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One


Diane hadn’t reached Christmas Town, but she hated it. She stared down at her clenched fists in her lap as Stephen parked the car. 
“Wow,” Jennifer and Stephen said in unison from the front seat.
“Mam, you have to look at this,” Alex said. He reached across the middle seat and touched her arm.
Diane slowly raised her head and looked out the car window. Stephen had turned off the engine, so she felt safe to look. The car park was packed with vehicles. Over the car roofs, Diane caught sight of an old-fashioned train station on the other side of the lot. The walls were painted a deep green, while the highly decorated trim on the porch overhang and the spindles were a bright glossy red.
The sky above Diane was grey and overcast. Recent rainfall formed puddles between the cars. In the distance, past the train station, the sky shone clear blue. Most striking of all were the fields of pristine snow that stretched to the horizon.
Diane’s anxiety grew more acute. 
“You didn’t tell me there’d be snow. You need to take me home now,” she said.
Alex squeezed her hand. “It’s alright, Mam. It’s not real snow. Christmas Town has snow all year round.”
Diane’s eyes narrowed. “How do they have snow in June? Who’d even want that?”
“It’s all part of the magic. It’s Christmas every day in Christmas Town,” Jennifer said. 
“What’s the point of Christmas if it’s every day? It’s not special anymore, it’s just life,” Diane said.
“Well, we’re only going for three days, so you don’t have to worry about it,” Jennifer snapped. She undid her seatbelt and got out of the car. Stephen followed her and helped her get the luggage out of the boot.
“I know you mean well, but I don’t want to be here. Not so close to your father’s anniversary. I’d rather just go home, Alex, please,” Diane said.
Alex smiled at her in his conciliatory way. “I know, Mam, but it’s better that you’re not brooding at home like you did last year. Why don’t you give it a chance? If you really can’t stand it, we’ll leave.”
“You promise?” Diane asked.
Alex nodded.
Diane sighed. She didn’t know if she had it in her to go through with it, but her children had paid a ridiculous amount of money to book the trip so close to Christmas. “Alright. I’ll try.”
Alex leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, Mam. You never know, you might actually enjoy it.”
Diane got out of the car and pulled her grey cashmere cardigan more tightly around her body. Christmas used to be her favourite time of the year. Victor would go all out to make it special. She couldn’t stomach it now that he was gone.
“Here, put these on,” Jennifer said. She handed Diane a puffy white jacket. Knitted red gloves and a matching hat and scarf poked out of the sleeves.
“It’s not that cold. My normal coat will do,” Diane said.
Jennifer groaned. “Didn’t you read the booklet I gave you? It said proper winter attire was required.” 
Diane shook her head. They’d surprised her with the trip that morning and given her no time to think up an excuse to weasel out of it. She’d only travelled by car a handful of times since the accident and each time she’d had a panic attack. By the time Jennifer gave her the brochure, Diane had been too busy focusing on her breathing to look at it.
“Well, they won’t let us in if we aren’t wearing the right clothes,” Jennifer said.
Diane didn’t think that was the threat Jennifer intended it to be. She grudgingly put on the jacket. She immediately felt too hot. Jennifer handed her a pair of thick snow boots and stood over Diane while she exchanged them for her canvas trainers.
“We’ve hired these for the week, so take good care of them,” Jennifer said. She stowed Diane’s footwear in the car.
Alex linked his arm through Diane’s as they walked to the train station. Despite the huge number of parked cars, only half a dozen people waited on the platform.
“Isn’t this exciting,” Alex said.
Diane felt betrayed rather than excited.
“I can’t believe you kept this from me,” she said.
“We wanted it to be a surprise,” Alex said.
“I don’t like surprises,” Diane said. 
They walked in silence the rest of the way to the station. Diane stared with mounting dread at the thick snow on the other side of the train tracks. A clear line marked the boundary between no snow and snow. She struggled to understand how it was possible.
“We wanted to get you out of the house. We all love Christmas so much. What better way to remember Dad than to go to Christmas Town?” Alex's voice broke at the mention of his father.
“I’ve never even heard of Christmas Town. It sounds tacky,” Diane said.
Jennifer joined them in the station. Diane looked around for Stephen. He was struggling to carry the bags across the parking lot.
“Christmas Town only opened a few years ago. It’s very tastefully done,” Jennifer said. She was still in one of her moods. Diane didn’t have time for it.
“Do you know anyone who has been?” she asked.
Jennifer shook her head. “It has very good reviews online though.”
Diane scoffed. “Those can be faked.” 
“Well, let’s make up our own minds about it,” Jennifer said.
Diane crossed her arms. She swayed to calm her nerves. An older couple, possibly in their seventies or eighties, stood to her left at the edge of the platform. At least she wouldn’t be the oldest person in Christmas Town. A younger couple in their thirties were trying to get their overexcited child of nine or ten to sit quietly on the bench. He was more interested in dancing around while waving the Christmas Town brochure in the air and loudly listing all the attractions he wanted to visit. Diane rubbed her temples. His high-pitched voice hurt her head. The final passenger was a young woman leaning against the station wall engrossed in her phone. 
“Where is this place anyway?” Diane stared at her feet to manage the sickening feeling of overstimulation.
“Cavan,” Jennifer said.
“You’re joking,” Diane said. 
Alex moved his weight from one foot to the other.
“It used to be a mining town or something, but after the mine closed the residents decided to turn the town into a tourist attraction,” he said.
Diane wondered if it had anything to do with the Cavan town that had disappeared. She couldn’t remember if it had fallen into a collapsed mine or been hit by a meteor. Her brain had turned to mush over the last two years.
A train whistle drew appreciative cries from the waiting passengers. Diane looked up to see a small bright red and green train pull into the station. Christmas Town Express was painted across the side of the engine in ornate gold letters. Billows of steam flooded the platform like something out of an old movie. Diane guessed there were smoke machines hidden under the platform. The engine looked too new to be steam powered.
A little man with shiny red cheeks and a huge smile jumped out of the train onto the platform. He wore a dark green uniform with an ornate label pinned to his chest that declared his name was Mr Shepherd.
“All aboard,” he shouted in a loud, sing song voice. 
All the passengers cheered, apart from Diane. Nausea threatened to get the better of her. Maybe travelling by train wouldn’t be as terrifying as by car. She hadn’t crashed a train. 
A porter appeared to collect the luggage. He greeted each passenger with enthusiasm.
“Merry Christmas,” he said as he took the bags from Stephen.
“Isn’t it a bit early to say that?” Diane said.
The porter smiled at her. “Every day is Christmas in Christmas Town.”
Alex led the way onto the train. There were only three carriages. Two for the passengers and one for their luggage. The passenger carriages were lavishly finished in dark mahogany with red velvet upholstery on the seats. Garlands adorned with red velvet bows and golden bells hung above the windows. A strong smell of peppermint and cloves permeated the air.
Diane let Alex have the window seat and took the seat beside him. She didn’t mind sitting against the direction of travel and she had no intention of looking at the scenery. Jennifer grabbed the seat opposite Alex, and Stephen slid into place beside her.
The seat cushions were embroidered with tiny white mistletoe berries and glossy green leaves. Diane ran her finger over a bunch by her leg.
“It’s poisonous you know,” she said.
“What’s that?” Stephen took off his shoulder bag and placed it on the small table between the seats.  
“Mistletoe. The berries are poisonous,” Diane said.
“Is that so?” Stephen’s eyes looked comically large through the thick lenses of his glasses. He reminded Diane of an owl each time he blinked.
“It’s nice to kiss under though.” Jennifer pulled her husband to her and pecked him on the lips. “Don’t mind her,” she mouthed silently to Stephen. 
Diane gripped the edge of the table and gazed down at her red gloves.
“All aboard. Next stop Christmas Town,” the conductor shouted. 
The engine started chugging as the train pulled out of the station.
Stephen took a thick brochure, a notepad, and a pen out of his satchel. He flicked through the brochure and paused at some of the glossy full-page photographs.
“We need to plan our itinerary carefully to make the most of our stay.” He stopped at a double spread of a cartoon map and pointed at places with his pen. “Poinsettias is a three-star restaurant.  That’s the highest rating, Diane.”
“Really? It sounds average to me. Shouldn’t it be five stars?” Diane said.
“It’s a rating system for restaurants. It’s difficult to get one star let alone three,” Jennifer said.
Stephen nodded. “The town hall holds a banquet and ball every evening hosted by the Mayor of Misrule and his parliament of fools. It sounds great fun. We should go to that as well. Mrs Butterscotch runs confectionary classes and tastings in her sweet shop, and Mr Marzipan gives baking demonstrations in his bakery. I’d be interested in both of those.”
“We have to go to the ballet. The Nutcracker is on this week,” Alex said.
“And visit Santa’s grotto,” Jennifer said.
Alex and Jennifer clasped hands across the table and bounced in their seats as they giggled in delight.
“Please, you’re adults,” Diane said.
“We could visit Santa’s ice grotto today and then have dinner at Poinsettias before The Nutcracker at the Twelfth Night Theatre. Then tomorrow morning we could watch the parade down Main Street and go skating afterwards. I know you want to do that, hon.” Stephen smiled at Jennifer. 
“I’m surprised you don’t want us to attend church services as well,” Diane said.
Stephen pushed his glasses up his nose. “There aren’t any churches in Christmas Town. It’s a purely secular attraction.”
“Christmas isn’t just for Christians,” Jennifer said. “What else have you planned for us, babe?”
Stephen gulped and consulted his list. “We should have time after lunch for some sledding, watch the tree celebration and fit in an early carol concert before the banquet. Then finish off the night with a moonlit horse drawn sleigh ride through the woods.”
Jennifer nodded. “Don’t forget shopping. The outdoor elf market looks like a good place for a bargain. Mr Frost’s Emporium is a proper old fashioned department store judging by the photographs. I want to go there.”
“This all sounds very expensive,” Diane said.
“Oh, everything is included in the price,” Stephen said.
Diane frowned. “How do they make any money?”
Before Stephen could reply, the conductor reached their table. “Merry Christmas,” he beamed at them. “Tickets please.”
Stephen dug the tickets out of his bag and handed them to the conductor who clipped them with a tiny hole punch and handed them back. “Enjoy your trip to Christmas Town. You won’t want to leave.” He smiled at Stephen and moved to the next seats.
“Wow, it’s beautiful.” Alex pressed his face to the window like a little boy.
Diane risked a glance at the landscape rolling past. Amid the snow-clad fields, she saw a large sign for St. Mogue’s Gypsum Mine surrounded by warning signs declaring Private Property, Danger, Risk of Death.
The little boy squealed with delight and jumped out of his seat on the other side of the carriage. Diane turned to look out the opposite windows. She saw a frozen river with people skating on it, and beyond, the twinkling lights of the town.
“It’s incredible,” Stephen said in a reverent whisper.
“Wow,” Jennifer said.
The train chugged over a little bridge and Diane caught a glimpse of the buildings of Christmas Town. Mock wood structures in the American Queen Anne style with pedimented porches, classical columns and bay windows. The houses looked as fake as the snow. A set of hollow facades filled with consumerist trash to fleece the nostalgic.
The train whistle blew as it pulled into the station and the movement of the carriage stilled. The conductor opened the carriage door and jumped onto the platform. “Welcome to Christmas Town,” he cried.
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Two


Diane stayed in her seat while the other passengers disembarked. She didn’t know what to expect and that unnerved her, but she hadn’t always been this way. Two years ago she’d set out to drive through snow and ice to visit their oldest friends. She’d had Victor then, and she didn’t fear anything. 
She pitied that other version of Diane more than she envied her. What a fool she’d been.
Stephen carefully put the brochure, notepad and pen back in his bag. He put the strap of the satchel over his head and hung the bag across his body. 
“Come on, Mam,” Alex said.
Stephen waited in the aisle for Jennifer to stand. She gripped his hand, and they exited the train together. Diane sighed and heaved herself to her feet. She didn’t like being so far from her house. She felt simultaneously trapped and overwhelmed with space. She leaned on the backs of the seats as she hauled herself up the carriage.
The other passengers waited patiently at the last carriage for the porter to return their luggage. Diane wondered why there were no passengers waiting to take the train out of the town. How many times did the train run? She looked at the noticeboard on the side of the platform, but it only had details about the performance times for the ballet and how many times the starlight sleigh rides went out. She decided to ask Stephen about it.
Alex grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the station.
“Shouldn’t we wait for Stephen and Jennifer?” Diane said. 
The crisp white snow squeaked under their boots.
“Isn’t this great?” Alex said. 
The air was noticeably colder in the town, but it was a dry cold that didn’t chill Diane. The thick layer of snow covering everything looked nothing like the typical Irish icy, slushy snow. It reminded her of the fluffy powder she’d seen in Colorado when she went there on holiday with Victor. She quickly shut out the memory. It was too painful to pick at the wound of happier days.
The other passengers trickled out of the station with their luggage. Stephen and Jennifer were the last to arrive.
“Where to now?” Diane asked.
Alex grabbed Jennifer’s hand and pulled her into the snow. They laughed as they moved their arms back and forth making snow angels. Stephen took pictures of them with his phone.
“It feels like real snow. It smells like it too. I wonder how they do it,” Jennifer said.
Alex grabbed a handful of snow and licked it. 
“No, Alex, don’t do that. You don’t know what toxic rubbish is in that stuff. It must be so bad for the environment,” Diane said.
“It tastes like water,” Alex said.
Jennifer licked her handful of snow too. “Yes, it’s so refreshing.”
“Stop it. There’s probably lots of chemicals and bacteria in that. It mightn’t even be frozen water. It could be powdered gypsum from the old mine,” Diane said.
“Don’t worry Mam, we won’t eat the yellow snow.” Alex fell into a fit of giggles with his sister.
Diane rolled her eyes. She took out her phone to discover how Christmas Town made its snow, but she had no signal. She stuck it back in her pocket and decided to look it up once she was connected to the internet at the hotel.
Alex helped Stephen carry the bags as they trudged the short distance to the hotel. They passed a large sign welcoming them to Christmas Town, with You’ll Never Want to Leave written in smaller letters under the main message. 
Beyond the sign lay Main Street. Diane had to admit that it was spectacular. Two wide traffic lanes separated by a broad median strip were still obvious despite the snow covering the wide road. Huge coniferous trees grew in intervals up the centre of the street. Each tree was decorated with glittering ornaments and festooned with lights. A small black and gold bandstand nestled between two of the trees. Festive tunes rang out from the brass band playing there. The buildings on either side of the street made Diane feel like she’d stepped back in time, or onto a movie set. The impressive Snow Palace Hotel rose four storeys high on one side of the street. Picturesque shop fronts with highly decorated window displays lined both sides of the street. The most impressive of which was Mr Frost’s Emporium opposite the hotel. An ornate red brick building with lots of columns and a clock tower further down the street was signposted as the town hall. Women in Victorian dresses and carolling capes, their skirts pushed out to balloon like proportions by hidden crinoline cages, gave out food and drink from wicker baskets held against their hips. The smell of roasting chestnuts and warm, spiced wine came from various brightly painted carts. At the end of the street, Diane caught a glimpse of the ice rink and people skating.
“This is us,” Stephen led the way to the door of the Snow Palace Hotel.
“Looks expensive,” Diane said.
“It was. We booked a suite, but I’m afraid you’ll have to share a twin room with Alex,” Stephen said.
Diane hadn’t shared a room with her son since he was a young child. Her heart sank at the thought of losing her privacy.
“It’ll be fun.” Alex nudged her shoulder. “It’ll only be for two nights.”
The hotel reception looked more like a house than a hotel. A fire roared in a huge fireplace and a miniature train puffed around a replica of Christmas Town on a table in the centre of the room. A man in a suit complete with double breasted waistcoat and gold watch chain greeted them at the door. His name badge declared he was Dec. He offered them small mugs of hot chocolate garnished with tiny marshmallows on a silver tray. 
Diane took a mug and sipped the drink. It tasted too sweet and left a strange, hairy texture in her mouth. She quickly set it down on a sideboard. The others drank the hot chocolate and smacked their lips in appreciation.
A woman wearing a deep red shirt and a long green velvet skirt sat behind the reception counter. Diane winced at the woman’s unnaturally tiny waist and wondered how she could breathe. She wore a name badge with Noelle printed on it. Her smile was brighter than the lights on the tree by the fire.
“Merry Christmas. Welcome to Christmas Town,” Noelle said.
“We’ve a booking for Crane, party of four,” Jennifer said.
Noelle’s smile grew brighter. “Yes, I have you down for the Yule suite,” she said.
