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When I was a child the highlight of the year was to visit Santa Claus at Gamages department store in Holborn. There was always a magical journey to reach him (knocked together with rotating bits of scenery and hand-rocked modes of transport) and when you arrived His Ho-Ho-Holiness would sit you on his knee and ask you if you’d been good all year. Gamages began with a tiny shop front in 1878, but by 1911 its catalogue ran to nine hundred pages. In the early 1970s it was replaced by offices and ‘exciting retail spaces.’ It went the way of other great London department stores—Swan & Edgar, Marshall & Snelgrove, Bourne & Hollingsworth, Derry & Toms and Dickins & Jones. The idea for this story came from something that actually happened to me.
Bryant & May and the Secret Santa
‘I blame Charles Dickens,’ said Arthur Bryant as he and his partner John May battled their way up the brass steps of the London Underground staircase and out into Oxford Street. ‘If you say you don’t like Christmas everyone calls you Scrooge.’ He fanned his walking stick from side to side in order to clear a path. It was snowing hard, but Oxford Circus was not picturesque. The great peristaltic circle had already turned to black slush beneath the tyres of buses and the boots of pedestrians. Regent Street was a different matter. Virtually nothing could kill its class. The Christmas lights shone through falling snowflakes along the length of John Nash’s curving terrace, but even this sight failed to impress Bryant.


‘You’re doing your duck face,’ said May. ‘What are you disapproving of now?’
‘Those Christmas lights.’ Bryant waggled his walking stick at them and nearly took someone’s eye out. ‘When I was a child Regent Street was filled with great chandeliers at this time of the year. These ones aren’t even proper lights, they’re bits of plastic advertising a Disney film.’
May had to admit that his partner was right. Above them, Ben Stiller’s Photoshopped face peered down like an eerie, ageless Hollywood elf.
‘We never came to Oxford Street as kids,’ Bryant continued. ‘My brother and I used to head to Holborn with our mother to visit the Father Christmas at Gamages department store. I loved that place. You would get into a rocket ship or a paddle steamer and step off in Santa’s grotto. That building was a palace of childhood magic. I still can’t believe they pulled it down.’
‘Well, you’re going to see Santa now, aren’t you?’ May reminded him.
‘Yes, but it’s not the same when you feel like you’re a hundred years old. Plus, there’s a death involved this time, which sort of takes the sparkle off one’s Yuletide glow.’
‘Fair point,’ May conceded as Bryant tamped Old Holborn into his Lorenzo Spitfire and lit it.
They passed a Salvation Army band playing carols. ‘ “Silent Night,” ’ Bryant noted. ‘I wish it bloody was. Look at these crowds. It’ll take us an age to reach Selfridges. We should have got off at Bond Street.’


‘Can you stop moaning?’ asked May. ‘I thought that as we were coming here we could pop into John Lewis and get my sister a kettle.’
‘Dear God, is that what she wants for Christmas?’ Bryant peeped over his tattered green scarf, shocked. ‘There’s not much seasonal spirit in that.’
‘It’s better than before. She used to email me Argos catalogue numbers,’ said May. ‘When I first opened her note I thought she’d written it in code.’
A passing bus delivered them to the immense department store founded by Harry Selfridge, the shopkeeper who coined the phrase ‘The customer is always right.’ The snow was falling in plump white flakes, only to be transmuted into liquid coal underfoot. Bryant stamped and shook in the doorway like a wet dog. With his umbrella and stick he looked like a cross between an alpine climber and a troll.
By the escalators, a store guide stood with a faraway look in his eye, as if he was imagining himself to be anywhere but where he was. ‘I say, you there.’ Bryant tapped an epaulette with his stick. ‘Where’s Father Christmas?’
‘Under-twelves only,’ said the guide.
‘We’re here about Sebastian Carroll-Williams,’ said May, holding up his PCU card.
The guide apologized and sent them down to the basement, where ‘O Come, All Ye Faithful’ was playing on a loop along with ‘I Saw Three Ships’ and ‘Ding Dong Merrily on High.’ The Christmas department was a riot of fake trees, plastic snow, glitter, sledges, wassail cups, cards, robotic Santas, dancing reindeer, singing penguins, North Poles, Christmas logs, candles, cake holders, cushions, jumpers and chinaware printed with pictures of puddings, holly, mistletoe and fairies. ‘It’s been this jolly since October,’ said the gloomy salesgirl, directing them. In her right hand she held some china goblins on a toboggan. ‘It makes you dead morbid after a while.’


