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			Prologue

			‘You’ve already got quite the queue forming, Nick. Can we get a move on, please; kids can get rowdy. I’m not paying you to preen. Let’s go!’

			It’s only my first shift at Southview Shopping Centre and I already dislike my supervisor Geraldine, whose sullen head has snaked around the door and appears to be propping it open with the weight of her own self-importance. She can’t be any older than forty, yet has the dead-eyed glare of someone who has been forced to reincarnate as the same retail manager for centuries. The longer she stands there, the more I’m aware of the faint buzz from the shopping mall which creeps past her and invades the once quiet staffroom. It sounds as busy as she implies.

			‘Be right there!’ I reply, trying to sound chipper, when in reality, I’d happily welcome the sweet release of death right now.

			Anything but this.

			Geraldine retains her scowl and slowly retreats, the click of her heels gradually disappearing as she makes her way through the double doors at the end of the corridor.

			As I step into my oversized black boots and tighten my belt, I feel a tiny bead of sweat slowly trickle down the side of my face and absorb into my beard. Jesus, it’s hot. Why do shopping centres always have their temperature set to Sahara? I’m going to be a human puddle by 5pm, if the utter humiliation doesn’t kill me first.

			I mop my brow with my sleeve and adjust my hat, taking one last look in the staffroom mirror. I hardly ­recognise myself, which I guess is the point, and I’m grateful. Being recognised is not something my currently fragile ego could handle. I sigh loudly as I smooth my jacket over my oversized belly.

			Welcome to the lowest point in your life, loser. Just be thankful Christmas only comes once a year.

			Taking a deep breath, I reluctantly trudge out of the staffroom and towards the same double doors that Geraldine’s cloven hooves passed through a few minutes earlier. Emerging into the brightly lit shopping floor, what feels like the entire city of London stops to stare at me. I cannot believe I agreed to do this. As my cheeks begin to turn bright red, my transformation is complete.

			‘MUMMY! LOOK! IT’S SANTA! IT’S SANTA CLAUS!’

			Oh, fucking hell. Here we go.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Four weeks earlier

			‘Oh, come on! You’ve got to be kidding me. That can’t be right.’

			I stare at my phone, hoping the digits shown on my online banking account will magically rearrange themselves into an amount that doesn’t make my stomach catapult into my throat. I click on my recent transactions, hoping that I’ve become the victim of identity theft and a stranger is the reason I am almost completely broke.

			As I skim down my purchases, my stomach leaves my throat and plummets to my feet. There’s no mistake. This was all me: same places, same amounts, same days of the week. Not only am I skint, I’m predictable. I’m not sure what’s worse.

			I glance at the corner of the living room where my most recent Amazon purchase sits untouched, mocking me for being stupid enough to waste money on an unused gym membership while simultaneously ordering kettlebells online to work out at home. God, I’m an idiot. A skinny-armed idiot. I should return them and get my forty quid back, although I’m not sure it’s going to touch the sides of the hole that I’m going to have to dig myself out of. Still, it would be a start.

			I close my phone, tossing it on to the couch with a groan while I pace the floor of the large flat I soon won’t be able to pay rent on.

			It’s just a blip, I reassure myself. You’ll get back on your feet. Maybe just cut back . . . Set a budget!

			Budget. God, I hate that word. Yes, admittedly, as someone who is technically unemployed, I perhaps should be a bit more frugal, but I’m certain Angela isn’t down for staying in with her penny-pinching boyfriend seven nights a week. She’s a girl who likes to be seen. It was touch-and-go when she found out I’d been fired.

			‘But you were taking me to Marbs, babe,’ she’d reminded me, like I hadn’t already surreptitiously tried to get the deposit back. I watched her scroll through Instagram, never lifting her head to look at me. ‘What about Marbs?’

			‘I know, honey, it’s just that—’

			‘What about Marbs, babe?’ she repeated, almost singing the words at me. ‘I didn’t get non-surgical lipo and a keratin treatment just to hang around London . . .’

			‘I appreciate that, but Marbella might have to—’

			‘WHAT. ABOUT. MARBS?’

			It’s funny, when you’re dating a former reality-TV star, reality is the last thing that they’re concerned about. Angela is beautiful, independent, sexy and probably the most career-focused person I’ve ever met (and I once worked with a guy who missed his son’s birth to have dinner with a client). I have always worked hard for what I want, and Angela is no exception. Three grand and a sunburned nipple later, I still had a girlfriend and she had two pictures of her tanned derriere in the Sun.

			Naïvely I didn’t think I’d be unemployed long enough to miss the money, but in the four months since I was fired from Kensington Fox LLP, I’ve had twenty-three interviews, followed by twenty-three identically worded rejection letters.

