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Chapter One
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I blink, hardly able to take in the awful scene before me. It’s horrible. Worse than I imagined. I can’t believe I have to be seen in public like this.

“Well?” I can hear the laughter in my so-called friend Jeremy’s voice and can picture him sitting patiently on the edge of my bed, waiting to see what the obnoxious garment-bag contained. Nothing good comes from red and green spandex. “You can’t hide in there forever, you know. Maggie Pritchard is expecting you at the Hot Chocolate Hut in less than an hour.”

I take one more look in the full-length mirror and wince, turning to the side. It’s even worse than from the front and I try sucking my tummy in, which just makes me look weirdly deformed. Not to mention uncomfortable. I sigh and reach for my lipstick, outlining my bow lips in bold, bright red. When in doubt, wear red! I smack my lips together and make a kissy-face at the mirror but it doesn’t do much to improve my reflection. I’m still a thirty-two-year-old, soon-to-be divorcee taking the only job I can get at short notice to pay the bills my charming ex-husband landed me with when he left. 

“Don’t laugh!” I warn Jeremy, as I wriggle into the skirt that comes with my red-and-green onesie and thank the Lord that something is going to help conceal my hips. The ruffle hits me at precisely the wrong place but by this point, I’m committed. There’s no going back. I squint at my name badge before pinning it in place. Icey Sprinklecakes. Maggie has got to be kidding. Taking one last look at myself in the mirror, I fluff my brown curls, grateful that at least one thing looks good today, and step out of the en-suite into my bedroom where Jeremy is waiting. “Well?”

“You...look...nice.” The effort he’s making not to laugh is practically turning him purple and in the end, worried he’s going to pass out, I roll my eyes. 

“Go on. I know you’re desperate to mock me. Just do it now, when we don’t have an audience.”

“Well, that isn’t elf bad! I mean, it takes a whole lot of elf-confidence to wear something like that but I’m glad to see you still believe in yourelf.”

“Ha ha.” I shove my phone into my purse and slide it over one shoulder, hustling Jeremy towards the door. “Are you done?”

“Now, now. Don’t be Grumpy!” 

“Grumpy is a dwarf,” I remind him, but he doesn’t seem to hear me. He’s still fighting back laughter. 

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t stop myself. But honestly, this isn’t so bad! At least you aren’t going to be the only elf in the grotto.”

“You know, you’re right.” I shoot him an icy smile - living up to my elf-name - and force my words through gritted teeth. “Me and two teenage cheerleaders. What a trio we’ll make.” I tug my skirt down, wishing it was just an inch or two longer. “I am twenty years too old and twenty pounds too heavy for this gig, and I get two walking, talking assistants to remind me of that all day, every day. Remind me why I said I’d do this?”

“Because you love Christmas.” Jeremy follows me downstairs and grabs the jacket he left on my sofa. “Because you have an extra supply of community spirit this time of year.” He spies the pile of red-stamped overdue notices and tries to pretend he didn’t. “Because you need the money?”

“Because I need the money,” I agree, sliding my own coat on carefully over my costume. Not for the first time, I am grateful for my long mac which covers me from neck to ankle. Only my shoes - green felt, with an actual bell on the pointy toe - give the game away. I frown down at them, wondering if I can substitute my sneakers but before I can make the switch, Jeremy’s spotted something else he can’t help but comment on. I love him dearly, but goodness me, he’s nosy.

“Hey, Merry, what’s this?” He’s reached past my pile of unpaid bills to another stack of papers I’ve been studiously ignoring. He cranes his neck to read the first line then whips his head around to glare at me. “You didn’t sign these yet?”

“No.” I glare back, and he drops my unsigned - and, honestly, unread - divorce papers back onto the table where I’d left them.

“Why not? Neil left. He’s gone. And it’s not like you want him back, right?”

