: Becky Brandon
Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Enquiry
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Yours sincerely

Matthew Hicks

Store Manager
Hector Goode
Gentlemen’s Outfitters
561 New Regent St
London W1
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But I’ve learned some important lessons, which 
have genuinely changed the way I go about things. 
Like, for example:

1  I don’t use carrier bags any more. They used to 
be my biggest joy in life. Oh my God, the feel of 
a new carrier bag . . . the rope handles . . . the 
rustle of tissue paper . . . (I still sometimes go 
and swoon over my old collection at the back 
of the wardrobe.) But now I use a Bag for Life 
instead. Because of the planet and everything.

2  I’m totally into ethical shopping. It’s like a win–
win! You get cool stuff and you’re being virtuous.

3  I don’t even spend money any more. I save 
money.

OK. So obviously that’s not exactly, actually, 
literally true. But the point is, I’m always looking for 
a good deal. I see it as my responsibility as a parent 
to procure all the items that my family needs at the 
most cost-effective prices possible. Which is why 
BargainFamily is the perfect place for me to shop. It’s 
all reduced! Designer labels and everything!

The only thing is, you have to be a fast shopper, 
or else your basket expires and you have to start 
again. I’m on £62.97 already, so all I need is another 
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item around 12 quid. Come on, quick, there must 
be something I need. I click on an orange cardigan, 
£13.99, RRP £45, but when I zoom in I see a horrible 
lacy border.

White shirt?
No, I bought a white shirt last week. (One hundred 

per cent linen, £29.99, RRP £99.99. I must remember 
to wear that, actually.)

I click on my basket to double-check on what 
I’ve already got, and a pop-up window bursts forth, 
announcing You’ve Saved £284 Today, Becky!

I feel a flash of pride as I survey my items. I’ve 
saved a whole £284! I’ve got an adorable bunny rabbit 
dressing gown for Minnie and a fantastic DKNY 
jacket, down from £299 to £39.99 in clearance, and a 
huge rubber ring shaped like a flamingo, which we 
can use next time we go on holiday.

And OK, yes. I could theoretically check out now 
and pay £5.95 for delivery. But that’s not prudent. 
I’m not a former financial journalist for nothing, I 
know these things. It’s far more economically sound 
to find yourself something else that you need, and 
get the free delivery.

Come on, there must be something. Tights? 
Everyone needs tights.

Oh, but I’m always bumping up orders with 
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tights. I have so many black opaques, they’ll last me 
till I’m 105. And those tartan patterned ones I clicked 
on last week were a big mistake.

I click on ‘Homewares’ and scroll down the items 
quickly. Silver antelope sculpture, was £79.99, now 
£12.99? Hmm, not sure. Scented candle? Oh God. No. 
I can’t buy another one. Our whole house is like one 
big scented candle. In fact, Luke said the other day, 
‘Becky, is there any chance of buying a candle called 
“Fresh Air”?’

I’m just squinting at a bread bin shaped like Big 
Ben when a pop-up appears in front of my eyes – 
Your Time Is Running Out, Becky! – and my heart 
jumps in fright.

I wish they wouldn’t do that. I know my time is 
running out.

‘I know!’ I hear myself saying out loud. ‘Don’t 
stress me out!’

Just to reassure myself, I click back on my basket 
again – and my heart stops. The flamingo ring is sold 
out!

Sold out!
Noooo! I was too slow! Argh. The trouble with 

discount websites is, you can’t see the people 
snatching bargains away from you. Now my heart 
really is thumping. I’m not losing my jacket, or 

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   12 25/10/2019   12:17



13

Minnie’s dressing gown. I need to fill this basket and 
check out, pronto.

‘Mummeee!’
Minnie’s voice hails me from outside the door, 

immediately followed by Luke saying, ‘Minnie! 
Darling, leave Mummy alone when she’s doing her 
mindfulness. Sorry, Becky,’ he calls through the door. 
‘Didn’t mean to disturb you.’

‘Er . . . that’s OK!’ I call back, feeling a tiny stab of 
guilt.

I know Luke thinks I’m sitting here peacefully 
doing my mindfulness meditation. And I was. In 
fact, it’s still running in the corner of the screen, so 
in a way I am doing it, except I turned the volume 
down so I could concentrate on shopping.

It’s become a bit of a routine, my mindfulness. 
I come into the study and turn on the meditation 
and it keeps me mentally well-balanced. And just 
occasionally I log on to a shopping site, too.

The thing is, the stock on the BargainFamily site 
changes every day, so it makes sense to check out 
‘Deals of the day’. Minnie needs a new dressing 
gown, so I started with that – and then how could 
I not buy a DKNY jacket for £39.99? I mean, that’s 
an insanely good bargain and it’ll last me for ever. 
Which meant that obviously I had to add some other 
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items to get the free delivery. That’s when I turned 
down the volume of the mindfulness guy. He’s nice, 
but he’s a bit serious and he distracts you from the 
task in hand.

Anyway, shopping is mindfulness, if you ask me. 
I’ve forgotten about all my other worries right now. 
I’m in the moment. I’m in the zone.

I glance at the timer and my stomach flips over. 
Two minutes 34 seconds before my basket expires. 
Come on, Becky . . .

Hastily I click on Accessories. That’s the answer. 
You can’t have too many accessories, can you? And I 
could always give one as a present.