Beyond this accretion of Yuletidiana, a large area had been turned into something called ‘The Santa’s Wonderland Sleigh-ride Experience.’ ‘Why do they have to call everything an “experience”?’ asked Bryant irritably. ‘It’s tautological and clumsy. It’s like Strictly Come Dancing. The BBC obviously couldn’t decide whether to name it after the old show Come Dancing or the film Strictly Ballroom so they ended up with gibberish. Two verbs and an adverb? How is that supposed to work? Does nobody study grammar anymore?’
‘It’s hard to learn that stuff,’ said May. ‘English is the only language I can think of where two negatives can mean a positive, and yet conversely there are no two positives that can mean a negative.’
‘Yeah, right.’ Bryant turned around. ‘Look out, floor manager.’
Mr Carraway was a man so neatly arranged as to appear polished and stencilled, from the moisturized glow of his forehead and his carefully threaded eyebrows to his shining thumbnails and toecaps. ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ he said, pumping each of their hands in turn. ‘We didn’t know if this was a matter for the proper police or for someone like you, and then one of our ladies said you dealt with the sort of things they couldn’t be bothered with.’
‘Oh yes, we were just sitting around knitting and doing jigsaws, waiting for your call,’ said Bryant. ‘You’d better tell us what happened before I’m tempted to bite you.’


The floor manager eyed him uncertainly. ‘Er, yes, well, perhaps we should go into Santa’s Wonderland,’ he said, leading the way.
‘I thought it was Alice who had a Wonderland,’ said Bryant as they walked.
‘No, this is Santa’s Wonderland,’ said Mr Carraway.
‘Yes, but, you know—Alice in Wonderland.’
‘We narrowed it down to Wonderland or Christmasville. It could have gone either way.’
A tunnel of black light illuminated Bryant’s dentures, turning him into a Mexican Day of the Dead doll. They emerged from the other end to find an immense cyclorama of the North Pole as imagined by a very gay man who had seen too many Disney films, complete with geographically misplaced polar bears and a variety of non-reality-based fauna including elves, goblins and little people in pointed hats and dirndls, some of whom were real and presumably taking time out from their busy performance schedules as gold-mining dwarves or Oompa-Loompas.
‘Mickey,’ called Mr Carraway, ‘where’s Father Christmas?’
‘He’s gone to the toilet,’ said Mickey, one of the dwarves. He looked up at the two detectives, studying each of them in turn. ‘Are you here about the lad who died?’
‘Yes,’ said May. ‘Were you here when it happened?’
‘Yeah, we’re here for the full season,’ said Mickey. ‘We were supposed to be in panto at the Fairfields Hall, Croydon, but we got laid off after Snow White put in a sexual harassment claim against us. She said we touched her bum but we were just trying to get her into the glass coffin. She’s a hefty lass.’


Just then Father Christmas came back on to the Arctic set doing up his flies. ‘Ah, the rozzers,’ he said, rolling his Rs in a plummily theatrical brogue. ‘I suppose you want to know how the magic happens. Of course, I’m just filling in doing this. Normally I’m treading the boards. I had to come out of a major role, but who can resist helping out at Christmas?’
‘What were you doing?’ asked May.
‘The Duke of Ephesus, Comedy of Errors, “Five summers have I spent in farthest Greece, Roaming clean through the bounds of Asia…” ’
‘Whereabouts?’
‘Crawley Rep. It’s a nice short play and I was in a toga so I could be in the pub by ten.’
‘Can you talk us through what happened?’ asked May.
Father Christmas pulled down his white beard and scratched his chin with the end of a biro. ‘Sorry, these things get damnably hot. It was the day before yesterday, just before six o’clock, wasn’t it, Mickey?’
The dwarf nodded.
‘This lad, Sebastian Carroll-Williams, about eleven, small for his age. I saw him come in with his mum. She was fussing around him something chronic. Normally that’s my cue to take over and have a chat with them about what they want for Christmas. I always tell the same joke.’


