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Prologue



London


18 December 2023


‘Now, let’s all give Elle a big round of applause.’


Miss Fitzpatrick encourages her class by beginning the clapping, and a sea of young faces sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of me lift their hands to join in. ‘I think you’ll agree her talk has been very entertaining indeed.’


It’s been an absolute pleasure as always, I think, as I smile back at them all.


My school visits don’t always go as swimmingly as this one has today. Sometimes it can take a while to engage the children in my subject, but they usually come around by the end. The majority of today’s class of Year Fives, however, were totally enthralled from the start.


‘Elle has also kindly agreed to sign some of her books for you,’ Miss Fitzpatrick announces. ‘If you can all line up in register order beside the Christmas tree, there are enough books for everyone to take one home today.’


Miss Fitzpatrick smiles gratefully at me as the children all clamber to their feet. And I know what she’s trying to say. Before I do any of my school visits, I always enquire how many children there might be that won’t be able to afford to purchase a book. I then ask my publishers to provide extra copies so every child can take one home. That way I hope no child will feel different or left out. They are all treated the same whatever their background. It’s something I feel very strongly about, and I won’t agree a visit to a school unless this particular request is met.


Sitting at Miss Fitzpatrick’s desk, I happily sign each child’s book for them as they queue up. Some of the children are incredibly shy and can’t wait to escape from the desk once I’ve signed their copy. Some ask me funny or insightful questions, like what colour pen I use to write with, what’s my favourite word to use, or what snack I like to eat while I’m writing.


‘Hello, and what’s your name?’ I ask a small dark-haired boy currently standing by my side.


‘Ben,’ he says confidently. ‘It’s short for Benjamin.’


‘Would you like Ben or Benjamin written in your book?’ I ask.


‘Definitely Ben. Benjamin is far too long. I don’t like it.’


‘I have a friend called Ben,’ I tell him as I write his name and my customary greeting, before signing my name underneath. ‘He doesn’t like his full name either.’


‘Don’t blame him,’ Ben says, shrugging. ‘It’s a stupid name. Can I ask you a question?’


‘Yes, of course,’ I say, closing my book and passing it to him. ‘What would you like to know?’


I prepare myself for another question about how I think up my stories, or how long I spend writing each book. But Ben has something different on his mind.


‘How do you make it so real?’ he asks, his dark brown eyes gazing intently at me.


‘Er … ’ I’m slightly thrown by his question. ‘I don’t know really. I think I’m just good at imagining what it might have been like to live in those particular decades in the past.’


‘My mum reads your books too,’ Ben continues. ‘She says you’re really good and despicable.’


Now it’s my turn to look questioningly at Ben.


‘Do you mean descriptive, Ben?’ Miss Fitzpatrick asks over my shoulder.


Ben shrugs.


‘I think he means descriptive.’ She nods. ‘I have to agree, Elle, your writing does make it seem like we’re actually there with you in the past. The detail is incredible.’


‘Thank you,’ I tell her, feeling slightly uncomfortable at this praise. ‘That means a lot.’


‘Can I take my book now?’ Ben says impatiently.


‘Of course. I hope both you and your mum enjoy it.’


As I sign the last few children’s books, the bell sounds for home time.


‘Those of you that have your signed books already may go!’ Miss Fitzpatrick calls over the hubbub of chairs scraping across the floor. ‘Yes, Lucy? What do you mean Dina has your coat? Excuse me a moment,’ she says apologetically. ‘I’ll be right back.’


I look at my pile of books; there’s only one left.


‘Are you the last?’ I say to a bright-eyed little girl gazing inquisitively at me.


She nods and skips towards the table.


‘What’s your name?’ I ask, opening the book and lifting my pen.


‘Alvie,’ she says cheerily.


‘Alvie, that’s an unusual name,’ I say carefully, glancing briefly at her while I write in her book.


‘Yes, it is. Do you know what it means?’


‘I do.’ I look at the little girl and notice for the first time that her eyes are not only bright and inquisitive, but they sparkle like two tiny emeralds.


‘It’s your anniversary today, isn’t it?’ the little girl says innocently, but I jump at her question. ‘It’s five years since you sat on that bench by the Thames.’


‘How do you know … ’ I begin. But I already know there’s no point me asking – there won’t be an answer. Not one that makes any sense anyway.


‘They just wanted you to know how well you’ve done,’ Alvie says, her green eyes looking keenly into mine. ‘Everyone is very proud of you, and what you’ve done with everything that was left to you.’


I nod slowly. There’s so much I want to ask, but I know it will be pointless. Alvie is only ever the messenger.


Alvie glances behind her at Miss Fitzpatrick who is making her way back across the classroom towards us.


‘One last thing before I go,’ she says quickly. ‘It’s a bit of a funny one, but I’m to remind you that the star always goes on top of the Christmas tree – not the angel. Does that make any sense to you?’


I smile at her as a warm feeling spreads right through me.


‘It does – perfect sense. Tell them not to worry. I will never forget either of them.’









One



Embankment, London


18 December 2018


Five Years Earlier …


What are you doing here, Elle? I ask myself as I gaze out over the River Thames. It’s not like you’re actually going to do anything, is it?


Sitting on one of the wooden benches that line this part of the Embankment, to my right I can see Cleopatra’s Needle and the London Eye. Behind me, not too far away, is Covent Garden and Trafalgar Square, and to my left is Waterloo Bridge.