A young man dressed as a bellboy appeared beside Stephen and took the bags from him and Alex.
“Christmas Town grants your wishes. You’ll never want to leave,” Noelle said as she handed Jennifer the keys to the suite.
“Thank you.” Jennifer grinned as she turned away from the reception counter. “What wishes do we want to come true?”
“I wish the food here will be as good as it sounds,” Stephen said.
They left the reception area and trudged upstairs to their rooms.
“I wish Dad was with us,” Alex said.
"We all wish that," Jennifer said.
Diane stared at the wall and tried not to cry. Gingerbread men frolicked across the wallpaper. She studied them as she climbed the stairs. She was surprised to see one of the gingerbread men dead amidst the happy pattern. He'd been impaled through the chest with a candy cane. 
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Three


The hotel room stank of boiled cabbage and had no television or internet connection, but Diane would have happily spent the rest of the day curled up on the bed. Alex and Jennifer objected when she’d suggested that, so she’d forced herself to get up and accompany them into the town. 
Stephen led the way. He held the Christmas Town brochure open to the double page map and consulted it as they walked.
“Aren’t you glad you came with us,” Alex said. 
Diane couldn’t agree. “I don’t understand why the hotel has no television or phones or internet. How do they take bookings?”
“It’s the ethos of Christmas Town. It’s about reconnecting with family and detoxing from technology,” Jennifer said.
Diane looked at the colourful window display in Mrs Butterscotch’s candy store as she walked by. Mason jars full of hard candy towered over chocolate boxes and trays of exquisitely sculpted marzipan animals and fruits. Stephen pressed his face to the glass and salivated over the treats until Jennifer grabbed his arm and dragged him away.
“I thought it was about magic and granting wishes,” Diane said.
She sounded more sarcastic than she intended. Jennifer kicked at the snow as she walked. 
“That’s what they mean. You didn’t think they could literally make your wishes come true, did you?” Jennifer said.
Women wearing fur lined capes, their hair covered by bonnets and their huge skirts brushing the snow as they walked along, bustled up and down the street. Some held the hands of small children while others carried armfuls of packages covered in brown paper. They smiled and greeted Diane warmly as they passed. 
Men dressed in frock coats, with cravats around their necks and spatterdashes over their polished shoes, raised their top hats in greeting when they passed and said things like “Merry Christmas” or “You’ll never want to leave.”
“I know this place is expensive, but they can’t really make enough money to keep this whole thing going,” Diane said.
Other tourists wandered the streets. Families with young children. The older couple from the train walked hand in hand. Some visitors stood around the bandstand listening to the music, while others browsed the shops, or hurried down the street to the skating rink.
“The whole town takes part in the experience. They actually live here, they’re not employees,” Stephen said. He flipped through the pages of the brochure and read out a block of text from a page with an aerial picture of the town. “After the gypsum mine closed a few years ago, the owner, Aidan O’Curry, proposed to turn the town into Christmas Town. The townspeople embraced his vision for a year-round experience that celebrates joy, peace, love and the happiest time of the year. You can move here and everything. It’s more like a social experiment than a theme park.”
Diane pulled a face. The story sounded like a marketing lie to her. Why would a whole town agree to do that? And where did they get the money to rebuild everything like a toy village? 
“What did the town used to be called?” she asked.
Stephen examined the brochure. “I’m not sure.”
Diane itched to search for the details on her phone. With no signal and no internet, she had no instant access to information.
They shook the snow off their clothes in the hallway of Holly’s Tearooms and hung up their coats. It looked like a private home that had been turned into a place to eat. A dozen round tables covered in blue checked cloth filled the front room. Beside the ubiquitous tree stood a counter full of cakes, pies and steamed puddings.
Diane felt trapped in the crowded room. She chose a table near the door, in front of the window. While she kept their seats, Alex and Stephen went to get some menus and Jennifer excused herself to use the facilities.
There were only three chairs, so Diane turned to the next table to take a fourth. A man who looked around her own age sat there. He’d neat dark hair and a carefully trimmed beard. 
“Do you mind if I take this?” Diane took hold of one of the chairs.
He smiled and shook his head. “No, not at all. I’m just waiting for my daughter. You here with family?”
Diane nodded. “Yes, my son and daughter and my son-in-law. We just arrived. Have you been here long?”
The man laughed. “You could say that. I live here.”
Diane leaned on the chair and took another assessment of the man. He wore a pair of jeans and an ordinary fleece hoodie. There was nothing gimmicky about him at all.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said.
The man raised his eyebrows. “How come? It’s wonderful here.”
She didn’t want to be rude, but the thought of living in Christmas Town repulsed her. “It must have been difficult when the whole town decided to make it permanently Christmas.”
He shook his head. “Oh, I’m not an original resident. I visited when they first opened the town. I loved it so much that I didn’t leave. I’m Peter. Peter Penn.” He held out his hand and Diane shook it.
“Diane Greene. I can’t see the same happening to me, but my kids seem to like it so I think I can grin and bear it for three days.” 
“You should give the town a chance. Let it grow on you,” Peter said.
“Maybe. Thanks for the chair.”
Peter nodded. “See you around.” 
Diane carried the chair to her table. A few seconds later Stephen and Alex joined her. Alex gave her one of the little menu books he’d collected. Holly leaves decorated the front of the red hardback cover and more festive decorations filled the margins of the numerous pages within. Diane wondered how such a small establishment could provide such a large variety of foodstuffs.
“Wow, this all looks delicious. I don’t know what I want to try first,” Alex said. 
“Don’t ruin your appetite for Poinsettias this evening,” Stephen said.
Diane didn’t feel like turkey and all the trimmings, or roast goose, or baked ham, or fish. She decided to order the lightest thing she could find on the menu. A bowl of leek and potato soup with a fresh homemade bread roll. 
“What are we having?” Jennifer returned from the ladies and took her seat between Stephen and Alex, on the other side of the table to Diane.
“Let’s get turkey and all the trimmings for the table,” Alex said.
Stephen and Jennifer heartily agreed. Diane rolled her eyes. She crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair to look out the frost encrusted window at the street. A group of children laughed and shouted as they played with a golden retriever in the snow.
“Merry Christmas folks. Are you ready to order?” 
A woman appeared beside their table with a notepad and pencil in hand. Her waist was tiny, and Diane wondered how she managed to work with such a tight corset. She wore a long red and white checked skirt and a plain white shirt that was tight at the collar and cuffs and had puffy sleeves. Her hair was piled onto her head and covered by a cloth cap.
While Stephen gave their order, Diane watched the children playing with the dog. Their peals of laughter turned hysterical and she wasn’t sure if it was shouts of joy or calls for help. The dog grabbed two of the children by their arms and shook them until blood poured down their sleeves.
Two children? That wasn’t right. Diane stood to get a better look. The delicate flocking on the window obscured her view. Two of the children were gripped in the retriever’s strong jaws, while the other children ran around the dog. Diane caught glimpses of two heads sprouting from the shaggy golden shoulders through the gaps between the circling children.
“What is it, Mam?” Alex stood and looked out the window with her. 
“We should do something to help them,” Diane said.
Alex squinted through the window and smiled. “I think they’ve got it covered. Come on, sit down.”
“But that... that dog, that thing, is attacking them. We should do something,” Diane said. 
“Attacking? What are you talking about? They’re just playing.” Jennifer joined them at the window. 
The children shrieked and raced down the street, pursued by the dog. Drops of blood stood out stark red against the snow. Diane rubbed her eyes. Had she imagined the whole thing?
She sat down and shoved her shaking hands into her armpits. 
“I’m really looking forward to Santa’s grotto. It’s built in a glacier,” Jennifer said.
“I went to a sick ice bar in London once,” Alex said.
“There’s no glaciers in Ireland. That’s ridiculous,” Diane said. 
Jennifer pursed her lips. Before she could reply, Alex jumped in. Ever the peacemaker.
“Remember that year you got your ice skates, Jen? What did Dad call you?” 
“His little ice fairy,” Jennifer said.
Memories of Jennifer running around the house in her skating dress flooded Diane. Jennifer had loved her skating costume. White tights, a blue green dress with a diaphanous skirt that flew as she twirled and danced, and a pair of gossamer wings. Diane had hours of video of Victor patiently leading Jennifer around the ice rink at Christmastime.
What had happened to that Jennifer? They’d been so close. So happy.
Until the accident tore a gaping hole in Diane’s chest. In their whole lives.
“I can’t wait to see The Nutcracker. I read that the dancers are real toys and mice,” Alex said.
Diane scoffed. “Don’t be stupid.”
“I think there’s something magical about this place. Look at the snow. They say Christmas Town makes your wishes come true, and I believe it,” Alex said.
Stephen placed his hand on Jennifer’s and squeezed it. Diane had only one wish, and no one was bringing her husband back from the dead or undoing the accident that killed him.
“Really? Like the way the shopping centre Santas always gave you the gifts you’d asked for?” Diane said.
Alex and Jennifer grinned at each other. 
“Exactly,” Alex said.
“You know Dad swapped out the cheap gifts with ones he’d bought for you,” Diane said.
Her children looked at her as if she’d slapped them. Almost thirty years old and they still believed in a childhood fantasy. 
“That’s not true. The elves gave us those gifts,” Alex said.
“No, Dad planned it out so you’d believe in Santa and Christmas magic,” Diane said.
“I don’t believe it.” Alex shook his head and stared down at the table as if the world had just shifted on its axis.
“How can you be so cruel?” Jennifer's nose went red like she was about to cry. Stephen pulled a packet of tissues from his pocket and handed them to her. He glanced at Diane and looked away again quickly.
Diane was appalled that a part of her delighted in seeing her children upset. She was supposed to protect them and keep them from harm.  
The food arrived at that moment. It took two servers to carry all the dishes to their table. Bowls of sprouts with cherries and chestnuts, golden roast potatoes, creamy mashed potato mixed with spring onion, orange glazed baby carrots, cranberry sauce, stuffing with sage and onions, buttered peas with bacon, a sauce boat of gravy, and plates of steaming slices of freshly carved turkey breast and glazed ham.
Diane looked down at her plain bowl of leek and potato soup, swirled with cream, accompanied by a warm bread roll, and wondered if she’d made the wrong choice. The soup proved to be delicious, and she nabbed some of the crisp roast potatoes and ate them from her side plate.
After a few minutes eating in silence, a genial mood returned to the company. Diane noticed Alex kept looking at the next table where Peter sat with his daughter. She looked in her late twenties, perhaps Jennifer’s age or a little older, and had long dark hair and deep blue eyes. She was very pretty.
Diane nudged Alex with her elbow. “You should say hello.”  
His cheeks reddened slightly. “I’m here with you. I don’t want to be rude.”
“You won’t be. I’ll take Jennifer shopping, and Stephen can go to one of those cooking classes he mentioned. Why don’t you ask her to show you around? Her dad is a local.”
“How did you find that out?” Alex said.
Diane tapped her nose. “I have my ways.”
Alex glanced over to the other table and then back at his mother. “Way to go, Mam. Chatting up the local talent.”
Diane leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. Any warmth from the food immediately leeched away. Her head throbbed and she wanted to go back to the hotel.
“Do you think we have to book Poinsettias?” Jennifer asked. She chewed on her lip. Diane’s mood change seemed to have sent a wave of glacial cool air around the table.
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Stephen said. Jennifer must have kicked him under the table because he jumped a little and coughed into his napkin. “Good idea. I’m sure it’s a popular location.”
“I think I’ll go back to the hotel and lie down,” Diane said.
Stephen looked crest fallen. Jennifer and Alex avoided her gaze. 
“What about dessert? They’ve plum pudding and brandy butter,” Stephen said.
“It’s Christmas every day here. You’ll have pudding coming out your ears before we leave,” Diane snapped.
Jennifer threw her napkin onto the table. “Right, that’s enough. Come on, Mam. We’re going shopping. Why don’t we meet up at Santa’s ice grotto in an hour’s time?” She kissed her husband and glanced at Alex before pushing up from the table. 
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Four


They put their coats on in chilly silence. Diane was glad to step outside after the crowded tearoom. She searched the ground for blood, but the snow had been kicked up by passing feet and covered any trace of the dog attack. 
Jennifer linked her arm through Diane’s and dragged her down the street. “What has got into you, Mam? You’ve been like a bear with a sore head ever since we arrived. We’re doing this for you. This place is lovely. Why won’t you give it a chance?”
“I know you mean well, but I just can’t be around people,” Diane said.
Jennifer sighed. “We wanted to take you away for the anniversary. We all miss Dad. It’s a hard time for me and Alex too, you know.”
Diane gritted her teeth. “It’s not the same for you and Alex.”
“Dad would have loved this place. He really loved Christmas,” Jennifer said.
Ants crawled over Diane’s skin. She wanted to scream. She felt suffocatingly warm under her hat and scarf and gloves and padded jacket. She couldn’t breathe. 
They stopped in front of Mr Frost’s Emporium. It reminded Diane of the large Dublin department stores when she was younger. An animated Christmas scene played out across the windows. In the first display elves were busy making toys. In the next, Mrs Claus helped a ruddy cheeked and rotund Santa into his coat. The third showed Santa feeding Rudolph a bright orange carrot. In the final window Santa sat in a sleigh stuffed with presents. The reindeer pulling the sleigh looked like they were about to crash through the plate glass and fly into the street.
There was something grotesque about the animatronic figures. The elves glistened with sweat. Santa’s tongue kept poking through his moist lips as he stared lustfully at his wife. The reindeer had a feral look in their eyes. The tinny music that played over the scene was out of tune.
“This place is weird. Dad would have hated it,” Diane said.
They paused at the entrance of the shop to knock the snow from their boots. A blast of hot cinnamon and vanilla scented air hit them as they walked through the door. The smell made Diane gag.
A woman in a red and white striped dress with a massive skirt greeted them as soon as they entered the shop. She held a silver tray piled high with small round sweets.
“Merry Christmas. You’ll never want to leave. Would you like one of Mrs Butterscotch’s sugar plums? They’re my favourite,” the woman said. 
Diane looked at the desiccated, veiny balls. “What are those things? They look like testicles.”
Jennifer jabbed her elbow into Diane’s ribs.
“Don’t be so rude, Mam. I’d love one, thank you.” She picked up one of the balls and popped it in her mouth.
Diane made a face. “How can you eat that?”
“It’s harder than I expected.” Jennifer's words were muffled around a mouthful of sugar plum.
They walked past displays of fur lined gloves, hats and cloaks. The clothes looked good quality but were so old fashioned they looked ridiculous. Diane had heard of vintage, but she thought that was confined to the last century and not the one before. When she picked up one of the items to check it was faux fur, she thought flies buzzed around her. 
“You have to get out more, Mam. You can’t say things like that to people. Alex and I are worried about you. We think you should return to work in the new year. The library is only going to hold your place open for you for so long,” Jennifer said.
“I’m not ready yet. I need more time.”  
“It’ll be two years tomorrow. Nothing will ever ease the pain of losing Dad, but you have to find a way to move on,” Jennifer said.
Diane clenched her fists. She pretended to study the leather bags and purses on the shelves with great interest. 
“I’m sorry I’ve taken some time for myself after killing my husband. I’ve been completely selfish and a bad mother.”
Jennifer threw her arms in the air. “Come on, Mam. You have to stop saying this. You didn’t kill Dad. You skidded on black ice. You could have both died.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You weren’t there.”
Diane picked up a wallet and snapped it open and closed. All she could see was Victor slumped in the passenger seat with blood trickling out his nostril and running down his upper lip. She’d wanted to die with him in that moment. 
“No, I wasn’t there. Just like you weren’t there for me when I lost my child,” Jennifer said.
“What are you talking about?”
“My miscarriage. I’ve wanted to tell you for months, but you’ve been so sad, and I didn’t want to add to your grief. We thought we could get through it together. Stephen’s been so strong. He just wants me to be happy,” Jennifer said. 
Diane cried out. The wallet dropped to the floor as she covered her mouth with her hands. Shame provided another rod for her to whip herself with. She’d been so self-focused she hadn’t even noticed.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she said.
Jennifer shrugged. She got a tissue from her pockets and dabbed her eyes. “Stephen and I talked to Alex about it, and we all agreed that it was better to keep if from you until you got better.”
“Alex knew? What other secrets are you keeping from me?” 
Jennifer left the leather goods department and walked past the sweeping marble staircase that led to the second floor. A sign beside the staircase declared that the woman’s department was upstairs with the restaurant and toilets on the third floor. A less grand set of steps led to the toy department in the basement.