‘What sort of a joke?’ asked Bryant.
‘What did the elf get while he was working in Santa’s toyshop? Tinsellitis. We don’t sit them on our knees anymore, not since Jimmy Savile. We’re all very carefully vetted. And we’re on camera.’
‘Last year we had a Father Christmas with creeping hands,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘Dreadful.’
‘Then we get them ready for their selfies,’ said Santa.
‘What selfies?’ Bryant asked.
‘They get a choice of outfit: polar bear, Santa’s helper or toy soldier,’ said Mickey. ‘Princess gown for a girl. The girls only get one choice. Me and the other dwarves put the costumes over their heads. It just takes a few moments. Velcro. We’re on turnover.’
‘Then what?’
‘The photographer takes his shot,’ said Santa, ‘I give them their gift and they’re slung back on the sleigh. It’s like processing hamburgers.’
‘What did the boy pick for his outfit?’ asked May.
‘He didn’t have a preference. He didn’t want to be here at all. I think his mother pushed him into it, so he finally went for a polar bear. A real sense of entitlement about him. Dead stroppy. Mickey had to help him get into his outfit because he was angry and got all tangled up in it.’
‘They’re hyperactive at that age,’ said Mickey. ‘And they fart a lot. Nerves.’
‘What did he ask Father Christmas to bring him?’
‘A machine gun.’ Santa rolled his eyes. ‘Kids. So he got a gift from the sack and was sent on his way. He took the sleigh ride back to the tunnel exit.’


‘What was the gift?’ asked May.
‘I’ve no idea,’ Santa admitted. ‘We just work from the colour-coded boxes. The girls get tiaras and cuddly toys and games, the boys get more gadgety stuff. It all comes from China. Mind you, some of the gifts are pretty good. I never got things like that when I was a kid. We encourage them to open their presents after they’ve left Wonderland, just so they don’t get bits of cardboard all over the place.’
‘Do you know anything about what happened after the boy left?’ Bryant asked.
Santa shrugged. ‘You’ll have to ask Mr Carraway about that.’
‘I saw him just as he came out of the tunnel, back into the main store,’ said the floor manager. ‘He was holding the torn-open box in his hand and appeared to be in a state of distress. His mother was nowhere in sight. You get an instinct about trouble.’ He touched a plucked eyebrow as if securing it in place. ‘I started walking towards him and suddenly he threw the box across the china hall. Luckily, nothing broke. I went after him but by this time he had reached the escalator. I got there as quickly as I could, but it was hard to see him, being so small. He ran between the makeup counters and out into the road.’
‘Where he was hit by a number 53 bus,’ said May, checking his notes.
‘He went straight under the wheels,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘He never regained consciousness. The doctor reckoned he didn’t feel anything.’
‘We interviewed Carroll-Williams’s mother,’ said May. ‘She went running after him but the store was very crowded and she lost sight of him.’
‘So the boy was fine when he left you and got back into the sleigh,’ said Bryant.


‘Yeah, it only goes halfway round a bit of track. He could barely wait for it to stop.’
‘But when he emerged from the tunnel he was distraught. Was there anyone else in the tunnel with him?’ May asked.
‘No, we were finishing for the evening. There were just the six of us: Mickey, me, the photographer, the kid, the kid’s mother and the other Father Christmas. We were all still here in Wonderland when the boy left.’
‘Wait, I’m confused,’ said Bryant. ‘You’re Father Christmas.’
‘No, I’m a Father Christmas,’ said Father Christmas. ‘There’s two of us, working in rotation. It would be too knackering otherwise.’
‘Wait, so you saw everything from where you were backstage but it was the other Santa who asked Sebastian what he wanted for Christmas?’
‘You’ve grasped it,’ said Santa. ‘I’m Edwin, he’s— What was his name, Mickey?’
‘God knows,’ said Mickey. ‘We get through them at a rate of knots.’
‘I’m embarrassed to say I’m not sure either,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘He was only here a few days. The incident probably upset him. It must have done because he didn’t come in yesterday.’
‘But you have a contact number for him?’ May asked with a sinking feeling.
‘Certainly,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘Our Santas are vetted very carefully.’
‘You need to find it for us as soon as you can,’ said May.
Bryant was thinking. The loss of one Father Christmas didn’t seem to bother him. ‘So the boy must have opened his gift as he walked out through the tunnel.’