So much history, I think, looking around me. So many people must have either stood or sat here over the years, the centuries, even, looking out over this river just like I am. Perhaps some of them felt even worse than I do right now.


I glance back at Waterloo Bridge again. There are so many bridges that span the length of the Thames, but I chose to sit next to this particular one today because I once read something about desperate people jumping off it when they could see no other solution to their problems. I also read about the brave passers-by that would stop and attempt to talk the distressed down when they were about to jump.


Don’t be daft, Elle. You’re not brave enough to be either of those people – the jumper or the saviour! If you were, you’d not be sitting here now wallowing in the miserable quagmire called your life.


My problems really weren’t so bad that I should ever be contemplating jumping from a bridge into the freezing cold Thames. You’ve just had a run of bad luck lately, that’s all, I tell myself sternly. You simply have to find a way out of this deep dark hole you’re currently trapped at the bottom of – and fast.


But right now, there was no one dangling a rope, or a ladder, or anything useful that was going to help me to escape from my deep, dark pit of despair.


‘May I sit here?’


I look up to see a smartly dressed city gent gesturing towards my bench with his folded black umbrella. He’s wearing an expensive suit that looks like it was probably tailored for him in Savile Row, and, very unusually these days, a black bowler hat, which he lifts politely while he awaits my answer.


‘Er … yes,’ I say in surprise, as I’m jolted from my self-imposed misery. ‘I don’t see why not?’


But, as he smiles and settles himself and his bowler hat on the bench next to me, I can think of several reasons why not.


Firstly, there are a number of unoccupied benches either side of us that he could have chosen to sit on and not disturb me. Secondly, the guy looks like he might be a bit of a weirdo. Along with his three-piece suit and bowler hat, he’s carrying a bright red leather briefcase, which he’s already making a lot of fuss about opening up so he can retrieve his copy of The Times newspaper, which he then very deliberately folds to a particular page. And the third and main reason – I really just want to be alone right now. But as usual I’m not brave enough to say anything.


‘Beautiful view,’ the man comments, sadly not lifting his newspaper to read in silence as I hoped he might. ‘The Thames never fails to delight.’


‘Yes,’ I agree quickly, hoping that’s the end of any polite chit-chat.


‘Are you local to this part of London?’ he asks now. ‘You don’t look like a tourist.’


Internally I sigh. But I can’t be rude and tell him to bugger off, can I? Even though I desperately want to.


‘Kind of,’ I answer as briefly as I can. ‘I wasn’t born here, but I live here now.’


Not for much longer, unless you sort something out fast.


‘Do you work in the city?’


I turn towards the man, hoping he’ll get the message from my annoyed expression and terse answer that I’m really in no mood to chat. Perhaps then he’ll leave me alone.


‘I did. But I’ve just lost my job and my home, and I’m currently trying to figure out what I’m going to do next. So, if you don’t mind, I’d prefer to sit in silence.’


But the man just doesn’t take the hint.


‘Gosh, how awful for you, to lose both at the same time? That’s some bad luck.’


‘Add in my fiancé and best friend too and you’ve got more than a full set,’ I add, wishing immediately I hadn’t, as I turn to face the river again.


‘Your home, job, best friend and fiancé? I’m guessing they must all be linked in some way?’


I sigh again, this time out loud. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but if I tell you, will you please just go?’


The man folds his newspaper in half and lays it down between us on the bench. ‘Of course, if that’s what you want?’


‘Right, I’ll keep this as short as I can. I was recently forced to break up with my fiancé after I discovered he’d been cheating on me with my supposed best friend.’


‘It happens,’ the man says, nodding sympathetically. ‘You’ve done the right thing.’


I glance at him. I have no idea why I’m telling him all this, but for some reason it feels good to share it with a total stranger. Someone who has no vested interest in either the outcome, or my feelings. The couple of friends I’ve shared this sorry tale with tried to say all the right things, but, since they were also friends with my ex too, none of what they said or suggested felt very genuine.


‘You’d think that, wouldn’t you? There’s a bit more to it, I’m afraid. The slight twist to my tale is my ex-best friend and my ex-fiancé both happen to be men.’


I wait for his reaction. But it’s surprisingly mild. ‘Again, that happens too.’


‘If only that were where my sorry tale ended,’ I continue, surprisingly irritated I’ve not got what I consider an appropriate reaction from him. ‘My ex-best friend was also until very recently my editor and therefore technically my boss on the magazine I wrote for. So now I not only find myself about to become homeless as a result of breaking up with my fiancé, I also find myself jobless too. Apparently, my services are no longer required on the magazine. No guesses needed as to why.’


‘Freelance?’ the man asks, still calm.


I nod, still a tad irked he hasn’t reacted more. ‘Sadly, yes. So even though I was writing for them practically full-time, I have no rights of employment.’


‘No wonder you were thinking about jumping. That’s a lot of hurt, anger and change to take on in one hit.’


‘Yes … ’ I say, glancing back at the bridge again. ‘It is … Wait, how did you know I was thinking about jumping? I mean, I wouldn’t, obviously, but I can’t deny it did cross my mind briefly.’


‘I’ve a few more centuries on this earth than you.’


‘Decades, you mean? Not that many, looking at you.’