			‘Thank you for your interest. We wish you every success in your future career.’

			I’m not even sure I have a future career. It’s clear that doors are closing just as fast as word is spreading about my dismissal. How the hell did I get everything so wrong?

			Angela believes I’m too handsome to be unemployed, which is sweet of her to say, but she also believes ponies are baby horses, so I’m not relying solely on her judgement for the time being.

			I give myself a shake and begin productively clearing away the old pizza boxes and beer bottles from the coffee table. They’re all mine, of course, no one else around here is using Domino’s to self-medicate. As the money has dwindled, my need to lie around the flat feeling sorry for myself has increased. My flatmate and former colleague, Matt, tries his best to be supportive, but even I know it must be difficult to rally someone who has discovered a fondness for Stella Artois at 8am.

			‘You need to snap out of this, Nick,’ he’d demanded last week. ‘Get yourself back on track. You made one mistake—’

			‘Two!’ I corrected quickly. ‘I made two.’

			From the comfort of the couch I had observed Matt messing with his dirty blond hair in the hall mirror, not oblivious to the subtle eye roll directed at my response. He strode through the living room and into the kitchen, his sticky pomade fingers grabbing his wallet from the worktop.

			‘OK, fine, you made two mistakes but—’

			‘Actually, three, but they didn’t find out about the third one, so it doesn’t count. Does anywhere do breakfast kebabs? Is that even a thing?’

			Matt sighed. ‘Look, all I’m saying is it’s not the end of the world, mate. You’ll find something. I’d knock the morning drinking on the head, though.’

			‘Technically, I started drinking last night so it’s still part of my drunking evening . . . evening drinking. Bah, you know what I mean.’

			‘All I’m saying is, it’s a slippery slope . . .’

			‘Your hair’s a slippery slope,’ I mumbled, but Matt wasn’t listening. He was too busy being employed.

			‘Mm-hmm,’ Matt replied, as he marched towards the front door. ‘I’m off. Get a shower, pal.’

			I would be lying if I said I wasn’t more than a little envious of Matt. Despite his overuse of hair product, Matt Buckley is a shrewd man with a healthy bank balance, an investment plan and a couple of wealthy parents to fall back on. Mostly I’m envious that Matt still works at Kensington Fox. As much as I miss the money, I miss the work more. I loved that job: the buzz of the office, the meetings, the after-work drinks, the networking, the camaraderie, but now I’m on the outside, desperately trying to get back in, somewhere, anywhere, and failing miserably.

			I’ve blown through most of my savings, as well as the hundred quid Matt keeps in the emergency tin on top of the fridge. I feel that right now, life itself is an emergency. Being skint isn’t exactly unfamiliar territory. Growing up on a housing estate in Tottenham with a single parent wasn’t the most affluent start, but it meant that I quickly learned how to graft. I started working part-time when I was at school to help Mum out, using every spare minute in between school and shifts to study, which led to a scholarship at university, where I worked evening shifts at the twenty-four-hour Asda, while my friends got shit-faced at whatever foam party or theme night was being held at the students’ union.

			My main concern isn’t that I’ve been fired for missing a crucial filing deadline (which wasn’t entirely my fault) or that I accidentally threw up over an important client’s wife the same evening, it’s that I’ve worked my arse off to get here and I’m about to lose it all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Three weeks into an extremely chilly October and there isn’t anyone in London who doesn’t have a copy of my CV. Even Ahmet who runs the Kebab House is keeping me in mind for any future vacancies. I could do deliveries or become an Uber driver, but even that requires a car and I don’t have the cash, even for a shitty one.

			Apparently, I’m too qualified for McDonald’s, but not qualified enough for Debbie’s Dog Grooming, because seemingly law school doesn’t mean shit when you’re faced with an anxious dog who doesn’t want his nails trimmed, Nick. While I feel Debbie was rather harsh, it does make me realise how few real skills I actually possess. Yes, I can organise mergers and negotiate multimillion-pound contracts, but I have no idea how to operate a till, mix a cocktail or make a coffee appear from one of those giant, frothing machines. I’m almost out of options. Hopefully today will be better; God, please let it be better.

			Quickening my step, I pull my flimsy jacket around me as I make my way through Covent Garden towards GL Recruitment, owned by Greta Lang, a woman who dumped me five years ago. We’d dated for three months and I’d spent that time trying to remember how she took her tea, while she had spent the same time determining that there was zero future for us and had written me off. Looking back, she had a point; I could never truly commit to someone who drinks decaf. Regardless of ‘not being the one for her’, we’ve remained good friends and as I press the buzzer at the entrance, I’m hoping she’ll be the one to pull me out of my current sinkhole of despair.

			Greta’s office is small, elegant and extremely vibrant, which perfectly reflects her as a person.