‘It looks that way.’
‘What on earth did he find inside the box to upset him so much that he would run out into the street without watching for traffic?’
‘That’s the oddest part about it,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘He threw it away just after opening it. It was completely empty.’
‘He wasn’t carrying the gift? It wasn’t on his person?’
‘No, there was nothing inside the box or on him at the accident site,’ said Santa.
‘If it was empty, it must have felt lighter than the usual gift packages,’ said Bryant.
‘No, because some of them just have vouchers inside that you can take to the electronics department.’
‘You didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary about this particular box?’
‘It was just like all the others. You can see the CCTV footage if you want,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘There’s nothing on it that’s remotely unusual or different from any other Santa experience.’
‘Do you still have the box?’ asked Bryant.
‘Yes, I had one of my girls put it in a plastic bag for you,’ said Mr Carraway. ‘It’s in my office.’
The detectives examined the box and found nothing unusual about it. Then they watched the CCTV footage of the other Father Christmas with Sebastian Carroll-Williams. In terms of identification, it didn’t help that Santa wore a wig, a hat and a beard. The footage had no sound, but the actions of both made everything pretty clear. Santa told his joke, helped the boy into his polar-bear outfit, posed with him for the selfie, gave him a gift and sent him on his way. At no point was there any physical contact between them.


‘It’s obvious that whatever happened to the child occurred in the tunnel,’ said Bryant. ‘But I’ll need you to find the contact for your other Santa, just to corroborate the sequence of events.’
‘Has it occurred to you that the kid might just have had anger-management issues?’ May asked as they trudged back through the sludge to the tube station. ‘He could have been upset about the box being empty or just annoyed with his mother. He might have discovered that he was claustrophobic and freaked out in the tunnel or the crowds. Any number of things could have happened.’
‘No,’ said Bryant. ‘He’d walked in through the crowded store and was fine. You heard what his mother said. It was only after he saw Father Christmas that he panicked. We have to track down the missing Santa. And get Dan Banbury to go over every inch of the tunnel. If that’s where he opened the box, he might have discarded evidence.’
That night, as the detectives sat working late in their offices and the crusted snow on their window ledges started to roast black from car exhaust fumes, Dan Banbury turned up, ridiculously underdressed. ‘I’m glad you’re still here,’ he told them, pulling off his scarf to reveal a short-sleeved Hawaiian shirt. ‘I was supposed to be at a party tonight. The trains are up the spout. Why does London have to grind to a stop when it snows? They manage all right everywhere else. Look at Russia. They can’t even produce an edible salad but their trains run on time. We’ve just finished at Selfridges. I think we’ve got something.’


‘I hope you have,’ retorted Bryant. ‘We’ve got nothing. It’s starting to look like our Santa’s done a bunk.’
‘Well, don’t get too excited. There was nothing on or in the box, but we lifted this from the tunnel.’ Banbury unclipped his forensics box and took out a small clear bag, emptying its contents onto the desk.
Bryant donned his trifocals and squinted at the object. It appeared to be a tiny, ragged scrap of dark blue cloth. ‘What’s that?’ he asked. ‘It looks like there’s something written on it.’
‘It’s hard to read but definitely a signature. “Branways,” ’ said Banbury. ‘Picked out in gold and silver thread. I thought you might have an idea what it means.’
‘Not a clue. Did you run a search?’
‘I just got back,’ said Banbury. ‘I thought you’d like to do that.’
‘Found it,’ said May, checking online. ‘It’s an old-fashioned school-uniform shop, supplies exclusively to St Crispin’s School for Boys. It says here the school was founded in 1623 by the Right Honourable Sir Thomas Lindsay. “For almost four hundred years the institution has prospered, with many of its Old Boys going on to great achievements in the world of politics, sport and the liberal arts.” Did Sebastian go there? The mother said something…’
‘I made a note somewhere,’ said Bryant, scrubbing about among the rubbishy scraps of paper on his desk. ‘Ah, it would seem he did. We’ve missed the shop tonight. You might as well go to your party, Dan.’
‘I’m supposed to take a pineapple,’ said Banbury.
‘The Asian place over the road will be open,’ said May. ‘Take a tin.’
—


