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For everyone who still looks to the skies on Christmas Eve and hopes to see something magical.




Chapter 1
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Dear Santa,

I wish I could believe in magic again.

From,

Sasha Hansley, aged 12



What’s the best thing that can happen a month before Christmas? Well, it’s definitely not losing your job.

‘Of course I understand,’ I say to my friend Debra on the phone. ‘I’ll find something else. It’s fine.’

And I do understand. I’ve been helping out at her dog grooming parlour on a casual basis, and now her sister-in-law’s been made redundant and needs the extra income so she’s going to help out instead.

‘Family comes first,’ I say cheerily. ‘Especially at this time of year. No worries. I appreciate you keeping me on for as long as you have.’

She hangs up with another apology and thanks me for taking it so well, and I’m glad she can’t hear my gritted teeth through the phone line.

Great. Yet another thing to be joyful about. Where on earth am I going to find another job at the end of November? Even the temporary Christmas positions will have been filled by now.

I drop my phone on the coffee table and throw myself back into the sofa where I’d perched awkwardly on the edge when Debra rang saying she had some news. And I get it. If family need help and you’re in a position to help them out, of course you’re going to. But I’m gutted too. I’ve been working there for a year and a half, and I love it. I get to spend my days hanging out with dogs. Washing dogs, drying dogs, brushing dogs, playing with dogs, distracting dogs while Debra clips their nails and cuts their hair. Walking dogs.

Christmas cheer was already in short supply this year, but losing a job I love is the icing on top of the dried-up fruitcake. Now I’m going to have to be extra careful with money, so I can’t even drown my sorrows in copious amounts of mince pies, mulled wine, and tubs of Christmas chocolates like I usually would.

I’d say it’s been one of those days, but really it’s been one of those years. I open my eyes and blink up at the ceiling. How much worse can things get? I’m probably tempting fate by even thinking that.

At the ripe old age of thirty-six, I’m feeling so old and jaded that I’m ready to give up on life and move to a remote Scottish island where there’s only one house and a few sheep. And maybe a watchtower with a cannon that automatically fires at approaching boats. Unless that was more Viking-era and might be frowned upon in this day and age …

It would be less isolated than I am now. I don’t even have a pet to eat my corpse if I died. I’d be one of those cases where no one realises I’m missing until the neighbours start noticing an odd smell four months later.

I groan out loud. Working at the dog grooming parlour was just about the only thing that was going well for me. I should pick up my laptop to update my CV and upload it onto job search sites, but instead I pull the TV remote over and switch it on.

Cheerful Christmas songs. I switch channels and land on an ad break full of festive adverts, showing laughing families sharing jugs of gravy, singing children, and sentient snowmen. I switch the TV off again. The adverts do nothing but drive home yet another year of being alone for Christmas.

I look at the empty corner beside the TV where my tree used to go. I looked forward to putting it up every December, in the hopes that this December would be the one when Dad finally fulfilled his promise of coming home for the festive season and we’d have a proper family Christmas. As a child, I remember sitting under it, disappointed he’d broken yet another promise. Now I’ve gone from a disappointed little girl to a disappointed adult who gave up on seeing her dad for Christmas years ago and doesn’t even bother to put up the Christmas tree anymore.

I don’t even know where he is in the world. He’s always off, here, there, and everywhe— My phone buzzes on the table and cuts off the thought.

‘Speak of the devil,’ I say out loud when “Dad” flashes up on the screen.

He’s early. He usually leaves it until December 23rd at the earliest to tell me he won’t be coming home for Christmas after all.

‘Let me guess,’ I answer the phone, ready for yet another excuse. ‘A spacecraft landed in the middle of the road to the airport so you can’t get home? Maybe aliens have taken over the population of Morocco or wherever you are, and you simply can’t abandon them in their time of need? Perhaps a giant squid has invaded the village and you’re the only one who can save them? Pirates? Dinosaurs? Man-eating jellyfish?’ I’ve certainly heard more outlandish justifications over the years for why he’s missing yet another dad-and-daughter Christmas.

‘Sasha?’

I sit up straight. His voice sounds shaky and frail, and there’s a wobble in it that I’ve never heard before. ‘Dad? What’s wrong?’

‘Now I don’t want you to worry …’ He speaks slowly, almost a whisper, like he’s struggling to get the words out.

It instantly sets alarm bells jangling. No one ever says that unless there’s something to worry about and my mind jumps into overdrive about all the accidents he could’ve had on his latest crazy adventure. Kicked by a camel in the desert? Fallen down a mountainside in Asia? Stampeded by a herd of elephants on the African savanna?

‘I’ve had some health trouble …’

His voice is so quiet that I have to press the phone closer to my ear to hear him.

‘The thing is … I’ve had a heart attack. I’m absolutely fine and you mustn’t worry about me—’

‘Dad! A heart attack? That’s serious serious!’

My mouth goes dry and I can’t hear myself think over the rush of blood in my head, like I’ve stood up too fast even though I’m sitting down. I definitely jinxed things by wondering how much worse this year could get.

He never takes anything seriously, but even he can’t ignore a heart attack.

‘When was this?’

‘Two weeks ago—’

‘You had a heart attack two weeks ago and you’re only now telling me?’

‘I didn’t want you to worry. I feel fine—’

‘You don’t sound fine.’

He gives a weak cough as if on cue. ‘I thought the doctors would send me straight back to work, but they’re telling me – quite sternly, I might add – to take it easy.’