“I can’t believe you went through all this on your own,” Diane said.
Jennifer ran down the stairs to the basement. Diane hurried after her.
“I wasn’t on my own. I had Stephen. And Alex. 
“You needed your mother. You shouldn’t have kept this from me.” 
Diane's head was swimming. She grabbed the handrail to keep from falling down the stairs.
“You weren’t in a position to help. You haven’t been there for us since the accident. Sometimes I think I lost both my parents in the car crash.” 
Jennifer disappeared into a tunnel made from black curtains at the bottom of the stairs. Diane followed her. Recessed lights lit up displays inside the tunnel. Animatronic elves busily made toys that travelled along a conveyor belt within the tunnel and delivered them to the toy department. Diane found the automatons creepier up close than when they’d been behind glass. The whirr of machinery combined with the tinny music disorientated her. The smell of grease and decaying rodent nauseated her. Her stomach contents churned, and acid splashed the back of her throat. She regretted eating the leek and potato soup.
The toys the elves made became increasingly bizarre. Moist writhing tentacles exploded from the yarn hairline of dolls. Nutcrackers had dead mice impaled on their wooden swords. Stuffed toys appeared to be frozen in agony as their plush bodies underwent transformation.
One of the elves turned to Diane and winked at her.
Diane jumped. She pushed against the black curtains to get out of the dark maze, but she was trapped by layers of billowy fabric. It curled around her hands as she pushed at it. It wrapped around her and bound her. She couldn’t breathe. It was going to coil around her and wrap her up completely and not let her go. She fought harder to escape but became more tangled in the dark cloth.
The curtains surrounding her became a windshield. The pale ribbon of road caught in the car headlights was obscured by flecks of driving snow. Her hands gripped the steering wheel trying to gain control. Steer into the skid, but there was nothing to steer. The vehicle was unresponsive to her demands. Pirouetting like Jennifer as a child. Graceless and clumsy. Two tonnes of metal and carbon fibre travelling at speed through a snow speckled void. Falling into darkness until a tree appeared out of the gloom.
Bright light and she was free. Her chest felt like it was still bound, and she couldn’t breathe.
“Mam, Mam, it’s alright. You were having a panic attack,” Jennifer said.
Another woman stood beside her. She wore an elf costume and smiled warmly at Diane.
“Would you like some cookies and hot chocolate? What would make you happy?” the woman said.
Diane regained control of herself with difficulty. Her hands still gripped into claws around a steering wheel that wasn’t there. She raked them through her hair, which tangled around her fingers.
“I’m fine,” she said.
She shouldn’t be around people. If she hurt the ones she loved, what would she do to those she didn’t care about or actively disliked?
The elf turned to Jennifer. “Come with me. I know someone you will love,” she said.
Jennifer smiled and followed the woman. 
Diane rubbed her eyes. Why was the lighting so dim in the shop? Shelves around her held board games, jigsaw puzzles, and bright boxes full of wooden building blocks.
Skipping ropes and balls on string attached to paddles hung from brackets on the wall. Miniature vehicles, sorted by type, filled cubbies on one side. Tiny carved animals paraded across fields of green felt on the other. Pigs lay prone while suckling piglets squirmed and cried when Diane looked at them. Dinosaurs chased horses and cows. One velociraptor had the leg of a wooden goat dangling from its gore rimmed mouth.
Diane shuddered and plodded after Jennifer.
The elf led them to an army of stuffed animals. Huge teddy bears and giraffes stood at the back of the advancing horde. Dolls sat on shelves overlooking the regiment of unicorns, rabbits and koalas. She touched Jennifer on the arm and pointed to a child standing in front of the toys. The child looked no more than four years old. Her hair was a riot of glossy ringlets. She wore an old-fashioned black velvet dress with frilly white pantaloons appearing under the hem and black patent leather shoes on her tiny feet. 
Jennifer turned to Diane. Her eyes were moist and filled with delight.
“Isn’t this wonderful?”
Diane shrugged. “I thought it would be more your thing twenty years ago.”
“Hello,” the child said.
When the little girl turned around, Diane realised she wasn’t a child at all, but a doll. Her heart shaped face was clearly porcelain. Her huge violet eyes glass. Her thick black lashes false.
“Hello, what’s your name?” Jennifer said. 
The doll giggled and lifted a moulded plastic hand to her mouth. “You’re funny, Mammy. Don’t you remember your Molly?”
Diane crossed her arms. 
“You’re too old to be playing with dolls.”
Jennifer smoothed out the doll’s dress and arranged her curls around her face. “What a pretty thing you are. How could I have forgotten you?”
Who would want such a thing? It chilled Diane the things they made these days. Blurring the lines of reality and fantasy until they became an ugly muddled mess. How quickly people embraced a lie built upon a structure of matchsticks. She reached out to grab the doll, but Jennifer batted her hand away.
“This is granny Diane,” Jennifer said.
The doll turned her head and looked at Diane. She blinked her large eyes slowly and pursed her lips. Was there something malicious and hateful lurking behind the attractive visage or was Diane transferring her own fears onto the doll too?
“Hello Granny,” Molly said.
Jennifer hugged the doll and kissed her cheek. 
“Why is Granny sad?” 
“Because Granda died and left her all alone,” Jennifer said.
“Alright, I’ve had enough of this. Jennifer, you’re a grown woman. Put the toy back in the pile and let’s get out of here,” Diane said.
Jennifer clutched Molly to her chest and the doll slipped her little arms around her neck. “What are you talking about? This is my child. Your grandchild. How can you speak of her like that?”
Diane reached out to grab Molly again. Jennifer gasped and jumped to her feet, pulling Molly out of her reach. “Mam! What’s got into you? Why are you like this with Molly? Come on sweetheart, let’s find Daddy.” She kissed the doll again. 
Diane gritted her teeth and surged after Jennifer. She gripped the doll by the dress. The skirt tore as Jennifer pulled back. 
“Mammy, she’s hurting me. Why doesn’t she like me? How can we make Granny happy?” Molly said. 
“She’s just a bitter twisted old woman. She won’t accept happiness,” Jennifer said. 
Diane reeled back as if struck and let Jennifer storm out of the shop. Did she really think of her that way? Did Alex? Was it true?
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Diane stumbled out of the shop. She stood on the snow-covered pavement and watched the children playing around the Christmas trees. They picked up the powdery snow and pressed it into balls. They screamed in delight as they pelted each other with the snowballs.  
Some of the kids didn’t look that young. When Diane looked at them more closely, she realised they weren’t really children at all. Most were at least Alex’s age. One looked eighty. They all ran around shouting like little boys. Diane shook her head. How had she thought they were children in the first place? 
She watched the eighty-year-old. He was spry for his age. He shone with happiness as he ran away from a snowball. He stumbled into a Christmas tree. The branches closed around him.
Diane moved to cross the street and collided with another person.
“You ok?” the man said.
Diane looked up. Tall. Broad shouldered but lean. Dark hair and beard. Peter from Holly’s Tearooms.
“Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” Diane wiped a hand across her eyes. The children in front of her were children once more. They laughed and ran off.
Peter glanced over his shoulder at the retreating kids. “They really love it here. They’re so happy. Speaking of kids, your Alex and my Gabby have really hit it off. She’s showing him the sights.”
Diane slowly ran her hands up and down her arms from elbow to shoulder. The fabric rustled under her gloves.
“Are you cold?” Peter asked. 
Diane shook her head.
“Seeing as Gabby left me for another man, I thought I’d do some messages. Care to join me?” 
Diane hesitated.
Peter grinned. “Come on. It might be fun.”
Diane shrugged. “Why not.”
She fell into step with Peter as they walked up the street.
“The town isn’t growing on you yet?”  
Diane shook her head. “It’s not the town’s fault, it’s me.”
Peter laughed. “You’re giving the whole town the ‘it’s not you it’s me’ brushoff?”
Diane smiled but she didn’t feel it. “I’m not good company. You really don’t want me around.”
“Sounds like you could do with some Christmas spirit to cheer you up,” Peter said.
“The only spirits that I need belong in a glass, and it’s too early to start drinking. How do you put up with this every day?” 
“Put up with what?” 
Diane waved her hand at the brass band tunelessly playing festive songs in the bandstand, the flashing lights on the huge trees growing down the middle of the street, the snow beneath their feet and the frosted windows on the quaint buildings. 
“All of this. It’s so fake. It must be like living on a movie set,” she said.
“It may seem fake to you, but it’s not. Christmas Town is old fashioned, and maybe it’s not for everyone, but it’s the real deal. Life outside is so fast paced and cynical because it is the fake world. Here is reality. Everyone cares about others. They’re happy. They are loved and wanted. Their lives have purpose. They’re content. You can’t see that because you don’t want to believe such a reality exists. If you let in the possibility that the world could be like this, then you’d never want to go back to the fake life you’ve known for so long.”
Diane shoved her fists further into her pockets. “That sounds like a lovely lie.”
“It’s not a lie,” Peter said.
She smiled ruefully. “But what do you do all day? Who wants snow and eggnog in July? Doesn’t it become boring when it’s Christmas every day?”
“No, it’s wonderful. It’s like heaven on earth.” 
Diane shook her head. He really had bought into the whole sham. “It must cost a fortune to live here though.”
“That’s the thing about Christmas Town. Visitors pay money to help us run the town, but the residents give of themselves to keep everything going. We all help, and we get our needs met in return. It truly is a wonderful place,” Peter said.
Diane raised her eyebrows. “Sounds like a cult.”
“You really are damaged, aren’t you? I suppose I was cynical at first. History tells us utopias can’t exist. This little part of Cavan has managed to achieve it. It’s amazing what people who are happy, who know their purpose, and who belong, can do when they band together.” 
“You keep saying that. Purpose. What is your purpose in life, Peter?” Diane said.
“To make others happy of course.” 
He grinned at her and held open the door to Mrs Butterscotch’s shop. Diane shook her head and walked into the store. The smell of sugar and chocolate hit her like a physical barrier. The delicious scents tugged at memories she’d locked away deep inside. Scraping out the bowl of cake batter and licking the spatula while her mother cooked when she was a child. Huge tins of chocolates and biscuits handed around at Christmastime until all that was left were the soft centred raspberry, coffee and orange candies that no one liked. Her early Christmases with Victor when they hadn’t a penny to their name but were content with each other and a supermarket Christmas pudding.
Diane pushed through the barrier and pulled down the shutters on her past. Too much pain lay in swimming in those waters.
A matronly woman wearing an orange and brown plaid crinoline with a white lace collar and apron bustled out of a room at the back of the shop and greeted them warmly.
“Merry Christmas, dearies. Welcome to my shop. I’m Mrs Butterscotch. Would you like to sample my sweet treats?”
She picked up a silver tray from one of the counters and held it out to Diane. “Take a sugar plum, my pet. They’re a favourite, made from a secret family recipe.”
Diane tried not to grimace at the glistening treats. She shook her head.
“No thank you, I’m not hungry,” Diane said.
“Thank you, Mrs B.” Peter picked up one of the balls and popped it in his mouth.
Diane walked away from the proprietor and examined the displays in the glass counters. One held marzipan fruits and animals in all shapes and sizes. Another was exclusively chocolates with familiar and exotic flavours.  Shelves lined the walls behind the counters. Sweets in all colours and textures shone like jewels in the recessed lights hidden beneath the jars.
Diane wasn’t sure if it was a trick of the light but the contents of some of the jars wriggled as if maggots crawled among the candies. The thought of the thick bodies undulating over the sugary confectionary made her feel sick.
“Where do you get your stock from?” Diane asked.
“Why I make everything myself in my little kitchen out the back,” Mrs Butterscotch said. 
“Wow, that’s quite an achievement. You must be very busy,” Diane said.
Mrs Butterscotch nodded. “I like to keep busy.”
“Can I get a box of caramel chocolates please Mrs B? Gabby is visiting and I want to have a special treat for her,” Peter said.
“Of course, Peter. What can I get you, Diane?” 
It made Diane feel ill at ease that Mrs Butterscotch knew her name. “Nothing for me, thank you.”
“Go on, get a box of chocolates for your kids. Or Mrs B’s jumbo assortment tin if you’re feeling adventurous,” Peter said.
Diane felt pressured by the two people smiling at her. It would have been easier to say no if they’d scowled.
“Alright. I’ll get a small selection box of chocolates, another of the marzipan fruits, and one of your hard candies as well,” she said.
“Excellent choice.” Mrs Butterscotch bustled about behind the counter preparing the orders.
Diane rested her elbow on the counter and turned to Peter. “So how do you normally spend your days in Christmas Town?” 
Peter leaned on the counter beside her, bringing him closer to Diane than she expected. He smelled of spice and musk, like Frankincense and Oud.
“I was an engineer in my former life. I help out where I’m needed. I’ve cleared my schedule for Gabby’s visit, but I guess family time isn’t working out for either of us,” Peter said.
“Sometimes time away from family is the best type of time with them. I told you, I’m not good with people,” Diane said.
Diane gazed into Peter’s eyes and marvelled at how deep brown and inviting they were. 
“How come your husband isn’t with you on this trip?” Peter said.
Diane felt ice forming around her and pushed away from the counter. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. I saw your wedding ring and assumed,” Peter said.
Diane rubbed at the gold band on her left hand. It didn’t seem right to take it off just because Victor had died.
“My wife died five years ago. Cancer. She left a hole in my life I never thought I’d fill. It brought Gabby and me closer together, funnily enough. I didn’t know real happiness again until I came here. It’s different, of course, but the love and acceptance of this place finally healed me. If you give it a chance, it will heal you too.” 
Diane doubted it. She wanted to cling onto her wound and feel the pain every day when she pressed the edges. She was afraid if she didn’t, she’d forget what she’d done. How she’d killed her husband and made the world a darker place. She didn’t deserve happiness. She didn’t want it.
“I’m sorry about your wife,” she said.
“Thank you, but no need to be sorry. You didn’t give her cancer. I’ve come to realise that none of us die as long as we are remembered. Being truly loved, honoured and our memories cherished. That’s what makes us immortal,” Peter said.
What a ridiculous statement. She’d remember Victor until her dying breath, but it didn’t bring him back or make him more present.  
“Alright my lovelies, here are your orders.” Mrs Butterscotch set a large square box wrapped up in brown paper on the counter in front of Peter. She placed three huge boxes wrapped in brown paper, stacked on top of each other and tied with string, in front of Diane.
Diane thanked the woman and picked up her boxes.
“They’ll have to roll me out of here if I eat all this,” Diane said.
Peter held the door open for her as they exited the shop. “You can eat as much as you want here and you won’t put on any weight.” 
Diane laughed. “If that’s true I can see why you moved here.” 
“It’s true. Christmas Town really is a magical place,” Peter said.
Night had fallen while they were inside. The short days of winter made it feel later than it was. 
“It’s getting late. I’m supposed to meet the others at Santa’s grotto. Do you mind pointing me in the right direction?” Diane said.
“I’ll walk you there, if you don’t mind. It’s not far. Gabby is probably there too,” Peter said.
Diane hesitated but then nodded. “That would be great, thank you.”
Diane couldn’t deny the appeal of the town now that it was dark. The decorations and warm windows of the buildings made everything soft focus and cosy. She could do without the constant smells of spices and food, but it was better than the smell of the city. She was surprised how quiet the town was without cars. Just carol singing and laughter and murmured conversations everywhere she went. She was used to tuning out the sirens and hum of Dublin, but she could see how someone could adapt to the slower pace of life in Christmas Town. 
She felt better about the place and herself. She resolved she was going to try for the sake of her family. It would be torture, but being a mother required she made sacrifices for her children.
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The buildings gave way to a snowy park where reindeer gazed into the distance. Diane thought it was strange. Shouldn’t they be grazing?  
“You should spend more time here. I think it would do you good. Everyone deserves happiness, and if you can’t find it here, it doesn’t exist,” Peter said.
They passed a signpost with Reindeer Village, Stables and Yule Cat pointing one way, and Santa’s Grotto pointing the other. 
“You want your family to be happy, don’t you? They can’t be when you’re holding them back. Let them get on with their lives by showing them you’re getting on with yours.” 
Diane wondered why he thought she was holding her family back.
Around her the other visitors making their way to Santa’s grotto cried out and pointed up. The mountains surrounding the town lit up with flares of blue-white light that resolved into glowing reindeer flying through the sky.
“How do they do that?” Diane said.
“Magic,” Peter said. 
