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    For my mum
 
For always keeping a seat at your table,
no matter how late I arrive,
how lost I've been,
or how many times I've said I wasn't coming.
 
This book is for you
because you have always kept a seat for me.
 
Skip the second epilogue; you'll prefer the ending you imagined.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Grief will walk beside you up every path.
Hope waits quietly at the summit.
 
 –  Yusuf
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No part of this ebook may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means – electronic, mechanical, recording, tweeting, TikToking, or otherwise – except as permitted by the ebook platform or applicable copyright law, without the prior written permission of the author. This includes adaptations into stage musicals or Netflix limited series. (If you are planning a musical, at least let me play a tree in the background).
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This is a work of fiction, based on true events. Which is a polite way of saying: yes, I really did climb that mountain on Christmas Day; yes, there really was a man with biscuits; and yes, it was as cold and miserable as described. But the rest has been adapted, altered, or completely imagined – partly for dramatic purposes and partly to protect the innocent, the guilty, and anyone with a good lawyer.
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Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, beyond those inspirations, is purely coincidental apart from the bits that aren’t. If you think you recognise yourself, don’t worry. You’re probably mistaken. And if you’re not mistaken – well, congratulations, you made it into a book.

––––––––
[image: ]


If you’ve read this far into the copyright page, you probably deserve a custard cream.

Content Note
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This story explores themes of grief, depression, and suicide.

If those subjects are difficult for you, please take care while reading.
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If you are struggling, you are not alone.

Support is available:
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In the UK, you can call Samaritans on 116 123

at any time.
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In the US, you can call or text 988 for the

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline.

––––––––
[image: ]


Elsewhere, please check local helplines or speak to

someone you trust.
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Stories can be heavy, but they can also carry hope.

I hope you find some here.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

The Mountain
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The mountain was waiting.

It had waited through storms and summers, through the boot prints of strangers, and through the stillness of years when no one came.

It waited without hurry, without need.

Snow fell, thawed, and fell again. Stones shifted under the patience of time. Streams carved new lines into its skin. Moss crept, frost retreated, and clouds passed like brief thoughts across its brow, and still the mountain remained – patient, ancient, unmoved.

It had listened to laughter once, and to the ragged curses of those who found its slopes less forgiving than they’d imagined.

It had heard songs, sobs, and prayers lost to the gale.

It had felt the thud of boots and the rhythm of hearts.

It had tasted blood and rain and kept both without distinction.

It had known the lightness of triumph and the heaviness of grief.

People carried their stories up its paths.

Some came seeking challenge.

Some came chasing beauty.

Some came hoping to leave something behind.

The mountain never promised answers. It only listened, as it always had and always would.

It watched centuries pass in quiet patience. Whole generations were born, loved, and gone again, their voices now part of the wind that whispered across its stones.

The mountain did not mourn.

It simply remained. 

Seasons folded over it like pages of an endless book – each snow, each thaw, another sentence in a story that had no need of an ending.

And still, it waited.

On Christmas morning, it listened still.

Far below, the valley slept beneath a quilt of mist, wrapped in warmth and ritual. Fires burned low and clocks ticked toward comfort. The faint scent of pine and chimney smoke drifted through the hollows.

But high above, the ridges leaned into the wind. The air was sharp enough to bite. Frost slicked every stone, and the streams whispered quietly beneath their thin skin of ice.

Someone was coming.

A man with too much on his shoulders and too little in his pack.

A man chasing the kind of silence that might finally stop the noise inside him.

He did not yet know what he would find – only that something in him had answered the mountain’s call, the same call it had been sending out for years without words.

The wind rose, carrying with it the faintest tremor –  as though the mountain itself had drawn breath.

The first crunch of boots on frost echoed faintly through the ravines, and the silence, for the briefest moment, seemed to listen back.

And so, beneath a sky that held both storm and promise, he began to climb.

The mountain was waiting.