I scoff. Take it easy. My dad doesn’t know the meaning of the words. He’s nearly eighty but he acts like he’s in his twenties. To be honest, twenty-year-olds would look at him and wonder where he gets his energy from.

Plus, taking it easy could be difficult depending on his location in the world. Taking it easy on a beach in the Bahamas, okay. Halfway up Mount Kilimanjaro might not be so okay. I clench my teeth again and ask the dreaded question. ‘Where are you?’

I brace myself for the answer. It’s always different. All answers are equally worrying. He’s never in the same place twice, and he never does things that most seventy-nine-year-olds would do, like pottering in the garden or doing crosswords with a nice cup of tea. He’s always got to be scaling mountains or wrestling crocodiles or sailing across some previously un-sailable body of water where forty-eight boats have sunk in trying.

‘I’m in Norway.’

Norway. Okay. Norway sounds like it might be a reasonably safe and calm country. What kind of scrapes could he get into in Norway? Ice fishing? Fjord crossing? ‘Doing what?’

‘I’m running a reindeer sanctuary.’

‘Of course you are.’ Reindeer. Why didn’t I think of that? At least the word sanctuary sounds quiet, a world away from my dad’s usual activities. ‘Is that a difficult job?’

‘Well, that’s why I’m phoning …’ Dad gives a weak cough again, and I wait while he takes a few breaths, and even though I’m trying to tell myself that he’s had a heart attack and he’s still alive so that’s got to be a good sign, I’m panicking because his breathing sounds laboured and his voice sounds so feeble that he can barely form words.

‘I need your help.’

Those are words my dad has never said to me before. He never asks for help with anything, and the fact he’s asking now might be the most worrying part of this conversation so far. ‘With what?’

‘The reindeer. The doctors have forbidden me from doing any strenuous work, and I’m struggling to manage on my own.’

‘Come home,’ I say instantly. ‘Move back in here. You know I have room. Let me take care of you. This has to be a sign, Dad. You can’t keep running off around the world on these hare-brained adventures. Come back to the UK.’

‘I was thinking more along the lines of …’ He gives another cough and has to catch his breath. ‘Maybe you could come out here? I’m on my own, Sash. I can’t abandon my reindeer – there’s no one else to look after them. I can’t come home.’

Home. He still thinks of Britain as home then, despite the fact he hasn’t lived here for a couple of decades. He hasn’t even visited the country since I met him at a London train station when he was inter-railing around Europe three summers ago.

‘I don’t know who else to turn to,’ he says quietly. ‘I need someone stable who I can rely on.’

I never knew my dad thought that about me. It might be an insult really, like he thinks I’m an actual building. Me being “stable” and always staying in one place is usually something he criticises – he’s constantly disappointed by my lack of adventurous spirit and refusal to visit him whenever he stops in one place long enough. He once invited me to meet him in Japan and climb inside an active volcano, and was surprised when I didn’t fancy it.

‘I’m struggling, Sash. I need your help. The reindeer need a lot of care, and it’s not so easy for a man of my age to get around with all the snow.’

‘It’s snowing there?’

‘It’s Norway. It’s been snowing for weeks.’

‘That sounds cold.’

‘Oh, no, not at all. It’s only minus-fifteen today.’

‘Only?’ I say in horror. I love snow, and we don’t get nearly enough here in Oxfordshire, but surely a pensioner who’s just had a heart attack shouldn’t be roaming about in those temperatures? ‘Dad, that’s madness. You have to come home.’

His breathing is harsh down the line, but I can tell he’s not particularly enamoured with my plan. And I’m still struck by the idea of my dad actually asking for help. It leaves me with no doubt that this really is serious.

My dad is a larger-than-life character who will always be there. Despite his love of travelling and his daredevil spirit, it’s never before crossed my mind that he isn’t immortal. That one day, and one day soon given how frail he sounds on the phone, he won’t be there. We might not always see eye to eye, but he’s always been in the background of my life, off on his adventures, nothing more than the occasional postcard dropping through my letterbox. A phone call every few months. A Christmas card with a few banknotes inside it every year. A birthday card that invariably arrives two weeks late.

‘I know you can’t take time off from your job at the drop of a hat, and I know you must be owed loads of holiday time because you never go anywhere or take any holidays.’ He gives another wheeze. ‘And I thought it might count as a family emergency …’

The word “emergency” sets my alarm bells ringing again. Does he think … is he really that close to death’s door?

‘And I thought … after all these years working at that fancy hotel … and you are the boss, after all …’

Ah, yes. That. There’s the small matter of how my dad thinks I work at the Hotel Magenta, and that I not only work there, but I’m actually the manager. He got the wrong end of the stick a few years ago, and I never had the heart to set him straight. So whenever he asks me how work’s going, I mumble something about it being great, and don’t tell him that the management position never went to me, or that I’ve been through several dead-end jobs since he thought I became the manager of a posh hotel.

‘We— I … I could really use your help and expertise. Not many … sanctuary owners would get a chance to consult with one of the top hoteliers in the country.’

‘For the reindeer?’ I ask in confusion. ‘Are reindeer in regular need of caviar and champagne via room service, breakfast in bed, and five-star dining every night? Do they need a concierge to attend their every whim?’

‘Well, they probably wouldn’t complain.’

I don’t laugh at his attempt at a joke. No matter how much he tries to brush aside the heart attack, this isn’t funny. ‘You have to come home,’ I try again. ‘You can’t stay out there alone in snow and below-freezing conditions. You’re clearly not well.’