			‘Take a seat, Nick, can I get you anything?’ She brushes down the front of her shirt, scattering tiny baguette crumbs at her feet. I’ve obviously caught her at lunch.

			I yank out the chair at the front of her desk and shake my head. ‘Apart from a job? Nah, I’m good.’

			She smiles and sits behind her desk, moving her glasses from her face to the top of her head. She missed one crumb which now nestles in her brown hair. When we dated, Greta was a blonde, like Angela, but I much prefer her as a brunette. It makes her green eyes pop. Shit, I don’t think I ever noticed she had green eyes; she was absolutely right to dump me.

			Greta taps a few keys on her laptop and clears her throat. I recognise that sound. It’s the same sound she made before she broke up with me, before she explained very tactfully that we were finished. That is the sound you make when you’re about to give bad news.

			‘I’ll be honest, Nick; it isn’t great news.’

			I knew it.

			‘We just don’t have many corporate law vacancies at this time of year. It’s all temp Christmas positions, which were snapped up by students months ago. After the festive period, you’re more likely to—’

			‘Still be unemployable?’

			Having a friend who works for a recruitment agency is only useful if companies are actually hiring. The longer I remain unemployed, the worse it looks on my CV. Greta’s pity smile is not what I need to see right now, but she offers it anyway.

			‘Lawyers get fired and hired all the time,’ she responds, with a look on her face which says otherwise. ‘I’ll find you something. You might just have to lower your expectations in the meantime.’

			‘I have no expectations. Did you know that you have to be qualified, trained and have a portfolio to wash a dog?’

			‘What? I hadn’t thought . . . wait, you don’t even like dogs.’

			‘I know but—’

			She starts rummaging through some paperwork. ‘How do you feel about rabbits? I might have something with rabbits here . . .’

			‘I was thinking more like temporary clerical work, perhaps?’ I interject. ‘Data entry, maybe?’

			My stomach churns at the thought of tapping mindlessly on a keyboard or filing for eight hours a day, but it’s better than nothing.

			‘If I had it, I’d be putting you forward for it, Nick. I’m sorry. I am trying. But I’ve pretty much exhausted every avenue I have. I’ve looked into retail and call centres, as well as data entry . . . it’s just a tricky time of the year.’

			‘I know,’ I say, rubbing my forehead. I can feel a headache brewing. ‘Right now, I’ll do just about anything.’

			‘I’m sure something will turn up,’ she replies, sounding less than optimistic. The crumb from her hair finally falls on to her desk. ‘Positions come in all the time.’

			I nod and do my best to look reassured, but I don’t think she’s buying it.

			‘Chin up, Nick,’ she says softly, determined to finish our meeting on a positive note. ‘Will I see you at the party tomorrow night? Might be just what you need, you know . . . take your mind off things? Though I’m not sure we got your RSVP . . .’

			‘Yup, looking forward to it!’ I lie, forcing the corners of my mouth upwards. ‘I gave the RSVP to Matt; he must have forgotten to post it. You know what he’s like!’

			Another lie. I had completely forgotten about the party. The silver and white monochrome engagement party invitation is currently on my coffee table being used as a coaster.

			‘Excellent, we’ll see you tomorrow then! Matt too!’ Greta beams like a woman who has just solved all my problems. She is also beaming like a woman who is expecting a gift. Did she provide a gift list? If I can’t afford actual coasters, how the hell am I supposed to afford an engagement present?

			Determined to add my name to whatever Matt has purchased for the happy couple, I thank Greta and swiftly leave her office, mumbling something about catching the bank before they close. As I step back out into the chilly air, I stop and take a deep breath which catches the growing lump in the back of my throat. How is this my life? I have no money, no job prospects, an inappropriate jacket for the weather and tomorrow I’ll have to endure a room full of successful people who have their shit together nodding politely while I say that I’m taking a break from Kensington Fox and exploring new avenues, like my lifelong dream of grooming dogs . . . or rabbits, if Greta has anything to do with it.

			I take out my phone and text Angela, asking if she fancies going to this party, then Matt, letting him know that he’s responsible for my missing RSVP, before heading into Charing Cross station to catch my train back to London Bridge. Matt responds first:

			No probs. Glad you’re leaving the couch.

			Shortly followed by Angela:

			Sorry bbz, have plans. Call u later xoxo

			I reply with No worries, but in truth, I’m slightly perturbed. Angela never misses a party, so she must be attending something equally entertaining. Something better. Something she didn’t invite me to. She always invites me. Is she embarrassed to be seen with me now? My paranoia begins to kick in and continues booting the hell out of me all the way home.

			 

			Matt arrives back at the flat just after 7pm to the sight of me tossing clothes from my wardrobe on to my bed. My normally tidy room now looks like a jumble sale.