And had been, all along.
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Chapter One

The Empty Seat at the Table
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Tom Briggs had never hated tinsel until this year. He used to like the way it caught the light. Those little flashes of silver had made even tired shop windows look hopeful. But this year, it just felt sharp. Artificial. It glinted at him from every corner – shopfronts, buses, café windows – like a joke he wasn’t in on. Even the lampposts seemed smug, wrapped in red and gold like they were off to a Christmas that actually meant something.

The world felt overdecorated. Overcompensating. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt that December flutter – the easy warmth that used to come with the smell of mince pies or the first few bars of a Christmas song in a café. Now, everything felt choreographed. Like the world was performing joy for an audience that had stopped believing in it. He wondered when, exactly, he’d stepped offstage. He’d been moving through life like a ghost at his own wake – present, but never quite in focus.

Some days he wasn’t sure if he missed her or the version of himself that existed when she was still around. He’d lost count of the number of times he almost texted her but didn’t. And was beginning to feel like a placeholder in his own story, waiting for the plot to pick up again.

He passed a florist with a chalkboard sign that read, Christmas Eve Bouquets. Chalk dust smudged the tail of the s like a comet.

A child in a reindeer jumper pressed their nose to the glass. Inside, a woman with frost-pink cheeks picked out holly sprigs and eucalyptus.

He turned the corner and walked past the pub – The Red Lion. A large sign out front promised mulled wine, a roaring fire, and Christmas spirit on tap. There was a wreath on the door, lopsided and wilting, with a few berries missing.

Through the windows, the place was half full, with bodies wrapped in woolly Christmas jumpers and noise. The kind of noise that you only notice when you’re not part of it – laughter, clinks of glasses, and the soft cracks of party poppers.

Someone had drawn a crude smiley face into the condensation, and he found himself staring at it longer than he meant to. The sound of a cheer burst suddenly through the door as someone came out for a cigarette, laughter tumbling into the street. Then the door swung shut, and the quiet rushed back in, finding him again.

A few years ago, they’d gone there on Christmas Eve. Mistletoe hung over the jukebox, and someone kept putting ‘Fairytale of New York’ on repeat. Clare had worn a ridiculous jumper with flashing lights in the antlers and tried to convince him to sing karaoke. He’d refused, of course, but she’d gone up anyway, laughing through the verses of ‘Last Christmas’. He’d filmed it. She’d made him delete it the next day, but he hadn’t. He wasn’t sure he ever could.

She’d bought them Baileys at the bar and called it Christmas milk, winking as she took a sip like she was getting away with something.

That was Clare – childlike and cheeky and warm in all the places he wasn’t.

He could still hear her laugh when he let her steal his Yorkshire pudding that night, declaring it a festive crime not to serve them. That memory hovered behind the glass. Behind the warmth and the noise and the bodies gathered too close on mismatched chairs. A ghost of what was. Of who he used to be, when her hand was still in his, and the world still felt like something he wanted to be part of.

Outside, near the corner shop, a couple were locked in a low, heated argument over a last-minute present. She held up a novelty shaving kit as he waved a discounted bottle of aftershave like it was evidence in a trial. Their voices rose and fell in bursts that carried across the road. Tom slowed without meaning to, caught in the familiar rhythm of bickering that came from knowing someone too well. He’d forgotten how arguments could be a form of intimacy – two people still bothering to care enough to disagree. These days, even his thoughts didn’t argue back. They just looped, quiet and unfinished.

Once, he and Clare had done the same – panicking on Christmas Eve and laughing at the terrible choices left on the shelves. The memory came uninvited, sharp as frost. He quickened his pace.

On the next corner, slumped against the shutter of a closed betting shop, sat a man in a paper Santa hat. The red dye had bled where the rain had caught it, leaving faint stains across his forehead. The man looked up as Tom passed. His eyes were dull but searching, as if checking whether the world still saw him. Tom knew that look too well.

A takeaway cup rattled weakly by his side. Tom’s hand twitched toward his pocket, but he let it fall again. He couldn’t even summon kindness for himself; how could he offer it to someone else? The guilt rose, but he walked on anyway. The sound of the rattling cup followed him until the traffic drowned it out.