I don’t answer quickly enough for my overprotective guy-friend, because his glare becomes concerned in one swift moment and he’s looking at me with those sad puppy eyes that make him – objectively speaking - one of the cutest guys in Silver Brook. 

“No, I don’t want him back,” I say, hoping my voice sounds more convincing to him than it does to me. I don’t. I don’t. When your husband announces he’s met someone younger and prettier and more successful than you the day before your tenth wedding anniversary when you have a huge party planned with friends traveling into town from all over the country, well, you don’t just forgive and forget. Especially not when it later transpires he’s drained your joint checking account and left you severely in the red on a whole bunch of bills you didn’t even know were due. “I don’t want him back,” I say again, putting a bit more vehemence in my voice and satisfying Jeremy that I’m not going soft in my old age. “But that doesn’t mean I need to sign the divorce papers right away.” I sniff. “It’s Christmas. Nobody gets divorced at Christmas.”

“Right,” Jeremy smirks, which somehow makes him even more handsome. Man, I hate that. “They wait until January, the seasonally-appropriate time to emancipate yourself.”

“Hey, I don’t need emancipating.” I wave my hand, gesturing to the empty front room. “Look at all this emancipation I am enjoying. And I didn’t need to sign a darn thing to get it.” I roll my eyes. “Now, are you coming with me to the Christmas Market or what?”

“I am coming with you.” Jeremy beams, looking far more enthusiastic than he has any right to be. “There’s a cute girl running the fir tree stall that I want to get to know a little better...” He winks and I roll my eyes. At least one of us is going to have a happy Christmas this year.

“In that case, you can drive.” I thrust my car keys at him and gesture to my jingle-bell feet. “I can’t feel the pedals in these.” 

My so-called friend is still laughing when we pull into the parking lot in the center of downtown Silver Brook. “Downtown” implies a whole lot more than there really is to Silver Brook. There is precisely one main street, creatively called, wait for it, Main Street, and right now it looks busy, but that’s only because it’s lined with the festive fake-log-cabin stalls which make up the annual Christmas Market. From Thanksgiving to New Year, we do most of our trade in the great outdoors, regardless of sun, wind, rain, or snow. I risk a glance at the heavy clouds overhead and wonder just when the predicted blizzard is going to arrive. 

“So, are you coming for a drink?” I ask Jeremy as we climb out of the car. My teeth are already chattering and I wrap my arms around my torso, dreading how cold I’m going to feel when I have to take my coat off and it’s just thin lycra between me and the winter weather. The Hot Chocolate Hut has a cute wood-burning stove in one corner, but that’s about as far from Santa’s Grotto as it’s possible to get.

“Trees first.” Jeremy tosses me my keys. “I’m on the hunt for the perfect spruce.”

I’m not rising to that and say goodbye, picking my way carefully past the line of bustling market stalls until I reach the largest of them all - Maggie’s Hot Chocolate Hut. Usually busy at her cafe, the Jitterbug Junction, Maggie splits her time at Christmas between this temporary venue and the Silver Brook landmark at the other end of the street. I don’t know how she does it, or whether it’s worth the effort, but as she always pays for Silver Brook’s popular Santa’s Grotto out of her own budget, allowing all the funds raised to go to charity, I can’t fault her. She’s got prime real-estate this year, too. Slap bang in the middle of Main Street, between a stall selling candles and one selling freshly baked cookies. I inhale deeply, relishing the sweet, cinnamon scent, and step into the hut, making a beeline for the fireplace and waiting for the feeling to come back into my fingers and toes.

“Good morning, sunshine!” Maggie bustles over, beaming at me.

“The names Sprinklecakes,” I say, in my best scots brogue. “Icey Sprinklecakes.”

“Here you go.” She nods, approvingly, and thrusts a cup of steaming hot chocolate my way. “Shaken, not stirred.”

“Thank you!” I wrap my fingers around the mug, grateful for its warmth, and glance up at the sound of voices. Angry voices.

“Ivy...honey...!”