I swiftly scroll down a page of boring clutch 
bags, weird-looking hats and nasty-looking gold 
necklaces. Every time a page loads, I feel a burst of 
optimism, but then my spirits fall. There’s nothing. 
What’s wrong with me? Am I that fussy?

I’m starting to think I’ll have to admit defeat and 
pay the delivery charge for the first time in my life, 
when the next page loads. And something catches in 
my throat. Can that be . . .

Are my eyes playing tricks on me?
I’m staring at a turquoise printed gossamer silk 

scarf.
Surely it can’t be . . .
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Denny and George? On BargainFamily? Seriously?
Blinking in disbelief, I read the description. Silk 

scarf, was £239, our price £30.
Thirty quid for a Denny and George scarf? Thirty 
quid?

I scroll down and there are two more underneath. 
All 100 per cent silk. All stunning. All ‘Limited stock’. 
Shit. I need to hurry!

Without pausing to consider further, I start 
clicking. Buy. Buy. Buy. View Basket. Check Out. I feel 
like a virtuoso pianist, hitting all the right notes, at 
the top of her game. And I’ve made it with twenty 
seconds to spare! My basket is intact! My credit card 
details are stored, this should take no time . . .

Your password is not secure.
A pop-up has stopped me in my tracks and I stare 

at it breathlessly. What’s the problem now? I peer at 
the screen, reading the rest of the message.

Would you like to change your password? We suggest 
C?/x887dau.

I bet they do. Well, they can just sod off. My 
password is fine. Carefully I type in Ermintrude2, and 
a final Complete.

I lean back in my chair, panting as a new message 
appears on the screen. Congratulations! You saved £879 
today!
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I mean, it just shows. A penny saved is a penny 
earned, which means I’ve just effectively earned 
£879. In one online shopping session! If I made that 
every day, it would be . . . I shut my eyes, trying to 
calculate. Well, anyway, a six-figure salary. I think 
sometimes Luke doesn’t appreciate this fact about 
me: that I’m quietly generating our family thousands 
of pounds, all the time.

The only thing is, now I should buy something 
ethical. This is a habit that my sister Jess got me 
into. (Half-sister, really.) Jess is very right-on and 
frugal and we were once having a lively debate – 
well, argument – about shopping. I was saying it 
supported the economy and she was saying the 
economy didn’t deserve to be supported. And then 
she said, ‘I mean, Becky, if you just shopped ethically, 
once in a while . . .’

And that spoke to me. In fact, it made me feel 
stricken with guilt. I should shop ethically. We all 
should! So I started a little habit – when I’ve been 
on a shopping spree I try to buy something ethical, 
too. Like those people who buy trees to make up for 
flying on planes.

I log on to the Ethical Consumer Today site and 
peer at the home page. The only trouble is, I’ve 
already bought nearly everything from this site. I’ve 
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got the beeswax candles and Fairtrade coffee and all 
the yoga bracelets . . .

Wait. New product! ‘Organic spicy falafel mix.’ 
Perfect! You can’t have too much organic spicy falafel 
mix, can you? I quickly order eight packets (free 
delivery), complete my purchase with one click and 
sit back with satisfaction. I’ll tell Luke we’re going to 
have Falafel Night every Tuesday, which we should 
do anyway, because it’s healthy.

At the thought of Luke, I reach forward and 
increase the volume of my mindfulness meditation, 
and it’s just in time, because the door opens, right 
as the mindfulness guy is saying, ‘Let go of your 
worries.’

I turn round to Luke and give him a calm, mindful 
smile.

‘Hi!’ I say.
‘I thought I’d give you a heads up,’ Luke says 

apologetically. ‘We need to leave for the restaurant in 
about fifteen minutes. How’s it going?’

‘Good,’ I say. ‘Really good.’
‘You look radiant.’ He surveys me admiringly. 

‘Kind of . . . I don’t know. Serene. Content.’
‘I feel content!’ I beam back at him.
Three Denny and George scarves for £30 each! 

How could I not feel content? I’ll give one to Suze for 
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her birthday and I’ll save one for Minnie . . .
‘I’m so glad you’ve found this for yourself,’ 

says Luke, dropping a kiss on my head. ‘I used to 
be sceptical about all this meditation business, but 
you’ve convinced me.’

‘It’s just a question of applying your mind to what 
really matters in life,’ I say wisely, as the doorbell 
rings.

Luke goes out to answer it and I hear a series of 
thumps from the hall. A few moments later, the front 
door closes and Luke’s head reappears round the 
door.

‘Some deliveries for you,’ he says.
‘Ooh!’ I light up. ‘Deliveries!’

I love the way online shopping just comes to you. 
I hurry out to see three boxes and a plastic ASOS 
package in the hall.

Excellent! I was hoping my ASOS delivery would 
arrive in time for this evening. I grab the package, slit 
it open with the scissors I keep in the hall for exactly 
this reason, and out slither four navy satin jumpsuits.

‘Wow,’ says Luke, staring down at the sea of navy 
satin. ‘That’s a lot of . . . whatever they are. Did you 
need that many?’

‘I’m not going to keep them all,’ I say, as though 
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explaining remedial algebra to a fairly promising 
student. ‘You don’t keep them all. You try them on 
and keep one and send the rest back. And they were 
half-price,’ I add for good measure, ripping open the 
size 12 Long and holding it up. ‘Total bargain.’

Luke is still frowning perplexedly. ‘But did you 
really need to order four?’ he says.