A bus roared past, brakes squealing as it slowed for the stop. Its windows were steamed. Soft-edged silhouettes shifted and laughed from behind the glass. For a second, one of them looked like Clare. Tom blinked hard, but the bus had already moved on, carrying the warmth and the noise away with it. The red taillights smeared across wet tarmac like two bright commas in a sentence he couldn’t finish.
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By the time he reached the entrance to his building, his hands were completely frostbitten. The postbox was empty. Again. No cards. No second chances.

As he fumbled with his keys, a voice burst beside him.

‘Evening, Tom!’

He flinched, nearly dropping the keys, and turned to find Sadie from the third floor suddenly at his elbow, cheeks glowing from the cold. She was laden with paper bags that clinked faintly with bottles, tins of biscuits wedged under one arm, and a stray roll of wrapping paper jutting out at an awkward angle.

‘Oh! Sorry, love,’ she chirped, laughing as she shifted the bags higher. ‘Just back from a last-minute dash. You know how it is.’

She gave him a wide smile – the kind people saved for neighbours they barely knew but wanted to keep on side. Tom managed a weak nod, but before he could find any words, she was already clattering up the stairs, still talking to herself about matcha tea, Christmas pudding, and batteries.

The hallway smelt faintly of curry and pine air freshener. From behind one door came the sound of wrapping paper tearing. From another, the tinny echo of a sitcom laugh track. Every door he passed felt like another small, lit world he wasn’t part of.

He didn’t bother pressing the lift. He took the stairs, two at a time, like the act of getting home faster might change how it felt when he got there.

The stairwell light flickered and made everything look a fraction out of time.
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His flat was quiet. Too quiet.

It was the kind of silence that didn’t just sit – it crouched, heavy and waiting, like something was about to break.

He dropped his keys into the bowl by the door. They clattered, far too loud for the room. He didn’t bother taking off his coat.

The Christmas tree, still boxed and sealed with last year’s duct tape, sat untouched in the corner of the living room, where it had been dumped the first weekend of December. He’d moved around it ever since as if it were a piece of furniture instead of a symbol of everything he couldn’t bring himself to do.

From somewhere above, muffled through the ceiling, came a burst of laughter and the faint thump of music. Sadie’s flat. She was probably unpacking those bags now, tins rattling as she stacked them in cupboards, and her radio blaring out some cheery countdown to Christmas.

The sounds grew into a kind of accidental soundtrack – chairs scraping, feet shuffling, and the thud of something heavy being dragged across the floor.

Laughter rang out again, tangled with the unmistakable opening notes of Mariah Carey. The sounds of domestic chaos and celebration leaked down into his quiet flat as if to taunt him with what he lacked.

He hadn’t sent a single card this year. Hadn’t bought a gift. Hadn’t even pretended to care.

The only ‘decoration’ was a string of dusty fairy lights that still clung limply to the kitchen window, left by the previous tenant. They hadn’t worked since he moved in, but he’d never taken them down. Maybe a part of him liked the futility of them. Like him, they had once been meant for something better.

He set his shopping bags on the counter. Their thin plastic handles were stretched and sharp-edged and had cut into his fingers.

A carton of oat milk, a box of cereal, and a multipack of crisps he didn’t really like. He unpacked slowly, without ceremony, letting the fridge door hang open too long. The cold light made the shelves look even barer.

At the bottom of the second bag was the thing he hadn’t meant to buy. 

He’d picked it up from the reduced section at the supermarket on his way home. One of those festive-for-one meals, marked down with a yellow sticker. He hadn’t intended to buy anything Christmassy. But he felt sorry for the way the ready meals were displayed – like tired performers at the end of a pantomime season. Or, perhaps, like they were pretending to be part of a celebration they’d been left out of. Sad and a little ashamed to still be there, lined up under the harsh fluorescent lights above them as if hoping someone might take pity. He lingered longer than he meant to, staring down at them like they might meet his gaze.