“Don’t honey me! I thought we agreed -”

“I know, but this time -”

Santa - or as I know him the other three-hundred-sixty-odd days of the year, Bill Barraclough - follows his wife into the hut, stopping short when he sees me standing there. 

“It’s for charity,” he says, catching my eye. “Right, Meredith?”

“What?” Ivy turns to glare at him, then spots me and her whole demeanor changes. She pulls herself up to her full height and offers me a tight-lipped smile. “Good morning, Meredith, dear. I see you’ve got yourself roped in this year, too. I like your...” Her gaze sweeps over me, at last settling on my feet. “Shoes.” She turns back to her husband, all the warmth vanishing from her voice. “We’ll finish this later.”

“You have a good day too, sweetheart!” Bill calls, pulling the jacket of his Santa suit on over the plain white t-shirt he’s wearing. He already has a beard, and I notice him fluff it absentmindedly with his fingers as he watches his wife stalk away. 

Awkward...

I’ve been in enough married-couple-rows to know that the last thing you want when you’re bickering with your spouse is an audience, so I turn away to enjoy the last of my hot chocolate and let Bill finish getting ready in peace. I’m staring out at the bustling crowds and everyone seems to be in a good mood. Carols are playing somewhere, the scent of cinnamon is in the air, and even I can’t deny the Christmas Spirit is pretty strong around here. In everyone, that is, except for Peter Stalker. I hear him before I see him, striding out of his book shop with a face like thunder and marching right up to the Hot Chocolate Hut ready to pick a fight with Maggie. Fortunately, she seems to be ready for him.

“Good morning, Peter!” she says, all charm. “I’ve just made a fresh batch of cocoa. Do you want some?”

“No, I do not want some!” he yells, thrusting his hand out so fast it’s a miracle he doesn’t knock the tray Maggie’s carrying out of her hand. She skips backward, lifting the tray and its contents safely out of the way and I’m in awe of her quick reflexes. 

“Then what do you want?” Maggie asks, sweetly. 

“I want to know what in God’s name you think you’re doing here.”
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“Serving hot chocolate.”

Maggie is completely unfazed by Peter’s thinly-veiled rage and he is momentarily stunned into silence.

“Are you sure you don’t want any? It’s very good!” Maggie is pushing her luck, now, and I’m watching in horrified fascination until she catches my eye. “Isn’t it, Meredith?”

“Oh! Yeah. Yes.” I take a quick sip and promptly choke on it. It takes me a minute to stop coughing but eventually I manage it and croak out a proper answer. “Very good.”

“I’m sure it is.” Peter has managed to regain his equilibrium. He shoots me a look and turns back to Maggie, folding his arms across his front and glaring at her. “But why do you have to do it right in front of my store?”

Ah. Light dawns and I finally grasp what’s got him all riled up. He raises his voice and says each word slowly just to make sure that everybody hears him and understands how difficult our being here is making things for him.

“You’re blocking people’s view of my store. Nobody is going to fight their way past this place to get to my front door. Every hot chocolate you serve is costing me book sales.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Maggie says. Her smile doesn’t drop for a second. “Perhaps you’d like to advertise a few of your books here? We could dedicate a table to you and encourage people to step inside to view more of your stock.”

“You want me to display my books outside?” Peter shakes his head. “And who will pay for the copies that get damp, or - or -” He looks at the thick, dark hot chocolate and pulls a face. “Sticky.”

“I guess you’re just going to have to trust your customers will still manage to find their way past us to your door, in that case.” Maggie’s smile is still in place but I can tell from the tense note in her voice that she’s getting tired of this argument. I finish my drink - now only really lukewarm chocolate - and look around for somewhere to stash my empty mug. I sneak past them, exchanging a look with Maggie that I hope Peter doesn’t spot. He doesn’t, but the movement does make him notice me, and he does a swift double-take, before theatrically rolling his eyes.

“And as for that thing!” 