The glowing reindeer flew over the park and landed in the snowy field beside the herd. The people applauded. Peter joined in, but Diane didn't. She was too engrossed in figuring out how the trick was done.
Santa’s grotto was a short walk from the reindeer village. The glacier that housed it was huge. A chill like the cold from an open freezer door blew against Diane’s face. The blue sheen of the ice was beautiful. An arch in the glacier held a little wooden door with a welcome sign. A larger sign outside the glacier had Santa’s Grotto written on it in ornate font.
Diane wanted to take off her gloves and touch the surface of the glacier. It looked so authentic and beautiful, but there was no way it was real.
“You just have to accept that Christmas Town is a magical place and surrender to it,” Peter said.
“Any technology sufficiently advanced is indistinguishable from magic. There’s an explanation behind how they do all this stuff,” Diane said.
Peter raised one eyebrow. “Arthur C Clarke. You’re always looking for the reason behind things, aren’t you? You aren’t a very trusting person.”
“Reality has taught me that,” Diane said.
“One version of reality. You don’t have to be on your guard all the time. It’s possible to relax. This is a safe place.”
Diane shook her head. “There are no truly safe places. Nature shows that again and again. The survivors remain vigilant.”
“Do you want to survive or live?” Peter said.
Diane hated that question. It was a false dichotomy.
She spotted Alex waving to her from the front of the queue for Santa’s grotto. Gabby stood next to him, and Stephen cooed over the doll in Jennifer’s arms.
“Isn’t this exciting.” Alex greeted Diane with a warm hug.
“I stopped being excited about Santa Claus a long time ago,” Diane said.
She felt the sting of betrayal at seeing Alex. His happiness to see her felt fake now that she knew he’d been keeping secrets from her. She’d have to confront him about it later.
Alex glanced at Gabby. Diane didn’t like the way his face softened when he smiled at Peter’s daughter.
“I really want what you and Dad had. Someone to love and raise a family with.” Alex spoke softly into her ear.
Victor had been looking forward to being a grandfather. Diane remembered the conversations they had about all the things they were going to do once their children had children. 
“Grandparents. All the fun part of parenting without any of the downsides,” Victor used to say. 
She’d told him that it wasn’t going to be that easy, but his enthusiasm had been infectious.
It seemed wrong that a man so loving and intelligent, who shone so bright in the world, could be snuffed out in an instant. 
A freak accident. 
She was lucky to survive. 
It wasn’t her fault. 
She’d heard it all, but none of the explanations rang true. If Victor could die so brutally and suddenly and leave no trace behind apart from the world growing darker in his absence, what hope was there for anyone?
“You will, Alex. You’ll find your someone and have your own kids,” Diane said.
“I didn’t think it was possible. The people I meet don’t want to make connections. Not real ones. Now... I don’t know. I feel more hopeful,” he said.
He looked towards Gabby again and Diane recognised the doe eyed expression on his face. It frightened her. Who was Gabby? She was fine for harmless flirtation, but for something more serious? Diane couldn’t cope with visiting Peter for the occasional family get together. She’d hate to think of any grandchild of hers growing up with holidays in Christmas Town.
It made her realise that Peter was right in a way. She was holding Alex back. Come New Year, she’d encourage him to find his own place. 
She looked at Jennifer and Stephen, who were playing with the doll in Jennifer’s arms. She didn’t understand it, but maybe pretending would help them get over their own loss.
If her children were getting on with their lives, maybe it was time she moved on with her own. She was only fifty-five. She could go back to work, take charge of the ruins of her life and stop blocking the flow of her children’s destiny. 
She decided she’d make a difference once they got back to Dublin. It was going to be one of the hardest things she had ever done, but she was used to making sacrifices and taking on hardships for her family. She could do it again. Not for her, but for them. To keep Victor’s spirit alive. 
The little door in front of them opened and a plump woman wearing a red velvet dress with white trim and a red snood over her snow-white hair waved them into the glacier. The grotto’s faceted walls and ceiling shone like diamond. Strategically placed lights made the carvings in the ice of reindeer, elves, and toys stand out in relief. Some of the images weren’t so comforting. As the lights changed colour, Diane caught glimpses of hungry looking things reaching from the shadows. 
“This is amazing,” Gabby said. She craned her head back and looked up at the pictures carved into the domed ceiling.
Alex and Jennifer giggled and clasped hands. 
“I’m going to sit on Santa’s lap,” Alex said.
“I’m going to tell him what I want for Christmas,” Jennifer said.
“We have to write him letters later. I saw a post office near the hotel,” Alex said.
“No need to write letters, just tell old Nick what you want when you see him,” Mrs Claus said. Her round cheeks glistened like shiny red apples. Her eyes twinkled as merrily as the ice when she smiled at them.
Diane snorted. Old Nick. Wasn’t that another name for the devil? She’d heard of people who said Santa was an anagram of Satan, but she thought it was all very silly. 
Mrs Claus hugged Alex and Jennifer warmly as if they were her grandchildren and they hugged her back enthusiastically. Diane shook her head and shielded her body with the boxes of Mrs Butterscotch’s treats when her turn came. Mrs Claus smiled at her and moved on.
“Merry Christmas. My husband loved Christmas Town so much after delivering presents to all the good children who live here that we moved our whole operation to Ireland from the North Pole. We hope you join us too,” Mrs Claus said.
Diane rolled her eyes. Where did they find these people? Mrs Claus looked like she’d stepped out of a Christmas card. She had to be an actor. Diane didn’t believe that the town’s residents put on costumes and pandered to visitors all day.
Mrs Claus pulled a tray out of a shelf recessed in the wall. Perfect miniature mince pies with puff pastry holly leaves decorating the top of each pie crowded the tray that appeared to be made of ice.
“Have a mince pie,” Mrs Claus said. 
Diane declined, but the others took one each.
Stephen closed his eyes and moaned with pleasure when he bit into his pie.
“Delicious,” Alex said. Red juices from the filling dribbled out of the corner of his mouth.
“Here, wipe your chin. It looks disgusting,” Diane said. She shoved a tissue in her son’s face.
“Mr Marzipan baked them for me fresh this afternoon and delivered them only moments ago. They should still be warm,” Mrs Claus said.
“They are,” Stephen said. He reached for another. 
Mrs Claus took ice goblets off another recessed shelf, and filled them with pale golden eggnog, thick and frothy, from a huge ice bowl.
“Here, wash down the pies with some of my very own eggnog. The secret ingredient is cinnamon,” Mrs Claus said.
Diane refused the eggnog, but the others took the glasses and drank it eagerly.
“I hope you’ve all been good boys and girls.” Mrs Claus beamed at them. 
Diane rested her parcels on her hip. Despite everything being made of ice, it didn’t feel cold in the grotto. The cost of producing and maintaining such a structure must be astronomical. It had to be all an illusion. The air smelled cloyingly sweet of peppermint and cinnamon. She wondered if they were pumping gas into the room to make them all hallucinate and lift their mood. 
“What are you going to ask Santa for Christmas, young man?” Mrs Claus asked Stephen.
He glanced down at the doll in his arms and then looked back at Mrs Claus, blinking his eyes owlishly behind his thick glasses. “That everyone be happy this year,” he said.
Mrs Claus leaned forward and patted Stephen on the chest.
“Don’t worry, son, old Nick can see into your heart and knows what you most desire. You don’t have to keep anything from him.” 
She turned to Diane. “What about you, young lady?”
“What happens if you’ve been naughty? Does he strike you off the list?” Diane asked.
Mrs Claus smiled at her. “Of course not, no one is ever forgotten in Christmas Town. The naughty children get gifts too, but instead of presents they’re taught lessons to help them be better little boys and girls.”
Peter leaned into her and whispered in her ear. “Have you been a bad girl, Diane? Do tell.”
His question made her feel uncomfortable 
“My husband is ready to see you now. He’s waiting for you through there.” Mrs Claus gestured to an exit in the cave wall. It lit up with red lights as she pointed at it.
Alex let out a squeal and ran forward. Stephen and Jennifer trotted after him with just as much enthusiasm, with Gabby and Peter close behind.
“For goodness sake,” Diane said. She stalked after the others into the dark tunnel.
She had no interest in seeing Santa Claus, but she might be able to stop one of her children embarrassing themselves.
The tunnel led into another ice cavern. Red lights under the floor formed a carpet that led towards a large ice throne on the other side of the room. The throne was brightly lit, but the rest of the cavern was shrouded in shadows. Diane felt chilled, but not because this chamber was any colder than the last. She felt eyes watching her from the darkness. 
A tall, skinny man sat on the throne. He was so tall his spindly arms and legs made him look like a spider crouching on the seat. His skin was grey. A matted beard covered the lower half of his face, but Diane could still see his yellow teeth poking out in a grin. His suit hung off him, as if it had once fitted a much larger man, and it was filthy. Black stains covered the front of his jacket and spilled down his trousers. He had an old-fashioned hood and cape rather than a hat. His eyes looked like holes in his skull in the shadow of the hood.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Diane muttered under her breath.
A mountain of presents wrapped in shiny metallic paper was piled on one side of the throne. Tall, muscular men dressed as elves lurked around the cave perimeter. Large blocks of ice flanked the red carpet in front of Santa.
Alex raced along the ice carpet and threw himself into Santa’s lap. Even though he was an adult man of no short stature, he looked like a child sitting on the knee of the giant.
“Alex, no,” Diane said.
Santa looked at her and his grin widened. Diane shuddered. She felt genuinely creeped out. How could Alex not see this? They really let children in to meet this monster?
“Hello Alex, have you been a good boy this year?” Santa sounded like bones grinding against each other. He stank as well. A strong rancid odour of soiled clothing and spoiled meat.
“Yes, Santa, I’ve been a very good boy.” Alex bounced on Santa’s lap.
Diane wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. “Come on, Alex, let’s go. This isn’t right.”
Alex ignored her. He continued to stare at Santa with devotion. Santa looked at her though. 
“You’ve looked after your mother, I see, and you’ve been very supportive of your sister through her difficult time,” Santa said.
Diane glanced at Jennifer and Stephen. She thought they’d be upset at Santa mentioning the miscarriage, but they hadn’t noticed. They were too busy playing with the doll.
“I can see into your heart and know that you want to find a special someone to start a family of your own. You don’t believe it will happen. You think you’re too old fashioned for this modern world and that no one shares your hopes and dreams.” Santa tapped Alex’s heart with a hooked finger.
Diane bit her lip. How could Alex think he was unlovable? He was so handsome and caring. He had so much to offer. Her heart broke for him. Why had he never shared any of this with her? 
When she looked back over the last two years living with Alex, she realised she hadn’t been there for her son. He’d been the one looking after her. She’d failed him.
Like she’d failed Victor.
“Christmas Town is a very special place. Open your heart to the magic, Alex. Surrender to it. Let it in, and you will know happiness,” Santa said.
Alex wiped tears from his eyes, but he was grinning like an idiot.
“Thank you, Santa. I will,” he said.
Santa reached out to the pile of presents. He picked up a small box and handed it to Alex. “Here you go, Alex. Merry Christmas.” 
Alex jumped off Santa’s lap and stumbled across the ice as if he was drunk or about to faint. Santa slapped his long skinny thighs, inviting Diane to sit on his lap, but she recoiled. 
“No thanks,” she said.
She put her arm around Alex and helped him to one of the ice blocks. He tore the wrapping off his gift and scattered curls of paper to the icy floor. Diane picked them up and crushed the paper into a ball.
“What did you get?” Gabby asked.
Underneath the wrapping paper was a ring box covered in red velvet. Alex opened the box. Inside was a gold claddagh ring with a heart shaped emerald clasped between the lover’s hands. It was almost identical to Diane’s engagement ring. She had a diamond rather than an emerald.
Alex showed the ring to Gabby.
“It’s beautiful,” Gabby said.
Diane couldn’t watch the way they batted their eyelashes at each other and blushed. Peter caught her eye and winked. She didn’t want to look at him either. 
When she turned to Jennifer and Stephen, Jennifer was glowing. She stood with her head touching Stephen’s as she gazed with devotion at the doll between them. 
“Stephen, come sit on my lap and tell me what you want for Christmas,” Santa said.
Stephen kissed Jennifer and the doll and jogged towards Santa.
Why was Jennifer emitting a soft, golden light? Diane looked for spotlights trained on her or some other logical explanation for how a person could suddenly fluoresce. When she peeked behind the throne, she found a massive axe dripping blood.
She stumbled backwards.
“You’ve been a very good boy this year, Stephen. Santa is pleased with how well you’ve looked after your family. I’ve a special present for you that will make you incredibly happy.” Santa plucked a box from the pile of gifts and handed it to Stephen.
Stephen slid off Santa’s knee and carried his gift back to Jennifer. Carefully unpeeling the tape, he slid the box out of its wrapping. He paused to flatten the creases in the shiny paper and placed it on the ice block behind him. The wrapping had concealed a plain white cardboard box. Stephen opened the box and withdrew a mug. World’s Greatest Husband graced one side of the mug. World’s Greatest Dad was printed on the other side.
Stephen stared at the mug with tears in his eyes. As Diane watched, he started to glow until he shone as brightly as Jennifer.
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Santa unfolded himself from his throne. He was even taller than Diane had anticipated. A true giant. He reached behind his throne and drew out the axe. It looked small grasped in his long fingers. 
Diane tensed as adrenaline surged through her. 
Santa stalked towards Stephen and Jennifer.
“Stay back,” Diane said. 
She stood between Santa and her daughter. Santa smiled and raised his axe. Diane threw the boxes from Mrs Butterscotch at him. They hit him in the leg and clattered onto the ice. Santa didn’t even flinch.
Diane grabbed Jennifer and pulled her out of the way as Santa swung the axe towards her. The dirty blade whooshed through the air where Jennifer had been standing and continued on to slice cleanly through Stephen’s neck. His severed head flew from his shoulders and landed with a thud in front of Santa’s throne. Blood gushed out of his neck. His body remained upright for a moment and then fell forward towards Diane, giving her a full view of the inner workings of his throat and the nub of his spinal column.
Diane’s scream echoed around the cave with the power of a hundred terrified people. She thought she was going to be sick.
Jennifer smiled down at Molly and continued to pulsate with a strange light. She was oblivious to the splatters of her husband’s blood covering her.
Elves ran to Stephen and started hacking at his still twitching body with saws and small hand axes. Blood quickly soaked their costumes. One of the elves stopped to lick the gore from his hand and smeared blood across his beard in the process.
“We have to get out of here,” Diane said.  
She was ashamed how much her voice shook. She was overwhelmed with memories of pleading with Victor to wake up. The flashback was so vivid that she felt she was back in the car with him. Perhaps she’d never left the scene of the accident and the last two years were a dream.
Santa stepped over Stephen’s body. His laugh was a guttural cough.
Diane broke free from her flashback. She dragged Jennifer over to Alex. 
“On your feet. Get up now,” she ordered.
Alex blinked like he had been asleep and was waking from a dream. “What?” 
“Is that blood?” Gabby slowly raised her gloved finger and prodded the sticky splatter on Diane’s jacket.
Diane didn’t even glance down. “Come on. Move it.” 
She wasn’t going to let Santa chop her children into bits. She’d throw them over her shoulders and carry them if she had to. She’d fight the giant before she let him use his axe on them.
Fear turned her legs to jelly.
“What the...” Alex’s eyes grew huge as he saw the colossal Santa bearing down on him. He jumped to his feet.
 “Mam…” Fear made his voice rise an octave.
“Help me with your sister,” Diane said.
Alex turned to Gabby and helped her to her feet.
“Where’s my dad?” Gabby said.
Jennifer seemed in a trance. Diane slapped her across the face, but Jennifer’s smile didn’t even falter.
“Why’s Jennifer glowing?” Gabby said.
“We have to go,” Diane said.
She pulled Jennifer aside just before Santa’s axe hit the ice block where Alex and Gabby had been sitting. Gabby screamed and curled into Alex. He put his arms around her.
“Move it.” Diane ran towards the exit, towing Jennifer after her. Two burly elves stepped out of the shadows and blocked the doorway. The red lights under their feet made their machetes glisten as if already wet with blood.
“He’s coming,” Alex said.
Diane glanced back. Santa was preparing to attack again. She pulled Jennifer away from him, but she didn’t know where they could run to. They were trapped.
“Over here.” Peter emerged from the shadows on the far side of the cave. He held open a door in the wall. 
Diane pushed Jennifer in front of her as she ran towards him. Gabby went through the door, followed by Alex. Diane expected to feel the axe biting into her back at any moment as she tried to manoeuvre Jennifer through the exit. Peter grabbed Jennifer’s hand and pulled her over the threshold. Diane hurried after her onto a snowy field behind the glacier. 