‘Don’t write me off yet, Sasha. There’s still plenty of things I need to do with my life. Space tourism, for a start. I’ve seen a lot of the world, and now I insist on living long enough to get a place on the next rocket to the moon.’

‘No! No space tourism! Terra firma is bad enough!’ I say, even though the idea of him not living long enough makes my stomach roll.

I should tell him I’ve lost my job, even though it wasn’t the job he thinks it was. The most exciting thing I do in my life is curl up in front of the TV with a cuppa and a packet of biscuits. I’ve never done anything my dad would consider “fun”. I’ve never even left Britain. The only time in my life that he’s ever been impressed by anything I’ve done is when I got that job. I don’t want to disappoint him more by admitting I’ve been fired from a totally different job or that I never got that one in the first place. ‘Maybe I could come out there for a little while …’

Even as I say it, I wonder what I’m thinking. Am I really saying I’ll get on a plane to Norway to help my dad out with his reindeer sanctuary? It’s not the most unusual thing my dad has ever asked me, but it’s got to be in the top three, after the volcano climbing, and possibly that time he asked if I’d like to visit the wreck of the Titanic for my sixteenth birthday.

‘Fantastic! I’ll email you the flight info. I’ve booked your tickets for tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow? How did you know I’d …’ I trail off. His voice sounds so animated now that I’m forgetting this is a man who’s just had a heart attack. He’s lucky to be alive. He might not have long left, and I haven’t seen him for over three years. I’m not going to turn down what might be my last chance to see him, no matter where he is in the world.

‘It’ll be fun, Sasha. It’s been too long since we saw each other. And finally a chance to spend Christmas together!’ He sounds remarkably less close to death’s door than he did a few minutes ago. He sounds normal now, like he’s not even on death’s garden path.

‘Christmas? That’s four weeks away. You need me for that long?’

‘Well, it’s a busy season. Reindeer and Christmas, they go hand in hand. And we’re not keeping on top of things …’

‘Who’s this “we”? I thought you were on your own?’

‘Me and the reindeer, obviously. They can’t wait to meet you. I’ve told them all about you and your fancy job. They were very impressed.’

‘The reindeer?’ I ask, wondering if the incredulity is coming across in my voice. Should I feel guilty that there’s now a bunch of reindeer somewhere in Norway who also think I’m the manager of a posh hotel?

Dad starts telling me about what wonderful animals they are, but this conversation has spiralled out of my control – a common feeling when talking to my father. It’s like he’s pre-decided how this phone call would go. ‘Where exactly is this place?’

‘We’re in the northernmost part of Norway. It’s lovely here. You’ll love it. Two hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle and—’

‘Two hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle?’ I shiver involuntarily. ‘Surely that’s not … habitable?’

‘Oh, yes, it’s charming. You can survive quite happily up here.’

‘Survive …’ I repeat. ‘Why is everything you do about survival and not just being happy where you are and having a quiet life?’

He doesn’t answer and I feel the need to claw this conversation back around, to do something that wasn’t already determined before he picked up the phone. ‘Dad, I have a condition. If I’m coming out there, it’s to help you sell the place. You might not have realised it, but you’re an elderly man and you’ve had a heart attack. This cannot continue. You can’t keep living like this. And you can’t stay somewhere that’s two hundred miles north of the Arctic Circle completely alone – that’s not safe. You have to come back to a quiet life here in the UK with a doctor’s surgery ten minutes up the road. You’ve been lucky to survive this, but you have to take it as a sign. It’s time to give up the mad life and be normal.’

‘And do what? Jigsaw puzzles while drooling into my slippers?’

‘Yes! Exactly that! There are plenty of classes you can join to keep active, but you cannot stay out there by yourself running a flipping reindeer farm.’

‘Sanctuary, not farm. We help injured and abandoned reindeer.’

He’s deliberately ignoring me. ‘I’m serious, Dad.’ I squeeze the phone a bit tighter, even though the harsh breathing and coughing ceased since the moment I agreed to go. ‘We’ll get it market-ready, get a valuation and a survey and whatever else we need, and then get an estate agent to put it up for sale, and you come home with me in January. Enough is enough now. You’ve been living the wild life for too long. Your body is telling you to slow down. I’m not coming unless it’s to help you sell the place and come home for good.’ I give a sharp nod to the wall. He can’t see it, but it makes me sound more confident than I feel.

He doesn’t reply. Are all parents this frustrating or is it just my dad?

‘Look, we both know you’ll have moved on and bought a beach hut in Hawaii by Easter. You never stay in one place for more than a month or two, but this has to end now.’ I sigh and try a different tactic. ‘If you expect me to be able to shirk off work and leave all my colleagues in the lurch at my fancy, important job, then it has to be for a good reason.’

‘Well, you never know, when you see it, you might fall in love with the place like I did.’

I do a deliberately sarcastic laugh. ‘Oh, I don’t think that’s going to happen.’

Neither of us speaks for a long while. Dad usually fills any silence with tales of people he’s met in random corners of the earth, and I usually recount the plots of TV dramas like they’re events that happened to friends of mine in an attempt to make my life sound more interesting. My dad is a global traveller who’s seen every inch of the world twice over. I don’t even take the scenic route home from work. The most exciting place I’ve visited in recent months is the dentist. But I don’t try to fill the silence this time. He has to realise that you can’t have a heart attack and carry on as you were. Something has got to change.

‘All right,’ he says eventually. ‘Maybe you’ve got a point.’