‘You’re very kind, but over those many … years I’ve witnessed a few jumpers. Very few actually want to end their life, you know? Most can’t see any other way out of their problems. What they don’t understand, though, is the ripple-like effect their actions have on others – both good and bad. A bit like our friend, the Thames, there.’ He nods towards the river. ‘It’s tidal, so it often has tiny waves on the surface – ripples that start small and then build all along its vast length. The Thames is London’s one constant – it’s always there winding its way through the capital. Sometimes people notice it, sometimes they don’t, but it still remains, ebbing and flowing, just like the city does either side of it. Usually it’s calm on the surface, occasionally there might be rough patches, but if you trust in the river and allow it to guide you, you’ll never be truly lost.’


I stare at the man. ‘That’s very profound, you know?’


He shrugs. ‘I try. You see those boats out there?’ He gestures out to the river again, and my gaze follows the line of his hand out towards several passenger boats and barges on the water. ‘They trust the river to guide them safely to their destination every day. If you have the courage to trust and follow your own path, Elle, instead of fighting it, you’ll never be truly lost in life.’


I watch the boats for a few seconds while I absorb the man’s words.


‘Wait, how do you know my … ’ I begin, turning back to the man. But to my astonishment he’s vanished. ‘Name,’ I finish to the empty bench.


I turn and look all around me along the Embankment, but I can’t see anyone in either direction who looks anything like my dapperly dressed acquaintance. Only a few tourists taking photos, and a group of boisterous office workers who look like they might have come from their Christmas party.


That’s odd, I think, turning back towards the river. Where did he go?


While I look out across the Thames and think about what just happened, I watch some of the boats drifting past. Among the motorboats and passenger ferries, an old-fashioned schooner passes, its sails billowing in the chilly December wind.


Painted in old-fashioned script on the side of its hull are the words: The Spirit of Christmas.


Christmas. I roll my eyes. Bah humbug, more like! What sort of a Christmas am I going to have this year – lonely, jobless and, most importantly right now, homeless?


I look down at the bench where my eccentric companion had been sitting a few moments ago, and I notice that although he’s remembered to take his bowler hat, he’s left behind his newspaper.


You might have been wearing fancy clothes and spoken with a fancy accent, but you’re a litter bug in disguise! I think, smiling to myself as I lift the newspaper ready to toss it into the nearest bin. But something on the folded page catches my eye. Circled in green ink is a large advert printed in an elaborate font:




WANTED:


Experienced Writer


An experienced and published wordsmith is required to write the story and history of one house and its family.


Live-in is essential. Accommodation and all meals will be provided free of charge.


The successful applicant must be available between


1755 and 1984 daily, and essentially


MUST LIKE CHRISTMAS.


Immediate start.


To apply, please visit: ‘Christmas House’, 5 Mistletoe Square, Bloomsbury, London WC1 and ask for Estelle.


Closing Date:


18th December.





I read the advert twice through to try to find a catch somewhere. But other than the slightly strange sounding hours, which I assume must be a typo, it sounds absolutely perfect – the answer to all my current problems.


Don’t get carried away, Elle, I think as I stare at the advert. It sounds a little bit too perfect! Estelle is probably the cover for some freak who collects empty baked-bean tins and used teabags. He likely never leaves the house, and I’ll probably find myself running away as quickly as I arrive.


I toss the newspaper back down onto the bench and gaze at the river again.


And who puts Must like Christmas in an advert, what’s that all about? That’s weird in itself. I know I’m pretty unusual in not liking Christmas, and I have my reasons for that. But most people do, don’t they? So why would you need to write it?


Have the courage to trust and follow your own path, Elle … The stranger’s words still ring annoyingly in my ears while I try and forget all about the curious advert.


My path is leading to a house in Bloomsbury, is it? To a rent-free, live-in writing job in the millionaires’ mansions of WC1 … ? I roll my eyes. Yeah right. Miracles like that never happen. Even if it is nearly Christmas.


Another boat passes under the bridge, then continues on its merry way along the Thames. But this time the words painted on its side make me catch my breath …


The Courage of St Nicholas.









Two


St Nicholas – he’s the Patron Saint of Christmas, isn’t he? I try and remember. Or is it St Nicholas that’s supposed to be Santa Claus?


I shake my head.


Whichever it is, what are the chances that that boat should be passing me right at this very moment, especially after what that man just told me and what it says in the newspaper advert?


I think a bit more.


‘Come on, Elle,’ I say sharply, surprising a couple of pigeons happily pecking away on the remains of a mince pie. ‘What does it matter whether it means something or if it’s simply a coincidence? If this ad is genuine, this is a job you can do standing on your head, and more importantly, it will be a roof over that same head until you can find something better. Have some courage for once in your life. You can do this!’


Suitably buoyed up I check the date on the newspaper, and I’m pleased to see it’s today’s issue. Wait, wasn’t that also the closing date for applications?


I quickly read the advert again and look for a telephone number, but there’s only an address.


I pull a compact from my bag and try to look at as much of myself as I can in the tiny mirror. I’ve looked better. Under my long winter coat I’m wearing a baggy wool jumper and tight black jeans. There are dark circles under my eyes caused by too many sleepless nights, and my face looks pale and drawn from worry. But it will have to do. A bit of make-up will help, and luckily my coat will cover most of my clothes. I don’t have time to go home and change into something smarter.


Home. It won’t be for much longer.


I simply can’t continue living there – even though Owen wants me to. I shake my head. The nerve of him, asking me to stay after what he’s done. He even tried to make out in some way it was my fault! I have to get away from this toxic relationship once and for all, and I have to do it now. I just hope the job hasn’t been taken already – they must have been advertising it a while if the closing date is today.