Ouch.

I freeze in place, ready to argue that I certainly don’t look that bad when a noise stops me. A weird, snorting, snuffling noise. I turn my head, realizing that Peter wasn’t talking about me at all, but something I hadn’t noticed until that moment.

“Oh, wonderful!” Maggie beams, thrusting her tray at Peter who’s so surprised he takes it, before shaking his head and placing it noisily down on a nearby table. “You made it!”

Maggie strolls right up to the reindeer - that’s what Peter meant by that thing - and throws her arms around its neck. The animal snorts and tries to pull out of her embrace and that’s when I see he has a slim rope leash around his neck that’s held tightly by a tall, good-looking man standing about two feet away.

“Careful!” he jokes, stepping closer and rubbing the animal on its long nose. “Fred hasn’t had his dinner yet.”

Maggie steps back and we all watch as the reindeer handler reaches into the back pocket of his jeans and pulls out a handful of reindeer treats. He holds his hand out and the animal noses into it, greedily chomping away.

“What a good boy you are!” Maggie says, and the reindeer handler grins.

“Why, thank you, Ma’am!”

“Oh, you!” Maggie giggles and pats him lightly on the shoulder, and I hear the whispered oh, please! from Peter that perfectly echoes my thoughts on this little interaction. 

“Excuse me,” I say, realizing I’m squandering a very good opportunity to slip away. 

“Hey! Are you working at Santa’s grotto?”

No, I’m just dressed like this because I think it looks good... I clamp my mouth shut to keep from sharing the snarky comment out loud and instead plaster a smile onto my face.

“I am.”

“Great. You might as well take Fred with you, then.”

“Fred?”

“Fred Astaire.” The reindeer handler holds out the rope towards me and I stare at it, nonplussed. “Dancer, get it?” He grins and I stupidly find myself grinning back, although my smile soon falters when I make sense of what he’s suggesting. 

“Absolutely not. Nope. Nuh-uh. I’m not working with - with that.” I remember how affronted I felt to be referred to as a that, even though I wasn’t, and add a sheepish “reindeer” onto the end of my sentence. Fred sniffs and I’m pretty sure it hasn’t endeared me to him any. 

“Well, you guys are why I brought him over here. Fundraising, right? For the children’s hospital?”

Peter lets out a cackle of laughter at this, and I realize he’s still standing there, watching our little play unfold the way I watched him face off with Maggie a few minutes ago. I turn toward him, my brow furrowing in annoyance.

“Do you have some problem with us raising money for charity?”

“None at all,” he says, striding back towards his bookshop. “But if I were you, I’d keep an eye on Santa around all those collection buckets.” He shakes his head, muttering irritably as he slips out of the open side of the hut. “I still don’t see why you have to block my shop....”

“Ahem.” The reindeer handler clears his throat and when I look at him, he’s still holding Fred’s leash out to me. He smiles and I notice for the first time how cute he is. My hand makes a motion toward the leash but I stop it in mid-air.

“Let me check with the other volunteers!” I scurry off towards the back quarter of the Hot Chocolate Hut that’s been turned into a cozy Santa's grotto hoping I’ll find someone else who can take charge of Fred-Astaire-the-reindeer and collide with my mirror image. Only, a younger, skinnier, blonder mirror image. Two of them.

“Hey!”

“Watch it!”

“Sorry.” I regain my balance and lean down to offer a hand to one of the two teenaged elves I just knocked to the ground. Melissa - I think that’s her name - lets me help her to her feet then gives me the kind of look that could curdle milk. I ignore her, and fix a beaming smile on my face, pausing to straighten my name-tag. “I’m Meredith, but I guess you’d better call me Icey while we’re at work.” I chuckle, but neither Melissa nor her friend seems to find me very amusing.

“I’m Jessica,” the friend says. “And this is Ella.”

“Ah.” Close. “I guess we’re going to be working together! Where’s Bill - I mean Santa?”