Peter shut the door.
“What just happened?” Alex said.
Diane rested her hands on her knees and vomited. Jennifer’s light illuminated the puddle of steaming bile melting into the snow. 
“Santa chopped Stephen’s head off and the elves started eating his body,” Diane said.
Alex ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah, I thought that was what happened, but I couldn’t believe it.”
“What’s wrong with Jennifer? Why does she look like that?” Gabby said.
Diane grabbed Jennifer by the shoulders and shook her. “I don’t know. Stephen started glowing too.”
“We have to call the guards,” Alex said.
“That’s not possible,” Peter said.
Diane frowned at Peter. “Why not?”
“We’ve no emergency services. There’s no crime in Christmas Town. No one gets sick here. There’s never any accidents,” Peter said.
Gabby screamed. Diane turned in time to see the door in the glacier wall swing open. Santa slowly squeezed his huge body through the tiny door. He still held the axe. He grinned at Diane.
“Don’t you like your gifts?” Santa said.
“We have to get out of here.” Peter took Jennifer by one arm. Diane held her by the other arm and together they dragged her away from the glacier.
“Mammy.” Molly wrapped her arms tightly around Jennifer’s neck. Diane wanted to pull the doll from her daughter, but there wasn’t time.
“I want to grant your wishes,” Santa said.
Alex led the way around the glacier to the entrance. A long line of visitors still queued to get into the grotto. Carol singers sang softly beside the grotto sign. A man in a top hat and a double-breasted frock coat handed out roasted chestnuts from a little cart.
“Run.” Alex shouted and waved his arms in the air.
“You’re being very naughty.” Santa stalked around the glacier after them.
Diane expected the people queuing to start screaming, but instead they cheered.
“It’s Santa!” a woman said.
“It’s him.” A little girl held up her hands to the giant as if asking for a hug.
“Merry Christmas.” Santa smiled at the people calling and waving to him.
Diane didn’t know what to do. 
“Help us.” Alex ran up to the carol singers and pointed at the tall shadow of Father Christmas that pursued them.
They smiled and continued singing.
“My house isn’t far. We might be able to make a stand there,” Peter said.
Gabby nodded. She ran ahead. Alex held her hand as he ran after her. Peter stayed with Diane and helped her guide Jennifer.
The bright lights of the decorations, the sounds of laughter and singing, and the smells of sugar and pine trees made Diane’s head spin. Her legs felt like lead and lifting her heavy booted feet through the snow seemed impossible. She struggled to breathe, and her eyesight narrowed into a tunnel before her.
“No, not now. Please not now.”  
She couldn’t afford to have a panic attack. She knew if she stopped running Santa would chop off Jennifer’s head and cut up her body like kindling before moving on to Alex. She wasn’t going to let that happen. She couldn’t lose her children.
Gabby zigged and zagged around the people in the streets. The residents dressed in top hats and crinolines blocked Diane’s path. They forced her to push and shove and elbow a way clear for her and Jennifer. She glanced back at Santa. He grinned at her. His yellow teeth stuck out from his scraggly, dirty beard. He was gaining on her. His long legs easily ate up the distance, while she was tiring. She hadn’t been to the gym in two years. Her cardio wasn’t what it used to be.
“We’re almost there,” Peter said. 
Gabby opened a gate in a white picket fence and ran up the short path to the front door.
“It’s not locked,” Peter said.
Gabby pushed the glossy red door open and hurried into the house. A few seconds later light flooded through the transom window and the open door, illuminating a festive wreath and the columns holding up the porch.
Diane stumbled. She looked down at the snow and saw blood pooling into her steps, as if the whole ground were awash with blood. She screamed.
“Mam.”
Alex left the house and ran back to Diane.
“No, get inside.” Diane pushed him away.
“Come on, Diane,” Peter said.
“Get Jennifer inside. Don’t worry about me,” Diane said.
Peter half carried and half dragged Jennifer up the walkway to the house.
“I’m not leaving you.” Alex grabbed Diane and pulled her out of the way as Santa’s axe crashed into the bloody snow where she had just been standing. Alex shoved Diane up the path ahead of him. She stumbled into the house. She screamed when she looked back and saw Santa looming over her son.
Alex dashed inside and slammed the door. Something thudded against it. Whether Santa or his axe, Diane didn’t know, but neither came through. 
“He’s going to get in. We need something to barricade the door,” Alex said.
Gabby tried to push a large wooden bench from against the wall to in front of the door. Alex went to help her.
“I’ll see if I’ve anything we can use as weapons,” Peter said. He disappeared through a door at the end of the hallway.
After blocking the door, Alex carried a hall table to the bench and placed it on top of it. Gabby picked up a solid wooden chair and added it to the barricade.
“What if he comes down the chimney?” Alex pointed through an archway to the fireplace in the next room.
“He’d never fit down that chimney. Did you see the size of him?” Diane said.
“He’s Santa,” Alex said.
Gabby chewed her nails. “I’ll light the fire.”
Peter returned to the hall with a couple of ski poles and a large kitchen knife. “This was all I could find. Is he still out there?”
Alex climbed the barricade and peered through the transom window. “I don’t see him.”
“We can’t let our guard down. He might be trying to get in another way,” Diane said.
She looked from Peter to Alex and saw the same shock and horror on their faces that she was sure was on her own. Jennifer stood beside her, smiling serenely, and continued to glow.
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Diane left Jennifer hugging Molly in the hall and went into the sitting room. She perched on the edge of the couch. Alex slumped into a chair and Gabby left the fire to sit on the arm beside him. 
Peter picked up the box of Mrs Butterscotch’s chocolates from the table. 
“I’d forgotten about these. I could do with some sugar,” he said.
He unwrapped the brown paper, opened the box and handed out the chocolates. Diane shook her head, but the others helped themselves.
“These are delicious,” Alex said.
“Mrs B makes the best caramels,” Peter said. 
Diane took off her boots, jacket, hat, scarf and gloves. 
“I need a drink,” Peter said. 
“I’ll take a whiskey if you have it,” Alex said.
“I was going to make hot chocolate, but I could make you an Irish coffee instead,” Peter said.
Alex shook his head. “Don’t bother with the coffee.”
Molly chirped in the hallway. “Presents.”
Alex sat forward. “We should get something for Molly to eat. She must be starving.”
“Please don’t talk about that thing as if it were a real child,” Diane said.
Three pairs of eyes turned to look at her. 
“Sorry, but it’s been a hard day,” Diane said.
Gabby took another caramel from the box and ate it. “I’m starving. What time is our reservation for the restaurant? Dad’s always going on about how great the food is a Poinsettias, but I haven’t eaten there yet. I’m dying to try it.”
Peter went to the sideboard and started mixing drinks.
“You’ll love it, Gabby. The food is to die for,” he said.
“You can’t seriously be suggesting we go to the restaurant now,” Diane said.
“Why not?” Alex asked. 
“Because Stephen is dead,” Diane said.
The full weight of what had happened hit her. She let the tears flow. Poor Stephen. He’d been so excited about eating at a three-star restaurant. His love of cooking and food bored her. She knew he was goodhearted and dependable, but she’d found him too stiff to connect with. They spoke a different language, united only in their love of Jennifer.
Now he was gone.
Her baby girl, a widow before she was even thirty. All the years ahead with Stephen had been stolen from her. Their plans. Their children.
“Mam?” Alex sat down beside Diane on the couch.
Diane wiped her tears with her sleeve of her cashmere cardigan. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”
Alex chuckled. “No, he’s not.” 
“I’ve heard about short attention spans, but this is ridiculous. Santa murdered him with an axe. Remember how he chased us here and is probably pacing around the house looking for a way in as we speak?” Diane said. 
Alex frowned. He looked around the room. “Where is Stephen?”
“He went ahead to the restaurant, didn’t he?” Gabby said.
“Yes, we’re going to meet him there,” Peter said.
“Those are false memories,” Diane said. 
She picked up her jacket and pointed to the blood stains darkening the shiny white fabric. 
“See this? This is Stephen’s blood,” she said.
Alex looked puzzled. “This isn’t funny, Mam. Stop saying these things. You’ll really upset Molly if she hears you saying stuff like that about her dad.”
Diane threw down her coat. She picked up the box of chocolates from the coffee table. There were two left. She pulled one apart and the soft caramel centre oozed over her fingers. Hair fine worms writhed and wriggled in the centre of the chocolate. She threw it back into the box with a cry and wiped her hands on her jeans. She was afraid she’d been contaminated.
“You all ate these chocolates, didn’t you?” Diane said.
Gabby, Alex and Peter nodded.
“That must be how they’re doing it.” Diane scrubbed her hands against the rough denim. She couldn’t see any of the worms on her fingers, but she was sure she could feel them.
“Who are doing what?” Alex said.
“How the town is controlling us. Altering our memories and perceptions. Making people act all weird,” Diane said.
Peter handed two tumblers of whiskey and ice to Alex and Gabby. He returned to the sideboard and got another two glasses. He handed one to Diane.
“The only person acting weird is you, Diane. Christmas Town is wholesome and happy. How many times do I have to tell you that?” Peter said.
Diane peered into the whiskey. Filaments twirled lazily in the amber liquid. As she watched, the almost translucent worms broke the surface of the drink and writhed towards her.
“Don’t drink that.” Diane knocked the tumbler out of Alex’s hand as he raised it to his mouth and sent it rolling across the carpet towards the fire. The whiskey splashed out in a wide arc. Gabby squealed and jumped away.
“Steady on,” Peter said.
“The things are in the drink too. Worms or nanobots or whatever the disgusting things are. They must put them in the food and drink so that they can get into our bodies when we eat them.” Diane felt sick at the thought. She grabbed her stomach as she imagined a clump of the creatures slithering around inside her.
Peter set down his glass. He got the ice tongs from the drinks tray and prodded the last intact chocolate in the box. 
“She’s right. There’s some kind of parasite in the caramel,” he said.
“I’m going to be sick.” Gabby ran out of the room.
Alex turned green. “Are you sure it’s a parasite? Could it be strands of sugar or hair?”
“See for yourself,” Peter said.
Alex took the tongs and gingerly poked the chocolate. He lifted up threads of the caramel with the tongs and held them up to the light. He gagged. 
“We’ve all got these things inside us?” he said.
“From the first thing we ate or drank when we arrived here. No wonder everyone has been pushing food on us.” Diane pressed her chest to her knees and hugged her legs.
“Why would someone do this?” Alex said. He tried to clear his throat and started coughing.
“It has to be a recent occurrence. Maybe the latest batch of snow was contaminated or one of the visitors brought the parasite with them,” Peter said.
He sat down in the armchair across from the couch and stared into space. The colour had drained from his face.
“Christmas Town isn't what you think it is. I’ve been seeing unsettling things all day. Look what it has done to Jennifer.” Diane gestured to her daughter who still stood in the hall like a dimmed standing lamp.
“Why would someone do this?” Alex paced in front of the fire.
“I don’t know. To kill and eat people? The worms seem to lose their potency. That must be why you have to keep eating and drinking all the time. You all saw Santa kill Stephen and chase us. You didn’t forget until you ate the chocolates,” Diane said.
Peter shook his head. “I don’t agree with you about Christmas Town. I’ve lived here for over a year and nothing like this has happened before.”
“You’ve been ingesting the worms daily. No wonder you didn’t see anything,” Diane said. 
Peter opened his mouth, but Diane held up her hands.
“Look, it doesn’t matter when this started. It’s a problem now. We have to get out of here and get help,” she said. 
Gabby returned to the room. “I don’t feel very well.” 
Peter patted the arm of his chair and she sat down beside him. He put his arm around her waist, and she leaned her head against his.
“I don’t want to have worms inside me,” Gabby said.
“Don’t worry, pet. We’ll get some antiparasitics and we’ll be fine,” Peter said.
“Where are we going to get them? I doubt Mr Jolly’s pharmacy has any,” Gabby said.
“We have to get out of Christmas Town and notify the authorities. There’s a murdering Santa on the loose, and all the food is a health hazard. The army will have to clean out this whole place. What if visitors have already taken the worms out of the town? There could be a pandemic on our hands,” Alex said.
Gabby frowned. “Do worms cause pandemics?”
Alex threw his hands in the air. “I don’t know. Whatever it’s called. Do you have a car, Peter?”
Peter shook his head. “No motorized vehicles are allowed in Christmas Town. The only way in or out is by train.”
Diane picked at the skin around her thumbnail. It peeled away in thin strips and started to bleed.
“When is the next train out?” she asked.
“There’s only one a day. It’ll leave at eleven tomorrow morning,” Peter said.
Diane shivered. She looked around at the large house. “We have to be on that train,” she said.
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Diane’s body ached from spending the night on the couch. Peter had offered to make up beds for her and Alex, but she didn’t like the thought of sleeping alone. In the end they’d stayed up discussing their plans for the next day until she’d fallen asleep. 
She remembered when her children were little, and they’d crawl into bed with her and Victor. Christmas morning, thunderstorms, and birthdays. When she was ill, or they were. Snuggled in the bed with Victor and her children, she couldn’t have been happier.
For a moment she got lost in the memories and thought that Victor would step into the room and smile at her. He’d take a picture that she’d find embarrassing but secretly love because he'd taken it.
She pushed the thought away as the cold realisation of Victor’s death flooded back, and then the horrific scene of Stephen’s murder played across her eyes.
With difficulty she stood and walked stiffly to the bathroom off the hall. She completed her ablutions and looked at her haggard face in the mirror. She hardly recognised the person looking back at her. When had she got so old? She looked seventy-five rather than fifty-five.
Alex was rubbing the sleep from his eyes when she returned to the sitting room.
“Morning,” he said drowsily.
Diane sat down on the couch. She combed her fingers through her hair. 
“Morning, love.” 
Alex yawned and stretched expansively. Diane envied the way he could look so relaxed and unphased, even at the worst of times. He’d inherited that talent from his father. Her heart ached at the thought of Victor, but she set her grief aside. There was work to be done. She couldn’t allow her pain to stop her.
“Remember, don’t eat or drink anything. That’s how the worms get into your system to control you,” Diane said.
“It seems so impossible. I don’t know if I can believe it,” Alex said.
Diane searched her pockets for a hair tie but couldn’t find one. 
“We can worry about that once we’re out of here. When they say you’ll never want to leave, they mean they won’t let us. We have to convince them that we’re a happy family enjoying the town just like everyone else,” she said.
Alex sat up. “What about the tourists? Shouldn’t we warn them?”
“They wouldn’t believe us. They cheered when they saw that thing pretending to be Santa Claus chasing us through the streets last night. No, we have to focus on getting out of here and then we close this place down. We’ll get the army if we have to. That’s how we’ll help the other tourists,” Diane said.
“They have to pay for murdering Stephen,” Alex said.
“They will.” 
Alex peeled himself out of the armchair he’d slept in. He stretched his back and shoulders and shuffled towards the bathroom.
“Where’s Jennifer?” he said.
Diane sat up ramrod straight like a bolt of electricity had run through her. Jennifer had been standing in the hallway when she went to sleep. She jumped to her feet.
“Maybe she went upstairs to one of the bedrooms?” Alex said.
Diane ran up the staircase. All the doors were shut on the second floor. She ran from one room to the next and threw open the door. A bathroom. A neatly organised office with a sofa bed in the corner. A spare bedroom.
Gabby startled awake when Diane burst into her room.
“Have you seen Jennifer?” 
Gabby’s hair had formed a wild tangle around her head. She pushed it back from her face. “Is she in the hall?” 
Diane ran to the last door and surged through it. Peter walked out of an en suite bathroom wearing only his boxer shorts. Diane was too frantic to be embarrassed.
“Where’s Jennifer?” 
Peter shrugged. “She’s not with me if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
Diane ran downstairs. She found it hard to breathe. She met Alex at the foot of the stairs.
“Any luck?” he asked.
Diane shook her head. She pushed past her son and ran into the dining room opposite the sitting room. She checked under the long mahogany table while calling Jennifer’s name.
“She’s not here. I’ve already checked,” Alex said.
“Did you look in the kitchen?” 
Diane wait for a reply. She slid across the black and white tiles in her socks and crashed through the door into the kitchen. The room was large, bright and airy. Windows looked out over the backyard. Diane blinked in the bright light after the shuttered rooms in the rest of the house. She called Jennifer’s name and flung open cupboard doors.