‘I didn’t know what size I needed,’ I retort. ‘And 
I didn’t know if I needed Regular or Long. Don’t 
blame me, Luke,’ I add, warming to my theme. ‘Blame 
poor sizing standards in the fashion industry which 
penalize the innocent consumer.’

‘Hmm. What about those eight cushions?’ says 
Luke, his gaze turning to yesterday’s delivery, 
stacked against the skirting board. ‘Sizing issues 
there, too?’

‘I couldn’t see the colours properly online,’ I say 
defensively. ‘I had to order them all to have a proper 
look. I’m only keeping two, I’ll send the rest back 
tomorrow. Free returns. And do you know how 
much I saved on them? £52!’

‘Becky, I would pay £52 for our house not to look 
like a bloody depot,’ says Luke, eyeing all the boxes 
and packages filling the hall. ‘All we need is a guy in 
a brown overall with a forklift truck.’

‘Ha ha,’ I say, rolling my eyes sardonically.
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‘And when are you going to send back those 
statues?’ Luke gestures at the life-size statues of 
Aphrodite and Hermes which are standing at the 
bottom of the stairs, still half wrapped in brown 
paper. ‘We’ve had them a week. They’re grotesque!’

‘They’re not grotesque,’ I say defensively, ‘they’re 
avant garde. And I can’t send them back because 
they’re ethical.’

‘Ethical?’ Luke stares at me.
‘They were made by a disadvantaged youth 

group,’ I explain. ‘Upcycled from bicycle parts and 
fridge components.’

I have to admit, they’re pretty monstrous. And 
I didn’t realize they would be so big. But how can 
I send them back? If I do, the youth group will be 
devastated. All their self-esteem will vanish and it 
will be our fault for not being open-minded about 
their statues.

‘Well, they’re giving Minnie nightmares,’ says 
Luke flatly. ‘I had to put a bag over Aphrodite’s head.’

‘I think she looks more sinister with the bag over 
her head,’ I counter. ‘She looks scary. She looks like 
a hostage.’

‘She looks even more scary when she’s gazing 
at you with her cold metal eyes.’ Luke shudders. 
‘Could we not just have given some money to the 
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youth group?’
‘That’s not how ethical shopping works, Luke,’ I 

say patiently. ‘You have to buy the stuff. Anyway, I 
need to try these on. When are we leaving?’

‘Eight minutes,’ says Luke. ‘And counting.’
I dash upstairs, clutching the packages, and 

quickly try the first jumpsuit on. Hmm. Too long. I 
grab the Regular and put that on instead – then stare 
at myself in the mirror. At last!

What happened was, last week I was watching 
a TV show and saw this really cool jumpsuit. So of 
course I instantly stopped concentrating on the show, 
grabbed my laptop and started googling jumpsuits 
instead. It took me a while to find one that wasn’t 
sold out – but here we are!

I survey myself, trying to be fully objective. It’s a 
great fabric.

The navy colour is elegant and the flared trousers 
are really flattering. It’s just the front that I’m peering 
at uncertainly.

Or rather, the lack of front. It’s even more revealing 
than the one on TV.

Can I get away with a jumpsuit slashed to the 
navel?

Can I?
Am I too old?
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No. No! Fashion is timeless. You should be able to 
wear what you like, when you like. All the old rules 
are gone.

They wear outfits like this on the red carpet, all 
the time, I remind myself, trying to bolster my own 
confidence. Ribs are the new cleavage. Besides, it’s 
not indecent. Not strictly speaking. I mean, you can’t 
see my nipples.

Not quite.
And OK, so I’m not heading on to the red carpet, 

I’m heading for dinner with Mum and Dad at Luigi’s 
of Oxshott – but I can still wear something fashion-
forward, can’t I? People will call me the Girl in the 
Iconic Jumpsuit. They’ll look at me in awe as I sashay 
past, wishing they could wear something so daring.

Exactly.
Defiantly I grab a red lipstick and start applying 

it. I can do this. I can style it out. Go, Becky.
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TWO

The November air outside is all crisp and chilly and I 
can smell the tang of a bonfire. Across the road they’ve 
got fairy lights up already. It’ll be Christmas before 
we know it. At the thought, I feel a warm, happy 
sensation spread through me. Christmas is just so . . . 
Christmassy. The tree. Presents. The Nativity set we’ve 
had for ever (except we lost Baby Jesus years ago, 
so we use a clothes peg instead.) Carols playing and 
Mum pretending she made the Christmas pudding. 
Dad lighting a fire and Janice and Martin popping in 
for a sherry in terrible Christmas jumpers.

The thing about our family Christmas is, it’s 
always the same. In a good way. Mum always buys 
the same things, from the crackers to the Waitrose 
chocolate roll. Now we have Minnie, we all get even 
more excited – and this year she’ll be old enough to 
really understand it. I’ll buy her a cute Christmas 
onesie and we’ll look out for Father Christmas in the 
sky and leave out a mince pie for him . . . Basically, I 
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can’t wait.
Luke’s dad and sister are going to Florida for 

Christmas and, to be fair, they invited us along. His 
mum, Elinor, is going to be in the Hamptons, and she 
invited us, too. But we’ve declined both invitations. 
We both want a nice, normal, happy family Christmas.

As I buckle Minnie into her car seat I look back 
at our house and feel a familiar tweak of disbelief 
at how life has changed for me and Luke over the 
last year or so. Once upon a time we lived in central 
London and I worked at a department store called 
The Look. We knew where we were heading and 
everything seemed settled.