He sounds grudging and unconvinced, and I feel a little bit guilty for trying to make him do something he doesn’t want to, but someone has got to be the sensible adult between us, and it’s definitely not going to be him. ‘So you agree? I come out there and help you, and then we put it in the hands of an estate agent and you come home with me in January.’

He doesn’t confirm his agreement. ‘It’ll be fantastic to see you. I’ve booked you on flights for tomorrow, and I’ve arranged a taxi to collect you in the morning and take you to the airport. You’re on a flight into Oslo, and then you get a connecting flight to our nearest airport, and I’ll meet you there. I’ve emailed all the info over.’

It’s so far off the beaten track that I can’t even get a direct flight there. Brilliant. I try to ignore the wave of anxiety that washes over me at the thought of flights and travel and packing. I can’t explain that to someone who flies more regularly than the local sparrow population.

‘Pack warm!’ he says cheerily. ‘But don’t worry too much – we have plenty of extra clothes here for anyone who arrives unprepared.’

‘How many people arrive at a reindeer sanctuary, prepared or unprepared?’ My face screws up in confusion. ‘Is it somewhere people visit? Like a dog shelter or something?’

‘Something like that. I must dash! See you tomorrow! Merry Christmas to all and to all a good night!’

I’m pretty sure I hear the chortling of a “ho ho ho” as he hangs up, and I sink back against the cushions and stare at the blank screen of the phone in my hand. Typical Dad. I have no idea how worried I should be. My immortal, effervescent, full-of-life dad has had a heart attack, and yet as soon as I agreed to go, he sounded like his old self again.

Maybe I’m being too hard on him. Maybe he just genuinely needs help and was relieved that I’d agreed. I’m sure once he’s had a chance to think about it, he’ll realise that selling up and coming back to England is for the best.

And it would be nice to be needed. My dad has never needed anything from me. No one ever really needs anything from me. Even the birds I feed every morning are indifferent to my existence.

And I do love working with animals. Helping sickly reindeer doesn’t sound like the worst way to spend a December. I’ve never even seen a reindeer in real life before.

And the idea that it could be my last chance to see my dad wheedles its way in again. The sort of thought that no one likes to think, but if you’ve got elderly parents, you can’t avoid it crossing your mind occasionally. It’s scary enough to make me push myself upright and climb the stairs to find a suitcase I’ve only got because my dad sent it as a Christmas present last year, pack my warmest clothes, and dig out the passport I’ve never used and only have because Dad paid for it and insisted I’d need it one day.

‘Okay, enough wallowing,’ I say to the empty room. ‘I’m going to Norway.’

And that’s a sentence I never thought I’d say.




Chapter 2
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Dear Santa,

What would you wish for? I bet no one ever asks you that.

From,

Olivia



After a long, long, long day of travelling, I’m exhausted by the time I get off a rickety plane at a tiny airport inside the Arctic Circle.

There is snow everywhere, and although I’ve not seen a lot of runways in real life before, I’m pretty sure none of them are meant to be this small.

It’s only 7 p.m. but it’s pitch-dark and freezing. Even though I’ve got a big coat on, the cold bites at my arms and hits my chest like a sheet of ice. My feet plunge into ankle-deep snow, and the two pairs of socks I’ve got on inside my trainers do nothing to keep it out. The air is so cold it’s like breathing razor blades and it feels like shards of ice are hitting the back of my throat every time I inhale.

But it doesn’t take away how grateful I am to be back on solid ground. I’m kind of impressed with myself for … I don’t know … getting here, I guess. I’ve never done anything more complicated than take a train before, and somehow I’ve made it to Norway and this is the third airport I’ll have had to negotiate today. I didn’t even have a panic attack mid-journey, which really is impressive considering the plane felt like it was going to fall apart in mid-air.

The wing gives an ominous creak as the pilot directs me and the two other passengers into a derelict-looking airport building that not only looks like it’s about to fall apart at any moment, but also looks like it has fallen apart several times and been patched up with stray bits of wood haphazardly nailed on. My suitcase wheels give up at the sight of snow, and we clomp towards the ramshackle building down a snow-covered path. It looks like someone cleared it this morning, but more snow has fallen since and they’ve given up trying to keep up with it.

I’m shivering as I go through security, which is a woman behind a desk who peers at our passports and nods us through, and inside the building is an information desk, a vending machine, and a row of seats. I walk into the reception area looking around for my dad. I’ve spent the whole journey thinking about how good it will be to see him, and I can’t help thinking he’ll be a little bit proud of me for being brave and actually making it here, and that’s without knowing how many times I nearly told the taxi driver to turn around and take me home on the way to the airport this morning. I don’t know how people do this on a regular basis. Travel is daunting.

The feeling of being brave lasts until my eyes fall on a man standing in the reception area, facing the gate we’re entering through, and holding up a sign reading ‘Sasha Hansley’.

My heart is instantly pounding and I can’t hear anything above the sound of blood rushing in my head. My suitcase clatters into the row of chairs and makes such a noise that it shakes the whole building as I rush across to him. My dad said he’d meet me at the airport. What if something’s happened? What if I haven’t made it in time?

The run across the tiny room leaves me breathless and I’m not sure if it’s the exertion or the panic. I point at the man’s sign. ‘Is he okay? Where is he?’

He turns the cardboard sign over in his hand, looks at it, looks at me, and holds it out questioningly.

‘I’m Sasha,’ I say hurriedly. ‘He was supposed to meet me. Has something happened?’

‘He’s fine. He delegated,’ the man says. His voice is deep and has a slight accent.

