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Chapter 1

Christmas Eve

It’s far too early to be getting up for work but I can’t sleep and there’s so much to do before tomorrow’s festivities, so I drag myself out of bed, wrapping myself in my fluffy frog dressing gown – hood up, because the heating hasn’t kicked in yet – and head into the living room. The room is festooned with glitter and reindeers and jolly Santas and the whole place is given a warm, comforting glow from the Christmas tree when I plug the fairy lights in. I feel a shiver, but I’m not sure whether it’s a Christmas-is-near tingle or because it’s proper frosty at half-past four in the morning. Hot chocolate. That’s what this morning needs to get going. A hot chocolate and one of my neighbour’s festive biscuits, because if you can’t have biscuits for breakfast on Christmas Eve, when can you?

I choose something to watch while the milk’s warming in the microwave, opting for one of the cheesy made-for-TV films I’ve recorded. I adore them, with their gorgeous winter scenery, swoon-worthy heroes and, most importantly of all, the happily ever after. This one is a re-telling of A Christmas Carol, and I munch on the biscuits and sip my hot chocolate while the too-busy-to-see-her-loved-ones career bitch is replayed her past to show her the error of her ways so she can have the happiest, picture-perfect Christmas at the end. Batting the biscuit crumbs off the front of my dressing gown, I grab my knitting bag and clack away with the needles while I watch the rest of the story unfold. My current knitting project is a pair of reindeer socks, which are supposed to be a gift for my mum. I’ve been a bit distracted over the past few days so my fingers are having to work at lightning speed to get them finished on time. Handmade gifts are much more special than shop-bought, I think, and I can’t wait to see Mum’s face when she opens them, to feel my chest fill with love and pride, to know that my hard work has brought a smile to her face.

But there’s no smile on my face right now, not even when Career Bitch is transformed into Mrs Christmas Joy, bestowing lavish gifts on her friends and family as they sit around the lit-up Christmas tree. I don’t even crack a smile when they break out into a beautifully harmonious version of ‘Let It Snow’ and instead throw my knitting aside so I can snatch up the remote to turn the telly off. It’s no use. I can’t do it. I can’t pretend this is a normal Christmas because it isn’t, and trying to force some Christmas spirit into myself isn’t working. I’ve tried it all: the festive films, the seasonal treats, and the Christmas music, which is the worst with the smug, ‘we’re so in love we can’t help but shout it from the snow-topped rooftops’ classics, or the bouncy, ‘I’m so happy I could burst into a cloud of glitter and spread yet more Christmas sparkle’ party tunes, and the mushy, ‘let’s snog under the mistletoe’ ballads. All those cheery Christmas songs can piss right off. All of them. I don’t want to step into Christmas, or hear about how many sleeps there are until your sickly-sweet perfect boyfriend walks through the door to spend the perfect Christmas with you. Because no number of sleeps will bring my perfect boyfriend through the door to spend the perfect Christmas with me. Because he dumped me two days ago. (Three, technically, I suppose, since he walked out on me after the Terrible Row. But he didn’t ‘officially’ dump me until the day after, when he packed up his things and vacated the flat for good). So I don’t care what Mariah wants for Christmas. All I want for Christmas is Scott, and that isn’t happening because he won’t even pick up when I call, or return any of my WhatsApp or Facebook messages. He’s blanking me completely, which doesn’t bode well for a Christmas reunion. Scott and I won’t be having a merry little Christmas together if he won’t even speak to me.

Who does that though? Dumps somebody three days before Christmas? (Or four, depending on how you’re measuring the dumping. Storming out of the flat post-row or actually moving out?) Scott did that. Dumped me, completely out of the blue, over a silly row that started over him throwing his coat over the back of the chair instead of hanging it up. Yes, I may have nagged him about it a bit, but it isn’t something to end a three-year relationship over.

The flat’s too quiet now the telly’s off. Usually, Scott would be making a comforting racket at this time in the morning as he dashed about the place, hunting for lost shoes or the ‘only tie’ that goes with the shirt he was wearing, or clattering about the kitchen making far more noise than is necessary while making a piece of toast. I miss that noise. The noise that reminded me I wasn’t alone. Now, there is only silence and the reminders that Scott isn’t here; the cool, smooth duvet on his side of the bed, the empty hangers taunting me with their rattle every time I open the wardrobe, the lack of toothpaste clumps in the bathroom sink. The sink is gleaming now, but the sight of it doesn’t fill me with joy. The sparkly enamel has sucked all the happiness from my body, leaving me feeling hollow, and if I’d known that the smears of Aquafresh would be the last remnants of our cohabitation, I wouldn’t have rinsed them away.