Then we went on this massive, life-changing 
adventure to California – and while we were 
away The Look went bust. And openings for other 
personal-shopping jobs were pretty thin on the 
ground. At the same time, my best friend Suze had 
decided to expand her gift shop at Letherby Hall, 
the stately home where she lives. (It was more of 
a gift ‘cupboard’ till then.) I was having a glass of 
wine with her one evening, and bewailing the fact 
that I couldn’t find a job, while she was bewailing 
the fact that she couldn’t find anyone to help run the 
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gift shop – and asking me for all my ideas – when the 
solution hit us.

So now I’m an employee of Letherby Hall Gift 
Shop! Not only that, Luke and I have moved out 
of London to the village of Letherby. We’re three 
minutes away from Suze, living in a house owned 
by a family who have gone to Dubai for two years. 
We’ve rented out our London house. Luke commutes 
to his job and Minnie has joined the village school 
with all of Suze’s kids. It’s perfect! The shopping isn’t 
that brilliant in Letherby – but you can get everything 
online, next-day delivery. So, it’s all good.

Mum and Dad are thrilled, too, because 1. 
Letherby isn’t too far from Oxshott, where they live, 
and 2. our rented house has off-street parking. Off-
street parking is, like, my parents’ religion. That and 
double-glazing. And ‘good quality’ curtains.

(Though Mum and I don’t exactly agree on what 
‘good quality’ curtains means. We discovered this 
when she dragged me to a curtain exchange place 
and tried to make me buy some wadded blue flowery 
curtains which were ‘a fraction of what they’d cost 
new, Becky love, a fraction.’ At last I said, ‘Actually 
I might get blinds’ and she looked devastated and 
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said, ‘But these are such good quality!’ and I said, 
‘But they’re gross.’ Which I shouldn’t have done.

I mean, it was fine. Mum was only offended for 
about half an hour. And every time I visit her I say, 
‘Those curtains look great in the spare room, Mum, 
and the matching duvet is gorgeous.’)

As we pull up in front of Suze’s massive front 
door, Minnie starts wriggling with excitement. She 
loves having sleepovers with Suze’s children so 
much I almost get offended. I mean, what’s wrong 
with home?

‘Wilfie!’ she’s already yelling, as he appears in the 
drive. ‘Wilfie! I’m here, I’m here! Let’s play monter 
tucks!’

‘Monter tucks’ is Minnie-talk for ‘monster trucks’. 
Minnie, Wilfie and his twin Clemmie spend hours 
happily running monster trucks up and down the 
endless corridors of Letherby Hall. I’ve even bought 
Minnie her own monster truck to keep there.

I’ve also made sure to mention this fact when I 
email Jess, who’s living in Chile at the moment. Jess 
and her husband Tom have applied to adopt a child, 
rather than add to the world’s population problem, 
and meanwhile Jess is always lecturing me about 
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bringing up Minnie in a gender-neutral way and 
sending me books called things like The Zero-Carbon 
Child.

So last week I wrote her an email – ‘I’m really 
encouraging Minnie in non-gender-aligned play’ – 
and attached a photo of Minnie clutching a truck, 
wearing a pair of Wilfie’s jeans. (She’d fallen in the 
mud and had to change out of her frilly skirt.) Jess 
wrote back: ‘That’s sound thinking, Becky, we have 
to fight the sexist stereotypes, but couldn’t you find 
trucks crafted from sustainable wood?’

I haven’t got back to her about that yet. (I did ask 
Luke if he could whittle a monster truck for Minnie 
out of sustainable wood, and he just looked at me.)

Nor have I mentioned to Jess Minnie’s massive 
collection of dolls and sparkly fairy wings, or the 
way she begs to wear a pink dress every day. Because 
you don’t have to tell your frugal, vegan, principled 
sister everything, do you?

I just manage to kiss Minnie goodbye before she 
hurtles into the house with Wilfie, carrying her little 
backpack with all her overnight stuff. Next moment, 
Suze arrives in the drive, wearing yoga leggings and 
a sweatshirt, her blonde hair piled up and secured 
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with a bulldog clip.
‘I’ll just make sure Minnie’s OK,’ says Luke, 

heading into the house.
‘Thanks so much for having her, Suze,’ I say as I 

hug her.
‘Any time!’ says Suze. ‘And give my love to your 

parents.’
‘Of course.’ I pause, before adding casually, ‘Hey 

Suze. You know how you have that sculpture-park 
bit in the garden here?’

I’ve suddenly remembered the North Lawn at 
Letherby Hall, which is littered with metal orbs and 
carved bits of stone and stuff. It’s open to the public 
and has loads of room in it and is the perfect solution.

‘Yes?’ Suze looks a bit surprised. ‘What about it?’
‘Well, I wondered if you’d like an art donation?’
‘An art donation?’ She stares at me.
‘Yes, two statues. Very avant garde,’ I add 

carelessly. ‘If you can transport them, then you can 
have them for free.’

‘Statues?’ Suze peers at me in bewilderment – 
then her face suddenly changes. ‘Not those two 
monstrosities in your hall.’

Drat. I didn’t think she’d seen them.

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   28 25/10/2019   12:17



29

‘They’re not monstrosities,’ I say defensively. 
‘They’re Art. When did you see them, anyway?’

‘When I dropped Minnie back home the other day. 
Bex, they’re vile. Why on earth did you buy them?’