			‘Lost something?’ he asks, looking mildly amused.

			‘I can’t find my Paul Smith shirt,’ I reply. ‘I wanted to wear it tomorrow.’

			‘Jesus, you’re such a woman. Just wear something else.’

			‘But I like that one. It shows off my tits.’ I grin and pretend to flick my hair back.

			Matt laughs and begins to help me look. ‘Is it the denim one? Pretty sure you spilled curry on that.’

			‘No, it’s the yellow one.’

			Matt pauses. ‘You mean the one your girlfriend hates?’

			‘Yes! I haven’t seen it since we—’ I stop rummaging and look over at Matt, who raises his eyebrows.

			‘She wouldn’t . . . would she?’

			He shrugs. ‘Well, she did make her feelings on that shirt known to everyone in the bar that night . . .’

			It’s not yellow, Nick, it’s mustard. Vomit-coloured mustard and it’s not your colour. It’s not anyone’s colour! What were you thinking?

			I shake my head, unwilling to believe that she would just throw away a Paul Smith shirt, but deep down, I’m less than certain. She once binned a full-size bottle of Jo Malone perfume that I bought for her birthday because she didn’t like the limited-edition bottle as much as the normal bottle.

			‘Ask her,’ Matt suggests. ‘I’m pretty certain she’ll admit it if she did. She’s ballsy like that.’

			Matt doesn’t like Angela. He’s never said it outright, but I can tell by the way he tenses up every time she’s around. He’s wary of her and I’ve never understood why, considering some of the women he’s brought round to the flat. Jesus, he once briefly dated an American woman who called him Daddy in a baby voice, regardless of who was in earshot. Angela might be a tad shallow sometimes, but she has a good heart.

			‘I’m not going to ask my girlfriend if she threw away my shirt,’ I insist. ‘I’ll look like a psycho.’

			He laughs. ‘True, and if she admits it, you’ll have to deal with the fact you’re dating a psycho. Which is worse?’

			‘I’ll buy a new bloody shirt,’ I mumble, as I begin picking up clothes from my bedroom floor. ‘I’m pretty sure I have store credit from John Lewis.’

			‘You could buy a bottle of champagne for Greta and Will while you’re at it,’ Matt suggests as he walks into the living room. ‘I’m not doing a joint present, like we’re a couple, mate. That’s just creepy.’

			‘No problem, Daddy.’

			‘Fuck off, Billy-No-Shirt.’

			I grab the rest of my clothes and fling them back into my wardrobe, vowing to sort them out later. Right now, I have to figure out how to buy a shirt and a decent bottle of champagne with fifty pounds.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘Boys! So glad you could make it!’

			At least I think that’s what Greta says as we walk into Bar Black, but the place is so noisy, it’s hard to be sure. She hugs me – wrinkling my new blue shirt, which might be a little on the tight side since one of the buttons pinged off on the way here, but was seventy per cent off – before thanking me for the gift I’m carrying. I really hope she likes 2018 sparkling rosé. Matt hands her a box containing two Swarovski crystal-embellished champagne flutes and I hate him.

			‘We’re all in the VIP area,’ she yells, gesturing towards the stairs at the back of the pub. ‘Will is up there, go grab a drink! I won’t be long.’

			We push through the crowds and head up the stairs to the function ‘room’, a cordoned-off area which overlooks the main bar. Until now, I’ve never noticed how pretentious it’s become. When we first started coming here, Bar Black was called Libertines and was far less polished and sterile. Then again, so were we. Part of me misses the comfy patchwork couches and retro jukebox, which have now been replaced with shitty club anthems and slippery bar stools. There are plenty of other bars in London, but this one just feels like ours, even with a strangely designed bar perch lodged up my arse.

			It’s busy for a Tuesday, with most of the clientele arranged in after-work drink cliques, all smelling like a mixture of stress and Tom Ford. It’s the same faces week in and week out. These are my eighty-hour working week, ladder-climbing, self-starting, content-creating, upwardly mobile contemporaries and right now, I’m struggling to feel like I belong. I’m starting to see my world very differently.

			‘This must be a bit strange for you,’ Matt says, dragging my gaze away from a woman who’s trying to furtively vape into her handbag. He gestures towards Greta’s fiancé Will, who’s chatting with our mutual friend Harriet. ‘I mean, you used to date Greta and now she’s marrying this guy.’

			This guy is Dr William Howard, the forty-three-year-old, Ferrari-driving surgeon that Greta began dating after me. I’ve met him at least ten times, yet I’m not even sure he knows my name.

			‘Why would it be weird?’ I reply. ‘I mean, yes, we dated, but I’m very happy she found someone. I’m not secretly pining for Greta, mate.’

			‘No, I know. I just mean because, well . . .’