I put a gloved hand on my chest and will my heart to slow down. Despite the freezing temperatures, warm relief floods me. ‘I thought I was going to be too late.’

The man doesn’t say anything, but I can feel his eyes on me.

‘Are you a friend? Neighbour? Boyfriend?’ I’m not sure the last one is likely, but with my dad, nothing is beyond the realm of possibility.

He raises a dark eyebrow. ‘Employee.’

‘You work for him?’ I don’t hide the double take. ‘I thought he was on his own out here.’

‘We are on our own out here.’

‘Oh.’ I take a step back and realise I have to strain my neck to look up at his truly colossal height. ‘He left that key nugget of information out when I spoke to him yesterday.’

He once again doesn’t respond, and I stand there staring at him in surprised silence. He is an absolute mountain of a man, taller and wider than some actual mountains. He must be six-foot-six at least, if not taller. He’s wearing a red and white Fair Isle knitted hat with clear ski goggles pushed up onto it, and enough layers of padded clothes that he looks like a sexier version of the Michelin Man. Why didn’t Dad mention him? Did he think I wouldn’t have come if I’d known he’s got an employee who looks like he could bench-press the entire building and the plane we came in?

‘Taavi.’ He gives me a nod that’s probably meant to be a greeting.

‘Is that a name or a location?’ I say as a joke.

He’s got a knitted scarf pulled up far enough to cover the lower half of his face, but he doesn’t laugh, smile, or react in any way. Instead, he turns around and deposits the cardboard sign into a nearby bin.

Maybe he doesn’t speak much English and he’s out of his depth trying to have a conversation with someone who doesn’t speak a word of Norwegian. So far we seem limited to single-word answers and the odd stilted sentence.

Instead of asking if I’m ready to go, he leans across and removes my suitcase from my hand. I go to protest that I can carry my own suitcase, but his huge hand, made even huger by the padded gloves he’s wearing, simply closes around the handle and lifts it away from me like I’m completely inconsequential, leaving me grasping at thin air as he lifts it up and across the row of seats as if it weighs nothing. I’ve been hauling the thing around all day with both hands and a few choice swearwords in its direction.

When he reaches the door, he opens it and steps back to let me go through first, and I nod a thank you to him, hopefully translatable in all languages.

Outside, it’s dark, and the air is sharp and cold, momentarily shocking me again as I inhale and look around. There are modern square-angled LED streetlamps shining down on snow that looks even deeper out here than it did from the runway, and the airport is in a small clearing in what seems to be the middle of a forest. Across the road, tall snow-capped evergreens rise up on spindly trunks.

There’s a small car park with only four cars in it to my left, and to the right, there’s a row of husky dogs tethered to a sled, all barking and howling, eager to get going.

‘Oh wow.’ I look at them in surprise. ‘How charmingly Arctic. People don’t really get picked up from the airport by dog sled, do they?’

Taavi doesn’t respond so I start walking towards the cars, and it takes a few steps to realise he’s not following.

When I turn around, he’s loading my suitcase into the dog sled. ‘Oh, come on. Those are your dogs?’

‘No, they are not my dogs.’

‘What are you doing with them then?’

‘They’re not my dogs, but they are my mode of transportation.’

‘Are you serious? That’s how we’re getting to the reindeer sanctuary?’

‘Unless you would prefer to walk, in which case, it’s only two hours in that direction.’ He gestures towards the trees. ‘I’ll send the coroner back to find your body in the morning. If there’s anything left to find, that is. You’ll probably have been completely devoured by starving wild animals by then.’

My eyes go wide. ‘Are you serious?’ I repeat, going for a world record on how many times you can ask someone if they’re serious in a sixty-second period.

He doesn’t speak or smile or do anything to suggest he isn’t serious. Walking in this weather didn’t sound appealing anyway, but even less so when you bring wild animals into the equation.

‘Who travels by dog sled though?’ I say apprehensively. ‘Is it safe?’

He pulls his goggles down from his hat and fits them over his eyes with a pop. ‘You’ll find out.’

I look between him and the dogs. Getting pulled along in a sleigh that looks like it’s made from strips of wood and held together with garden twine, by nine huge, excitable dogs was not on my to-do list ever. I know people come to this part of the world for experiences like this, but … not me. The most exhilarating experience I’ve ever wanted is the feeling when Netflix adds a new boxset and you’ve got a whole weekend free. And for not the first time today, I wonder what I was thinking of in agreeing to come here. This is not a place for someone like me.

Taavi is standing beside the sleigh and gesturing for me to get in. I can’t see much of his face between the scarf and goggles, but I know there’s an impatient look on it. I glance back at the airport. I suppose it’s too late to turn back now.

The dogs start wagging their tails and barking louder as I step closer. I like dogs; I’m not out of my depth with them. I let the nearest one sniff my hand, but they’re so eager to start running that the grey and white husky isn’t interested in me and quickly goes back to yowling with the others.

Taavi holds an open hand towards the sleigh again, and when I hesitate, he leans across it and holds his arm out, offering me something to hold on to as I step over the side. Taking hold of his arm is like holding on to a tree trunk, solid and strong, and padded by however many layers he’s got on under the thick coat. I lower myself down onto the red canvas lining so I’m sitting back. There’s a pile of blankets next to me and I pull one over and spread it out across my body gratefully. I thought I was well wrapped up until I got here, but this cold is so bitter that it’s no match for any of my clothes. As he steps onto the back of the sled, I look behind us to the road that leads out from the car park in the opposite direction. It doesn’t seem like we’re going to be able to turn around in this space.