Only the utility room was left to search. Diane felt like crying when she saw that Jennifer wasn’t hiding with the washing machine and tumble dryer.
She heard Alex gasp.
“Mam, come here,” he called.
Diane returned to the kitchen. Alex stood in front of the sink looking out the window into the yard. Dread filled Diane when she saw his expression. She didn’t want to join him at the sink. The longer she kept from looking out the window, the more hope she had to hold on to. 
Gabby stumbled into the room. “Have you found her?”
Alex turned away from the window. Diane hadn’t seen him look so upset for years. His face was scrunched up like he was about to fall apart. Gabby ran to him and put her arms around him. He buried his face in her shoulder.
Diane crossed the kitchen on shaky legs. She leaned on the edge of the sink and looked outside. At first she couldn't make sense of what she was looking at.  
A gang of snow people gathered in a semi-circle around the back door. Some were as small as a child while others looked as tall as Alex. They were dressed in an assortment of scarves, hats, earrings and some even clutched purses to their cold bodies.Something dark sat in front of them like a speaker giving a speech. It took Diane a moment to realise it was the doll, Molly. The snow in front of Molly had been churned into a pink foam. The snow people closest to the doll had red staining around their dark pebble mouths. Like raspberry syrup on a slushie, the red dripped from the small sphere of their head onto the larger ball of their upper body. Some of the snowmen held items in their stick limbs. As Diane watched, one of the snowmen waggled its wooden arm and the lump grasped in its knobbly fingers became clear.
Jennifer's hand, complete with sapphire engagement ring and white gold wedding band.
The snowman awkwardly moved the hand to its head and the pebbles that formed its mouth sucked the flesh into its gaping orifice.
Diane screamed.
Molly turned around. The front of her black velvet dress and glossy ringlets were soaked with blood. The doll held a switchblade in her moulded plastic hand. Diane heard her giggles through the double-glazed window.
Peter ran into the room. “What’s happened?”
“They ate Jennifer,” Diane said.
She leaned over the sink and howled. Great, painful sobs shuddered up from her abdomen and wrenched out through her mouth.
Peter joined her at the sink. He rubbed her back.
“Where did all those snowmen come from?” he said.
Diane forced her grief down until her sobs were ugly hiccups. She straightened her back and looked out the window again. The snowmen were closer to the back door than when she’d last looked. Molly was nowhere to be seen.
“We have to leave for the train now. Before they get inside and eat the rest of us,” Diane said.
Peter frowned. “How can snowmen eat anything?”
Diane felt close to hysteria. “I don’t know. Maybe this place is magic, but it’s not good magic.”
“Mam’s right. They’re going to find a way into the house if we stay here any longer,” Alex said.
“Alright. Let’s get our things and leave,” Peter said.
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Ten


Diane sat on the couch in the living room and pulled on her snow boots. She checked that she had her phone. It had over sixty percent battery charge left. As soon as she had signal, she was going to call every service and agency she could think of. Certain radio shows and news outlets would be good to contact as well. She was determined to stop whatever was behind Christmas Town. 
She put on her jacket, hat, scarf and gloves.
Alex and Gabby put on their boots and coats in the hall.   
“Have you got your car keys, babe?” Alex asked.
“They’re right here.” Gabby patted her jacket pocket.
“Don’t be scared of what’s waiting for us out there. I’ll protect you,” Alex said.
Diane looked away when Alex drew Gabby into his arms. It didn’t sit right with her that they’d grown so close so quickly. She knew shared trauma had a way of breaking down barriers and forming strong bonds. She hoped that Alex and Gabby’s connection wouldn’t survive leaving the town.
Peter walked into the room. He looked at Alex and Gabby kissing and then turned to Diane with his eyebrows raised.
“Don’t get any ideas,” Diane said.
Peter chuckled. He held up his hands. “Don’t worry, I won’t.”
Diane stood and zipped up her coat. “Are we ready?”
“Ready.” Alex had a goofy grin on his face.
“Let’s roll,” Peter said.
Diane didn’t know what to expect when they removed the barricade and opened the front door. A long gash marred the door's shiny surface. 
“Santa has left his mark,” Peter said.
He led the way out of the house. Diane followed him, then Gabby, and Alex came last. The sky was clear and bright. Fresh powder crunched under their boots. Diane wondered if people had spent the night covering the town with new snow. She kept hypervigilant as they walked down the street. 
“This place really stinks. I didn’t notice it yesterday,” Alex said. 
Gabby wrinkled her nose. “I wish I hadn’t noticed it at all. Do you think it’s because of all the people they’ve killed and hidden under the snow?” 
“I don’t know, and I don’t want to find out. Leave it to the army to discover what’s going on at the dark heart of this place,” Diane said.
Diane had wanted to travel a circuitous route to the train and avoid the heavily trafficked areas, like Main Street, but Peter had convinced her that it’d be quicker to take a more direct route. 
They met no one, resident or visitor, on Candy Cane Street. Diane slipped a few times walking down the hill, but she managed to save herself each time by grabbing hold of the nearest building.
Holly Street, with the Twelfth Night Theatre and a small castle where the carol concerts were held, was quiet because of the early hour. Not even the puppet theatre had started its first show.
Diane saw the skating rink ahead at the bottom of Mistletoe Lane. A few people glided across the ice. Judging by their elaborate costumes and their proficiency at skating, they were residents. As Diane neared the junction with Main Street she heard music and people cheering.
Peter held up his hand for the others to stop.
“What is it?” Diane said.
Peter frowned. Diane wasn’t happy to see him look worried.
“It’s the parade. We’re going to meet it on Main Street,” he said.
“Why didn’t you mention it last night, Dad?” Gabby said.
Alex put his arm around her. 
“We weren’t supposed to leave this early. I thought it would have finished by the time we left for the train,” Peter said.
Diane looked around frantically. The noise of the parade grew louder. “We have to find a way around it.” 
“There isn’t one. The parade will be on us before we can get to the top of the lane,” Peter said.
“We’ll have to hide then,” Alex said.
Diane looked around for somewhere they could conceal themselves. All the buildings were shut. There were no alleyways in sight. Not even a recessed doorway they could huddle in.
She crept towards the end of the street and peered around the building towards Main Street. Visitors lined the sides of the street cheering and taking pictures with their phones. The parade snaked down one side of the median strip and travelled up the other in the direction of the skating rink. A jolly looking man in a red mayoral robe with a heavy gold chain around his shoulders and a jester’s cap on his head led the procession. Behind him danced a dozen men in three-piece suits. Some wore powered wigs and others wore colourful sashes, but they all pulled silly faces at the crowd.
After them walked men in frock coats and top hats and women in bonnets and puffed out crinoline dresses. They waved and smiled. Some of the women carried baskets and threw sweets at the crowd. Many of the men carried armfuls of flowers. Poinsettia, cyclamen, amaryllis, Christmas roses, and delicate paperwhite narcissus. They threw the blooms at the spectators as they passed.
Behind the people in Victorian dress flew Mr and Mrs Claus in a sleigh. At first Diane thought it was a parade float, but then she realised the reindeer were gliding slowly through the air with the sleigh hovering behind them. An army of musclebound elves marched behind the sleigh handing out presents.
The sight of Santa  gave Diane heart palpitations.
“We can’t let Santa see us.” 
The others crept up beside her and joined in watching the approaching parade.
 “We better find somewhere to hide quickly then,” Peter said.
“How about behind that tree? It’s large enough to conceal us, and we can move around it as the parade passes.” Alex pointed to a large fir tree beside the skating rink.
Gabby shook her head. “I can’t. They’ll see us.” 
Alex put his arms around her. “It’s ok, babe. I’ll protect you.” 
Diane sighed. “Where does the parade go when it leaves Main Street?” 
“Everywhere. It turns up here and then people split off to the different areas of the town. In a few minutes all these streets will be teeming,” Peter said.
“We have to hide behind the tree then,” Diane said.
She ran through the junction, crossed behind the skating rink, and reached the safety of the tree. She knew if she had thought about it, she would never have been able to do it. She turned and waved to the others. Peter and Alex were arguing with Gabby. The poor girl looked terrified. After a few seconds, the two men grabbed her hands and dragged her with them to the tree.
They had just joined Diane when the Mayor of Misrule led the parade past the skating rink and turned up Mistletoe Lane.
Diane tried to keep as much of the fir between her and the parade. She didn’t want to bury herself in the tree. There was something sinister about the darkness beyond the lights strung across the branches. She couldn’t see the trunk, and she remembered how the eighty-year-old man disappeared into the tree outside Mr Frost’s Emporium.
“We might as well get comfortable as we’re going to be here for a while.” Peter settled into a squat.
Alex and Gabby pressed their heads close and whispered to each other. Diane tried to eavesdrop, but the sound of the parade drowned out their muttered conversation.
“There’s Tangles,” Peter said.
Diane glimpsed the large golden body of the retriever out of the corner of her eye.
“Don’t attract his attention. He’s got two heads. I saw him attack some children yesterday,” Diane said.
“You’re right, he does. I thought he was a lovely dog. I guess I was wrong. Mr Frost should have called him Cerberus, guardian of the underworld,” Peter said. 
“No, Cerberus had three heads. His brother, Orthrus, had only two,” Diane said.
“I crouch corrected. Do you think it’s really him?” Peter asked.
Diane looked at Peter. “Is it really whom?” 
“Orthrus or whatever he’s called,” Peter said.
Diane shook her head. “Of course not. Orthrus isn’t real. He’s a myth. Stop looking at Tangles, he’ll come over.” 
Peter turned to look at Diane. She couldn’t resist gazing into his deep brown eyes.
“People say Santa is a myth too, and he’s in Christmas Town,” he said.	
Diane scoffed. “Yeah, and in every shopping centre around the country.”  
“Not many of them have real flying reindeer,” Peter said.
Diane shrugged. “I know. I can’t explain it.” 
Diane thought the parade would never end. Her legs cramped, and then her back seized, and the light reflected off the snow made her eyes hurt. Eventually the horses drawing the sleds turned off Main Street and their jingle bells fell silent. The remaining crowd dispersed. Diane straightened and shook out her stiff limbs.
“Come on, let’s go.” 
Alex held up his hand. “Wait, I have to do something first.” 
He turned to Gabby. He took the little red ring box that Santa had given him out of his pocket.
“I didn’t believe in love at first sight until I saw you. I don’t know if we’re going to get out of this place or not, and I can’t bear the thought of dying without asking you this important question,” he said.
Diane groaned when Alex went down on one knee and opened the box to present the ring to Gabby.
“Save this for later, Alex. We have to go,” she said.
He ignored her. “Gabby, will you do me the honour of becoming my wife?”
Tears glistened in Gabby’s eyes. She covered her mouth with her hands. “Yes, oh, a million times yes. I love you, Alex.” 
“I love you too.” Alex put the ring on Gabby’s finger and stood to kiss her. A strange expression rippled over his face. Diane gasped as a dull glow spread out from Alex’s eyes until his whole face shone brightly.
“No, Alex,” Diane said.
“What’s happened to him?” Gabby stepped back from Alex.
A blur of movement caught Diane’s attention. She turned in time to see Tangles race across the snow and leap at her son. Both of the dog’s jaws latched on to his neck. Alex didn’t react. He kept smiling and glowing as if he was unaware of a two headed dog hanging from his throat.
Tangles’ weight dragged the dog’s jaws from Alex’s flesh. Blood spilled out on the snow. As the retriever fell, he kicked Alex into the branches of the tree behind him.
“Alex,” Diane shouted.
Alex disappeared into the fir tree. Only his hands and lower legs were visible through the pine needles.
Peter clapped his hands and lunged at the dog. Tangles turned and galloped away. Diane ran through the bloody snow and grabbed Alex’s legs as they rose higher in the tree. She hung onto them, pulling with all her strength to dislodge him from the branches. 
“What is it? What has him? Is he ok?” Gabby stood beside Diane wringing her hands.
“I don’t know. Help me. Grab his other leg,” Diane said.
Beyond the lights and the glittering ornaments, the branches looked as dark as space. Gabby hopped from one foot to the other beside Diane. Peter rushed up and took hold of Alex’s other leg. With his help, Diane pushed aside some of the pine needles to see what held Alex. She thought conifers had spindly, flexible branches, but this tree had branches of corded steel. Diane could barely move them. It was like the tree was fighting against her.
Then she heard a terrible crunch. Alex’s legs went limp in her arms. Something wet splattered through the branches and sprayed across her face. Diane looked at Peter. Blood drops painted a pattern across the front of his jacket.
Screaming a deep, heart breaking howl, Diane dived into the branches looking for the tree trunk. There appeared to be no central body from which the branches radiated. Instead, there was a cold void. Alex’s upper body disappeared into the darkness.  Diane heard chittering, squelches, and crunches coming from the abyss. The sounds chilled her to her core.
Holding on to his legs was slowing Alex’s progress into the tree, but there was no stopping it. Diane wasn’t strong enough to pull his body back. She cried out as he was swallowed up further and she was left hanging onto his boots, and then they too were ripped from her grasp. She collapsed onto the snow. Peter fell beside her.
“Are you alright?” Peter asked.
Diane took out a tissue and cleaned the blood from her face. She handed a fresh tissue from the pack to Peter.
“We continue with the plan,” she said.
“Where’s Alex.” Gabby's voice trembled.
Diane grimaced. She took the bloody tissues, folded them as neatly as she could and stored them in her jacket pocket. They were precious relics of her son now.
“We have to keep going. We have to get out of here,” she said.
“I don’t like this, Dad. I’m scared,” Gabby said.
Peter stood. He helped Diane to her feet. He went to his daughter and hugged her.
“Pull yourself together. We have to stay strong. We’re nearly at the train station. Not long now. Are you ready?” he said.
Gabby sniffed. “Ok. Let’s go.” 
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Eleven


They hurried down Main Street. Diane concentrated on watching her feet and controlling her breathing. She couldn’t think about her children. She’d lie down in the street and give up if she let thoughts of what had happened to Alex and Jennifer creep in.  
At the welcome sign, Peter turned right towards the train station. 
“We’re going to have to sneak onto the luggage compartment. We will be safe there,” Peter said.
Diane didn’t think they’d be safe anywhere.
They reached the train station and hurried through the tunnel to the tracks. The Christmas Town Express waited at the platform. Diane looked around for Mr Shepherd, the conductor. There was no one in sight.
“Where are they?” Diane said.
Peter shrugged. “Let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth.” 
He jogged across the platform to the third carriage and opened the door. He stuck his head inside. Diane expected the porter, or something worse, to leap out at him. After a couple of seconds, Peter waved them over.
Diane had to push Gabby to get her moving. They hurried to the train. Peter helped Gabby into the carriage. Diane jumped onto the train and pulled the carriage door closed after her.
The luggage didn’t travel in as much style as the passengers. The carriage had no windows, and the only seat was a crate at the far end of the compartment. Racks, straps, and netting lined the walls for keeping the bags in place.
Peter led Gabby to the crate and let her sit on it. Diane stood in the centre of the carriage and hugged herself.
“What do we do now?” Gabby asked.
“We keep quiet and we wait,” Peter said.
Diane took out her phone to check the time. There were less than thirty minutes until the train left. She felt jittery. If she stayed still, she’d be overwhelmed with memories. She swayed from foot to foot.
“What will they do to us if they find us?” Gabby asked.
“They won’t find us. Don’t worry,” Peter said.
“But if they do find us?” Gabby said.
That was another thing Diane didn’t want to think about. 
“They won’t find us if we stay quiet,” Peter said.
He sat on the floor beside Gabby. Diane remained standing. She was afraid if she sat down, she’d never get up again.
After ten minutes she heard voices outside the carriage. Someone rattled the door to the compartment. Diane looked at Peter and Gabby and saw the tension on their faces. Their expressions changed to relief when the door remained shut and the voices faded away.
Ten minutes later the train began to move. Diane hated not being able to see where they were going. The whistle blew as the train picked up speed.
“We’re on our way,” Peter said.
Diane didn’t want to count her chickens before they were hatched. She hung on to one of the luggage straps and let the vibrations of the train flow through her.
How long was the journey from the station to Christmas Town? Diane hadn’t paid much attention the day before. She couldn’t believe it was only twenty-four hours since she’d arrived in the town with Alex, Jennifer and Stephen. Not even a full day yet. Now she was leaving, and Alex, Jennifer and Stephen were dead.
She couldn’t think about that, so she instead focused on the train journey. Peter said it took forty minutes. She checked her phone. With each minute that passed she was closer to freedom. As the train left Christmas Town behind, Diane slowly let herself relax.
