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Dear Reader,

Firstly, thank you for choosing this book to read. You have excellent taste, if I do say so myself.

Secondly, I must take this opportunity to alert you to the fact that Stepfather Christmas has been written in twenty-five truly terrific chapters, which means it can be read in a very special way. No, I don’t mean back to front, upside down or underwater. I mean that the most exciting way to enjoy this story is to read it in the style of an advent calendar:

Start on the 1st of December and read one chapter each day during the lead-up to Christmas, getting to the final chapter on Christmas Day itself. It’s a book that can be read alone, or with someone special, or in a group all together!

Are you ready for a festive mystery full of family secrets and yuletide fun? Then settle down with a hot chocolate, and let’s begin . . .
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‘There’s tinsel in my sandwich.’

Mum looked up from the heap of boxes she was in the middle of. ‘Well, that’s festive.’

I picked the tinsel out from the peanut butter, wondering if it had any nutritional value. I glanced around the room. There was tinsel everywhere, along with miniature reindeer, angels and stars, which were scattered over the living room like snow. We were in the middle of putting the Christmas tree up.

Mum extracted herself from the boxes, one hand on the sideboard to steady herself, trying not to knock over the photo that took pride of place – me, Mum and my big brother Will on Mum’s graduation day a few years ago, when she became Dr Helen Hall: Super-Vet. ‘I always forget how much Christmas stuff we have until I get it all down from the loft,’ she said once she was finally free.

‘I think it multiplies up there,’ I said. ‘I don’t remember half of this.’

‘I know! Who made this?’ She held up an MDF-and-PVA-glue Nativity scene where Mary and Joseph both looked like Shrek. ‘Was it Will?’

‘No way,’ Will answered for me, slouching into the living room, his PuzzoCube glued into his hand as usual. ‘I don’t draw people like that.’ He sat down and began solving the cube without looking up.

‘Well, it wasn’t me,’ I said.

Mum shrugged. ‘Maybe it was one of your cousins . . .’ She began searching through another bag.

Will pulled a face at me that said Every year, right? And I nodded back at him.

Every year, Mum goes as full-on for Christmas as her budget will allow. That’s not particularly far, but she always manages to transform the living room into a grotto, complete with hundreds of fairy lights, a massive Christmas tree and so many pillows and rugs you struggle to know where to sit down. When we were little, it was like magic. Now I’m ten, and Will’s thirteen, it feels like we’ve both outgrown it a little – but even though the magic has faded, I haven’t said anything to Mum because she loves it so much, and it’s always a special family time for the three of us. Mum started going all-out on Christmas back when it was just her and Will, and when I came along it was only a few months before she was dressing me as a baby reindeer for the family photos.

Will twisted his PuzzoCube in his hands.

‘Are you winning?’ I asked. I was longing to get back to my own hobby: reading through the latest Murder at the Tea-Party storybook I’d got from the library. The main characters are these schoolgirls who run a secret detective agency, and the stories always have these amazing plot twists.

‘I’m sort of winning,’ Will said, clicking something into place. ‘I’m third in the Collectors’ League.’

I had no idea what that meant. Will’s cube was from the 1970s, a sort of less-successful version of the more famous puzzle cube, where the goal wasn’t to get all the colours on the same side, but to copy patterns on collectable cards. He’d picked it up at a jumble sale a few months ago and it had quickly become his obsession.

‘Cool,’ I said.

‘Oh, actually . . .’ Mum’s head popped up like a jack-in-the-box. ‘I’m glad you’re in the same room, you two. I wanted to tell you something.’ And she suddenly went bright red, like the painted noses on the plastic reindeer.

‘What’s up?’ Will lowered his cube. ‘Is it bad?’

‘No, no, it’s nothing bad,’ Mum said, going impossibly redder. ‘It’s a nice thing.’

‘Tell us,’ I said. ‘Come on, or we’ll start guessing.’

Will started guessing anyway. ‘Are we being sent to boarding school? Are we getting a dog?’

‘No! Sorry, no.’ Mum sighed, and brushed some of the dust off her jumper. ‘Well . . . Harper, Will . . . we’re going to have a guest. For the Christmas season.’

‘But we always have Christmas with just the three of us,’ I cried.

Will narrowed his eyes. ‘Who? What guest?’

‘His name’s Nick,’ Mum said. ‘We actually met at Farmer Llama’s petting zoo last year, and stayed in touch. He’s nice.’ She was still as red as a tomato.

‘But who is he?’ I asked. ‘Is he working with you?’

‘No, he’s . . .’ Mum twisted an old stocking, then sighed in resignation. ‘He’s my boyfriend. OK, happy now?’

Me and Will groaned in perfect unison.