			‘What? Because he owns a house in Notting Hill, has a private clinic on Harley Street, a hairline which refuses to recede and I’m just a jobless prick with a girlfriend who might possibly be kidnapping my clothes?’

			‘Pretty much.’ Matt nudges me, playfully. ‘You’ll be alright, bud. Just try and have a good night.’

			 ‘Oh, I will,’ I reply, taking a glass of champagne from the table. ‘I’m delighted for Greta, you know that. She deserves to be happy.’

			‘To be honest, I’d marry him for a shot at his car,’ Matt states, waving to Will. ‘No offence, mate, but you have to admit, our Greta did well here.’

			Matt’s right, of course, but I didn’t need reminding what a fucking loser I am in comparison. I’m very aware. Besides, Matt was the one who introduced me to Greta, so really, this is all his fault. I down my glass of champagne and grab another, while Will makes his way over to us.

			‘Alright, guys, nice to see you!’ Will exclaims, shaking our hands vigorously. ‘Just popping to the little boy’s room, back in a sec.’

			Little boy’s room? Who says that? I start to feel three per cent better about myself.

			We sit down in a small booth beside Harriet, a pale, delicate woman who was in halls with Matt and Greta. She studied English Lit and now writes bestselling crime novels. I ventured into their little circle second term of my law undergrad and never left. She’s here with her husband Noel, a man who looks like he keeps ancient secrets in his tremendous beard. They’re good people.

			‘You remember Brian Wilson?’ Harriet asks Matt as he slips off his coat.

			He frowns. ‘From The Beach Boys?’

			She laughs. ‘No, he used to live in the flat above us in Brixton. Skinny guy. Had that cat with the funny ear. You’ll remember him, Nick.’

			I nod. ‘Wasn’t his cat called Phil Wilson?’

			‘Yes! So, I was telling Greta, I met him in Costa last week! He was back visiting relatives. He lives in France now. Four kids. Makes his own wine or something. He’s done so well!’

			France, eh? Maybe I should move to France? I think to myself, knocking back my third glass of champagne. Surely my reputation hasn’t reached across the Channel. I’d need to learn French though.

			‘Are you driving?’ Matt asks Harriet, motioning to the bottle of sparkling water in front of her. It’s a reasonable question considering Harriet is notorious for being the first one smashed, but the last one standing. Harriet nods before pushing back her chair to reveal the reason why.

			‘Twelve weeks,’ she proclaims in her loud Welsh accent, rubbing her non-existent bump. ‘We’ve only just started telling people. No booze, no fags, no sushi, no mayo. I’m also sick as a dog. It’s all very inconvenient.’

			Noel sits there and beams proudly. ‘But it’s come at a good time. I’ve just been promoted, so we can actually afford to move somewhere bigger.’

			‘Head of digital marketing,’ Harriet boasts on Noel’s behalf. ‘It’s been a hectic few weeks all round.’

			As we congratulate them, I do my best to ignore the little voice in my head, but it’s determined to scold me.

			SEE! This is what grown-ups do, arsehole. Get your life in order.

			Forty minutes and a shot of tequila later, I watch Greta and Dr Better-Than-Me make a short thank-you speech to the crowded room. I see a few familiar faces, but a lot seem to be ‘couple’ friends who will have to pick a side after the divorce. One thing I’m certain of is that no one here has ever stepped foot in an Aldi, whereas I’m on a first-name basis with Greg the cashier.

			‘We’re so happy you came!’ Greta enthuses. ‘It means so much to us.’

			Will nods and slips his arm around Greta’s waist. ‘Four years ago, this beautiful woman agreed to have dinner with me and four weeks ago she agreed to be my wife. I’m the luckiest man alive. She is magical.’

			Jesus, even women in the bar downstairs are awwing. I mean, Greta’s great and all, but magical? Does she go all Penn & Teller on his ass when they’re alone?

			‘Anyway, the wedding will be mid-March, you’ll all receive your invites shortly. Now, please eat, drink and be as happy as we are! Cheers!’

			As we all raise our glasses and wish them well, I try very hard to be positive, but being surrounded by impressive people celebrating engagements, babies, promotions and wine-making neighbours from Brixton past is giving me anxiety. I’m trying very hard not to take everyone’s success as a personal affront, but it turns out I’m fairly self-obsessed. I excuse myself and head to the bathroom. Knowing my luck, I’ll end up pissing beside a fucking Nobel Prize winner.

			Thankfully, I’m alone, apart from one cubicle which seems to be occupied by someone with a suspicious sniffing disorder. As I wash my hands, I stare at myself in the mirror, hoping that little voice in my head will provide a rallying pep talk . . . perhaps affirm my worth in the world. Tell me I’m destined for great things!