They looked the way he felt – past their prime and just about holding it together.

So, he took one. Not because he wanted one, but because, somehow, it felt like the right thing to do. They were cheaper than a takeaway, too, and at least vaguely seasonal. He couldn’t stomach the thought of ordering from the curry place again, especially not after last Christmas Eve, when she’d texted halfway through his paneer jalfrezi to say she was spending Christmas Day with someone else.

Without much thought, he tore off the cardboard sleeve, peeled back the film with a sigh, and slid the plastic tray into the microwave. It hummed as the plastic film ballooned like a blister. He stood with his arms folded, staring at it like it might confess something.

In the other corner of his small apartment, the radiator clicked and gurgled to itself, trying and failing to be useful.

A bottle of whisky stood untouched by the kitchen sink. Supermarket own-brand. Cheap and bitter. He’d picked it up two days ago, thinking he might drink it in front of the telly on Christmas Day, maybe stick on It’s a Wonderful Life and sneer through the whole thing. But he hadn’t even cracked the seal; the idea of getting drunk alone on Christmas had lost its romance this year. Now it just felt like maintenance. Like changing a lightbulb in a room nobody used anymore.

On the nearby table, a single paper crown lay folded and faded. Last year’s. From a cracker he’d pulled by himself after a two-hour walk that led nowhere. He’d kept it, but he wasn’t sure why. Defiance, maybe. Or forgetfulness. These days, the difference was hard to tell.

He pulled out a chair and sat heavily, letting the quiet press in around him. He could almost hear Clare’s voice cutting across it. Telling him off for forgetting the napkins. Mocking the way he always overcooked sprouts. Smirking as she said, ‘Tell me again how Yorkshire puddings aren’t for Christmas dinner. I dare you!’

But it was only a memory. Or imagination. Either way, it wasn’t enough.

His phone buzzed.

He didn’t need to look. He knew who it would be.

When he did, there it was – Mum lighting up the screen, as if her name alone might fix things.

You can still come tomorrow, darling. Your stocking’s waiting. x

He didn’t answer. Just stared until the screen dimmed again, casting him back into shadow.

There would be a seat at their table. There always was. And he could picture it all so clearly – his mum making bread sauce from scratch, like she did every year, his dad in the kitchen, apron on, peeling potatoes with military precision, and Bing Crosby on the radio. His dad would overcook the pigs in blankets because he forgot they were in the oven again, and his mum would bring up the time he was five and thought Santa had left him a cassette tape because he'd been a good boy. Anything not to mention Clare’s name. Anything but the truth. It had always been chaos. But it had been his chaos. And now he didn’t know if he belonged in it anymore.

He stood and walked to the microwave. He opened the door and took the dinner out early. He didn't even glance at the food. Just threw the whole thing into the bin. The smell of plastic and processed gravy clung to the air as he did.

He opened the fridge, half out of habit.

A piece of cheese starting to grow mould. A crumpled packet of ham. A jar of mustard. A chutney his mum had given him in September, unopened, like so many things between them.

And there, wedged in sideways, almost comically out of place, was a spring onion.

Bent and wilted slightly at the neck, like it had been trying to stand tall for too long.

He stared at it for longer than he meant to.

It looked ridiculous. Lonely. A leftover from a life that had involved stir-fries and shopping lists. The kind of vegetable that expected to be chopped and tossed into something fragrant, not forgotten on the top shelf behind a jar of sadness.

Clare used to throw them into everything – stir-fries, omelettes, and even sandwiches. She’d laugh at the way he always bought too many. There were always bunches wilting in the fridge by the week’s end.

‘You think you’re feeding a family of six, Tom?’ she’d tease, chopping them down to neat rings with quick, confident hands.

He could almost hear the slice of the knife on the board and the sizzle as she tossed them into a pan.

And then there were the onions. He remembered her hair tied back in a messy knot, strands falling across her forehead. She used to wear those ridiculous plastic goggles – the ones she swore stopped her crying when she chopped. He’d teased her every time, but she’d grin through the lenses and keep going, knife tapping a steady rhythm against the board. The memory stung sharper than any onion ever had.