He shouts something to the dogs to ready them, and then they take off, pulling us towards the forest.

‘Where are we going? There’s a road right there …’ I shout up at him, struggling to be heard over the excited woofing.

‘I don’t do roads.’

Brilliant. Heading into the woods with a gigantic stranger of a man and nine dogs. I’m pretty sure horror movies have started with more promising opening scenes than this.

I squeal as we pick up speed and the sled veers from left to right as Taavi shouts commands to the dogs, snow spraying up behind us as we come dangerously close to trees when we round corners of the snowy forest. We shave past a tree with such force that the branches shake and deposit snow from the boughs unceremoniously on my lap.

I screw my eyes closed. If certain death is coming my way, I don’t want to see it arriving. This is horrible. That plane felt safer than this.

I’d say I can feel the wind whooshing past my ears, but my ears are so cold that they’ve gone numb. I can hear the speed and the splatter of snow as we slosh through it. My entire face has started to tingle with the cold. I really hope Dad doesn’t travel like this – it’s no wonder he had a heart attack if he does.

I don’t know how much time passes before there’s a big hand on my shoulder. ‘Look up.’

I open my eyes at Taavi’s touch, and as soon as I do, a streak of green splashes across the sky above.

‘The Northern Lights!’ I squeak in surprise. The green ribbon dances across the inky darkness and disappears, only to be followed by a wave of yellowy-gold, which quickly disappears too.

I can’t believe I’m seeing the Northern Lights. I’ve always wanted to see them, but never enough to be worth travelling to somewhere they’d be visible, and they’re just … here. ‘This is incredible!’

Even with most of his face covered, his blueish eyes are visible behind the ski goggles and I can tell he’s smiling. ‘This is a polar region – they put on a show most nights here.’

Most nights? That’s insane. People have lifetime ambitions of seeing the Northern Lights, and my dad lives somewhere that they’re a regular occurrence.

The sky has taken on a green glow and streaks of pink hover above, and I lean my head back as the sled continues moving.

And I realise something. It’s not actually that bad.

There’s another blanket folded up beside me and I pull that one across my chest and up to my chin, and I watch the sky change colour through the snow-covered branches of trees as we pass underneath them.

The dogs know exactly where they’re going, following a well-worn path through the forest, and there’s something about Taavi on the back of the sled behind me that’s reassuring. He calls commands to the dogs constantly and uses his body weight to direct the sleigh, seeming well familiar with the route.

It’s so still out here. There isn’t a sound apart from the noise of the sled gliding through the snow and the excited noises from the dashing dogs. The lights in the sky skim a multitude of colours, and everything else feels distant and faraway. It’s just us out here in the trees. It’s like being inside a picture-perfect postcard. I’m living a dream that so many people would love to experience.

This is by far the scariest thing I’ve ever done, and it’s also kind of … exhilarating. And fun. And incredible. I don’t want to take my eyes off the sky because I don’t want to miss a moment of the aurora that’s come out to greet me, but I look down at the dogs and how much they’re enjoying it, nine wagging tails in front of me as they tear along, and I glance back at Taavi again, who commendably doesn’t take his eyes from the way ahead.

The lights above are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and I have an overwhelming feeling of emotion. This is something I never, ever imagined I’d get to see in my lifetime, something I hadn’t even thought about when I was nervously waiting to get on my first plane this morning, and maybe … it was worth it. Netflix cannot compete with this.

And if it wasn’t for the underlying fear about my dad’s health and what exactly he’s doing out here in the Norwegian wilderness, then this could be the most perfect moment I’ve ever experienced.

The two-hour journey evaporates in a blur of snow and Northern Lights until we pass a road sign. It’s white with red lettering and a red border, and it looks like any average British street sign, but it says “North Pole”.

Crikey, I know we’re up north, but we’re not that far north, are we?

I think I must’ve imagined it until we pass another one. I look back at Taavi questioningly, but the dogs drag us into a particularly thick area of forest where the trees are closer together and the track is so narrow that there’s not a centimetre for error on either side, and he doesn’t look down.

When we emerge, there’s another “North Pole” road sign standing between two tree trunks, and the Northern Lights have dimmed to nothing but a vague golden glow in the sky.

After a little while longer, the trees start to thin out, and Taavi calls a command to slow the dogs. There’s a flash of different lights in the distance – twinkling Christmas lights. The trees disappear completely and we’re going uphill, towards an open area of the woods.

‘Welcome to the North Pole Forest,’ Taavi shouts as we approach what can only be described as Santa’s village. The clearing intersects with a tarmac road coming from the other direction, and there’s a low red-brick wall surrounding a tall gate with “North Pole Forest” etched in fancy metalwork through the arch above it. There’s another huge “North Pole” sign and an oversized red post box with “North Pole Mail” written on it, and a big metal stamp featuring a side profile of Santa, instead of the Queen’s head we’re used to seeing on British stamps. All along the wall and wrapped in a spiral around the gate arch are multicoloured Christmas lights, which are twinkling and flashing in patterns.

What the heck is this place? This can’t be the reindeer sanctuary, can it?

The arched double gate is open and the dogs pull us uphill through it. There are trees everywhere, row after row of thick evergreens that must be twenty to thirty feet tall, their boughs heavy with snow. The road edges are piled high with snowdrifts, so close that I could reach out and run my fingers through them if I wanted to.

