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‘A house is made with walls and beams; a home is built with love and dreams.’

— Ralph Waldo Emerson






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.
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Every year, as the snow begins;to fall,
something magical happens...