I should probably bung myself in the shower. My hair is greasier than the frying pan in the café next door after a day of cooking bacon, and my eyes are puffy from a night of snot-crying into my pillow. I probably stink and while I couldn’t care less about personal hygiene right now, I’m not sure my boss would approve of me driving customers away from the shop like a reverse Lynx effect. But there’s yet more reminders of Scott’s absence in the bathroom, and the space where his tatty old dressing gown usually hangs from the back of the door is like a fist to the gut that takes my breath away. That dressing gown was threadbare and a weird greyish/brown colour, but it was also as comforting as a hug from my long-dead gran. Now I’ll never see either of them again.

I force myself into the shower and into clean clothes but my spirits remain low, even when I pull on a pair of socks with a chirpy-looking robin in a bobble hat that usually make me smile. In another bid to cheer myself up, I pop the last three chocolates out of my advent calendar and shove them into my mouth without even bothering to note their festive shape. I haven’t been in the mood for enjoying the little daily treats since Scott walked out on me, and it turns out I’m still not in the mood for them now. I’m hate-chewing the chocolates as I head out of the flat and clump down the stairs, and when I hear the door slamming above and the thunderous feet of my upstairs neighbour hot on my heels, I don’t even bother to move out of the way. If she bulldozes into me and sends me tumbling down to the foyer with a snapped neck, it would probably be a blessing right now. But she manages to squeeze past me and hurtles down the stairs without even slowing her pace.

‘You did not tell me your mother has gone vegan. What are we going to feed her tomorrow?’

One of my downstairs neighbours is ranting on the phone as she pulls her front door shut behind her. She holds up a hand in greeting as she shoots her gaze up to the ceiling and shakes her head.

‘I don’t have time to pop into Tesco. You’ll have to grab her something before they shut … I have to work too! And she’s your mother … I don’t know – a bag of mixed leaf salad? What the hell do vegans eat? Oh, bugger. I was going to roast the potatoes in goose fat. Do you think she’ll notice?’

I’m about to slip past Miranda and head out of the main door, but she grabs my arm to stop me.

‘I have to go now, but make sure you get her something. I will not have the same kind of drama we had last year with her.’ Miranda rolls her eyes as she ends the call and tuts. ‘Men. Bloody useless, the lot of them. Oh, God. I’m so sorry.’ Her eyes widen and she bites her lip as she shoves her phone into her cavernous handbag. ‘I wasn’t thinking. I mean, I was … I was going to ask how you are, and then I go and put my foot in it like the big idiot Pete’s always telling me I am.’ She tilts her head to one side. ‘How are you, my darling? Coping okay? Because Pete and I are always here for you. You know that, right? All you have to do is pop down here and we’ll crack open a bottle of wine and have a good natter. You’re not on your own, okay?’

‘Thanks, Miranda. That’s really sweet of you.’

I like Miranda, even if she can be a bit full-on at times and she never stops bickering with her husband.

‘What are you doing for Christmas?’ Miranda wrinkles her nose. ‘You’re not spending it on your own, are you? Because you are more than welcome to join us. Lord knows, everyone else is! We’ve got my mum and dad, Pete’s mother, his sister and her brood, and an uncle who can’t keep his hands to himself.’ She wrinkles her nose again. ‘I’m not selling Christmas at the Wolfenden’s, am I? It’ll be fun, I promise. Once you get used to Bernie’s wandering hands and the headache from Kath’s four kids running riot has subsided. I’m looking forward to having a full house, really I am, and there’s definitely room for one more.’

‘It sounds great, really it does.’ It sounds horrendous, but working in retail has really honed my diplomacy skills. ‘But Franziska’s already invited me round to her place for the day. She was going to be alone too, so it’s nice we have each other now.’ This is the only silver lining I’ve found to being dumped so far.

‘Well, you just let us know if there’s anything we can do.’ Miranda smiles as she gives my arm a squeeze.

‘Well, actually …’ This feels a bit awkward because it has nothing to do with Scott leaving me on my own at Christmas, but it’s something I’ve been meaning to bring up for a while. ‘It’s not a major problem or anything.’ I glance behind me, towards the narrow hallway that leads out to the communal yard at the back of the property. ‘It’s just Pete’s bike … I wouldn’t say it’s in the way or anything, but …’ But I scrape my legs on its pedal every time I empty the bins. And then again on my way back up to the flat. My calves are full of bruises. ‘Franziska will be putting the Christmas tree up later, and there isn’t much room …’

‘I knew it was in the way. I told him.’ Miranda’s mouth is screwed up tight as she rummages in her handbag. ‘Don’t you worry, my darling, it’ll be gone by the time you get home from work.’ She produces her phone, pressing it to her ear as she lifts her free hand in farewell. ‘Pete! What did I tell you about that bloody bike?’

   


Chapter 2

‘Frohe Feiertage!’

Having given Miranda a couple of minutes to stalk away from the building, still sniping at Pete over the phone, I’m about to push the door open and head off to work, but Franziska is standing in the doorway to her flat with a plate of German cookies in hand, and there’s no way I can refuse one of those babies. Heartbreak may have robbed me of the desire to eat advent calendar chocolates, but it hasn’t diminished my appetite for my neighbour’s baked goods.