While the pigeons keep a beady eye on me, I quickly brush my long dark hair and tie it into a loose ponytail. Then I brush on some mascara and a smudge of lip gloss, adding a little to my cheeks as well to give them some colour. ‘Right, I guess you’ll do,’ I say as I check myself again in the mirror. But as I snap the compact shut, a thought suddenly occurs to me. When did I start disliking the way I looked so much? Not long after I met Owen, I now realise. God, that man has a lot to answer for.


After a few minutes of attempting to hail a taxi, I almost give up. Maybe it’s just not meant to be, I think, almost allowing myself to slide slowly down the same easy path I’ve been on for far too long. No, you’re not taking the easy option this time, Elle! Have courage. I remember the man’s words. You’re going to find this Mistletoe Square and you’re going to get this job!


I consider taking the Tube, but decide by the time I’ve got down into the station and waited for a train, it will probably be just as fast to walk. Plus, it will save me money. If this job doesn’t happen, I don’t know how long I might be out of work. I need to save pennies where I can.


I set off towards Bloomsbury. I’m desperate to hurry, but I don’t want to arrive at the house all hot and sweaty in my big winter coat and fur-lined boots, so I try and walk at a brisk but steady pace. As I walk along the busy London streets, many of them decorated for the festive season with twinkly lights and the odd Christmas tree, I pass theatres advertising the latest West End shows, brand-name coffee shops offering their latest festive drinks in the obligatory Christmassy cup, and well-known chain stores and independent shops, with their windows full of shiny baubles, colourful lights and the perfect gifts for friends and family.


The traffic, as always, is congested, and I often find myself moving faster on foot than the many red buses, black cabs, delivery vans and motorbikes all queued up at junctions and traffic lights.


Now, where is this square? I look again at my phone and the route Google Maps has plotted for me. I’m not sure I’ve heard of a Mistletoe Square before.


And not for the first time since I left Waterloo Bridge, I begin to doubt the validity of the advert. That guy with the briefcase had been very odd. Perhaps I should be a little more wary about this …


My phone rings in my hand, and I’m surprised to see it’s Kate, one of my ex-colleagues from the magazine.


‘Elle!’ Kate says brightly. ‘Can’t chat long, I’m afraid, have a really tight deadline. But I’ve just seen an ad in the Telegraph and it sounds perfect for you.’


She then reads the exact same advert as the one I’ve torn from the copy of The Times the man had left on the bench.


‘What do you think?’ she asks eagerly. ‘Sounds a bit odd, but it might be something?’


‘I’m actually on my way there at this very moment,’ I tell her. ‘I saw the advert a little while ago.’


‘Are you? Wow, amazing! Let me know how you go? And … listen, it was bloody awful what happened. Everyone here is still in a state of shock about Liam and Owen.’


‘Yes, well … ’


‘About time you saw that ex of yours for what he really is, though. We’ve all been saying you need to stand up to Owen for ages. You go, girl – that’s what I say. Girl power and all that!’


‘Thanks.’


‘And Liam … well I never saw that coming. But he’s kept a low profile here since you left, I can tell you. I don’t think he dare show his face!’


‘I can imagine.’


‘Anyway, got to go. Chin up, lovely! Wishing you lots of luck with that job! Speak soon, yah?’


‘Yes,’ I reply as Kate ends the call.


I think about the office for a moment. I dread to think what all the gossips will be saying right now. My situation will be the most exciting thing to happen there in ages. But for once I decide that I don’t care. Let them gossip. I won’t be going back there again. However, I’m glad Kate called; she had always been one of my more trusted colleagues and knowing she too saw the advert makes me feel a little happier about its validity.


I’m about to pop my phone back in my bag when notifications for two emails and a text arrive on the screen. They all inform me of exactly the same thing, that the sender has just seen an advert that sounds ‘perfect for me’.


‘Okay, I get it, I get it!’ I call, looking up, and an old lady pulling a tartan shopping trolley gives me a strange look as she passes me on the pavement.


So, which way now? I think, silently this time, as I hurriedly consult my map again.


I follow the route on my phone until I reach the end of the street. As I turn a corner, the road suddenly opens out into the most beautiful Georgian square.


‘Wow,’ I say, looking around me. ‘This is beautiful.’


The square is much like many of the others I’ve occasionally passed through in this part of London. A small area of grass and trees – like a tiny park – is surrounded by black wrought-iron railings. It’s then protected from the outside world even further by terraces of elegant Georgian houses that line its four sides.


These attractive little squares usually come as a welcome respite from the stark, grey, modern buildings that have taken over much of central London, but this one I find myself in now is particularly lovely.


I see where you got your name, I think as I look up at the tall trees dotted through the park, most of them now almost bare for winter. Each one has at least one bunch of mistletoe clinging to its high branches.


Now, which way is number five?


I follow the pavement, and the distinctive Victorian gas lamps, around the edge of the square, trying not to get too distracted by the stylish houses, all with shiny black front doors and pristine cream-coloured steps leading up to them. Some have cheerful window boxes planted with berry-rich winter plants or winter-flowering pansies, and all of them have freshly painted black railings and bright white lattice windows.


‘Three … four … ah, number five.’


The brass plaque at the side of the door not only has the number five etched into it in black, but the words Christmas House too. I stand a little way back from the house to see if it looks any different from all the others in the square. But there appears to be nothing unusual about this particular house except that it has a bright red door instead of a black one. It’s five storeys high – a basement, three floors with tall windows, then what I assume is a little attic room at the top of the house. It has the same black railings as the others, and the same fanlight window over the top of the door. Except in the middle of this particular house’s fanlight, etched into the glass in gold, are the words St Nicholas.