The next morning, the detectives headed for the Covent Garden shop. It had snowed again overnight and then frozen hard, which made the pavements as treacherous as mountain paths. ‘I’m not breaking a hip over this,’ Bryant complained, picking his way through stalagmites of ice and frozen bags of restaurant garbage.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll catch you if you go over,’ said May. The idea of requiring a helping hand did not, of course, appeal to Bryant, who would rather have plunged to his death than shown the need to accept assistance. The young man who had once cycled to work every morning and knew every pothole in the Strand had given way to the old man who sometimes struggled to get off the sofa, but his mind was as sharp as ever.
The outfitters’ shop proved to be one of those odd anomalies London has a habit of producing from nowhere. Its windows were decorated with gilt shields and its interior was dark wood, but it was wedged between a mobile-phone store and a Pret A Manger. Its manager, Miss Prentice, was a formidable presence, as stately as a galleon in full sail. Bryant imagined that she might have once been a headmistress, reluctantly released by the board of governors for being too free with the cane.
‘Branways has been supplying school uniforms to St Crispin’s for nearly four hundred years,’ she said with fierce pride. ‘My staff can get the measure of a child in a single glance. Of course, they’re getting chubbier these days, but boarding school soon knocks that out of them.’
‘I bet they hide the doughnuts and save the dosh,’ said Bryant. ‘Schools like St Crispin’s are a closed book to me. What’s to stop the parents from shopping elsewhere?’


‘We hold the licence for the uniforms,’ Miss Prentice explained. ‘No other stylings are allowed. Lapels, ties and belts must all be a certain width, collars must be a specific distance from the hair, sleeves and cuffs have rigidly dictated lengths and cuts. And of course no one else has the right to hand-sew pocket badges, heraldic devices or crests. They’re unique and impossible to duplicate. St Crispin’s sportswear is renowned for its quality. Our pants have a double-lined gusset for those chilly mornings on the rugger pitch.’
‘So it’s fair to say you have the school uniform racket stitched up,’ said Bryant, laughing at his own joke. Miss Prentice shot him a look that could have dented a frying pan.
He placed the plastic bag on her counter and shook the scrap of material out of it. ‘I presume you’ve seen one of these before?’
Miss Prentice pushed back her iron-grey hair and peered closely. ‘That’s one of ours. It’s the manufacturer’s tag from the school tie. It’s been cut off. They can’t be torn. And it’s not more than eighteen months old.’
‘How can you tell?’ Bryant asked.
‘We briefly flirted with nylon thread but switched back to our own blend after complaints. This is from the new stock.’
‘Can you provide us with a list of all the customers who have bought a tie like this?’ asked May.
Miss Prentice pursed her lips alarmingly. ‘I’d rather not divulge our client details.’
‘Good Lord, you’re not a doctor, you’re flogging togs to nippers,’ said Bryant, exasperated. ‘Everybody’s a big shot. I want a list of all the parents who bought this tie, right now, please.’