Around a bend in the road, Taavi shouts something that halts the dogs and they stop alongside two steps leading up to wooden decking outside a mansion-like house. It’s painted white with red window frames and a red door, guarded on either side by two life-size red nutcrackers wearing Santa hats. There are lush green garlands wrapped around every wooden fencing post that surrounds the porch area, glimmering with warm white fairy lights, and a twinkling wreath on the door that looks nothing like the threadbare artificial ones you get at home. Icicles hang from the eaves, and above the door is a red and white sign that reads “Julenissen – Santa’s House”. Parked at the side of the house is a shiny red pick-up truck that I’m pretty sure you only see in Christmas movies. It’s also decked out with garlands and twinkling white lights and has a wreath on the front.

The upper floor of the white house has got a clock-tower at the front with a big red clock-face looking down on us and a balcony running from front to back. The wooden railings are wound with the same twinkling garlands, hung in perfectly even scallop shapes and finished off with red ribbon bows.

Taavi’s arm appears beside me, offering me a way to lever myself out of the sled. My legs are shaky, and as I step over the side, my feet plunge into calf-deep soft snow. I’d say it makes my feet go numb, but there’s not a part of me that isn’t numb already. Even my internal organs have frozen. My lungs are tingling with pins and needles, something I hadn’t thought it was possible to feel inside your body until now.

‘Where are we?’ I ask as Taavi carries my suitcase up the two steps and strides across the decking to put it outside the door.

‘North Pole Forest,’ he says again, his tone suggesting he’s already told me once.

‘Yeah, but … where’s my—’

At the thought of Dad, there’s a noise of clattering hooves and a yell of ‘Rudolph! Come back here!’

We both look up at the sound of jingling bells, and there’s a swoosh as a reindeer canters past, followed in close pursuit by my father.

‘Dad!’ I shout. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Oh, Sasha, you made it!’ Dad stumbles to a halt when he sees me and blows two air kisses. ‘Mwah, mwah. Can’t stop, Rudolph Number Three has escaped!’

‘Again?’ Taavi responds with a groan, making me look round at him. He pulls the ski goggles off and drops them on the doorstep too.

‘Dad! You can’t be chasing reindeer around …’ I trail off.

Dad’s taken off after the reindeer before I have a chance to ask what he’s playing at. Almost-eighty-year-old men who have just had heart attacks shouldn’t be chasing runaway reindeer in the snow. And then there’s his appearance, which is quite different from the last time I saw him. He had a hat on, but the rest of his hair was long, white, and curly, with a bushy white beard touching his chest. He looks like Father Christmas. When I last saw him, he was clean-shaven and had short cropped hair, dyed dark to hide the greys.

Taavi steps beside me and I look up at his imposing height. I’ve never realised I was particularly short before, but I come up to barely above his elbow. ‘The heart attack scared me more than it scared him. Since that first moment, I’ve been terrified for him, but he acts like nothing happened.’ He looks down at me, eyes that are somewhere between blue and brown meeting mine. ‘It’s good you’re here. I think.’

‘He sounded so frail on the phone. I didn’t think I was going to make it in time to say goodbye, and now he’s chasing reindeer around the woods?’

‘I’ll go after them.’ He gestures towards the line of trees and steps from the top step and across one of the huskies who are now having a sit-down and he runs after my dad yelling, ‘Percy! Rudolph Number Three!’

I stand there looking around and feeling utterly bewildered. Dog sleds, Northern Lights, Santa’s House, runaway reindeer apparently named Rudolph Number Three, and a man with quite possibly the most unusual eyes I’ve ever seen. What a night.

The dogs look at me in sympathy.

‘This is madness,’ I say to the nearest husky. ‘I feel like Alice after she drank the potion and followed the white rabbit.’

I look out at the treeline which they’ve all now disappeared through and then back at the house behind me. The lights are on inside, and there’s smoke pouring out of the chimney. It looks inviting, but not with my dad out in the cold.

I step gingerly over the reins lying on the snow and give the nearest dogs a quick head rub as I pass, and then I walk towards the trees too. ‘Dad!’ I yell. ‘You shouldn’t be out here!’

No response.

I wrap my gloved hand around a tree trunk, leaving a handprint in the frost that’s covered the bark. There are two trails of footprints and one of hoofprints and I follow them further into the wooded area.

This is quite possibly the most surreal night of my life, but with my dad, nothing surprises me anymore.




Chapter 3


[image: Handwriting emoji]

Dear Santa,

I’ve included a photo of my dog. He’s a very friendly dog and he won’t bite you when you come down the chimney … Probably.

From,

Elijah



The forest is vast, and I can’t get a feel for quite how big this place is. The trees are close together, and I’m only following one set of footprints now; Taavi’s, judging by the enormous size of the boots that made them.

‘Dad!’ I yell again.

This is ridiculous. I’ve gone so far past the point of being cold that I’m numb all over and the silence out here is deafening. Everything is dulled by the snow, but it’s so different from being back at home. There’s no traffic, no noise from cars passing on a distant road, no neighbour’s kids screaming with delight as they build snowmen. This is real silence.

I come to a path between two trees, and the footprints I’m following go in one direction, and there’s a set of hoofprints that go in the opposite direction. I look up at the sky like it might provide some form of divine inspiration but even the flashes of light are a distant memory now.

I shake my head and follow the set of hoofprints. I trudge through the trees, sinking into the snow with every step, using the thin tree trunks to pull myself along.

It doesn’t take long to find the reindeer – he’s got himself trapped in a small clearing between the trees, and although he’s only got one antler, it’s so wide that he can’t fit through any gaps other than the one I’m standing in.