How interesting can one house’s history be? I stare up at the tall building in front of me. Yes, I’m sure it’s had many owners over the years, but they can’t all have a story to tell, can they? I can’t see how there will be enough content for me to write about for any length of time. However, beggars can’t be choosers, I remind myself. I need this job, otherwise I’ll have no choice but to go back to Owen.


Besides, it might be quite nice to live in a large house in an affluent central London neighbourhood for a while, instead of Owen’s poky little flat in North London.


‘Right, then,’ I say, bracing myself for immediate disappointment when I tap the house’s brass door-knocker. ‘Let’s find out what lies behind this red door.’


I move towards the house and climb the four shallow steps. Then I reach out to grab the knocker, but before I get to it the door suddenly opens and I stumble forwards.


‘Oops, sorry!’ A well-dressed man with neat chestnut-coloured hair has to put his hands out to stop me from falling into him. ‘Didn’t see you there.’


‘H-hi,’ I manage to say as I recover my balance and my composure. ‘I-I’m here about the advertisement.’


The man looks blankly back at me.


‘Sorry, I don’t actually live here,’ he says awkwardly. ‘I’ve just been helping them get their tree in. Estelle always insists on a real tree every Christmas apparently, and this year’s one is a monster.’ He gestures to the window to his right, and I see a lush, green, undecorated Christmas tree filling it. ‘I’m just the next-door neighbour.’ He gestures to the other side of him. ‘That’s me on the name plate,’ he says proudly, pointing to a brass nameplate on the house next door. ‘Ben Harris. I’m a solicitor. My office is next door here at Holly House, and my flat is upstairs. I’ve just moved in.’


‘Oh … that’s nice.’ I don’t really know what to say. ‘I … I might be moving in here too. I believe there’s some sort of job available. I just hope I’m not too late. Do you know if they’ve had many applicants?’


Ben shrugs. ‘Sorry, like I said I just moved in a couple of days ago. All a bit weird actually – the office and house suddenly came up for rent and I just happened to see the advert. They wanted a tenant to move in quickly, so I was able to get it at a great price. Well, a great price for around here.’ He grins, and his kind, dark eyes twinkle.


I can’t help but smile coyly back at him. Ben is a bit too good-looking, a bit too confident, and, if he can afford to rent in this square, a bit too rich as well. A deadly combination in my experience and one usually to be avoided.


‘Angela, is there someone at the door?’ a commanding female voice calls from inside the house. ‘That barrister chappie seems to be talking to someone on our steps!’


Ben grins. ‘I’m a lawyer, Estelle,’ he calls back over his shoulder. ‘A solicitor if you prefer, now I’m back in the UK again. Not actually a barrister. And don’t worry, I’m just going.’


A cheerful-looking older woman appears behind Ben. She has red curly hair pinned wildly to the top of her head and she’s wearing a brightly patterned apron over her blue denim dungarees. She looks a little flustered as she wipes her floury hands on her apron.


‘Sorry about that,’ she says as Ben moves aside. ‘I was in the kitchen. Are you here about the job by any chance?’ she asks me hopefully.


‘See you around,’ Ben says, lifting his hand as he makes his way past me down the steps to the pavement. ‘Good luck with the job. Bye, Angela!’


Angela waves hurriedly at him and turns her attention back to me.


‘I am here about the job,’ I tell her. ‘I’m sorry to call unannounced, but there was only an address on the advert. I’m not too late, am I?’


‘No, my dear, you’ll never be too late,’ Angela says, smiling warmly at me. ‘Come in. Come in.’


I follow Angela into the hallway of the house.


‘Just wait there a moment, and I’ll see if Estelle is ready to see you.’


While I wait awkwardly in the hall, I take a look around me. Like the outside of the house, the hallway is decorated completely in keeping with the house’s age. Underneath my feet there is a prettily patterned black-and-white tiled floor, the walls are papered in a classic but understated pale floral print, and above me there’s a dusty glass chandelier hanging from the high ceiling. On the right of the hall there’s a staircase with a mahogany banister leading up to the next floor, and a little further along a few panelled wood doors lead presumably to further rooms. As I look a little more closely, I notice some of the decor is a little tired in places; the painted skirting boards are chipped where they’ve come into contact with shoes or furniture, and some of the wallpaper is just beginning to peel off the old walls.


‘Estelle is ready for you now,’ Angela announces, opening the first door on the left of the hall. ‘Don’t worry,’ she says as I walk tentatively past her into what once would have been the drawing room of the house. ‘Estelle’s bark is far worse than her bite.’


I smile gratefully at Angela, and I notice for the first time that along with her dungarees Angela is also wearing burgundy Doc Marten boots. Hardly the footwear of your average housekeeper – especially one who looks like they could possibly be in their sixties.


An older lady, her white hair pinned elegantly into a chic bun at the back of her head, is sitting in a supportive but comfortable-looking high-backed chair next to a large, ornate white fireplace. The fire is lit and burning cheerfully away in the grate, and on her lap is a hairy little dog, who looks up expectantly at me as I walk into the room.


‘Good afternoon,’ the lady, who I’m assuming is Estelle, says, looking up too. ‘Angela tells me you’re here about the position?’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ I say. ‘It’s a bit short notice, I know, and I’m aware today is the last day to apply, but I saw the advert and I think I’d be perfect for the job.’