‘Because they’re made by a very deserving youth 
group,’ I say loftily. ‘And I think they have artistic 
merit, actually.’

‘Well, good for you,’ says Suze. ‘I hope you enjoy 
them. Although if you think they’re so great, why is 
there a bag over the head of one of them?’

Oh God. I can’t keep up the pretence any longer.
‘Suze, please have them,’ I beg in a rush. ‘You’ve 

got so much room. You could hide them behind a 
tree and no one would even see them.’

‘No way.’ Suze folds her arms. ‘Just send them 
back.’

Honestly. Wasn’t she listening?
‘I can’t send them back! They were made by a 

youth group!’
‘Well, give them to someone else.’
‘Who?’ I say desperately.
‘Dunno.’ Suze shrugs. ‘But they’re not coming 

here.’
I’m about to plead their case further when Luke 
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appears out of the house.
‘All set?’ he says to me.
‘What are you wearing?’ says Suze, glancing at 

my navy satin legs. ‘Is that a new pair of trousers?’
‘Jumpsuit,’ I say smugly.
‘Ooh, I want one of those!’ says Suze at once. 

‘Show me!’
I automatically start unbuttoning my coat – then 

pause.
‘It’s a bit . . . adventurous.’
‘Great!’ Suze gestures at me to carry on 

unbuttoning, but my fingers don’t move. For some 
reason, I’m feeling apprehensive about revealing my 
whole outfit.

‘I mean, it’s quite out there,’ I add, playing for 
time.

‘Sounds fab!’ says Suze enthusiastically. ‘Go on, 
Bex, show me!’

Even Luke is looking interested now.
Ribs are the new cleavage, I remind myself. Then, 

almost defiantly, I throw open my coat and say, ‘Ta- 
daah!’

I feel the November evening air on my chest, and 
silently thank God for my silicone, stick-on ‘mini bra 
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replacements’, although if either of them falls to the 
floor I will die.

No one seems able to speak. Luke’s jaw has 
actually dropped. Suze takes a step back, and she 
blinks about twenty times.

‘Wow,’ she manages at last. ‘That’s . . .’
‘Is there a part missing?’ enquires Luke, deadpan. 

‘In the front-ish area?’
‘No!’ I say defiantly. ‘It’s the look.’
‘Well, I think you look amazing.’ Suze rallies. ‘It’s 

really cool, Bex.’
‘Thank you. What?’ I add, turning to Luke.
‘No. Nothing. Great. Let’s go.’ His mouth twitches 

a tiny bit. ‘I’m sure your parents will be blown away.

Luigi’s is one of those lovely warm, cosy restaurants 
that hit you with the scent of garlic and wine as soon 
as you enter.

Our table is waiting for us – although Mum and 
Dad aren’t there yet – and as I let my coat slither from 
my shoulders I feel insanely cool. This jumpsuit is 
fantastic. I should get it in every single colour! I can 
see my reflection in the windows as I walk to the 
table, and I can’t help shimmying along like a model, 
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watching the satin ripple and shine.
I even mentally itemize my outfit as if I’m in 

a magazine, which is an old habit of mine. Coat: 
Topshop. Jumpsuit: ASOS. Shoes: See by Chloe. 
Bracelet: model’s own. (Can’t remember where I got 
it.)

A teenage girl sitting with her parents is gaping at 
me, wide-eyed, and I smile kindly back. I remember 
what it was like to be a suburban teenager, looking 
enviously at sophisticated women with amazing 
clothes. An old man nearby splutters his soup as I 
pass, but he’s probably never even heard of Miranda 
Kerr, so he doesn’t count.

I have sticky ‘fashion tape’ attaching the jumpsuit 
to my skin so I’m not worried about anything 
popping out, I’m just loving my fashion-forward 
moment. As our waiter draws out my chair I smile 
at him gracefully before sinking down into my chair 
and—

Shit.
Shit. Oh my God.
It gapes. When you sit down. It gapes.
To my blood-chilling horror, as soon as I sat down, 

the satin ripped away from my fashion tape (which 

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   32 25/10/2019   12:17



33

is not ‘fully secure in all emergencies’, they’re liars). 
The entire neckline has concertinaed into a kind of 
horizontal letterbox shape, and you can see my—

Oh God, oh God . . .
My hands have instinctively grabbed the neckline 

back into place, but I’ve only got ten fingers. There’s 
still far too much flesh and tape and silicone on view. 
The waiter, after one aghast glance at my chest area, 
has hastily dropped the leather-bound menus on the 
table and backed away. I’m frozen, my whole body 
stiff with stress. Did anyone notice? Is the entire 
restaurant staring at me? What do I do now?

I lift my eyes desperately, to see Luke regarding 
me quizzically.

‘Is that the look?’ he says. ‘Sorry, I know I’m not as 
fashion literate as I might be.’

‘Ha ha, very funny,’ I mutter furiously.
It’s a cocktail-party jumpsuit, I’ve realized. Not 

a sitting-down jumpsuit. They should have made 
this clear on the website. They should have added a 
caption: Suitable only for standing/posing with shoulders 
well back/laughing at witty quips.

‘Luke, I need your jacket,’ I add in an agitated 
undertone. ‘Quick, pass it over.’
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‘Don’t have one.’ He shrugs. ‘Sorry.’
He what?
‘How can you not have a jacket?’ I demand. ‘You 

always have a jacket!’
‘Because you told me not to wear one,’ Luke 

replies calmly.
‘What?’ I stare at him. ‘No I didn’t!’
‘Yes you did. Last time we went out for supper 

you said, “You always wear a jacket, Luke. It’s so 
boring. Why don’t you mix it up a bit?” ’

Oh right. Actually, that does ring a bit of a bell. 
Maybe I did say that.