			Your hair looks crap.

			Bollocks. Defeated, I retreat back out into the hallway, ready to get unnecessarily drunk, but I’m stopped by Greta and an older woman, who’s dressed like she’s running for office.

			‘Nick! Just the man I was looking for! This is Alice, I thought you two should meet!’

			Why, is she a complete prick too?

			‘Terrific,’ I respond, shaking Alice’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you. Excellent party, Greta, I’m having the best time.’

			Greta grins at me excitedly, while Alice doesn’t say a word. Who is this woman? Christ, is Greta trying to set me up? I know Angela isn’t here, but I still have a girlfriend. Besides Alice is clearly not my type because Alice is hitting sixty. I’m not adverse to older women, but twice my age is pushing it just a bit.

			‘So how do you know each other?’ I ask.

			‘Alice is my neighbour, but also manages Southview Shopping Centre, you know, the mall near your flat?’

			‘Um, sure – funnily enough, I just bought this shirt there. John Lewis do a decent sale,’ I reply, pointing to my shirt-covered torso and wondering why the hell I just said that when a simple ‘yes’ would have sufficed. Now Alice is looking at my torso and I want to leave.

			‘Oh wonderful,’ Greta continues, ‘because Alice was literally just telling me about a position she has available. It’s fate!’

			Job talk! Thank God. I unclench. Alice is free to look wherever she likes.

			‘It’s seasonal work but would be ideal for you.’

			‘OK, perfect, what—’

			‘No travel expenses, no stress, you’ve already had background checks done—’

			‘Background checks? Why—’

			‘And of course, you’re very personable. Kids love you!’

			‘Greta, what on earth are you talking about? What’s the position?’

			‘Santa,’ she replies, grinning at me. ‘I think you’d make a perfect Santa.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Present Day

			Santa’s grotto at Southview Shopping Centre is less of a cosy, festive cavern filled with gifts, and more of an open-plan, penned-off Christmas area with an impressive, surprisingly tastefully decorated tree, some fake snow and, of course, a huge throne for Santa to sit on. A red carpet covers the floor from throne to entrance, where the queue is already winding around the nearby juice bar.

			You can do this, Nick, I reassure myself, waving to the eager children. You’re employed and spreading Christmas cheer, what’s not to like?

			‘Vamos! You’re late!’

			Startled, I whip around to see a woman in her thirties, no taller than five foot, dressed like an elf and obviously as enthusiastic to be here as I am.

			‘You are Nick?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Izzy.’

			‘Nice to meet—’

			‘Look, I wear this costume, but I not your servant, OK?’ she informs me. ‘Don’t ask me to help. Last year I have this one crying and that one crying and that’s no my job, OK?’

			I wish she was as charming as her Spanish accent.

			‘Um, sure. OK.’

			‘You deal with los niños, I have the money, OK?’

			She waves her little point-of-sale credit card machine at my face, while I nod in agreement. I feel like I’m involved in some sort of heist.

			I sit on my ridiculous throne as Izzy allows the first child and her mother through, nervously telling myself that this will be a piece of cake.

			You’ve been in a boardroom with Deborah Meaden, for Christ’s sake. They’re just kids. Get it together.

			I smile and wave to the approaching child. She takes a step back and clings to her mum’s leg. Excellent start, Nick.

			‘Keep it under a minute for each child,’ Geraldine had advised at my induction, ‘Name, age, what they want, let the parents take a picture, give them a gift from the sack, then on to the next. I need you smiling and swift. Any questions?’

			‘Are there boy-gifts and girl-gifts?’

			‘No,’ she’d snapped back. ‘Gender neutral. New guidelines. Also, lap-sitting is entirely at the parent’s discretion, but the younger kids enjoy it.’

			The small child currently trying to flee from my knee makes me believe otherwise.

			‘Polly, it’s OK, darling, just look over here! Smile for Mummy!’

			Polly is having none of this shit. I look down at the screaming, wriggling toddler in the furry blue hat and empathise. She holds on tightly to a half-eaten Milky Way. She wants to be here less than I do.

			Her mum pleads with me through thick-rimmed glasses, telepathically impressing the need to make this situation better, but I have no idea how. Polly is the first child I’ve seen today and by the look on my supervisor’s face, she might be the last.

			‘Oh, now now!’ I say, in a voice which startles even me. It’s like Santa meets Ed Kemper. I try again in a slightly less serial-killer-esque tone. ‘No need to cry, little one. Tell Santa what you would like for Christ—’

			‘MUuuuUUmmm!’

			This is horrible. An undoubtedly blurry photo is taken as I hand Polly a wrapped selection box, before she’s placed back into her stroller by her flustered, apologetic mother now promising ice cream to appease her. The last thing that kid needs is more sugar.