Estelle considers me over her gold half-moon spectacles, and I wonder if that last part was a bit too presumptuous. She nods. ‘Please, take a seat.’


I take a brief look at my surroundings as I walk towards the chair she’s gesturing to. The room is quite an eclectic mix of styles and periods. There is dark, glossy, mahogany furniture – a large dining table and chairs, a tall heavy bookcase and a china cabinet with glass doors, alongside more modern fixtures and fittings – a flat-screen television, a DVD player and a vintage-style, pale blue digital radio. My eye catches on the huge Christmas tree standing undecorated in front of the window. It reaches almost the full height of the high ceiling.


‘I always like a real tree at Christmas,’ Estelle says, seeing me looking. ‘Angela is going to decorate it later for me, aren’t you, Angela?’


Angela rolls her eyes. ‘I guess I am. That’s after I get the pie finished for dinner, and all the hundreds of other things I’ve still to do today!’


‘Perhaps you’d be better served getting on with some of them, then?’ Estelle suggests. ‘I’ll be fine here with our guest.’


Angela gives a dismissive shake of her head as if she’s dealt with Estelle’s requests many times before.


‘Perhaps you could bring us some tea, when you’ve a moment in your busy schedule?’ Estelle asks. ‘If it’s not too much trouble, of course,’ she adds, giving me a knowing look.


I smile, but I feel a tad uncomfortable in the middle of this bickering as I hesitate next to the armchair Estelle suggested I sit in.


‘Of course!’ Angela says, heading out of the room. ‘Just a skivvy, aren’t I?’ she grumbles as she heads down the hall.


‘Don’t mind her,’ Estelle says, gesturing once more to the armchair opposite her. ‘Her bark is always worse than her bite. Now, please sit down, won’t you?’


I smile as I arrange myself in the seat next to the fireplace. What a strange pair these two are.


Estelle adjusts the pale blue cardigan neatly arranged over her narrow shoulders and the little dog sitting in the lap of her green tweed skirt happily wags his tail at me.


‘A very good sign,’ Estelle says approvingly, stroking the dog. ‘Alvie is a very good judge of character. You’re all right with dogs, are you?’


‘Oh, yes,’ I insist. ‘Love them.’ I smile at Alvie. He gives me such a knowing look from his bright green eyes, that it makes me jump in surprise.


‘I’m Estelle, by the way,’ Estelle says, clearly not missing any of this, but choosing not to mention it. ‘I think you know that already, though, don’t you?’


I look away from Alvie – I’ve known many dogs in my life, but I’ve never known one look at me quite like that before – to concentrate on Estelle.


‘Yes. Yes, I do,’ I reply hurriedly. ‘It was in the advert.’


‘And your name is?’ Estelle politely prompts.


‘I’m Elle. Elle McKenzie. I’m so very pleased to meet you, Estelle.’


Estelle nods. ‘Elle, what a lovely name. What is it short for, my dear?’


‘It’s just Elle.’


Estelle regards me for a moment over her glasses. ‘Now I don’t think that’s quite true, is it?’


How does she know that?


‘Okay, you got me,’ I admit quickly. ‘It’s just I really don’t like my full name – that’s why I always go by Elle.’


‘I’m sure it can’t be that bad?’


‘It is.’


Estelle waits, and I realise this interview is not going to continue if I don’t tell her.


‘All right, my full name is Noelle.’


‘Christmas baby?’ Estelle enquires, not seeming to find anything odd in the name I find so embarrassing.


‘Yes, my birthday is Christmas Eve.’


‘How lovely. In just a few days’ time. Do you have any plans?’


‘Er, no. I’ve been a bit … busy this year. I haven’t really had time to plan anything.’


‘I see.’ Estelle nods, but is polite enough not to press me further, which I deeply appreciate. ‘So perhaps we should talk about the position now?’


‘Yes, please,’ I reply gratefully.


Alvie jumps down from Estelle’s lap and heads over towards the Christmas tree.


‘Now, Alvie, be good. Don’t you go tinkling up the tree or Angela will be very cross with us.’


‘Angela will be very cross about what?’ Angela comes back into the room with a silver tray laden with a full china tea service. She puts the tray down on a small wooden table behind Estelle. ‘Now you stay away from that tree, Alvie!’ she calls. ‘I haven’t time to be clearing up your doings today!’


Alvie just wags his tail amiably and continues sniffing around the tree.


‘How do you like your tea?’ Angela asks me.


‘A drop of milk, one sugar, please.’


As Estelle begins to tell me about the job, I find my gaze drawn back to Angela. It’s fascinating how much effort goes into her tea-making. I’m used to tea made with a few dunks of a bag in a mug. But Angela is very elaborately pouring the tea from a china teapot, through a strainer, before it’s allowed anywhere near the fine-bone-china cup and saucer.


‘This house,’ Estelle continues, ‘has been in my family for many generations. But I am the last in a long line of owners. Unhappily, I was not blessed with any children, and I have no other immediate relatives to pass this house on to.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I say as I’m offered my cup of tea by Angela. ‘Thank you.’ She holds out a bowl of sugar cubes and I take one with a tiny pair of silver tongs. ‘So how long has this house been in your family, Estelle? It’s all right if I call you Estelle?’


‘Please do,’ Estelle says. ‘It’s been in my family since it was first built in 1750.’


‘Gosh, that long?’ I say, genuinely surprised to hear this. ‘That’s over two hundred and fifty years.’


‘Yes, it is a long time for one house to belong to a single family.’ Estelle takes her own tea from Angela now. ‘Thank you, Angela. Won’t you stay and have a cup with us?’