The two teens give me identical shrugs and turn back to their phones, making it clear they’re done with me. 

“I don’t suppose either of you has any interest in reindeer...?”

Honestly, it’s like I never said a word. Neither one of them looks up from their screens, and in the end I give up, squeezing past them a little further into the grotto in hopes I can persuade Santa to come care for his own reindeer. No such luck. Bill’s nowhere to be seen, but he’s left his hat sitting on his chair waiting for him to come back. I spot an open box of wrapped candy canes sitting on the floor next to Santa's chair. Me and the other two elves are supposed to have easy access to them for handing out to everyone who puts a donation in our buckets. I bend at the waist, trying to get a good grip on the box but it’s a lot heavier than I realized.

“Excuse me, ladies!”

I hear a smooth male voice and then a twin chorus of giggles and realize, too late, that Fred and his keeper have given up waiting for me to come back. I wriggle around, trying to lift the box and straighten before handsome-reindeer-handler-guy walks in and gets an eyeful of my derriere but the corner of the box is caught on something and instead of giving way, momentum yanks me forward, sending both me and Santa’s chair crashing to the ground.

“Meredith?”

I can hear a note of amusement in that voice that I know only too well and I groan, wishing there was some place to hide. It isn’t handsome-reindeer-handler-guy at all, but the one man in all of Silver Brook I did not want to have to deal with today. The familiar face of my obnoxious ex-husband appears above me and he grins.

“Do you need a hand?”
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I scramble awkwardly to my feet, leaving the box of candy canes where it sits, and hurriedly regain enough of my composure that I can shoot my ex-husband the sort of withering glance our months-long separation has allowed me to perfect.

“What do you want?”

Neil’s smile falters but he forces it back into place, quirking one eyebrow roguishly at me.

“I want to see Santa?”

“Well, if you find him, tell him he’s late.” I reach into the candy cane box, pull out two handfuls, and push past Neil into the outer area of the grotto where I can see my two fellow elves. Zany Angelnose and Nutella Jollysocks are both now wearing their name-tags and I decide Zany and Nutella are far easier names to remember than...whatever they actually were. They are both cooing over Fred Astaire, who is enduring rather than enjoying the attention. Sadly, his handsome handler is nowhere to be found. “Here you go!” I say to the girls, passing them each a couple of candy canes. “For when the kids arrive.”

“Those kids? The ones who are already here waiting for us to let them in to see Santa?”

I look to where Zany is pointing and my eyes widen. Sometime in the last five minutes the empty street filled up with fidgety children wondering out loud when we’re going to change the sign from Santa is busy in his workshop, come back soon! to Santa is so happy to see you!

“What time is it?” I ask, thrusting the rest of the candy canes into Nutella’s arms and leaning back into the little room I’ve just left, in case Bill has somehow magically found his way into his seat. I practically collide with Neil, who has taken it into his head to follow me and I decide to kill two birds with one stone. “I’ll go find Santa,” I tell the girls, who nod vaguely at me and turn back to pet the reindeer. Taking Neil by the arm, I haul him outside after me, my eyes scanning the crowd for a hint of Bill’s broad, red-coated frame.

“So, Merry...” 

Again I can hear the smirk in my ex’s voice and I try to ignore it.

“Nice outfit. This is a whole new career for you, huh?”

“It’s a job,” I say, circling the outside of the Hot Chocolate Hut and finding all sorts of people but not the one man I’m looking for. “I’ve got to pay all those bills you left me somehow.”

“Actually, that’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.” Neil lays his hand on my shoulder and I flinch.

“I don’t have time right now,” I tell him, continuing my search until my eyes fix on a bright red hat with a bobble on the end. “Fantastic! At last. Bill! I mean, Santa!” I call, waving at the figure who turns at the sound of my voice. I frown. It’s definitely Santa, but this man is a bit taller than Bill. He’s slimmer, too, and I’m pretty sure that beard he’s wearing is fake.