			I barely have time to take a breath before the next little darling has hurled himself on to my lap. At least this kid is enthusiastic.

			‘What’s your name?’ I ask him, staring at the snot bubble which has formed in his left nostril. God, this is grim. I see Geraldine skulking off towards the food court and immediately relax a little.

			‘David,’ he replies, eyeing up my scratchy, nylon beard. It’s already driving me nuts, given that underneath is three days’ worth of itchy stubble regrowth.

			‘And how old are you, David?’

			‘Six!’ He replies with such a gusto, I can’t help but smile. Most adults say their age like it’s shameful secret, but David’s got the ageing thing nailed.

			‘And what would you like for Christmas?’

			‘A trampoline! Like Robbie’s. One with a net so we can do giant flips and tumbles and bounce and bounce and bounce!’

			I glance at his waiting parents who are frantically shaking their heads behind their physically boinging child, letting me know that large, costly outdoor trampolines aren’t happening anytime soon. His dad mimes being on a bike and I nod.

			‘Hmm, the elves had a problem with the trampolines this year,’ I reply. David stops springing, the excitement on his face quickly draining.

			‘But they’ve made some amazing bikes! Haven’t you, Izzy?’

			Izzy’s head spins around independently from her body and glares into my soul, indicating that she will kill me if I try and get her involved with los niños. I turn back to David.

			‘So how about a nice new bike? Wouldn’t that be fun? Fancy new helmet too?’

			David doesn’t say a word. He moves off my lap and folds his arms, glaring first at his parents and then at me. This is horrendous. How many children am I going to have to disappoint today? I need to convince him that bikes are better than trampolines.

			‘They’re so cool, David! Honestly! Coolest bikes you’ve ever—’

			‘NO! IWANTATRAMPOLINNNNEEEEEE.’

			The screaming sound piercing my eardrum is almost enough to distract me from the sharp pain in my shin, but not quite. I yelp as David and his small yet powerful right foot are scooped up by his dad before he can inflict any further damage.

			‘Fucking hell, kid! No need for—’

			I hear the smallest gasp from a girl in the front of the queue and the sound of at least ten jaws hitting the floor, as David is carted off by his embarrassed parents.

			‘Mummy! Santa said the F-word.’

			Oh God.

			‘Outrageous!’ one silver-haired granny yells, pulling her mildly amused child away by the arm. ‘Come on, Rosie, we’re not staying here.’

			‘I’m s-sorry,’ I stammer as several of the parents and kids disperse, scolding me for being the worst Santa ever. The back of the queue doesn’t seem to realise anything is wrong, but I have no doubt that someone is already asking to speak to a manager. Once Geraldine finds out, I am so fired.

			The rest of my day doesn’t run any more smoothly. I’ve never seen so many spoiled brats in light-up trainers demanding iPads, PlayStations and something called Ricky the Trick-Lovin’ Pup, which is apparently a toy dog but sounds like a toy pimp.

			At 5pm I see Izzy pull across the rope behind the last child, letting everyone know that Santa is closed. After today, I’m starting to understand why Izzy seems so annoyed. Working with children is clearly a calling rather than a seasonal vocation.

			‘And what’s your name?’ I ask the rosy-faced blonde girl who is already trying to grab for my beard. I’m so glad she’s the last one.

			‘Jennifer,’ she replies. ‘I am three!’

			‘And what would you like for Christmas?’

			‘A Barbie house with the . . . ACHOOOO!’

			Something slimy flies from her nose and lands squarely on my hand, making me gag. Horrified, I try and flick it off while her dad just laughs like it’s adorable. It’s not adorable, it’s fucking green.

			‘Barbie house, gotcha,’ I reply, handing her a gift. ‘Merry Christmas.’

			I don’t even smile as her dad takes a photo. I’ve had enough. I’m hot, sweating, bruised, covered in mucus, and I’m leaving. Geraldine can shove this job up her arse.

			Shaking my head, I stand from my throne, ready to rip this stupid beard from my face. Even though the grotto is closed, there’s still a crowd admiring the Christmas display so unveiling my face right now would be a terrible idea. All I want to do is get home, shower and enjoy a cosy night in with Angela to celebrate my new job.

			As I prepare to leave, I see a boy who looks around five sneak under the rope.

			‘Little boy, we are closed,’ Izzy informs him, but he swerves around her and dashes straight for me.

			‘Santa, I—’

			‘Come back tomorrow,’ I say. ‘Santa is going home.’

			‘But I won’t be here tomorrow,’ he replies, frantically. ‘And I haven’t told you what I want for Christmas!’

			‘Sorry, little man.’

			I reach into my sack and pull out a selection box. ‘Take this. Free chocolate is better than nothing.’