‘Well, I hereby retract it,’ I say frantically. ‘You 
should always wear a jacket, in case I have a wardrobe 
malfunction.’

‘Always wear a jacket.’ Luke pretends to make a 
note on his phone. ‘Anything else?’

‘Yes. Give me your napkin. Quick!’
Thankfully the napkins are really big and made 

of posh red damask material. I knot three together to 
make a kind of bikini top, tie it tightly around myself, 
then look up breathlessly.

On the plus side, I’m decent. On the minus side, 
what do I look like?
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‘Super-hot,’ says Luke, as though reading my 
mind.

‘Shut up.’ I glare at him.
‘I’m serious. You do look hot.’ He grins at me. 

‘Bravo.’
‘Darling!’ Dad’s voice greets me and I turn to see 

my parents coming through the restaurant. Dad’s 
wearing a linen jacket with a paisley handkerchief 
in his top pocket, and Mum is in a pink floral two-
piece which I recognize as belonging to Janice, our 
neighbour.

Mum and Janice are always swapping clothes to 
‘refresh’ their wardrobes. Janice is about two sizes 
smaller than Mum but it doesn’t put them off – Mum 
just leaves half the buttons undone, while Janice 
cinches everything in with a belt.

‘Becky, love! How are you? How’s Minnie?’ Mum 
hugs me tight, then peers down at me. ‘That’s an 
unusual outfit! Is that what they call a “handkerchief 
top”?’

‘Er . . . kind of.’ I avoid Luke’s gaze and add 
quickly, ‘Shall we have a drink?’

Already an elderly waiter is bringing over a 
sherry for Mum, plus a gin and tonic for Dad. They 
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know my parents here. Mum and Dad have lived in 
Oxshott since before I was born, and they come to 
Luigi’s about twice a month. Mum always orders the 
special, while Dad always looks at the menu for ages, 
as though expecting to see something new, before 
ordering the Veal Marsala.

‘Luke.’ Dad shakes Luke’s hand before hugging 
me. ‘Good to see you.’

‘We have so much to talk about!’ says Mum. ‘What 
are you two having?’

We order our drinks and the waiter pours out 
water while Mum twitches impatiently. I can tell 
she’s got things she wants to discuss, but she never 
says anything in front of waiters, not even at Luigi’s. I 
don’t know what she thinks, that they’ll immediately 
go off and text the Oxshott Gazette the latest gossip: 
Bloomwoods intending to buy new lawn mower but can’t 
decide on brand?

‘So!’ says Mum as soon as the waiter moves away. 
‘I don’t know where to start.’

‘Christmas,’ says Dad.
‘Christmas.’ I beam at him. ‘I can’t wait. I’ll 

bring the crackers. Shall we get the ones with the 
nail-clippers and things or the ones with wind-up 

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   36 25/10/2019   12:17



37

penguins?’
I’m expecting Dad to answer ‘Wind- up penguins,’ 

because last year he won the wind-up-penguin race 
and was ridiculously pleased about it. But to my 
surprise he doesn’t answer immediately. He looks at 
Mum. In fact, he looks shiftily at Mum.

I have very acute parental radar. I know when 
something’s up. And almost at once I guess what it 
is: they’re going away for Christmas. A cruise. It’s got 
to be a cruise. I bet Janice and Martin talked them 
into it and they’ve already bought their pastel outfits.

‘Are you going on a cruise?’ I blurt out, and Mum 
looks surprised.

‘No, love! What makes you think that?’
Oh, right. So my parental radar isn’t quite as acute 

as I thought. But then, why the shifty look?
‘Something’s going on,’ I assert.
‘Yes,’ says Dad, with another look at Mum.
‘Something to do with Christmas,’ I say, feeling 

Sherlock-Holmes-like in my deduction abilities.
‘Well, Christmas is one factor,’ allows Mum.
One factor?
‘Mum, what’s going on? Not something bad?’ I 

add in sudden fear.
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‘Of course not!’ Mum laughs. ‘It’s nothing, love. 
Just that we’ve agreed that Jess can move into our 
house. And Tom, of course,’ she adds. ‘Both of them.’

Tom is Janice and Martin’s son, and he and Jess 
are married – so we’re all kind of related now.

‘But they live in Chile,’ I say stupidly.
‘They’re coming back for a few months,’ says Dad.
‘Jess never told me!’ I say indignantly.
‘Oh, you know how cautious Jess is,’ says Mum. 

‘She’s the type to keep back news till it’s one hundred 
per cent confirmed. Look, here are your drinks.’

As our drinks are deposited on the table, my mind 
can’t help racing ahead in speculation. Jess’s emails 
to me are quite short and curt, and Mum’s right: she’s 
the type to keep news back. Even brilliant, exciting 
news. (She once won a big geology prize and didn’t 
tell me and then said, ‘I thought you wouldn’t be 
interested.’)

So could this be because – Oh my God! As soon 
as the waiter has gone, I say excitedly, ‘Tell me! Have 
Jess and Tom adopted a child?’

At once I can see from Mum’s expression that I’ve 
misfired again.

‘Not yet,’ says Mum, and I see Dad wince slightly.
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‘Not quite yet, love. The wheels are still turning 
out there. Bureaucracy and so forth. Poor Janice has 
given up asking.’