Mum doesn’t have many boyfriends – she doesn’t have time, for starters. Because she’s a vet, she’s always zooming out the house to go and see to people’s sick dogs or cats or stick insects. The last boyfriend who Will and I met, Disaster Dave, used to build cathedrals out of spent matches, and even now we still find empty matchboxes stuffed into the backs of drawers and used as bookmarks. But we hadn’t met one of her boyfriends for a long time. Years, actually. The thought of Mum seeing someone seriously was . . . weird.

‘What’s he like?’ I asked, as Will went back to his puzzle.

Mum beamed in response. ‘Oh, he’s ever so nice. A real gent. He loves animals, and works seasonally up at Farmer Llama’s.’

‘Oh.’ As stories went, it wasn’t exactly thrilling. ‘When’s he coming?’

‘He’ll be round this afternoon for a cup of tea’ – Mum checked her watch – ‘and to meet you and Will, of course. And as long as we all get on, he’ll be staying here for a few weeks.’

I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of there being a stranger in the house, but if Mum liked him enough to keep in touch for a whole year, he must be nice. I nodded. ‘OK then.’

Mum’s smile softened a bit. ‘Thanks for being understanding, Harper. He won’t be under your feet. He leaves very early and often comes home very late, because of the animals. But you’re being really kind – I know it’s not cool to think about your mum having a boyfriend.’

Will muttered something under his breath, but Mum either didn’t hear or pretended not to.

We carried on wrestling with putting the tree up, Will peeling himself away from his PuzzoCube long enough to put the star on top as he was the tallest. We’d just tidied some of the boxes away and were in the kitchen putting the kettle on when the doorbell rang.

Mum went white, then red, then white again like a malfunctioning candy cane. ‘Oh, he’s early!’

‘Tell him to wait,’ Will said, stuffing bags-for-life into the cupboard under the stairs.

‘I can’t do that, Will, don’t be silly. Just clear some space on the sofa for him to sit. Harper, will you sort out the teapot?’ She bustled off to the door, tinsel trailing from where it was stuck to one of her sleeves.

Will looked at me, shaking his head. ‘She must really like him.’

‘I hope he’s normal,’ I said, pouring the boiling water. ‘Not another one with a weird hobby.’

The front door opened, and I heard laughter and a man’s voice. Will scuttled away into the living room and I put the lid on the teapot just as Mum came into the kitchen.

‘. . . and this is Harper,’ she said, happily.

I put on my brightest smile and turned to say hello. Except the word never made it out of my mouth.

‘Hello there, Harper,’ Nick said in a quiet but friendly way. But although my mouth was open, I still couldn’t speak because I was too stunned.

The man in front of me . . . my mum’s new boyfriend . . . he had grey-white hair, a white beard, a comfy round stomach and was wearing red trousers and big black boots . . .

‘Merry Christmas,’ he said with a smile.
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Alright, there was no need to overreact. It was probably just a coincidence that my mum’s new boyfriend looked exactly like Father Christmas.

Will came in from the living room and said hello without much enthusiasm, apparently not noticing or caring that this man who had suddenly walked into our lives looked like he had stepped off a Christmas card and was even giving a little ho ho ho chuckle as he talked. Now he’d come in and taken his boots off, I could see he was wearing socks with Christmas puddings on them. And he was a big man – fat, but in the way a strongman was fat – broad at the shoulders and looking like he could bench-press a car.

‘How’s that tea coming on, Harps?’ Mum nudged me.

I stopped staring and began making the tea like a robot. There was no way I was the only one who had noticed. Will was probably staying quiet for now, but thinking of something funny to whisper to me as soon as he got me alone. Typical Mum, picking someone else we’d be laughing at in a few months . . .

‘Oh, no tea for me, thanks,’ Nick said.

‘Can we get you something else?’ Mum asked.

‘A glass of milk, if it’s not too much trouble?’

I nearly fell head-first into the fridge. Was he doing this on purpose?

‘Oh, we only have oat milk,’ Mum said. ‘Is that alright?’

‘Wonderful. Perhaps a little cinnamon in it, to give it some Christmas spice?’

I kept waiting for someone to state the obvious. I couldn’t believe no one else was commenting on this. I searched for the cinnamon while Nick asked Will about his puzzle cube and Mum put Christmas cookies on a plate. Everyone was ignoring the Santa-shaped elephant in the room!

When Mum and Nick went through into the living room, Will stayed behind to help me with the tray.

‘Well?’ I whispered. ‘What’s that about?’

Will blinked at me. ‘What’s what about?’

‘Him!’ I nodded at the doorway. ‘He looks just like . . .’

‘Like what?’ Will was impatient.

‘Like Santa!’ I whispered.

Will snorted. ‘Very funny.’