‘Merry Christmas Eve, Franziska.’ I take one of the cookies – a little delicate-looking thing with a chocolate and walnut topping.

‘You are coming round tonight, aren’t you?’ Franziska prods the plate at me until I take another biscuit. ‘To start the festivities?’

Franziska grew up in Germany, where Christmas Eve is the main celebration so in effect we’re going to be having two Christmases. Ordinarily, this would be delightful, but this year, for obvious reasons, I’m struggling to muster the enthusiasm for one day full of joy, never mind a double dose.

‘Of course I’ll be here.’ In body if not in spirit. ‘What time do you want me?’

‘The sooner the better. You have the parade this afternoon, yes? Then you are free to come home?’

Oh, God. The parade. I don’t know how I’m going to get through today, but I have to, and I have to do so with a smile plastered on my face.

‘If you are back in time, you can help me decorate the tree in the hall. I bought some beautiful glass baubles at the Christmas market yesterday and I can’t wait to add them to the collection.’

This will be my first Christmas here, as Scott and I only moved into the flat over the summer, but I’ve heard wonderful things from Miranda about the Christmas tree Franziska erects in the communal hall every year, filling it with glass baubles and homemade cookies and sweets. I’d been really looking forward to seeing it, and do you know what, I’m going to enjoy seeing it later and I’m going to show it, even if I have to hook my fingers into the corners of my mouth and stretch them up into a display of happiness. Christmas is my favourite time of the year and I can’t let it pass by in a blur of misery. I will summon Christmas joy from somewhere, even if I have to fake it.

‘How is your internet working now?’ I shake my head when Franziska nudges the plate of biscuits towards me again. ‘Any better?’

‘Much better. Thank you for fixing it for me.’

‘It was nothing.’ I’m not being modest here, it really was nothing. Franziska’s internet was playing up a couple of weeks ago, but only because her computer was connecting to the free Wi-Fi from the café next door. The connection was so weak, she could have made herself a brew – and probably baked a batch of these delicious cookies – in the time it took to refresh her inbox.

‘Well, thank you anyway. I appreciate the help and I’m all caught up with my emails.’

‘How is Klaus?’ I try not to smirk as I ask the question, but it’s extremely difficult. Franziska will deny it until her dying breath, but the reason she was so keen to get her internet back up and running properly was so she could chat to her old friend back in Germany.

‘He is fine, thank you. Now, off you go before you miss your bus. And wrap up warm. It’s cold enough to freeze your danglies off out there.’ Franziska winks at me before she retreats into her flat. She wasn’t kidding about the weather; I’m wearing a cardi over my dress and a thick woollen coat buttoned to the chin, but I’m still taken aback by the sharpness in the air as I step out onto the street, and my feet are like blocks of ice despite thick tights, the chirpy robin socks and lace-up boots. Pulling my bobble hat firmly over my ears and forehead and re-wrapping my yellow scarf to make sure there are no gaps to let the cold air in, I set off for the bus stop, munching away at Franziska’s biscuits during the short journey. Franziska may be several decades older than I am, and I’ve only known her a few months, but she’s quickly become one of my best friends (and that’s only partly due to her knack for baking).

Eventually, the bus turns up and I shuffle my way along the packed seats until I find one near the back, but I wish I’d chosen to stand instead even before my bum cheek reaches the questionably-stained seat. Because right in front of me is a couple who are clearly in the early throes of a relationship, when you can’t keep your hands (or lips) off each other. And while a week ago I probably wouldn’t have even noticed the heavy-petting pair, today I want to wedge myself in between them just to stop the public display of affection.

I know I’m being a proper Grinch, and it isn’t their fault that I’ve been dumped, but it makes my chest ache to see them snogging and pawing at each other. I remember when Scott and I were like that, when the world shrank to just the two of us, and it wouldn’t have even occurred to us that someone might take offence at our teenager-like snogging on the bus, and I can’t quite believe that it’s gone. The passion, the love, the relationship. All of it vanished – poof! – just like that.

Scott and I met three years ago in the toy shop where I work, while Scott was browsing for a birthday gift for his niece. I helped him choose a doll with purple hair and a sparkly T-shirt, and we flirted a little bit because why not. He was incredibly handsome and charming with the right hint of cheekiness, and I fancied him a lot, but I never thought anything would come of it. With the doll in hand, he thanked me for my help and headed for the cash register and that should have been it. Except we ran into each other again a few weeks later, in a bar close to the shop. We were both in there for Friday night drinks with our colleagues and it was Scott who approached me.

‘Hey, Shopgirl! I owe you a massive thank you, because my niece loves the doll you suggested. She takes it everywhere. Let me buy you a drink. It’s the least I can do after all the brownie points you scored me. I’m the best uncle ever, apparently.’

We got chatting, flirted a bit more, and at the end of the night when he asked for my number, I gave it to him.