			As he takes the gift, his huge brown eyes start to fill up with tears. ‘But if I don’t tell you my Christmas wish, it won’t come true! Please, Santa.’

			‘I’m sorry but—’

			‘Santa!’ Izzy snaps. ‘You can do one more, yes.’

			I nod. Partly because Izzy scares the shit out of me, but also because I cannot be responsible for one more crying child today. Besides, I think he’s melted Izzy’s heart a little. That should be rewarded.

			‘What’s your name, little boy?’

			‘Alfie,’ he replies, following me back to my throne. I take a seat while he stands beside me. ‘Alfie O’Brien.’

			‘Alfie. That’s a great name. And how old are you?’

			‘I’m four.’

			‘And what would you like for Christmas?’

			Alfie takes a deep breath and quietly says, ‘I want my mum to be happy again.’

			Yikes. I feel uncomfortable. I’m even less equipped to deal with selfless children than spoiled, selfish ones. The look of sincerity on his face is killing me.

			‘I’m sure she’s very happy!’ I reply, cheerfully. ‘She has you, right?’

			He looks at his feet. ‘She pretends to be, but she’s been sad since my dad died. I hear her crying sometimes.’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry, mate.’

			He shrugs. ‘Please make her happy, Santa. That’s all I want for Christmas.’

			Now my eyes are welling up. This sweet little boy thinks I can take away his mum’s grief and I have no idea how to respond.

			‘Um . . . well, you see—’

			‘ALFIE! Oh, thank God you’re here, I’ve been looking everywhere!’

			I turn to see a woman racing towards us, wearing one of the bright blue aprons from the café opposite the grotto.

			No, thank God you’re here, I think to myself, I was totally out of my depth there.

			‘That’s my mum,’ Alfie whispers, waving to her.

			She sweeps up Alfie and kisses him repeatedly on the cheek.

			‘I nearly had a heart attack!’ she tells him. ‘You cannot just run off like that! I was going to call the police . . . and the Avengers . . . and Spiderman . . .’

			‘Spiderman is in the Avengers,’ Alfie replies, giggling. ‘Sorry, Mum, I just had to see Santa.’

			As Alfie’s mum looks at me apologetically, I suddenly feel my chest tighten and a little tingle shoots all the way down my spine. Oh God, she’s lovely. I see where Alfie gets his big eyes from. They’re like two dark pools of . . . Jesus, this isn’t appropriate, Nick, you idiot, she’s a grieving widow. Get a hold of yourself, man.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she blurts out. ‘One minute he was with me, the next—’

			‘It’s fine!’ I reply, now more aware than ever of how stupid my Santa voice sounds. I clear my throat. ‘Very nice boy.’

			Fucking hell, now I sound Russian.

			She smiles and ruffles Alfie’s mop of brown hair as I look anywhere that isn’t directly at her. Damn, she smells good.

			‘We’re going to miss the bus; let’s go, Alfie. Say bye to Santa.’ She takes Alfie by the hand and begins to lead him towards the exit.

			‘But Santa didn’t say he’d get me what I want for Christmas!’ he exclaims, looking back at me. ‘He needs to say it!’

			Oh God, what do I do? People are staring!

			‘Santa, PLEASE!’

			‘OK, OK, you got it!’ I reply, even throwing in a thumbs up for good measure. His little face lights up and he returns the gesture. Seconds later Alfie and his mum are gone.

			‘Imbecile!’ I hear Izzy snarl at me. ‘You just lie to him and now you ruin Christmas for the child.’

			‘What was I supposed to do? Tell him no? You saw how cute and desperate he was.’

			‘Well, now he will hate Santa.’

			‘Well, you hate Santa too, so maybe you can form a club together?’

			She rolls her eyes and flounces off with the credit card machine while I make my way back to the staffroom, feeling like shit. Have I just ruined that kid’s Christmas? Eager to get the hell out of there, I grab my clothes from the locker, shoving them into my backpack, and start walking home – belly, beard and all. I need a drink.

			Twenty minutes later, I arrive home to see Angela standing outside my building.

			‘Hey, sweetie! You’re early!’

			I pull the door and hold it open for her. Angela looks at me bewildered until it finally clicks. She steps tentatively towards me.

			‘Nick? Is that you?’

			‘Yup!’ I laugh as she roughly unhooks my beard from my ears. ‘Careful with that, my boss will make me replace it if I damage it.’

			‘Your boss? You got a job?’

			‘Yes . . . this is my new job! What do you think?’

			Without a word, Angela walks around me and up the two flights of stairs until we reach my front door. I enter first with her following quickly behind me, loudly slamming the door.

			‘Whoa, leave the door on the hinges, sweeth—’

			‘NICK, WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?’

			I’m beginning to think that Angela is less than impressed with my new job.
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