‘There are one hundred and sixty boys in Covent Garden day school and four hundred and twenty in the main boarding school in Sussex.’ Miss Prentice was suddenly agreeable. She had been stood up to, and respected that.
’Is there any way of narrowing that number down?’ asked May.
‘Let me see. Actually, yes. There are three ties, first year, junior and sixth form. They’re all slightly different in length and colour. This label is from the first-year size.’
‘We only need you to check the boarding school,’ said Bryant.
May was puzzled. ‘Why?’
‘This boy’s family lives in Lewes. He and his mother had come up to town for the Christmas lights. He was in the first year so the tag is likely to be from someone of the same age.’ He turned to Miss Prentice. ‘St Crispin’s. I’m sure it provides a wonderful education but I vaguely remember it being in the news.’
‘I—heard something…’ Miss Prentice began tentatively. ‘There was a culture of bullying among the new boys. Of course, you tend to get these things in boarding schools but this one was particularly unfortunate.’
‘Unfortunate in what way?’
‘I think a boy died.’
‘How long ago?’
‘About a year, right around this time.’
May had already found a report of the case on his phone. ‘Andrew Gormley, aged eleven,’ he said. ‘Hanged himself in the school dorm. An independent investigation carried out by the board of governors found a culture of persistent bullying existed among the first-year students.’


‘I remember Andrew.’ Miss Prentice suddenly softened, and Bryant saw kindness in her grey eyes. ‘He was a sweet little boy. I remember fearing for him.’
‘What do you mean?’ Bryant asked.
‘He didn’t want to board,’ she said. ‘He was a very gentle, rather fragile-looking child. You worry about the ones who can’t stand up for themselves.’ Her steeliness returned. ‘But it’s important that they learn to do so. It’s a training course for later life. The world is a cruel place, Mr Bryant, as I’m sure you know all too well.’
—
Mr Gormley lived in Redington Road, one of those twisting Hampstead backstreets that had once been filled with gruff artists and lady novelists but was now entirely the province of international bankers. Bryant preferred to catch those he interviewed by surprise, but as Gormley was liable to be out he phoned first to arrange a meeting. That evening the detectives walked down the road from the tube, and found themselves inside a Christmas card. The thick snow had rendered the winding hillside road more picturesque than ever. The laden trees and holly bushes, the terra-cotta chimney pots beneath lowering yellow skies, the odd red robin on a gatepost…there were only a few tyre tracks to mar the perfect scene.
‘I’m sorry, gentlemen, I’ve only just got back. I may have to take some calls,’ said Edward Gormley, shaking their hands. ‘We’ve got a wildly fluctuating exchange rate on our hands tonight. It’s all about finding the most favourable rate for our clients. Can I get you anything?’


‘We just have a few simple questions, then we’ll get out of your hair,’ said May. Gormley was completely and prematurely grey. He looked as if he hadn’t taken a day off work since his son died. The detectives were shown into a sterile, elegant front room with charcoal walls, filled with scenic sketches and watercolours. There were odd spaces, Bryant noted, as if someone had removed a number of items. He could smell an acrimonious divorce a mile away.
‘It’s about your son,’ said May. ‘We understand there was an investigation into his school’s culture of bullying.’
‘Yes, but as it was conducted by the school’s own board of governors nothing happened as a result of it,’ said the financier. ‘They were scared of putting parents off. Why, has there been a development?’
‘It’s an ongoing investigation,’ May explained. ‘I know it’s a matter of record now, but we’d like to hear what happened to your son, if you wouldn’t mind.’
‘Andrew hated it at St Crispin’s and wanted to come home,’ Gormley explained. ‘I was persuaded that this was the initial reaction of many children away from home for the first time, and told him he had to stay. I later found out that he tried to run away on several occasions.’
‘Did you ever find out who was bullying him, or why?’
‘Not really. There had been some cruel things posted online, but Andrew never named anyone in particular.’
‘So the name Sebastian Carroll-Williams doesn’t ring any bells?’