Now there was just this one spring onion, bent and forgotten, pretending to belong.

He shut the door gently.

He didn’t eat. He didn’t drink. He stood in the centre of the room, then slowly crossed to the living area and pulled open the drawer beneath the bookcase. Inside, a mess of old chargers, rubber bands, takeaway menus, and a faded photo of him and Clare standing on a rock in the Lake District, soaked to the skin and smiling. She had her arm around his neck, and he was holding up a thermos like a trophy. The clouds were low behind them. Misty. Romantic in that damp, English way.

He looked at the photo for a long time. Long enough that his fingers went cold.

Then he put it back.

He opened another drawer. Pulled out a tattered Ordnance Survey map. Its edges were torn and stained with old mud and time. He unfolded it carefully and reverently, like a priest handling relics.

His fingers found the spot instantly. They always did.

Scafell Pike.

It wasn’t a name that invited warmth; he had once climbed it with Clare. They’d taken the wrong path and ended up waist-deep in water, laughing like idiots. She’d worn the worst boots imaginable. He’d brought the wrong gloves. They’d shared a thermos and a terrible flapjack and kissed at the summit as the clouds parted like theatre curtains.

She’d cried and called it perfect.

He had kissed the tears from her cheek.

And he’d believed it would always feel that way.

That felt like someone else’s memory now. A postcard he’d picked up by mistake.

He traced the trail on the map with one finger. Up from Wasdale. A slow, hard climb.

This time, there would be no tears. No thermos of hot chocolate. No Clare.

This time, he would climb alone.

Not for the view.

Not even for the challenge.

But for the silence. The stillness. The hope that if he got high enough, the ache in his chest might quieten down.

Or freeze over entirely.

He stared at the map until his eyes blurred, then refolded it carefully, smoothing each crease.

He didn’t tell anyone where he was going. He didn’t draft a text. He didn’t leave a note. He just packed a bag and went to bed, fully dressed, boots by the door, and ready for an early start. 

And when he woke in the middle of the night – before the birds, before the sun, before any sensible reason not to – he picked up the bag and headed to the front door. 

But something pulled him back.

The fridge.

The spring onion.

He stood in front of it for a second time, not opening the door, just thinking.

Then, he turned the handle and reached in.

It came away cold in his hand, damp from condensation.

He held it for a moment, studying its limp neck and its faint scent. It smelt of very little. Maybe that was the point.

It wasn't practical. It wasn't even logical. But neither was grief. Some things you kept because you weren't ready to let go.

He wrapped it loosely in a sandwich bag and took it with him.

Not for eating.

Just ... because.

Something green in a grey world. 

Something alive.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

The Road North
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The roads were quiet on Christmas morning. No headlights in the mirrors. No sounds other than the engine and the dull rhythm of tyres on tarmac. His 2008 Peugeot – scratched, dented, smelling faintly of old pine air freshener, and coughing like a lifelong smoker – rattled along the M6. He drove with both hands on the wheel, his shoulders hunched, and his eyes fixed on the road ahead with hollow concentration.

The heating didn’t work properly – the fan made a high-pitched whine, and every few minutes the windscreen fogged up. He’d wipe it with the sleeve of his coat, which only made it worse, smearing condensation in arcs across his view. 

Out of habit more than hope, he flicked the radio on. A cheery DJ burst through the static, counting down Christmas hits before a hymn swelled in the background, all bells and choirs. The noise scraped at him, and he snapped the radio off again. The silence that followed was worse, but at least it was honest.

The road ahead shimmered faintly under the streetlights, a tunnel of grey and nothing else. He felt like the last person left awake in England. Everyone else was dreaming. Everyone else was safe.

A few miles on, the motorway diverted through a village that lay utterly still. Not a light in the houses and not a sound behind the curtained windows. In the square, beneath the harsh glare of a single streetlamp, stood a plastic nativity. Mary and Joseph stared blankly through
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