‘I will, thank you,’ Angela says without a hint of surprise, and immediately I get that their relationship is a little more than simply employer and employee.


‘A house this size, anyway,’ Estelle continues. ‘We’re hardly a stately home.’


‘I bet you’ve got many more interesting tales to tell than one of those bigger houses though.’


Estelle smiles. ‘I have indeed. And that is why I need your help.’


I like the way she says help, as if it’s me doing her a favour, and not the other way round.


Angela has now poured herself a cup of tea. She draws up a chair and sits down between Estelle and me, facing the fire, and I wonder if she usually sits where I am, companionably chatting with Estelle about their day.


‘I want all the stories I know to be written down in one place for posterity,’ Estelle explains. ‘I have a friend in a publishing house that has promised to publish this book when it’s finished. It won’t be a bestseller, I know that, but just to know that my family and this house’s story won’t simply disappear when I go will be more than enough for me.’


Suddenly I feel quite sad that this old lady should have to pay someone – a stranger – to listen to her stories, instead of having children, grandchildren and even great-grandchildren to share them with.


‘That’s where you come in,’ Estelle continues. ‘I need someone to sit and listen to all my stories and write them down – in a way that will make them interesting for future generations to read. I don’t want my family’s history to disappear when I do.’


‘I’m sure I could do that,’ I reply keenly.


‘I know you can,’ Estelle says. ‘That’s why you’re here.’


‘What Estelle means,’ Angela pipes up, ‘is that’s why we’re looking for the perfect person to tell the stories, because they’re so important to Estelle.’


‘I completely understand,’ I say with conviction. ‘I assure you I have plenty of writing experience. I got a first at Cambridge in English and History, then after I left university I worked at various publications – mostly local newspapers to begin with, before I took a job at Pig Breeders Monthly.’ I look at them to see if they’ve heard of it. But unsurprisingly they both look blank. ‘After that I went freelance, and took work wherever I could get it, mainly on London-based newspapers like the Evening Standard and the Metro, and most recently I’ve been writing full time for Your Home and History magazine.’


‘That sounds more like it,’ Estelle says approvingly. ‘My doctor always had a copy of that in his waiting room whenever I visited, and he was a most discerning man. You have some experience in the history of houses then?’


‘A little, yes.’ I say, choosing not to mention that much of what I covered on the magazine was home makeovers with a period twist. ‘I can already tell this house will have the most amazing history, though. It’s totally understandable that you’d want to record it for the future.’


Estelle nods approvingly. ‘Would you be able to start immediately?’ she asks. ‘Am I right in thinking you have no ties keeping you elsewhere?’


I’m surprised by Estelle’s assumption. ‘Er, yes, you are right. No ties.’


‘Good. Good.’ Estelle nods. ‘Quite unusual for someone of your age though? I’m guessing you must be what, thirty-four?’


‘Wow, yes, spot on again, I am. I’m as free as a bird, I can assure you.’


‘And you would be happy to live in?’


‘Of course.’ I look around. ‘You really have a beautiful home. I’d have my own room, would I?’


‘You’d have the run of the whole first floor if you want it. I can’t get up the stairs any more, so we’ve converted the room adjacent to this one into my bedroom. Angela is on the top floor and she’s quite happy there – aren’t you, Angela?’


‘Yep, like all the poor housemaids before me, I live in the attic accommodation,’ Angela grumbles.


‘Oh, don’t listen to her. She loves it up there really.’


‘It does have some pretty special views,’ Angela agrees begrudgingly.


‘What’s on the second floor?’ I ask.


‘Nothing really – just my old junk and knick-knacks,’ Estelle says quickly. ‘Books, fancy china dinner services we no longer have the use for, that kind of thing.’


I nod.


‘My days of entertaining have long since passed,’ Estelle says sadly. ‘It will be good to have a new face in the house. You’re welcome to bring any friends round, or gentleman callers?’ she ventures. ‘I may be old, but I’m not a prude.’


I smile. ‘That won’t be necessary. I’m sworn off men right now, and friends for that matter,’ I add, thinking of both Owen and my now ex-bestie and ex-boss, Liam.


Estelle and Angela exchange an uneasy look, and I wonder why.


‘So there’s just one more thing I have to ask,’ Estelle says, her bright green eyes looking intently at me. ‘It’s actually one of the most important questions I have for you.’


‘Sure, go ahead.’ This interview has been so different from any other I’ve ever attended, Estelle could be about to ask me anything.


‘Do you like Christmas, Elle?’


For a moment there’s silence in the room as I confirm with my brain that is what Estelle has actually just asked.


‘Er … yes, I guess so.’ I lie for the first time since I arrived.


Estelle stares at me with even more focus. ‘You guess so?’


‘I mean, who doesn’t?’ I try. ‘Everyone likes Christmas, right?’


Estelle looks across at Angela.


Angela simply shrugs.


‘I mean,’ I say, suddenly seeing this opportunity slipping away from me if I don’t do something fast. ‘Look at your beautiful tree there – it’s the spirit of Christmas, isn’t it.’


‘Indeed it is.’ Estelle looks at the tree with pride. ‘It’s my favourite time of the year when the tree is finally all decorated and lit up. It brings back so many memories for me seeing it glowing with so much happiness and joy.’


‘And that is why I promised to do it later for you, didn’t I?’ Angela raises her eyebrows at Estelle. ‘But it’s such a big tree,’ she says turning to me. ‘Takes me bloomin’ ages to decorate it every year.’