‘I think he might have been in Andrew’s class. Why?’
‘He’s dead,’ said Bryant.
‘How? What happened?’
‘He ran out into the road after being frightened by someone.’
The financier remained motionless, simply staring back at them. All that could be heard was the mantelpiece clock ticking loudly. The phone rang suddenly. ‘Excuse me,’ he apologized, ‘I have to take this.’ He left the room.
‘What just happened?’ asked May.
‘Something interesting.’ Bryant rose and walked to the window overlooking the back garden. At the other end of the lawn was a bird table. A single set of tracks led out to it and back, through the otherwise pristine snow. Bryant frowned.
May knew that look all too well. ‘What are you thinking?’ he asked.
‘Hang on a minute.’ Bryant left the room, heading towards the rear of the house. He was gone for less than a minute, scooting back just in time to reseat himself before the financier returned.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Gormley. ‘Where were we?’
‘Winter’s tough on the birds, isn’t it?’ said Bryant. ‘It’s nice to see you’ve been feeding them.’
‘Oh.’ Gormley turned around to look out of the window. ‘It’s very calming, having them around.’
‘The Wellingtons,’ said Bryant.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘By the back door, still wet. I thought you’d only just made it back. It’s not normally the first thing you’d do when you come in, is it? Feed the birds?’


Gormley checked his watch. ‘Well, I may have been in a little longer.’
‘An unusual colour for Wellington boots,’ said Bryant. His partner shot him a where-are-you-going-with-this look. ‘Red, I mean. What did you do with the rest of the outfit?’
Gormley held his eyes again with the same unnerving stare. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘I think you do, Father Christmas.’
This time the stare could not hold. The boots were hard evidence. ‘They don’t supply the outfits,’ he said, his voice thinning in pain. ‘You have to buy your own.’
‘Didn’t they think it was strange, someone like you applying for a temporary job as a department store Santa?’
‘You’d be surprised who takes a job as a Santa. People you’d never expect. Anyway, I didn’t actually apply.’
‘And you didn’t know that the boy went under a bus.’ Bryant took out the tie tag and placed it on the coffee table between them. ‘I made a mistake,’ he admitted, ‘thinking this tie label belonged to your son. It didn’t, did it?’
‘No,’ said Gormley softly.
‘Tell me how it worked,’ said Bryant.
‘I never had the chance to go to a good school,’ Gormley said. ‘Our divorce was tough on Andrew. He was a bit of a crybaby about the whole thing. I could afford to give him a decent education. I thought it would toughen him up. Instead he got picked on. They called him “Gormless”—not much of an imaginative leap there. It only takes one boy to poison the rest.’


‘And that boy was Sebastian Carroll-Williams.’
‘I complained about him, but my complaints were ignored. “It’s what happens,” they told me. “It’ll pass. Strong metal must be forged in flames.” But it didn’t pass. The bullying got worse. I take it you know about the ties.’
‘Why don’t you tell us?’ said May.
‘The only time they ever come off is when you go to bed. They’re a mark of respect and honour. Schools like St Crispin’s have strange old customs. If someone cuts the tag off your tie, your life at the school is over. You lose any respect you might have won. You become an object of ridicule. Sebastian cut off Andrew’s tag while he was in the showers, so after that it wasn’t a case of my son being picked on by one kid; they all did it. They sent him to Coventry, took away his pocket money, ate his lunches, tore up his schoolwork, defaced his books. And there was nothing I could do to stop it.’
A look of devastation crossed Gormley’s face. ‘I was busy trying to sort out the end of my marriage and keep the business afloat. I should have done something about it earlier. After Andrew died, I kept an eye on that little thug. I talked to some of the other parents and found out that his mother was bringing him up to London to do some Christmas shopping. One parent told me that Mrs Carroll-Williams had a tradition of forcing her child to visit Santa, to have his picture taken. It was the perfect opportunity. I paid one of the Santas to get lost for the afternoon and took his place. You can’t tell who’s who behind those beards. As Sebastian was struggling to get into his polar-bear outfit I moved his tie over his shoulder so that he could get the suit on. I cut off the tag and slipped it into a gift box. I wanted him to suffer the same punishment my son suffered. I guess when he realized what had happened he fled.’ He looked even more haunted now. ‘I didn’t kill him, I just made him feel the same way Andrew felt. There’s nothing you can arrest me for, except perhaps impersonating Father Christmas.’