‘It’s Zoey,’ I told him, when I noticed that he was saving my contact under ‘Shopgirl’. ‘It’s with a Y. Z. O. E. Y. Zoey Beake. Like a bird, but with an E on the end.’

‘I know.’ Scott slipped his phone into his pocket without correcting it. ‘Not about the Y or the beak. Not until now, anyway. But you’ll always be Shopgirl to me.’

When did he stop using the nickname? Because he hasn’t called me Shopgirl for a long time, and I hadn’t even noticed. I look away from the pawing pair and stare out of the window. There are signs of Christmas everywhere, from the hats and scarves people have bundled themselves into, to the trees in the windows we’re chugging past and the wreaths on the doors. The bus is filled with a weird mix of energy, a blend of anticipation (it’s Christmas tomorrow!) and fear (will I get everything ready on time?) and it’s making me feel a bit queasy. It’s either the strange energy swirling around the bus or the fact I’ve eaten three advent chocolates and several German cookies for breakfast that’s making me feel a bit sickly.

It appears I’m not the only one who’s feeling a bit off, as there’s a girl, late teens, I’d guess, sitting across the aisle who’s looking a bit twitchy, as though she doesn’t know whether to remain seated or to bolt down the aisle and throw herself off at the next stop. She has a book on her lap, with her thumb holding her page, but she doesn’t appear to be interested in reading it. It’s a battered hardback with a faded brown cover and gold lettering, and because I’m too nosy for my own good, I lean towards her, under the pretence of scratching my calf, to see what it is she’s reading.

A Christmas Carol. How apt for Christmas Eve, though she’d better get a wriggle on if she wants to finish it during the festive period because she’s only about a third of the way through according to her thumb bookmark.

The bus stops and she suddenly jolts upright, and I do the same, my heart beating wildly at the prospect of being caught mid-snoop. But she isn’t interested in me. Her neck is stretched giraffe-like as she tries to see around the standing passengers to the front of the bus. The bus is already jammed, with all the seats taken and not much more room for standing, but passengers pile on board, squeezing into every inch of space available. Once everybody is packed in like sardines, the bus sets off again and the girl with the book slumps in her seat. She opens the book, but I don’t think she reads a word of it as we make our way into town.

I forget all about the girl with the book as soon as the bus pulls into the station. The estate agency where Scott works is off to the left, and I wonder if I have enough time to dash over to see him before my shift at the shop. He can ignore my calls and texts, but what’s he going to do if I’m standing there, right in front of him? But I’d be cutting it very fine even with the briefest of visits, and there’s no way I can be late today. Christmas Eve is always hectic, especially with the parade taking place this afternoon.

Shooting the estate agents a mournful look, I plough on ahead, focusing instead on the fitness tracker Scott bought me for our anniversary six weeks ago. I’m nowhere near my daily steps goal, but I’ll definitely have reached it by the time the parade is over. In fact, I’ll probably have set a new record, which is something I can tell Scott if he ever gets round to speaking to me again. He’ll be pleased about the achievement. I know he will.

C&L’s Toys isn’t even open yet, but the air is thick with frantic energy as staff dash about, ensuring everything is in place in time for opening, knowing their efforts are fruitless because by the end of the day, every floor, from the lower ground floor café to the dolls and action figures section on the second floor, will resemble a jumble sale. And it’ll all have to be put back in place again in time for the Boxing Day sale.

I chat to my co-workers on my way to the staffroom, pushing a smile onto my face and exchanging festive pleasantries. Most of them don’t know about my break up with Scott, and I’d like to keep it that way. It’s one thing being miserable in my own head, but I don’t want to bring everybody else’s mood down as well. While I’m at the shop, I’m my usual happy self. I’m Zoey-with-a-smile. I’m jolly and bright. I’m a flipping Christmas elf.

Literally, I’m a Christmas elf. Reaching into my locker, I pull out the red-and-white stripy leggings and the itchy green-belted dress that, along with a jingly green hat and ridiculous curly-toed shoes, has made up my uniform since the toy shop’s grotto opened at the beginning of November and I was temporarily moved from my usual spot in dolls and accessories to the North Pole.

Decked out in my elf outfit and pushing my heartbreak aside, I head up to the second floor to spread the festive joy I’ll have to summon from somewhere very deep inside.

   


Chapter 3

‘I Want a Hippopotamus for Christmas’ is being piped into the festive village that has taken over the entire seasonal department floor space, and I squash down the urge to yell about what I want for Christmas (Scott), because that isn’t something jolly and bright Zoey-with-a-smile would do. Instead, I push my lips into a smile so wide you could count all of my teeth if you so wished, and follow the maze of Christmas trees around to the gingerbread house. A simple shed-converted-into-a-grotto isn’t good enough for our toy shop – we have a whole wonderland of festive joy for the children to enjoy, because the managing director of C&L’s Toys wants to create an ‘experience the little ones will never forget’ when they come to visit Santa in our shop. The grotto ‘experience’ begins with a gingerbread forest of Christmas trees, each decorated with its own theme: dolls and accessories, Lego, dinosaurs, iced gingerbread and homemade decorations made by the kids at our weekend craft sessions, and everything else you can imagine in-between. Once you emerge from the bedecked foliage, there’s a gingerbread-style cottage where I find two of my fellow grotto helpers chatting underneath one of the apple trees.