Peter stood and walked up the carriage to stand beside Diane.
“Almost there now,” he said.
“We should tell the people at the station not to board the train,” Diane said.
“I think it would be better to get into Gabby’s car and drive away as fast as possible,” Peter said.
Diane checked the time. Ten minutes to go. She wondered if the end of the snow line was visible yet. She longed to see the bare branches and muddy fields of a typical Irish December.
Ten minutes later and the train was still travelling fast without a hint of slowing. 
“That’s forty minutes. Why haven’t we arrived in the station yet?” Diane said.
Peter frowned. He moved to the carriage door and opened it a sliver. He peered out at the countryside flashing by.
“Well? Where are we?” Diane asked.
“It’s not good. The train is circling the town. They must know we’re on board,” Peter said.
“How?” Gabby joined Peter and Diane by the door.
“I don’t know,” Peter said.
Diane wanted to scream. 
“What are we going to do?” Gabby said.
“I don’t know.” Peter's growing frustration was obvious.
Before Diane could think of anything, the door opened, and Mr Shepherd the conductor climbed into the carriage.
“Tickets please.” Mr Shepherd's smile stretched across his face.
Peter held up his hands as if the conductor had him at gun point.
 “Just let us get off at the station and we won’t say anything,” Peter said.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that. You need a ticket to travel on this train,” Mr Shepherd said.
The conductor moved towards them. The little hole punch in his hand snapped like a hungry mouth.
“We’ll buy tickets then. How much are they?” Gabby said.
“They aren’t for sale to unhappy people,” Mr Shepherd said.
Diane moved around the conductor so that she was between him and the door. She tried to catch Peter’s eye. Perhaps they could overpower Mr Shepherd and push him off the train. Peter stood beside his daughter and focused on the conductor. He didn’t look at Diane once.
Gabby threw herself at Mr Shepherd.
“Please. You have to take us to the station. We can’t go back to the town,” she said.
Mr Shepherd tried to push her away, but she clung to him. She gathered fistfuls of his dark green jacket and looked into his eyes.
“I’m not going back there,” Gabby said.
Mr Shepherd’s green hat fell off his head. His bald pate underneath undulated in a strange manner. Something inside his skull pressed against the skin. The indentations looked like strange writhing tentacles.
Diane kept her back to the wall and moved closer to the door.
“Gabby leave the man be,” Peter said.
Diane could tell he was struggling to remain calm. She approached the door and pressed her hand against it.
The skin cracked on the top of the conductor’s head and peeled back. Thick glowing tentacles squeezed through the hole. The carriage filled with the smell of fresh cut grass and fish. Gabby looked up and screamed. The conductor grabbed her arms to keep her from getting away. The tips of his tentacles waved through the air until they touched Gabby’s hair. They slithered over her face and probed her mouth and nostrils.
“Let her go.” Peter punched the conductor. Mr Shepherd’s skull deflated like a balloon. His body sagged like an empty sack as the thick, glowing limbs forced their way out of him.
Diane couldn’t stay in the carriage any longer. She opened the door. Cold air rushed in. She looked out at the endless fields of snow. As the landscape hurtled past, Diane felt hope growing in her once more. In the distance, but drawing closer with each second, she saw the end of the snow.
“Peter, come here. Look at this,” Diane said.
Peter pummelled the conductor’s back. Gabby struggled against the slithering arms holding her. With a disgusting sucking noise, she pulled free of the conductor.
“Tickets please.”
The cheery voice of Mr Shepherd sounded incongruous coming from the writhing mess of tentacles on the floor of the carriage.
Peter took Gabby’s hand, and they ran to Diane.
“I know where we are. We are approaching the old mine. In a few minutes the train will turn back towards the town. We need to jump,” Peter said.
Diane swallowed hard. She never thought she’d jump out of a moving train.
Gabby pulled her hand out of Peter’s and stepped back. She shook her head frantically.
“I can’t do it,” she said.
“You have to,” Peter said.
He reached out to take her hand again. The mass of tentacles that had been Mr Shepherd rose up behind her. The thick limbs wrapped around Gabby and pulled her further away from the door.
“No ticket dodgers on my train,” the former conductor said.
The tentacles reached for Peter and Diane. Diane squeezed her eyes shut and jumped out of the train before the tentacles could grab her. She had a moment of falling and then she hit the snow hard and tumbled down the banks beside the track.
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Twelve


Diane lay still in the snow. Her body was so battered and bruised it didn’t respond like she wanted it to, even though her will was still strong. Despite the pain, she didn’t think anything was broken. 
“Diane.”
She looked up. Peter lay in the snow a short distance from her. Wobbling like a new-born calf, she gained her feet. Hunched over and with her arms held out to help her balance, she ploughed slowly through the snow to Peter.
“Can you walk?” 
Peter sat up and carefully felt his body and limbs. “I think so. You don’t look great.” 
“I’ve been better. Where’s Gabby?” 
Peter scowled. “She’s still on the train. I had to jump or that thing would have got me too.” 
Diane held out her hand. Peter clasped it. They both grunted loudly as she pulled him to his feet.
“What’s the plan?” Diane asked.
“There’s a sled shed near here. I say we sled down the hill and then walk until there’s no more snow,” Peter said. 
It was too painful to shrug. Diane needed all her concentration to shuffle after Peter.
“Then what?” she asked.
“I don’t know. We flag down a passing car or knock on the door of the first house we come to.”
Diane checked her pockets. She was relieved to find her phone hadn’t fallen out during her tumble from the train.
“I still have my phone with me. Once I have signal, I can call for help,” Diane said.
“A taxi at least.” 
“I was thinking the guards, the fire brigade, all the emergency services and the army,” Diane said.
Peter laughed. “Good idea.”
The small shed was unlocked. Four sleds leant against the wall. Peter grabbed the nearest one and hauled it outside. 
“If we start from over there, we will get the most distance.” Peter pointed to a slight rise in the ground that overlooked a long sweep of rolling hill dotted with trees.
“Do we get one sled each or do we have to share?” Diane said.
“Let me get this one up there and then I’ll come back for a second one,” Peter said.
Diane didn’t object. She was in no shape to carry a pea let alone pull a sled. She wondered if she’d be able to drag her body up the incline.
They had almost reached the spot when Diane heard the jingle of a bell. She tensed. A dozen burly elves trotted through the snow behind them. Each carried a wicked looking machete.
“We’ve got company,” Diane said.
Peter turned around. “I guess we'll be sharing the sled. This place looks as good as any.” 
The elves went into the shed and removed the three remaining sleds. 
“Quick, get on before they catch up with us,” Peter said.
Diane scrambled onto the sled and Peter crouched behind her. He rested his hands on her shoulders. He pushed off powerfully and the sled whooshed down the hill. Diane gripped tightly to the curved handle. She was too afraid to look back to see how close the elves were to them. She was afraid she’d knock Peter off balance and crash the sled. She didn’t want to look ahead either, because the drop terrified her. She had to look, though. She was in charge of steering. She hadn’t been in charge of a vehicle since the accident. She couldn’t deal with another death.
“I can’t do this,” she shouted.
“Of course you can,” Peter said.
“I’ve never controlled a sled before.” 
“It’s easy. Lean left or right when I say and pull on the handle. Put your feet down when I shout brake,” Peter said.
The wind battered Diane’s face. The snow crackled under the skids. She felt sick, dizzy, and lightheaded. She sweated under her heavy clothes.
They bounced down the hill gaining speed as they went. The sled followed the curve of the hill. They flew past a small group of trees and the old gypsum mine was revealed ahead. Diane saw the dark entrance of the mine. Abandoned machinery reared out of the snow like partially excavated dinosaurs. Beyond the mine, the snow ended abruptly in a straight line. Mucky green fields with bare branched deciduous trees swept up to a hedge lined ditch, beyond which was a road.
The sight of the end of the snow gave her hope.
“That’s the edge of the town?” she said.
“We’re almost there,” Peter shouted.
An elf on a sled drew level with Diane. She had no idea how he managed to catch up with her and Peter. The elf laughed. He swung his machete at Diane. She instinctively leaned away from the weapon, causing the sled to turn. The elf zipped past her on her original course. Diane didn’t know whether the elf didn’t see the danger or was unable to avoid it. He careened off the hillside and crashed into a snowbound drill. His head cracked in two when he hit the side of the drill. The speed of his collision sent is body somersaulting like a ragdoll off the sled and into a snowbank.
Diane lowered her feet to the snow and slowed the sled.
“What are you doing?” Peter shouted.
“I don’t want to crash,” Diane shouted back.
“The elves are still behind us.” 
Diane leaned right, directing the sled towards a stretch of open ground between two trucks. They slid smoothly off the mountain, bounced across the ground and came to a halt just past the vehicles.
“Nicely done.” Peter jumped off the sled and helped Diane up. Her legs felt like jelly. She glanced behind her. Two more huge elves sledded down the hill after her. They would be upon her at any moment.
“Come on.” Peter held Diane’s arm and pulled her after him. She took her phone out of her pocket and checked the lock screen for signal. Still no bars.
Moving across the thick snow was difficult. Diane was afraid she’d fall into a deep bank. She’d no idea how uneven the ground was or what lay below the surface. She wondered why they’d abandoned their machinery outside the mine. 
Peter dragged her towards the mine entrance. There was no snow around it. It stood bare and foreboding like a fetid hole. 
“We’re going the wrong way,” Diane said.
“No, this is exactly where we’re supposed to be,” Peter said.
Diane struggled to break his grip on her arm. The end of the snow was in the opposite direction. 
“Let me go,” Diane said.
Peter smiled at her. “This is your last chance, Diane. Don’t you want to be happy?”
Diane kicked him and managed to break free, but when she turned to run, she was surrounded by the elves.
“Give happiness a chance,” Peter said.
The huge muscular elves smiled at Diane and advanced towards her. She backed away from them. 
“You’ll be happy here.” Peter smiled at her.
If they wanted her to be happy, they were going about it in the wrong way. Diane looked behind her. The opening to the mine yawned like a wildly stretched mouth waiting to swallow her. A rank, sulphurous smell wafted out of the entrance, like the bowels of hell awaited her.
Figures moved in the darkness. Shadows that she could make out hiding in the entrance of the mine.
“No, I’m not going in there,” Diane said.
She feigned left and then ran right, fancying her chances of getting past Peter rather than the elves. The end of the snow lay over the next rise. She couldn’t see it, but she knew it was there. She was so close.
The nearest elf tackled her to the ground. Her head smacked against the snow. Blood welled around her, turning the snow red, but she didn’t know if it came from her or from the snow. She was so hyped up on adrenaline she didn’t feel anything. 
She fought the elf, but he lifted her and held her against his chest like a bag of groceries. She kicked, but the man mountain didn’t react to her as if he didn’t feel anything.
“Stop fighting. I want to help you, Diane. You were miserable in your old life. I want to make you happy. I can make your wishes come true,” Peter said.
“I’m not joining your murder cult.”  
“It’s not a cult. Christmas Town is a place where everyone can be happy. I don’t want anyone to leave,” Peter said.
“So you’re a psycho like the rest of the freaks in this place. I suppose you’d have to be in order to wish it was Christmas every day. I’m not like you,” Diane said.
The elf carried her into the cave. The shadow figures became clear. They wore Victorian dress and elf costumes. There was Noelle from the hotel reception, and Mrs Claus. Mrs Butterscotch beamed at Diane and waved. Diane recognised the older couple who’d been on the train with her the day before.
She fought to break free, but the huge arms of the elf were too strong.
She screamed. 
“Victor. Victor, help me.”
She surprised herself calling out his name.
The whole town must have been in the tunnel. There were the servers from the tearoom and the woman handing out sweets in Mr Frost’s Emporium. The bellboy. The couple in front of her at Santa’s grotto. They lined the mineshaft, reaching down into the darkness as far as she could see. All smiling happily. Genuine smiles, with crinkles around their eyes and mouths, even though their eyes looked blank like a doll’s.
They touched Diane as the elf carried her past. The army of smiling, silent, breathless people. They smelled of myrrh. Diane was sure that was used for embalming the dead.
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Thirteen


The stench of the grave wafted like the world’s worst bad breath from the depths of the mine. As the elf carried her down the tunnel, and they left the light from the entrance behind, the darkness descended so completely that she couldn’t tell if her eyes were open or not. Even though she couldn’t see them anymore, the conveyor belt of hands continued groping her as she descended into the hot, sulphurous mineshaft. It was so strange to be surrounded by people and hear nothing but her ragged breath and the crunch of the footsteps of the men carrying her into the shaft. In the darkness, the caressing, probing fingers became the spongey feelers of sea anemones gently filtering food from the ocean. 
Or maggots, searching for rotten meat to consume.
Diane shuddered. Something dripped off her chin, but she wasn’t sure if it was blood or tears. 
The darkness pressed on her with the weight of the mountain. She couldn’t afford to panic. She pictured the rain sodden fields and road past the mine entrance. She still had her phone. She could survive this. She wanted to get out of the situation alive.
The hands squeezed her flesh more insistently. The footsteps slowed and then stopped. The mineshaft became silent apart from her laboured breathing. Her head throbbed. Panic constricted her chest more than the huge arms that held her.
She heard water nearby. Drops echoed into the void before her. Air eddied around her and brushed against her skin.
Lights appeared high above her. They sparkled in a constellation of alien stars. As her eyes adjusted to the low light, she saw a dark lake before her.  
They stood in a vast cavern buttressed with massive pillars of alabaster reaching for the vaulted ceiling. Enormous figures had been carved in the gypsum. 
At first, she thought the stars reflected in the still water of the lake, but then she realized a different configuration shone beneath the surface. The underwater lights grew larger and brighter as she stared at the water. The things that made the light were rising from the depths of the lake towards the surface.
Diane struggled in the elf’s arms and pressed against his broad chest. She didn't want to be by the lake shore when whatever was attached to the lights broke the surface.
Pulsating tentacles rose out of the lake and writhed towards her with dark, maggoty mouths. As they neared her, Diane realized that each blunt, moist, slug like appendage was made up of millions of hair thin worms slithering in constant motion. The same worms she’d seen in the food in the town.
She felt sick and gagged. She thought of the food she’d eaten and the water she’d drunk and felt the hair thin worms wriggling around inside her body. Nothing came up, even though acid burned her oesophagus. She retched again.
Diane knew that all the glowing maggots from the lake and the ones in the ceiling that mimicked stars were connected. Like a vast root system, the worms covered every surface, travelled through the rock and the water, infested the mine and reached deep into the mountain under the town.
The colossal creature spoke to her with the mouths of the people lining the mineshaft.
“Welcome to heaven, Diane.”
She screamed and kicked back. She was sure her foot connected with the elf’s private parts, but he didn’t react. She pictured Mrs Butterscotch’s sugar plums resting on a silver platter with a dusting of icing sugar. Desiccated and wrinkled. She gagged again.
“Why aren’t you happy? I’ve done all this for you. Tell me what more I can do to make you happy?”
The words came out of Peter’s mouth.
“You killed my children,” Diane said.
“They’re with me now. Their happiness nourishes me. I have made them immortal,” Peter said.
He stepped toward and smiled up at her. He touched her hand. “You can join me. You can be with your family forever. Isn’t that your world’s idea of heaven? As long as someone remembers you, you will live, and I can never die. I will keep you with me and remember you forever. Not only will your memories live on in me, but so will your DNA. I will remember everything about you.”
Five new lights rose from the depths. Four of the lights broke the surface near the lake shore. Large, pale lumps dragged their anaemic bodies onto the rough, rocky ground of the cavern. Something about the way they squirmed reminded Diane of birth. As she watched, the furious motion of the filaments grew less frenetic. The shapes grew more defined. Gained colour. The mucus covering them sloughed off. Damp and glistening, Alex and Jennifer emerged. Stephen and Gabby stood beside them. They looked perfect, if moist and slightly shiny. If Diane hadn’t seen them dismembered and killed, she would have believed they were her children. 
Jennifer approached and took Diane’s hand. Her voice was perfect when she spoke. “You will be with me forever.”
Alex stood in front of the elf and took Diane’s other hand. “No more guilt or pain. No more suffering or doubt.”
“This is sick,” Diane said.
“Stop fighting, Diane. Surrender to happiness. Be with me,” Stephen said. 
He slid his arms around Jennifer’s waist and she half closed her eyes and leaned into his hug. Her expression of joy was so typical of Jennifer that it made Diane sob. She wanted them to be her children. She wanted it so much, but it was a lie. She could never be happy with these reproductions.