‘Oh,’ I say, deflated. ‘I thought maybe . . . Wow. It 
takes a long time, doesn’t it?’

When Jess showed me a photo of an adorable little 
boy, ages ago now, I thought we’d meet him really 
soon. But that adoption fell through and we were all 
a bit devastated. And since then, Jess and Tom have 
been pretty cagey about their prospects.

‘They’ll get there,’ says Dad with a determined 
brightness. ‘We have to keep the faith.’

As Luke pours tonic into his G&T, I’m picturing 
Jess and Tom, out in Chile, waiting and waiting for 
news of a child to adopt, and my heart squeezes. I 
really feel for Jess. She’d be a brilliant mother (in a 
strict, vegan, recycled-hemp-clothes kind of way) 
and it seems so unfair that adoption takes so long.

Then my thoughts turn to Suze and my heart 
squeezes again. Just after we got back from the 
States, she had a miscarriage, which was a shock to 
all of us. And although all she ever says about it is, 
‘I’m so lucky already . . . it wasn’t meant to be . . .’ I 
know she was crushed.
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As for me, we’d love another baby, but it just 
hasn’t happened.

By now my heart is feeling squeezy all over. Life’s 
weird. You can know you’re the luckiest human being 
in the world. You can know you don’t have anything 
to complain about. But you can still feel sad because 
you don’t have that one extra little person in your 
life.

‘Cheers!’ says, Luke, lifting his glass to everyone, 
and I hastily smile. ‘And here’s to . . .’ He hesitates. 
‘What exactly?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you,’ says Dad, 
after we’ve all sipped our drinks. ‘Jess and Tom are 
coming back to the UK for a while. Janice was fretting 
about giving them space . . . and the upshot is we’re 
offering them our house for a few months.’

‘They’ll be next door to Janice, but not on top of 
her,’ puts in Mum. ‘And Janice won’t have to cook 
chickpeas every night. Poor love, she was getting 
quite agitated about it! I mean, Janice is as vegan as 
anyone, but she does like a boiled egg for breakfast.’

‘How long are they back for?’ asks Luke, before 
I can ask Mum if she knows what ‘vegan’ actually 
means.
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‘Well, this is the thing!’ says Mum. ‘Till January 
at least. Which means we won’t be able to host 
Christmas. So we thought, Becky . . .’ She pauses 
and turns to me with a flourish. ‘Now you’re in 
your lovely house, maybe it’s time for you to host 
Christmas!’

‘Me host Christmas?’ I stare at Mum. ‘But . . .’
I feel as though all this time someone has been 

gently playing ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’ on a 
vinyl record in the background – and now someone’s 
scraped the needle off, into stark silence.

I don’t host Christmas, Mum hosts Christmas. She 
knows how to do it. She knows how to unwrap the 
chocolate roll and put it on a doily and sprinkle icing 
sugar on it.

‘Right.’ I swallow. ‘Wow. Host Christmas. That’s 
pretty scary!’ I laugh to show I don’t really mean it. 
(Although I half do.)

‘You can do it, love.’ Mum pats my hand 
confidently. ‘Get a good turkey and you’re halfway 
there. I’ve invited Janice and Martin,’ she adds, ’and 
Jess and Tom, of course. I mean, we’re all family now, 
aren’t we?’

‘Right.’ I take a gulp of G&T, trying to get my head 
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round all this information. Jess and Tom are coming 
back, and we’re hosting Christmas, and—

‘Wait a minute.’ My head jerks up as my thoughts 
rewind. ‘So when you say you’re offering Jess and 
Tom the house, do you mean you’re having them to 
stay? Or . . .’

‘We’re moving out for a bit,’ says Dad, his eyes 
twinkling. ‘We’re having an adventure, Becky.’

‘Another adventure?’ I say, and exchange looks 
with Luke. After our trip to the States, I would have 
thought my parents had had enough adventures to 
last them for ever.

‘A change of scene.’ Mum nods. ‘We got back from 
America, and it made us think, love. We’ve lived in 
the same house for all these years. We haven’t tried 
anything else. And Dad’s always wanted to keep 
bees.’

‘It’s always been a little dream of mine,’ says Dad, 
looking a bit embarrassed.

‘If not now, then when?’ chimes in Mum.
‘Wow,’ I say, digesting this. I mean, it’s true: my 

parents haven’t really experimented much. Good 
for them, branching out. I can just see Dad pottering 
around in a little country cottage with a bee hive and 

Christmas Shopaholic Sampler.indd   42 25/10/2019   12:17



43

an orchard. We can come to visit and Minnie can pick 
apples and I can buy a drifty linen ‘apple-picking’ 
skirt from the Toast catalogue . . .

Actually, I’m really into this idea.
‘So where are you looking?’ I ask. ‘You could 

move to Letherby. There must be some cottages to 
rent. In fact, yes! There’s a thatched cottage for rent 
on Suze’s estate!’ I almost choke with excitement as I 
suddenly remember. ‘It’s adorable. Move there!’

‘Oh, love.’ Mum exchanges amused looks with 
Dad. ‘That’s not really what we’re after.’

‘Letherby is suitable for you and Suze,’ says Dad 
kindly. ‘But we want somewhere with a bit more 
buzz. And I’m not talking about the bees!’ He laughs 
at his own joke.

Buzz? My parents?
‘So where are you moving to?’ I say, baffled. 