‘Is the gingerbread ready today?’

I’m still Zoey-with-a-smile, even if I do sound a bit peeved as I fire the question at Shannon. She definitely drew the longest straw when it came to grotto costumes; while Milo and I are trussed up in the red and green elf get-ups, Shannon looks elegant in a floor-length cloak made of red velvet with a white fluffy fake-fur trim. She looks like a snow queen, but a nice one who wouldn’t dream of casting evil, frosty spells on her land.

‘Oh. Sorry.’ She pulls the corners of her mouth down and gives a half shrug. ‘I forgot.’

She forgot yesterday. And the day before that. And all the days she’s been on shift since the grotto opened.

‘No worries.’ I check my watch – there are still fifteen minutes until opening, plus I’m inching closer to my daily steps goal according to my tracker. ‘I’ll go and grab the first batch.’

‘I can go if you’d like?’ Milo starts to move away from the apple tree, but I hold up a hand.

‘It’s fine. Really. Can you make sure the candy canes are stocked up?’

‘Already done, and I’ve put a spare box in the gift shop booth, just in case. I think it’s going to be a busy day.’

‘Yes, I think it probably will be quite busy.’ I smile extra-wide at Milo before I head down to the café on the lower ground floor. This will be Milo’s first Christmas Eve working at C&L’s as he’s a seasonal temp and he has no idea how manic things are about to get.

I head down to the café, looking out for my best friend en route, but it’s one of the other members of staff who grabs the mini cellophane-wrapped gingerbread men (people?) from the kitchen. She’s already looking frazzled, her curly red hair already escaping from the net underneath her jingling reindeer antlers, so I don’t hang about to wait for a quick chat with Eloise. I doubt she has time, and I better get the gingerbread people – and myself – back up to the grotto. No doubt Shannon will need chivvying along and Cliff – aka Santa Claus – will need dragging in from his cigarette break (if it can be classed as a break if you haven’t even started the workday yet).

‘Zoey?’

I’m about to step onto the escalator that will take me up to the second floor when I hear the unmistakable clip-clop of the managing director’s heels making their way towards me.

‘Can I have a quick word? It’s about the parade?’

Oh, God. I usually look forward to the Winter Wonderland parade that the town holds every Christmas Eve, but being broken-hearted really dampens your festive spirits, and the thought of actually taking part in the parade is like a deadweight on my shoulders. How am I supposed to spread festive cheer when all I want to do is crawl back into bed with a plate of Franziska’s German cookies?

Tucking the box of gingerbread people under one arm, I cross the fingers on my free hand, hoping it’s the good kind of ‘quick word’. The kind where Philippa says she doesn’t need me to take part in the parade after all, so I’ll be free to finish early and slope off home to get stupidly drunk on Franziska’s lethal gluhwein. A Christmas miracle, if you will. I can feel my festive spirits starting to stir already. Maybe I’ll even help to decorate the Christmas tree in the hallway.

‘We have a teeny-weeny problem.’ Philippa holds up her thumb and forefinger, just a sliver of air between them. I’m hoping the teeny-weeny problem is that there are too many people taking part in the parade and they need a volunteer to step down, in which case my hand will be firmly in the air.

‘We’re a man down.’ Philippa bites her lip and pulls her eyebrows down low. ‘Due to a tummy bug. Very nasty, apparently, but I’ll spare you the details. Anyway.’ Philippa claps her hands together and takes a deep breath. ‘I’d like you to step in.’

‘Me?’ I hitch the box of gingerbread to rest on my hip. ‘But I’m already part of the parade.’

‘Yes, as a regular elf, but we have plenty of those.’ Philippa gives a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘I want you to take the place as the head elf.’

‘Isn’t Santa head elf?’ And then it dawns on me. Every Christmas, C&L’s has a different theme for its seasonal displays and entertainment, and this year we have a circus theme. I take a sharp intake of breath when I realise what Philippa is suggesting here.

‘Now, I’m not asking you to juggle.’ She leans in close. ‘Unless you can? No? It was a long shot. Anyway, you won’t have to juggle, so don’t worry about that.’

‘But the stilts?’

Philippa beams at me. ‘Piece of cake, apparently. You’ll pick it up in no time. You can have a little wander around the staffroom to find your feet before the parade. It’ll be fun!’ Philippa beams at me and then she’s gone, stalking off to no doubt spread some more good cheer.

No Christmas miracle then.

No early finish.