“Why do I have to be happy? Why don’t you just chop me up and eat me or whatever it is you do? Are you afraid I’ll give you indigestion?”
Her children laughed. Stephen and Peter and Gabby laughed. The elf laughed, his chest shaking against Diane’s back. All the people lining the mineshaft laughed. The laughter sounded like the roar of a savage beast.
“You will be with me forever. I promise that, but I don’t want to assimilate so much pain and unhappiness. When I first studied the people of this planet, I found happy memories made the assimilation process much easier and more successful. I could absorb their personalities much better if I left the unhappy memories behind like so much discarded offal. As I reached out and connected with the indigenous life, I found that most retained their happiest memories of the time you call Christmas. It symbolized a time of youth, of magic, of possibility that they all longed to rediscover and return to. Of course, it wasn’t a happy time for everyone, but it was the biggest common denominator. So I made Christmas Town so that people would come to me to recapture their happy memories and have their wishes granted. Do you want to sit within me like sinew and gristle, Diane?”
The elf set Diane down. Surrounded by the doppelgangers of her children and the townspeople, she knew she didn’t have a chance to escape. 
Expecting food to be happy when you ate it so that you had a better experience sounded like the definition of adding insult to injury.
“Alex desired to find love. He never thought he’d have as close a relationship as the one his parents shared,” Alex said.
“Jennifer wished for a daughter,” Jennifer said.
“Stephen wished to make his wife happy,” Stephen said.
“I granted all their wishes. At their happiest moment they joined with me,” Peter said.
“I know your thoughts, Diane. I know the secret desires of your heart. You don’t think you deserve happiness because you killed the love of your life. I have granted your wish to suffer and be punished, but you are not happy. There is one more wish I will grant you,” the thing said through Alex’s lips.
The fifth light emerged from the lake and floundered on the shore. Diane watched with growing horror as the pulsating filaments coalesced into a solid form. Even covered in thick slime, she recognized his shoulders, the shape of his nose, and the curve of his back.
“No.”
Diane shook her head and turned away, but the elf behind her pushed her back. Alex stood on one side and Jennifer stood on the other, and they pressed their palms against the sides of her head, forcing her to look.
“See, I grant your wish,” Alex said.
“I return he who was lost to you,” Jennifer said.
The scum sloughed off the body, revealing Victor, or a version of Victor, lying on the lake shore. Slowly, jerkily, the body rose. Dressed in polo shirt and tan trousers, this Victor seemed soft around the edges. An ethereal glow surrounded him, as if Diane was looking at him through a soft-focus lens. His body seemed cobbled together from different stages of his life, giving him an uncanny valley appearance of a man who had undergone many procedures to recapture youth. He stood stiffly, swaying slightly, more like a poor-quality hologram harvested from an incomplete memory rather than a human being.
Looking at him made Diane’s skin crawl.
Faux Victor held out his arms to her and beckoned for her to join him.
“I am here for you, Diane,” the creature said, but it wasn’t Victor’s voice, although it contained traces of his accent hidden within the cadence.
Diane longed to be reunited with her husband. She didn’t believe in an afterlife. Not really, but she couldn’t discount it entirely. She would give anything to be reunited with Victor. For a moment, when she watched the body transform into the hideous mockery before her, she would have joined the thing if it could have truly granted her wish.
This thing before her wasn’t Victor. It wasn’t even an efficient reproduction, like Alex and Jennifer flanking her. It was an abomination. Even though a part of her still wanted to throw herself into its arms and pretend, she couldn’t accept that lie. She wouldn’t.
“You’ve already taken my children. How dare you desecrate my husband’s memory,” Diane shouted.
Not Victor smiled. His eyes had the crinkles of Victor in his fifties, while his smile held the optimism of Victor in his twenties.
“It’s hard to put together a person from the memory of memories. Human memories are so incomplete. I’ve been forced to improvise. It’s still pretty good though, don’t you think?” the Victor thing said.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Fourteen


Diane saw something dark on the ground near her feet that wasn’t part of the rock. The light from fake Victor glinted on partially buried metal. 
A weapon?
Tears streaming down her face, Diane held out her arms to the monstrous reconstruction of her husband. Alex and Jennifer released her, and she was allowed to stumble the couple of steps to where the Victor assembled from incomplete memories stood. His affront to the real man grew worse as Diane drew nearer. This Victor smelled of sulphur, not sandalwood and spice like the real thing. 
She pretended to stumble and fell onto one knee. The Victor thing reached down to help her up. Diane’s desperately scrabbling fingers found the metal and pulled it out of the dirt. A hammer or pickaxe or some tool abandoned by a miner. Perhaps even the first who explored the cavern and found the thing. 
Diane grabbed the tool with both hands. She lifted it and swung with all her strength at the maggot clothed in Victor’s image. Peppermint scented ichor gushed out of the vile worm and the people in the mineshaft screamed. 
“I have brought your husband back from the dead, and this is the thanks I get,” thing Victor said.
Diane couldn’t pull the pickaxe free of the squirming maggot before it thrashed below the lake waters. 
She felt sick. Even though it had been a blasphemy, it had looked enough like her husband that hurting him left her shaken.
Figures converged on her. Diane ran. She no longer had a weapon to defend herself.
She couldn’t go back the way she’d come. The main shaft lined with weird smiling people provided no escape. She knew there must be other ways back to the surface. In the beast’s glow she saw another opening from the chamber. She ran towards it.
She tripped and stumbled along the tunnel. Her breath was ragged and her vision blurry. The faint light from the cavern faded as she ran deeper into the tunnel. She slowed as complete darkness covered her like a shroud. 
She still had her phone in her pocket. She took it out and fumbled to turn on the light, but her gloved fingers couldn’t get the screen to respond. The backlight from the lock screen almost blinded her when she lifted the phone. She turned it to face the ground and squeezed her eyes shut. Lights flashed in front of her eyelids.
She pulled off her glove and turned on the light, keeping it angled down and away from her. The tunnel was slightly wider than her outstretched arms and sloped gently upwards. She ran along it as fast as she dared. 
She couldn’t tell what direction she was going in, but as long as it was away from the thing in the cavern, she considered that a win. She hoped she was moving away from the town and would soon find a way to the surface.
Panic threatened to paralyze her. Fear urged her onward.
The tunnel narrowed suddenly. She no longer thought she was following another mineshaft to the surface. She kept going. The hills around Cavan were popular with cavers and potholers. There must be a way out, even if it wasn’t going to be easy.
The only way out is through.
Rocks jutted out at random intervals, making the passage difficult to navigate. Diane climbed over gypsum crystals glowing unearthly white in the light of her phone. She squeezed past jagged protrusions of rock and sliced her jacket on the sharp edges. She crawled under overhanging projections and slithered on her belly through openings so narrow she thought she was going to be trapped.
She ripped her jeans and caught her scarf on the rocks, leaving behind tufts of red fluff. Her remaining glove tore, and blood seeped out of the nicks on her fingers and stained the yarn.
She pictured the road beyond the mucky field past where the snow ended. She imagined running across the field, flagging down a car and being driven to the nearest garda station.
She shoved down all the stories and pictures and bad things she’d read about caves. She locked the news stories about trapped miners and people buried in cave ins behind a door at the back of her mind so she couldn’t use the knowledge to destroy her progress. She refused to be afraid of being caught by a pursuing horde of smiling strangers, even though she was so tense she jumped at every loose pebble that made a sound around her and squealed softly when she got caught on the sharp edges of the rocks.
After making her way through the cave system for forty minutes, she rested stretched out on her stomach while navigating a particularly narrow section. She was battling thoughts of suffocating and being buried, so she unlocked her phone and looked through her photos of Victor. Somehow it didn’t hurt as much looking at them as it had over the past two years. She traced his face on the screen with her finger. She remembered him so well. What he smelt like, what he felt like. Could hear his voice and his laugh. The thing hadn’t created a hideous amalgam of Victor because it was working from imperfect memories. It had failed to reproduce him because it was relying on individual memories to piece together the whole. There was no soul in its recreation. No appreciation that Victor was more than the sum of the memories the thing had stolen from her and her children.
Feeling the ache of his loss like a physical pain, Diane crawled on. She was afraid if she extended her break she would never get moving again. She stretched her hands ahead of her, gripped the rocks for purchase, and shimmied her body forward.
She was almost through the worst of it. The passage widened ahead. She undulated her hips and scrunched up her body as much as she could, then reached forward again with her hands, digging her elbows into the rocks for purchase.
Her hands found nothing to grip. The phone fell out of her fingers and the light twirled in a blinding spiral as the phone fell down a crevasse. Without thinking, Diane pushed herself forward to catch it. The opening was deeper than she’d thought, and wider too. For a moment she hung over the edge, her torso dangling into the hole in the earth, and her hips and legs still supported by the narrow passage she’d just navigated. Unable to get her balance, she tried to grab onto  the sides of the shaft, but they were out of reach. Too late she attempted to brace her feet against the low ceiling of the passage behind her. Top heavy, she tumbled into the crevasse.
She dislocated her shoulder against the side of the shaft. She tried to move her body across the hole and arrest her fall. Her boots scraped against the rough walls. Her hat was torn off and jagged rocks ripped her scalp. The shaft narrowed and her fall was arrested by wedging her shoulders and legs across the opening. She tried to reposition her body so that her feet pressed against one side and her back the other but moving caused her to plummet again. She hit her knee hard against a rock and heard a crack. More rocks pummelled her kidneys. 
The crevasse continued to narrow, and her fall turned into a bone jangling slide until she became lodged as firmly as a cork in a bottle.
Broken and bruised, she hung in the darkness. She whimpered. Everything was agony. She couldn’t feel one leg, which was a blessing, as the pain radiating out from her shin was intense. Her dislocated shoulder sent out waves of agony. Her breathing hurt. She tried to pull herself up, but the intense pain caused her to black out.
She thought one of her arms was broken. The smell of blood surrounded her. She’d soiled herself, but she didn’t care. If she stayed still, she could almost convince herself that the earth cradled her, lulling her to sleep as she grew weaker. 
She was dying.
Blood loss made her hysterical. She laughed. It sounded like a wheezing monster cackle that caused her to pass out again from the pain.
When she came to, she decided to embrace death, even though her body still fought to stay alive.
She thought of Alex and Jennifer. She remembered her pregnancies and the delight and fear of growing two little humans. Marvelling at the perfection of baby Alex in the hospital, while still in agony after a tough labour, and thinking it all worthwhile. Then again, when Jennifer came along, the pains of childbirth no longer seemed so easy to go through now that she had a set.
The heartbreak and the ecstasy of raising her children. The first parting with them. Sending them off to school. Sharing their pain at hurts, failures, heartbreak. The agony of the first time Jennifer said she hated her. The joy when she got old enough to develop a friendship with her mam.
She even thought of Stephen, and how much he loved Jennifer. Looking back, she supposed she was a bit intimidating. Always pushing him to prove he was worthy of her daughter. No wonder he sweated in her company.
Like a through line in all her memories was Victor. There to support her, to love her, and to make her angrier than any other person in her life.
Victor. 
Her Victor.
How fitting that she should die two years to the day that he left her behind. 
Blood loss made her sleepy.
Her thoughts grew ragged.
She was glad she had escaped the thing.
She looked forward to being free of guilt and pain.
She wondered if there was an afterlife, and whether Victor had gone ahead to prepare a place for her. Perhaps he hadn’t left her at all, and he’d be waiting for her on the other side. Waiting for her with Alex and Jennifer and Stephen. Maybe even Jennifer’s baby would be there. If there was such a thing as an immortal soul, she knew Victor would have been delighted to look after his grandchild until the rest of them arrived to complete the family.
The thought of him rushing up to greet her after death, a perfect little baby cradled in his arms, made her smile.
She sighed.
She wanted to go there. She wanted to be with Victor and her children again.
She was happy she was about to die.
Hair thin worms seeped out of the gaps between the rock. Each glowed with a faint yellow light, but it wasn’t until they had assembled into a thick cord that the light grew strong enough to be detected. More and more filaments writhed together. They spiralled around each other to form a shape. The thin rope grew into a thick tentacle, then a stout, moist slug like shape longer than Diane. The light was so bright now that Diane could barely look at it.
The weird tentacle hovered over her. 
Was it an angel?
She smiled.
The thing lunged towards her and enveloped her in darkness.
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Fifteen


Kieran was so excited to be in Christmas Town. Even though it was July and cool and muggy on the drive south from Letterkenny, the skies were clear, and snow lay thick on the ground within the town limits. 
“It’s Christmas in July,” Kieran shouted. He picked up handfuls of snow and shook it over the heads of his younger brother, Sean, and sister, Fiona.
Fiona squealed as the snow snaked through a crack in her scarf and slithered down her back.
“Now, Kieran, behave,” Mammy said.
Kieran laughed and ran down Main Street. A row of huge conifer trees grew along the median strip. Their needles were so dark green that they almost looked black. The branches were so thick that it was impossible to see the trunks. Each tree was decorated with lights and baubles. A brass band played festive tunes in a little bandstand opposite the Snow Palace Hotel. 
Kieran loved Christmas. It was his favourite time of year. The lights, the tree, the presents. He couldn’t get enough of it. When he grew up, he was going to move to Christmas Town and help them plan their events.
At the end of the street was a circular skating rink. Kieran leaned against the white plank fencing and watched the lone skater dance across the ice. She wore a shimmery blue dress with sparkles that caught the light and gossamer wings on her back. She flew across the ice, her skirt swirling around her. She looked like a magical fairy.
“Want to skate, lad?”
A man with a soft round face and thick spectacles approached Kieran from a little hut at the side of the rink where pristine white boots with sparkling, lethal edged blades sat neatly on shelves waiting to be claimed. He wore an old-fashioned coat and a high hat that made Kieran giggle. 
The man had an ornate name tag decorated with candy canes and holly leaves pinned to his chest. Curling red letters spelled out Stephen upon the white background.
Kieran looked around for his parents. They were further up Main Street. Sean and Fiona had their faces pressed against the window of a huge shop called Mr Frost’s Emporium.
“Not right now, maybe later,” Kieran said.
He turned to jog back to his family and almost collided with an old man with black hair and a neat black beard. He smiled at Kieran and ruffled his hair.
“Merry Christmas,” he said.
Kieran grinned. “Merry Christmas.”
There were no cars in Christmas Town, so he didn’t have to look both ways before he crossed the street, but he stopped and did it out of habit. He watched a tall man kissing a pretty young woman with long dark hair under a sprig of mistletoe. Kieran pulled a face. Kissing was yuck. The bearded man who had ruffled his hair greeted the couple and the three people walked across the street to Holly’s Tearooms.
Kieran had been to several amusement parks, but even though he’d only been in Christmas Town for a short while, he thought it was the best.
“Let’s see if they’ve any nice toys in this store,” Mammy said.
“Toys,” Sean shouted.
Fiona jumped up and down, sending flurries of powdery snow into the air.
“How much is this going to cost?” Daddy said.
“Everything is included in the price,” Mammy said.
“Better be, how much this place costs,” Daddy grumbled.
Mammy grasped Sean and Fiona’s hands firmly. “Now, remember to behave.” 
At ten, Kieran felt very grown up being allowed into the shop without having to hold his parents’ hand. They trusted him to be good, and he didn’t want to let them down.
Inside the shop, Sean and Fiona dragged Mammy down the steps to the toy department in the basement. Kieran was more interested in the lights and Christmas merchandise than the toys. He was sure he could pick up some unusual decorations in a place like this. Everything looked so retro and vintage. He was going to take as many Christmas decorations and lights as he could carry.
Daddy paused near the entrance. A woman as old as granny stood in a weird dress with a huge skirt. Her hair was done up in funny ringlets. She had a name tag pinned to her bodice that said Diane. She held a tray with delicious looking treats that made Kieran’s mouth water.
Diane smiled at Kieran so lovingly that he couldn’t help but smile warmly back. Even daddy smiled at her.
“Merry Christmas,” Diane said.
“Merry Christmas,” Kieran replied enthusiastically.
Diane lowered the tray towards him. “Sugar plum? They’re my favourite.”
Kieran took one, and so did Daddy. They were chewier than he expected, but delicious. He felt all squishy and happy and warm inside.
“Enjoy your stay in Christmas Town. You’ll never want to leave,” Diane said.
Daddy tapped Kieran on the shoulder and pointed towards the shelves of decorations. They were more beautiful than he’d imagined. He’d need to get Daddy to carry some for him as well. As he ran towards the display, he felt so happy he thought he would burst. 
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