‘Dorking?’
‘Sweetheart!’ Mum peals with laughter. ‘Did you 

hear that, Graham? Dorking! No, love, London. 
Central London.’

‘Not central London,’ Dad immediately contradicts 
her. ‘East London.’

‘Graham, you’re talking nonsense. East London 
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is central London these days. Isn’t it, Becky?’ Mum 
appeals to me.

‘Dunno,’ I say, perplexed. ‘Where exactly are you 
talking about?’

‘Well!’ says Mum knowledgeably. ‘It’s this super 
little area. Very tucked away. We came across it when 
Dad was showing me where his old office used to be. 
It’s called . . .’ She pauses for effect. ‘Shoreditch.’

Shoreditch? I gape at her, wondering if I’ve heard 
wrong.

Shoreditch, as in . . .
Shoreditch?
‘It’s on the tube,’ Mum is saying. ‘Just a bit north 

of Liverpool Street. You’ll be able to find us quite 
easily, love.’

‘I know where it is,’ I say, finding my voice. ‘But 
Mum, you can’t move to Shoreditch!’

‘Why not?’ Mum looks affronted.
‘Because Shoreditch is for young people! It’s where 

hipsters come from! It’s all craft beer and sourdough 
bread. It’s . . .’ I whirl my hands hopelessly. ‘Not you.’

‘Well!’ says Mum indignantly. ‘Who says it’s not 
us? I should say we’ll fit in perfectly! Your father’s 
very fond of beer.’
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‘It’s just . . .’ I try again. ‘It has a vibe.’
‘A “vibe”?’ echoes Mum, rolling her eyes. ‘What 

a lot of nonsense. Oh, Carlo, I’m sorry,’ she adds to 
a hovering waiter. ‘You’ll have to give us a moment. 
And then you must tell us how your daughter’s 
doing on her gap year.’ She twinkles at Carlo, before 
taking a deep gulp of her drink and glaring at me 
huffily across the top of it.

‘Look, Mum, of course you can live anywhere 
you like,’ I backtrack. ‘But don’t you feel like you 
belong here?’ I spread my arms around the cosy 
restaurant. ‘You know all the waiters. You know their 
families. You know the Veal Marsala. Shoreditch is 
. . . Shoreditch.’

‘Perhaps I don’t want Veal Marsala any more,’ 
says Dad suddenly. ‘Perhaps I want . . .’ He hesitates, 
then says self-consciously, ‘smashed avocado.’

He lifts his chin almost defiantly, and I blink back 
at him.

Dad wants smashed avocado?
‘Avocado?’ says Carlo, perking up. ‘Avocado and 

prawns to start? And then the Veal Marsala?’
I’m aware of Luke stifling a laugh and shoot him 

a look, although to be truthful I feel a bit hysterical 
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myself.
‘Anyway, we’ve found an apartment,’ says Mum 

defensively, ‘and it’s available immediately. It has 
lovely fitted blinds, Becky. All included.’

‘Views over the city,’ puts in Dad with satisfaction.
‘And a “wet room”,’ says Mum proudly. ‘So 

practical for the older person.’
‘There’s a cooperative bee hive on the roof,’ adds 

Dad happily. ‘And a hot tub!’
‘Does it have off-street parking?’ I can’t resist 

asking, and Mum shakes her head pityingly.
‘Love, don’t be so suburban. We’ll be using Uber!’
I don’t know what to say. My parents are moving 

to Shoreditch. I’m actually a little envious, I suddenly 
realize. I wouldn’t mind an apartment with a hot tub 
and views over the city.

‘Well, bravo!’ I lift my glass. ‘Here’s to a whole 
new lifestyle!’

‘I think it’s great,’ says Luke warmly. ‘Good for 
you, Graham and Jane. Can we come and visit you in 
your flash new pad?’

‘Well, of course!’ says Mum, whose indignation 
has already died away. ‘We’ll have a nice house-
warming party with nibbles. It’ll be super.’ She 
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beams around the table – then suddenly her gaze 
narrows. She peers at my chest intently for a few 
seconds, before looking up in astonishment.

‘Becky, love! I’ve just noticed something! Your top 
matches the napkins!’
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31

From: Jess Bertram
To: Becky
Subject: Christmas

Hi Becky

I gather you know the news of our return. We’re really looking forward 
to coming back to the UK and seeing family. Your parents have been 
very generous with the offer of their house.

Also: thanks so much for hosting Christmas. We’re really looking for-
ward to it. Obviously we’re hoping that it reflects our   non-  consumerist, 
sustainable values. I’m sure we’ll have a lot of fun.

Jess
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32

From: Jess Bertram
To: Becky
Subject: Re: Re: Christmas

Hi Becky

Yes, I’m still vegan and Tom is, too.

Jess
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From: Jess Bertram
To: Becky
Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Christmas

Hi Becky

No, we don’t have a ‘day off from being vegan’ on Christmas Day as 
a ‘little reward’.

As for presents, no, there is nothing I’m ‘hankering after’. Tom and I 
will be exchanging   non-  tangible gifts in the spirit of creating a min-
imal footprint on our ravaged Earth.

If you can’t shake off the pressure to buy pointless items simply to 
follow ‘tradition’, could I suggest that they are sustainable,   non- 
 consumerist, locally sourced presents that reflect the true principles 
of fellowship rather than the hollow pleasures of shopping?

Looking forward to a festive day.

Jess
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