No getting blind drunk on Franziska’s heavy-handed gluhwein.

Ho oh no.

‘I can’t do it. I’m going to fall flat on my face and everyone will laugh.’

I’m in the staffroom, dressed in the special head elf’s outfit, which has extra-long stripy trousers to accommodate the stilts that I’m just about standing upright on, but only because I’m clinging on to the bank of lockers lining the wall. My best friend is standing across the room, her arms stretched out in front of her, her knees bent and a look of determination on her face.

‘You can do it. And you won’t fall over. You’ve just got to be brave and let go of the lockers.’

It sounds so easy when she says it like that, but my stomach is churning and my heart is thumping away like Animal on the drums, and there’s no way my fingers are loosening their grip on the edge of the locker.

‘Come on, Zoey. You can do it.’ Eloise waggles her hands, ushering me forward, her eyes wide and her mouth stretched wide. I feel like she should be recording me on her phone, ready to upload to Instagram Stories (Zoey took her first steps today! #ProudMummyMoment) but it’s oddly motivating and I find myself sliding my hand down the locker, peeling my fingers away slowly, until I’m standing on my own two feet. Or rather, my own two stilts.

‘That’s it! Well done!’ Eloise claps her hands and jigs about on the spot before she stops still, knees bent once again, and waggles her hands at me. ‘Try and walk towards me. Slowly. One step at a time.’

‘I won’t fall over?’

‘You won’t fall over.’

‘And you won’t laugh if I do?’

Eloise straightens and plants her hands on her hips. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘Liar.’ I catch her eye and we both giggle, which causes me to wobble. My hands are clinging to the locker again before I can even think about falling on my arse, but Eloise is having none of it and waggles her hands again, barking instructions at me until I comply and take my first tentative step. It’s a bit shaky, but my elf-shoe-clad stilt lands solidly on the ground. I take another step, then another. My arms are outstretched for balance, but it’s a start. I’m actually moving across the room.

‘How long have we got until we have to leave for the parade?’

I check my watch with extra care so I don’t topple with the movement. ‘Ten minutes.’ All this practice is adding to my steps for the day. After a morning in the grotto, handing out candy canes to the kids and guiding them to the end of the queue to see Santa, the steps have really clocked up. If I get this right, I’ll easily reach my goal and have something positive to say to Scott rather than simply begging him to come home. I just have to not break a leg on these bloody stilts.

‘I think we need to work on your face.’ Eloise stretches her arms out and takes a lumbering step while screwing up her face. ‘It looks like you’re more constipated with every step.’

Great. So that’s one more thing to worry about, after causing myself an injury and humiliating myself.

‘You’re so lucky to not have to take part in this stupid thing.’ I take a cautious step, concentrating both on my footwork and my facial expression, which I’m trying to keep non-constipated.

‘Lucky?’ Eloise snorts. ‘Sensible, more like. You put your name down for it back in October.’

‘I didn’t put my name down for this.’ I lift a stilt, which is a mistake because I start to lose my balance. It takes two shuffles back and another shuffle forward to right myself, but I manage to remain standing. ‘And I thought it’d be fun. I had no idea I’d be feeling so miserable this Christmas.’

‘Scott still hasn’t been in touch?’

I shake my head. ‘Not heard a word from him. I’ve left messages with everyone – his mum, his sister, his mates, even the woman on reception at his work. I don’t know what else to do.’

‘He might just need some space. It might do you both good.’

‘But I don’t want space from Scott.’ I want to be with him. I love him. ‘I just wish I had the opportunity to put things right.’

‘I know.’ Eloise closes the gap between us and reaches up on tiptoe so she can give me a hug. It nearly topples me over, but it’s worth it. There are many reasons why Eloise Farmer is my best friend, and being a champion hugger is one of them.

‘Are we ready?’

Philippa pops her head round the staffroom door, eager smile in place. I should tell her that no, I’m not ready. That I can’t do this after all, because I’m about as steady on my feet as a newborn foal, but I don’t. I’ve never been one for confrontation, and I always strive to stick to my word and not let anyone down, so I return Philippa’s eager smile with a constipated-like one of my own and nod my head (very, very gently so I don’t knock my balance).

‘I’m ready.’

I just hope I don’t live to regret those words.

   


Chapter 4

The Winter Wonderland Parade has taken place every Christmas Eve for the past eight years, and it grows each time, with more local businesses and community groups taking part. This is my fifth parade as part of C&L’s contribution, and definitely the most difficult. In the past, I’ve dressed as a maid-a-milking for our ‘12 Days of Christmas’ theme and ‘milked’ a papier-mâché cow on a float (and yes, it did look rather suggestive for a family event) and the turkey costume for our ‘Christmas Feast’ was hot and cumbersome, but the stilts are proving rather tricky. I’ve managed to hobble to the town square, where the procession is due to start any minute now, and although I think I’m starting to get the knack of moving with extended limbs, the parade route around the town centre seems awfully long right now.