‘If you hadn’t panicked the child he’d be alive today,’ said May. ‘The prosecution will play on that.’
‘I lost my wife and son, and I’m losing my business,’ said Gormley. ‘For God’s sake, isn’t that enough?’
‘You created another grieving parent,’ said May angrily. ‘No one should lose their child, at Christmas or at any other time.’
It was a conclusion that satisfied no one. As they trudged back up the hill in the snow, Bryant was silent and thoughtful. Finally, just before the pair reached Hampstead Heath, he spoke. ‘You think about them a lot, don’t you?’
May looked up. ‘Who, my son and granddaughter? Of course I do. He won’t speak to me, and she’s so terrified of turning into her mother that she had to leave the country to feel at peace. Of course I think of them, especially around this time of the year.’
‘Christmas is hard on people like us,’ said Bryant, poking at a frozen pigeon with his walking stick.
‘One tends to think of what might have been,’ said May sadly.
‘Well, you’ve always got me,’ said Bryant. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a pint in the Flask.’
They made their way past an amateur theatrical group in Victorian dress loudly performing A Christmas Carol outside a supermarket. It was a very Hampstead scene.


‘I suppose Christmas serves its purpose, if only in reviving memories of happy times,’ Bryant conceded as he eyed the declaiming theatricals. ‘But if that Tiny Tim comes anywhere near me with his collection bucket I’ll break his other leg.’
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Excerpt from a Speech Given by Mr Arthur Bryant to the City of London Police Crime Directorate at the Guildhall
‘Before I start, can I ask you to look around you at this beautiful building? After eight hundred years it’s still the home of the City of London Corporation, the powerhouse at the heart of the world’s leading financial centre.
‘I search the room and see a great many youthful faces. At my age, everyone is youthful. Some of you look positively prepubescent. So, as the most senior detective at London’s Peculiar Crimes Unit, may I be indulged for a moment and give you a brief history lesson about the city you’ve been entrusted to look after?
‘In Tudor times London was still a box. It was tightly contained by walls on three sides, the fourth being the river Thames. This walled city was stitched into the pattern of its ancient Roman boundaries and could be entered by only seven gates. London’s main road was Cheapside, which ran out to the Shambles in the west and Cornhill in the east.
‘It was a city bristling with church spires, the greatest of which was St Paul’s, which collapsed after being struck by lightning in 1561. It had two royal palaces, Baynard and Bridewell, built for Henry the Eighth. It had colleges and law courts, bowling alleys and tennis courts, cockpits and theatres. And this is how it would have stayed without the conflagration that transformed it, the Great Fire of 1666.


‘The city recovered with incredible speed. Just five years later, over nine thousand new houses and public buildings had been completed. The new middle-class residents wanted a separate residential district and moved west, and so London rolled like treacle across the land, leaving the financiers stuck in the old squared-off section, which became known as the Square Mile, the original City of London. Now most of the walls have gone and fewer than seven thousand people live here, but nearly half a million of us commute to it each day. You have eight hundred and fifty officers taking care of this tiny plot of land. That’s a massively disproportionate ratio compared to anywhere else in the country. Why?
‘Because the City of London is still what it has always been: a money factory. A 24/7/365 financial dynamo. And that’s why most of you aren’t strolling the streets with truncheons but working in offices to prevent money-laundering, fraud and corruption. There’s only a handful of private owners in the Square Mile, and most of them don’t even live here. They don’t need you looking after them. So, why do you need the Peculiar Crimes Unit?
‘Because we perform a unique, invisible service. In many ways, we operate more than half a century behind the rest of you, because that’s when our sphere of operations was first decided. We’re not constrained by your rules. We use our own judgement. Our task is to prevent public disorder. That includes investigating any serious crimes that take place in public spaces. Because if we don’t find fast solutions, the city loses that most quicksilver of all intangibles, confidence. And without the light of confidence we plunge into the darkness of uncertainty, which leads to financial ruin. There’s nothing more frightening than watching what people do when they start to lose money.


‘Which is why I’m asking you to increase the PCU’s funding in this coming year. Because our Unit is buying you something which no-one else can provide in London: stability and peace of mind in increasingly unpredictable times.’
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