“Can I help you, young lady?” The not-Bill Santa pulls his beard down to his chin and I recognize George Montgomery, another of Silver Brook’s retired older gentlemen. Why is he dressed as Santa? No, I don’t want to know. I shake my head, clearing the confusion in my head to bring my focus back to my task.

“I’m looking for Bill. He’s supposed to be our Santa today, only -”

“He’s gone AWOL?” George’s eyes gleam with possibility. “Yes, well, I did warn Margaret that might happen. Man of the Year or not, he’s hardly the most reliable man you might have hired.” He lets go of his beard and it snaps back into place almost painfully. “If you need a stand-in...”

“We’re good, thanks.” I don’t think I have the mental bandwidth to cope with a pair of dueling Santas today. I vaguely remember Maggie telling me there was another candidate for the gig this year but that she’d gone with Bill as he’d been her Santa for going on ten years now and always did a great job. It’d be nice if he was around here to do a great job right now!

“Merry.”

Neil’s still following me and with a groan of frustration, I turn around to glare at him.

“What part of I don’t have time right now don’t you get? I’m busy.” I gesture to my outfit. “Do you think I’d be out here dressed like this if I didn’t have to be? And if I don’t find Santa - the one I’m looking for, I mean - there are going to be a lot of disappointed kids out there. Not to mention a drop in donations to the children’s hospital, and that’s not happening this year. Not on my watch.” I straighten my name badge like it’s a sheriff’s star and stomp off, ignoring the jaunty jingle of the bells on my shoes that somewhat undermines the message I’m trying to convey.

“Fine!” Neil shouts after me. “Well, come find me when you think you can squeeze me into your busy schedule!”

I bite down hard on my lower lip, fighting the urge to turn around and kick our argument into an all-out row. What gives him the right to follow me around today? Can’t he see I’m busy? He’s the one that got me into this mess when he started fooling around with that idiotic Shelly woman, and - and - Striding through the milling crowds helps me to work through some of my frustration and I finally catch sight of Bill in his Santa suit, his head bent close to a man I don’t recognize. Whatever they’re talking about seems kind of intense and for a moment I wonder whether I should disturb him, but then I think of the kids and soldier on. I needn’t have worried. Bill spots me before I even get close and he straightens, saying a hasty goodbye to his friend and turning towards me with a grin.

“Meredith! Or, I’m sorry, it’s Icey Sprinklecakes today, isn’t it?” He winks at me. “Something the matter?”

“Your public awaits!” I tell him, pointing towards the long queue of children that is now snaking down the street.

“Goodness!” Bill glances at his watch. “Yes, I see it’s time we opened up the grotto.” He comes over all chivalrous and offers me his arm. After a moment’s hesitation I take it, but to my surprise, he doesn’t walk back around the hut with me but steps straight up to the back of the makeshift structure, pushing open a door I’ve never noticed before that ushers us straight into the grotto. He makes his way to his chair, fumbling around for his hat and making himself comfortable before shooing me out into the entryway. “That’s right, Icey! Send in the first of the boys and girls and I’ll start checking them off my list! Ho, ho, ho!”
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The morning passes in a riot of children giddy on sugar and excited to see Santa - or one of his authorized “helpers”, as one particularly serious-looking little boy informs me in a low enough voice that it won’t reach his toddler sister, who is so busy ogling Fred Astaire she’s oblivious to everything.

“That’s right,” I tell him, with a wink. “Just like me. We all work for the real Santa.”

The little boy’s eyes widen and I can see a hundred questions welling up in his little brain, so I’m only too happy when he reaches the front of the queue and I can usher him deeper into the grotto, past Zany and Nutella - I still haven’t got a handle on their non-elf names - who are involved in the sort of whispered conversation that has nothing to do with the North Pole.