‘Zoey!’ Philippa pushes her way through the crush of parade participants, and my stomach lurches. What now? Does she want me to walk a tightrope along the rows of oversized fairy lights stretched across the buildings? Tame a lion? Because these stilts are the very limit of my circus skills.

‘There you are. I didn’t think I’d be able to find you.’

Under normal circumstances, I’d find that hard to believe since I’m towering above normal height, but there are so many of us crammed into the space behind the town hall and I’m not the tallest object here by far. There’s the giant ringmaster puppet and oversized penguins and snowmen milling around, not to mention the double decker bus with the shopping centre’s Santa at the wheel (our own Santa from C&L’s was most put out that he wasn’t asked to do the honour).

‘I grabbed this for you.’ Philippa thrusts a long, lurid green cylindrical object at me. ‘To make up for the lack of juggling.’

The cylindrical object is a jumbo bubble mix and wand (2 for 1 in our stocking filler section). So not only am I expected to master stilt walking, I have to do so while blowing bubbles into the crowd.

‘Everyone likes bubbles, don’t they! They’re fun!’ Philippa starts to back away, almost knocking an acrobat over as she stretches in preparation for the tricks she’s about to perform during the parade. ‘Anyway, good luck, and if I don’t see you after the parade, merry Christmas!’ She turns and squeezes her way back out of the crush just as the distant sound of a brass band starts to play ‘Good King Wenceslas’, marking the start of the parade. C&L’s circus acts and their elf helpers are at the back of the parade, sandwiched between a troupe of little girls in reindeer costumes and a group of drummers who are warming up with some lively beats, so it’s a good few minutes before we set off.

The town centre’s streets are crammed with families, all wrapped up warm in hats and scarves, gloved hands clutching the promotional material that’s being handed out; leaflets reminding everyone that the local panto is still running until the first week of January, paper crowns advertising food venues, balloons promoting shoe shop sales. Just ahead of me, on either side of our cartwheeling acrobat, Shannon and Milo are handing out candy canes and mini gingerbread people along with leaflets shouting about our Boxing Day sale. Although I’m concentrating on blowing bubbles towards the grinning children in the crowds while trying to remain upright, my eyes are on the lookout for Eloise, who said she’d give me a wave. I haven’t seen her yet, but we’re only a third of the way around the parade route. My watch buzzes as we pass Greggs, signalling I’ve reached my daily steps target, and the unexpected vibration is enough to make me stumble on my stilts. I manage to remain on my feet, though my pulse rivals the beat of the drummers behind me. It’s just started to slow down to a normal rhythm again when a human cracker races towards me, singing a very bad karaoke version of ‘Wonderful Christmastime’. The shiny green cracker tells the worst joke ever invented before racing off to inflict his singing and jokes on the next section of the crowd.

We pass Primark and Boots, but I still haven’t spotted Eloise. The little girls dressed as reindeer in front of me have performed a dance routine to ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’ on a loop countless times and I’m starting to get a headache from the enthusiastic drumming behind, but at least the town hall square is almost in sight again, meaning we’ve almost completed the circuit around the town centre. Blowing bubbles into the crowd first to the right and then to the left, I scour the crowd for my best friend. Being on stilts does have its advantages, it seems, because being so tall means I have a better view. Which is how I spot them outside McDonalds. Him, braving the cold in a hoodie and ripped jeans, his closely-cropped afro hatless and exposed to the elements. Her, wrapped up in a puffy white jacket that is somehow slimming and doesn’t make her resemble the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man. She looks as though she’s stepped out of the pages of a magazine feature of a winter wonderland with her honey-blonde hair cascading onto her shoulders from underneath a baby-pink bobble hat. Her hands are clad in matching mittens while a super-thick scarf is wound around her neck so only her eyes, nose and rosy cheeks are visible. Beneath the jacket, she’s wearing a super-short white skirt with vertical black-and-grey stripes over thick tights that show off an amazing pair of legs that my stilts and I simply cannot compete with.

What is he doing here? Scott never attends the parade. He says it’s for kids, and he’s always too busy at work but, judging by the casual attire, he hasn’t even been to the office today.

Also, who is this goddess he is with? Because she isn’t a stranger to Scott; she’s resting her pretty little head on his shoulder, for goodness’ sake, and he’s got his arm wrapped around her waist. I’m finding it difficult to drag myself out of bed each morning and he’s got himself a shiny new girlfriend? And she is shiny, but not in a greasy-skinned kind of way. She’s glowing and dewy and looks blissfully happy with the man who dumped me three days ago (two, officially).

How is this possible? How can he have forgotten about me so quickly and moved on? Didn’t I mean anything to him?