‘I could help you if you like?’ I offer, hoping this act of kindness might seal the deal for me. ‘If I get the job, of course.’ I look back at Estelle hopefully.


This may be the craziest job I’ve ever applied for, but strangely, I find myself wanting it more than any other job I’ve ever gone for. There’s something about the square, and this house, and the people who live in it, that I really like, and I want to spend more time getting to know them.


‘I don’t think we need to discuss it any further,’ Estelle says abruptly, and I think I’ve pushed it too far. ‘If agreeable to you, you can start tomorrow, and your first task, Elle, if you’re still willing, is to help us to decorate our Christmas tree.’









Three



Bloomsbury, London


19 December 2018


After Owen leaves for work, I emerge from his spare room and begin to pack up my belongings from the flat I called home for the last two years. The flat was Owen’s before I moved in, so most of the furnishings belong to him. It’s quite sad when I realise how little I’d put my stamp on the place in the time I lived here. But that was a bit like our relationship. It revolved for the majority of time around him and his life. How had I ever let myself get into that situation?


If it wasn’t for Estelle, I’d now be homeless, jobless, with no one to turn to. Nearly everything in my life, including my friends, were Owen’s first. So now we aren’t a couple any more, I realise just what an unhealthy and unbalanced relationship it was.


As I post the key back through the letterbox, I make a pact with myself never to get into this sort of mess again. From now on I will look after me, and not worry about anyone else, not until I get back on my feet again.


Even though I leave the flat with minimal possessions, this time I have no choice but to take a taxi to Mistletoe Square – there are just too many bags and suitcases to even consider attempting the Tube. But now I know I am going to be earning some money again, I don’t feel quite so worried about the expense. Last night, after I agreed to take the job, Estelle and I ran through a few of the finer details, such as my fee. It’s not the highest paid job I’ve ever done, but since I’m getting free meals and board thrown in, I’m more than happy with the terms she offered.


My taxi driver, wearing a festive Santa hat, looks decidedly un-jolly when he pulls up next to all my luggage on the pavement. But he soon cheers up at the end of my journey, when we unload all my luggage and I give him a good tip and wish him a Merry Christmas as he pulls away from the square.


With Angela’s help, I haul all my cases and bags up the steps outside the house and then up a further flight of stairs inside, to my promised lodgings on the first floor.


‘This do for you?’ Angela asks as we move the last of my things into one of the rooms.


‘It’s wonderful,’ I gush, still hardly believing I’ve fallen on this sort of luck.


I’ve been given two rooms on the first floor – a bedroom containing some enormous, heavy pieces of antique furniture, including a large double bed, chest of drawers, wardrobe and dressing table, and a pretty sitting room, with a fireplace, chintz sofa and, by the window looking out over the square, an ornate oak writing desk. Just along the landing there is a small bathroom for me to use – again with period fittings.


‘Glad you like it. The bathroom is all yours. I have my own rooms upstairs and Estelle keeps herself on the ground floor now she struggles to climb the stairs.’


‘Have you worked here long?’ I ask, keen to know a little more about the people I’m going to be living with. Today, Angela is wearing an outfit that evokes the 1950s. Her auburn hair is tied into a high ponytail with a white ribbon, and on her bottom half she’s wearing a full skirt with a red-and-white poodle pattern, matched with a red polo-neck sweater. On top of this she wears another bright kitchen apron.


‘Long enough,’ Angela says briefly. ‘Me and Estelle go way back.’


‘Really?’


‘I’m sure we’ll tell you all about it sometime. Now, I’ll leave you to get settled in. Lunch will be at one o’clock sharp. It’s homemade chicken soup and freshly baked bread – is that all right with you?’ She looks me up and down thoughtfully. ‘You’re not one of those vegan types, are you?’


‘No, I eat most things.’


‘Good,’ Angela says approvingly. ‘That’ll make my life a lot easier. I mean, if you had been I’d have coped, of course. I can cook most things, and quite well if I do say so myself.’


‘I’m sure you can.’ I smile at her. ‘But I’m easy when it comes to food.’


‘Lovely.’ Angela nods. ‘See you in a bit then.’ She then hurries back down the stairs to the kitchen, leaving me to unpack.


Unpacking is the last thing I feel like doing after moving all my stuff, so instead I take a seat at the desk and gaze out of the window, ruminating on how my life has changed so suddenly.


How can it be only yesterday that I was sitting on the banks of the Thames at my wits’ end, and today I’ve got rooms in a Georgian townhouse in Bloomsbury? My mind wanders back to the man who sat down next to me on the bench. ‘You said to follow a new path,’ I murmur as I watch the comings and goings on the square below me. ‘And so far I’m liking this one very much indeed.’


As I speak, I see a familiar figure crossing the road outside the house. It’s Ben, our next-door neighbour. He’s wearing a long dark wool coat over his suit today, with the collar turned up as he hurries to get out of the cold. He glances up and sees me watching him, and he pauses for moment to smile.


‘Hi,’ he mouths silently up at me.


‘Hello,’ I whisper back, waving my hand.


He briefly lifts his own hand in reply, before disappearing out of view as he heads up the steps to his front door.


My heart is beating far too quickly for my liking at the end of this brief exchange.


Oh, no, you don’t! I tell myself sternly. ‘You’ve just escaped one disastrous relationship. You are not heading straight into another. You are taking a long-extended break from men – even if they are as handsome as your new neighbour!’
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