‘Hello.’ I’m ninety-nine per cent sure I’m about to be stampeded by a reindeer. He’s only about waist-height, but the single antler looms above him, and I kneel down so I don’t frighten him.

The reindeer looks edgy, like he’s well aware he’s trapped and I’m standing in his only exit route. He watches me with wide brown eyes.

‘Rudolph, is it?’ I ask. ‘Or would you prefer Mr Reindeer? Sir Reindeer? Do reindeer have titles? Am I offending you by not referring to you as Sir Rudolph? Shall we stick with just Rudolph? Why the heck am I rambling about reindeer names in the middle of a Norwegian forest?’

My nonsensical babbling seems to convince Rudolph that I’m not a threat and he looks away, gives himself a shake that makes all the bells on his harness jingle, and starts poking his nose through the snow and eating something he finds underneath it.

‘I’m Sasha. Percy’s daughter. You probably know him as the old man who looks like Father Christmas who was chasing you earlier.’

He ignores me.

He’s a beautiful animal. Thick fur in shades of grey and brown, a marble-like mix in some places, a patch of white below one ear, and a stump where one antler should be.

He’s got a halter around his neck and across the top of his nose, but the end of it is dangling loose on the snow, and if I can get hold of it, then I can start leading him back. He seems calm as I shuffle closer on my knees.

‘Why are you running away?’ I keep talking as I approach him slowly. Once he notices I’m not blocking his exit anymore, he might make a dash for it. ‘Or are you just trying to keep warm and everyone’s misinterpreted your reasons?’

Rudolph glances up at me but carries on munching whatever he’s extracted from under the snow and doesn’t look like he’s going to trample me or impale me with his antler.

‘I must say your nose is a lot less red than I expected. Is that why you’re running away – because people are disappointed by the lack of red nose?’ I inch a bit closer. ‘I guess any reindeer named Rudolph has a lot to live up to. But you have to be your own man … well, reindeer … And I know the feeling. People are usually disappointed when they meet me, and I spend a good chunk of my life wanting to run away too. I quite fancy a remote island somewhere, don’t you?’

He’s a reindeer, I say to myself. I doubt he’s given much thought to emigrating to a remote island.

‘But look, here’s the thing, the longer you’re out here, the longer my dad is chasing you, and it’s flipping freezing. You probably don’t notice it because you’re a reindeer, but this is making winter in Britain feel like a weekend on the beach in Maui. I assume so anyway. I’ve never been to a beach in Maui. This is the first time I’ve been anywhere, actually.’

Another shuffle closer, close enough that I can reach out for the end of his harness. I hear movement behind me and in my peripheral vision, I see Taavi sidle up beside a tree trunk.

I expect him to take over, but he doesn’t make any movement, and I don’t want to risk Rudolph running again, so I carry on.

‘I wouldn’t worry too much about the red nose. Visitors probably don’t even notice. My nose must be red enough to rival yours anyway now. I haven’t been able to feel my face for the past few hours. You know when you go to the dentist and they numb your mouth for a filling? My whole face feels like that. Oh wait, you’re a reindeer, you’ve probably never been to the dentist, have you?’

Behind me, Taavi lets out a laugh, and it makes Rudolph look up. While he’s distracted, my hand shoots out and closes around the dangling end of the halter. I go to do a victorious shout, but think better of making any sudden movements.

I back out from under the reach of Rudolph’s antler and stand up, wrapping the lead around my hand a few times.

‘Good job.’ Taavi steps out from behind the tree and enters the small clearing. ‘I’ve never seen a reindeer lose the will to live before, but you obviously have a talent for it.’

I should probably be insulted but it’s the nicest compliment I’ve received for a while.

He rustles a hand in the pocket of his coat, deliberately making noise to get the reindeer’s attention, and then holds out a handful of what looks like the same stuff Rudolph’s pulling up from under the snow.

‘I caught up with your dad and sent him back to the house to get warm,’ Taavi says as the reindeer snuffles the moss-like stuff from his hand.

There’s something about his accent. He’s got a reassuring voice that makes you think things will be okay. The kind of voice you’d want to hear on a pilot flying your plane or a doctor performing your life-saving surgery.

‘Thanks.’ I offer him Rudolph’s lead but he shakes his head. Instead, he pats the reindeer gently, says something to him in Norwegian, and starts walking away. The reindeer trots after him, and I have to rush to catch up with them as the lead I’m holding pulls taut.

‘Got to admit that’s not how I expected to spend my first five minutes here.’ I dodge around a tree.

‘You came to help; you helped.’

You could have a more rewarding conversation with a nutcracker.

My feet sink into the snow as we walk between the trunks, but everything from the knee down is deadened with cold. The only sound is the crunch of Taavi’s boots and the huffing of the reindeer. Even though we can’t be far from where we started, the woods feel like they could go on forever. ‘What kind of place is this?’

He screws one eye up and looks at me like he can’t work out if there’s something wrong with me or if I’m just a complete numpty. ‘Not obvious?’

‘Well, yeah, but … my dad said it was a reindeer sanctuary.’

‘It is.’ His eyes swivel towards Rudolph like I might not have realised that he is, in fact, a reindeer. ‘It’s also a North Pole themed Arctic resort. We have log cabins that guests rent out, glass igloos that people book overnight to view the Northern Lights, and Santa’s House is open to the public for tours from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. every day.’

‘Ah, so it’s not a real house! That makes so much more sense. No one actually lives in a place that picture-perfect.’

The look on his face says I’ve truly lost the plot. ‘There’s
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