‘Watch out!’ The drummer has to shout over the din of the music but it’s too late and he collides with me. I hadn’t realised I’d come to a standstill but the huge drum pushes into me and I lurch to the side, tripping over my stupid clunky elf shoes. But I’m okay – a bit wobbly, but upright. Like Elton John, I’m still standing, dignity (pretty much) intact. It’s the collective gasp that alerts me to the impending doom. My inner celebrations come to an abrupt end as I twist my body and clock the double decker looming dangerously close. It’s going at a snail’s pace but the shopping centre Santa isn’t paying attention as he drives, his focus instead on the crowds as he waves to the good girls and boys. My instinct is to leap out of the way but my movement is impeded by the stupid stilts and although the bus is barely moving, it clips me on the shoulder as I turn away and knocks me off my feet. The bubble mixture tube flies from my hand, sending an arc of liquid in the air, and I sort of twist as I stagger forwards, so when I fall to the ground, I land flat on my back, my head smacking against the tarmac.

It’s a strange feeling as I lay there on the tarmac, looking up at the string of Christmas lights against the grey, overcast sky. My shoulder is throbbing from the impact with the Santa Express bus, and I feel like I could throw up, but I don’t feel embarrassed or afraid. I feel … light. I don’t even appear to be bothered about Scott and the new girlfriend anymore, which is very strange indeed and I’d laugh if I wasn’t so winded.

I try to sit up, but my head smarts from its impromptu meeting with the tarmac, so I stay very still and instead close my eyes, because a nice deep sleep seems like a very good idea right about now.

   


Chapter 5

I don’t know how long I sleep for. It should be hours, since I awake feeling refreshed, the pain in my shoulder and head now completely gone, but it can’t have been more than a few minutes because the crowds are still gathered on the pavement, their collective chatter creating a loud hum as I pick myself up from the ground with ungainly effort. Each footstep feels spongy, as though I’m sinking into dry sand on the beach, which isn’t helped by the unwieldy stilts.

‘Zoey!’

I hear somebody calling my name, but I ignore it. What if it’s Philippa, instructing me to hurry up and finish off the parade? Or worse, what if it’s Scott with the new girlfriend in tow?

‘Zoey!’

I turn around on the sand-like tarmac, frowning at the scene in front of me. There’s an ambulance, with a paramedic crew trying to revive some poor soul. A poor soul with unnaturally long legs clad in stripy trousers. Her glasses are wonky on her face, but nobody seems to have noticed, and her green elf hat is lying abandoned on the road. The shopping centre Santa is sitting on the pavement, his hat and beard by his feet and his head in his hands, while policemen try to keep the gawping crowds back. I can no longer hear the hum of the crowd, only my name being called with increasing volume.

‘Zoey?’

It isn’t Philippa, or Scott, or even Eloise. I’m not sure who this woman walking towards me is. She’s wearing a long, white dress and a golden crown and looks a bit like a picture of the Christkind in one of Franziska’s books. She must be part of the parade.

‘It’s so lovely to see you again.’

She smiles at me, and I know then that she isn’t part of the parade. That she isn’t the Christkind. She’s an old woman in a white nightie and an orange paper crown from a Christmas cracker on her head.

‘Gran?’ My voice is hoarse, my throat dry and scratchy as though I haven’t spoken for weeks, and the backs of my eyes burn intensely. ‘What are you …? You’re …’ I swallow against the grainy feeling in my throat, unable to finish my sentences, physically or emotionally.

‘I’m dead.’ Gran nods and sighs. ‘Happens to us all, I’m afraid. Even you.’

She turns, and I follow her gaze to the poor soul on the ground. I want to crouch down and nudge her glasses back into place. Why hasn’t anybody noticed her glasses are so lopsided? Of all the things that should bother me, it’s this. Not the look of determination as the paramedic pumps away at my chest. Not the horror on the faces of the kids in the crowd who will remember this Christmas Eve forever for all the wrong reasons. Not even the delight of the drama of it all from some of the adults. No, it’s the glasses that get to me.

‘It was the knock to the head that did it. Trauma to the brain.’ Gran turns back to me, the lines in her forehead deepening. ‘You didn’t suffer, did you?’

I shake my head. ‘It hurt, but not enough to kill me.’ I take a step towards my body. The paramedic is still trying to resuscitate me, putting every last bit of energy into saving me. Keep going. Save me. Bring me back. I want to scream the words at her, but nothing will come out.

‘She wouldn’t be able to hear you even if you screamed until your lungs popped.’ Gran says this as though I said the words out loud. ‘She can’t see you. None of them can. We’re not really here, you see.’

‘Then where are we?’

Gran tilts her head to one side and rubs her cheek with a wrinkled hand. ‘I’m not sure. A sort of in-between place. Neither here nor there.’ Gran reaches out and touches my cheek, smiling at me. My eyes sting again at the contact. I haven’t felt Gran’s touch since I was a kid. She died when I was nine or ten – a decade and a half ago. ‘You’re not ready to go yet. It shouldn’t be your time.’

‘So I’m going to live?’ I turn back to the paramedic
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