“The queue could do with some managing,” I say, trying not to come over all Mom on them. They both execute perfectly timed eye-rolls but do at least step outside the cozy interior of the grotto and I turn to smile at Bill. “This young man has been waiting ever so patiently to see you, Santa!” 

“Ho ho ho!” Bill beams at me, then beckons the little boy closer. “And what’s your name, young man?”

“Matthew.” The boy pushes his glasses a little further up his nose and looks as if he’s coming up with a question or two that even the real Santa might struggle to satisfactorily answer. 

“Why don’t you tell Santa what you want for Christmas, Matthew? I’m going to go grab our camera and then we can take a nice photo to show Mommy and Daddy. Did you want your sister to be in it with you?”

Matthew shrugs in a way that wouldn’t have looked out of place on my teenaged non-helpers, and I decide to see if I can tempt his tiny twin away from the reindeer with the promise of a candy cane.

“Nutella!” I call to the taller of the two elves, the one who’s got our camera slung over one shoulder, oblivious to the fact that it really ought to stay inside the grotto. “Nutella!” It takes me three tries before I realize that isn’t her name, and hiding my embarrassment I tap her lightly on the shoulder. She lets out a shriek and I feel a hundred pairs of eyes turn my way. “Can I - can I get the camera?” I ask, pointing to it. The teenager laughs awkwardly, embarrassed at her overreaction, and slides it off her shoulder, holding it out to me. Her eyes are still a little wide and I can see, despite her laughter, that she’d been properly frightened. She blinks, and her old blank expression is back in place. I frown, wondering if I’d imagined it. “Are you alright?” I ask, but Bill’s voice makes its way out of the grotto, calling me back.

“Now where has that Icey Sprinklecakes got to?” A pause. “Icey!” 

“That’s my cue!” I say, turning towards Fred Astaire, who’s still standing there enjoying the admiration of a little crowd of toddlers and their moms. My eyes narrow until I spot the handsome reindeer handler and I realize Fred Astaire isn’t the only thing the moms are admiring.

“So, do they take a lot of care?” One mom asks, tugging thoughtfully on a silver snowman earring. “The reindeer, I mean.” She giggles.

“Well, we only have one.” The handler reaches into a leather pouch he has slung around his hips and pulls out half a carrot he holds in the flat of his hand for Fred to take. “He’s living with my sister in Monroe Cove until she can find him a more permanent home.” He winks. “But she was happy to loan him to me to spread a little Christmas cheer, and I’m never one to look a gift-horse in the mouth. Or in this case, a gift-reindeer.”

There’s a chorus of enthusiastic laughter and I swallow a groan, spotting Matthew’s little sister and crouching down next to her.

“Hey, honey!” I pass her a candy cane. “Your big brother is about to have his photograph taken with Santa. Want to join him?” I look around, trying to match the little girl to one of the mothers in the crowd but nobody seems to be paying us the slightest bit of attention. I straighten, but a quick survey of the Hot Chocolate Hut doesn’t seem to have any stray parents. I feel a tug on my lycra knees and bend down to see that the little girl is clinging to me, holding her hands out in an imploring gesture to be picked up. Fairly sure I’m about to be accused of child abduction and determined to fight it with my just doing my duty as an elf defense, I scoop the little girl up, holding her neatly against my hip. “Where’s your Mommy?” I ask her, but she’s far more interested in my camera. I frown, but as nobody’s come hollering at me to put their daughter down, I decide the very least I can do is get this photograph taken. Maybe Matthew will know where his parents have got to. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s go see Santa.”

I hurry back into the grotto, and Matthew’s sister starts squirming right as we reach Santa’s throne. I frown. There’s something wrong with this picture. There’s Matthew, patiently hanging on to his pick from the present barrel. I put his sister down on her own two feet and she wobbles towards him. But Bill? He’s nowhere to be seen.

“Where’s Santa?” I ask, checking sticky toddler fingers didn’t do any lasting damage to the camera.

“He just stepped
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