‘I’m not joking! Come on, he looks exactly like Santa. You have to admit it.’

Will looked at me like I was three snowflakes short of a blizzard. ‘He’s wearing his red work clothes, and he’s got whiteish hair. But he’s just a normal man, Harper.’

‘You just like him because he asked about your cube.’

‘I don’t.’ Will picked up the tray and carried it through whilst I followed with the cookies.

Mum had turned on the tree lights and the living room looked wonderful and festive, even with the boxes not yet put away. The plastic reindeer in the window were lit up too, casting gold sparkles over the fake snow. The place felt cosy and special . . . and that wasn’t just because Santa’s double was in the room. If anything, it felt weird there being a fourth person in the house.

Nick was admiring Mum’s collection of little porcelain snow babies. He had his blue and red tartan sleeves rolled up to the elbow, and I could see he had tattoos on his forearms, but I couldn’t make out what they were.

‘Thank you,’ Mum said as Will put down the tray. ‘It’s lovely to have everyone together in one room finally.’

Finally? Will and I shot each other a look. Even if Nick and Mum had been chatting for a solid year, we’d only heard about him this morning. I passed the cookies round, not trusting myself to speak as Nick took one to go with his glass of milk. His grey-white hair was longer than I’d first noticed, tied back in a bun at the base of his head.

‘So, you work at the petting zoo?’ Will asked him, as if Nick was auditioning for the role of Mum’s Boyfriend, and Will was testing out his suitability.

Nick smiled. ‘That’s right. I’ve worked there on and off for a few years, seasonally. They only get me in for the winter months.’

‘How come?’ I asked.

‘Because they don’t keep the animals I look after on the farm all year round. Most of the year they’re up in Finland, grazing the landscape.’

‘What animals do you look after?’ Will frowned.

‘Reindeer.’

I dropped my Christmas cookie into my tea. It floated for a moment, and then sank. No one else seemed to have noticed.

‘Reindeer? Oh, so they bring them over for Christmas?’ Will asked.

‘Yes, they dress them up with bells and take them into schools and so on,’ Mum said. ‘They always have a vet come in to make sure they all have a clean bill of health beforehand. That’s how Nick and I met last year. It makes for an interesting change of pace for me – usually it’s all pigs and goats at the farm.’

I coughed to try and activate my voice. ‘And between the school visits and whatever, you look after them, Nick? The reindeer?’

‘Oh yes,’ he beamed. ‘They’re marvellous animals, they really are. Intelligent, hardy, don’t scare easily like horses . . . I’ve always worked with them.’ He sipped at his glass of oat milk, and that’s when I noticed his tattoos were reindeer – a skull, complete with antlers, on his left arm and a nice living reindeer surrounded by flowers on his right. With his red uniform, black braces, big belt and white hair, he fit into our Christmassy lounge perfectly, as if Santa himself really had dropped by for a glass of milk. How was no one else saying anything about it?

After we’d all watched a classic episode of The Muppet Show, Nick said it had been nice to meet us, and he’d be bringing his suitcase over the next day. I managed to stay polite and not stare as Nick pulled his big boots back on and zipped up a (thankfully blue) coat. When Mum shut the door behind him, she only gave a small sigh of relief.

‘Well, what do you think?’ she asked with a worried smile.

Will shrugged. ‘He’s alright,’ he said, picking up his puzzle. ‘I guess.’

Mum smiled properly. ‘What about you, Harper?’

I tried to arrange my thoughts. ‘He’s . . . he’s like Santa,’ I said.

Mum blinked, then laughed. ‘Oh, you mean with the red suit and the reindeer? Poor guy. Farmer Llama’s makes him wear that – they say it looks more Christmassy. But did you like him?’

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘It was just hard to see past the Santa stuff.’

‘Well, he won’t be dressed like that forever. Just don’t mention it in front of him. I think it makes him feel a bit embarrassed,’ she said firmly. ‘Now – mince pies, anyone? We need to start doing our annual taste-test.’

‘I volunteer,’ Will said, leaping to his feet.
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Everyone in our house usually sleeps late on a Saturday, but that weekend I was woken up early by my nose tingling. In a good way.

I rolled over and tried to figure out what was happening, until my brain kicked in and told my nose that the tingle was caused by the scent of something delicious. Now that was suspicious. Nothing tasty ever happened in our house before noon. I woke myself up properly, wondering why Mum was cooking first thing in the morning. Maybe she’d taken Christmas too far and finally lost her marbles. Either way, I wanted to find out.

Wrapped in my old dressing gown and slippers, I tip-toed downstairs. I could hear Mum’s tablet playing some music in the kitchen, so let myself in to ask what was cooking. But Mum wasn’t alone.
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