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The gift wrapping room on the sixth floor of the department
store was like a page from one of my old story books. Red and green
tissue paper was piled high like a princess and the pea mattress
and there were giant metal rollers with gold and silver paper along
the walls. At the side of the counter was a tower of shiny
Christmas gifts, some already wrapped, some still in their boxes,
everything from microwaves to Monopoly.

‘Oh surely you’re not the temp they’ve sent me?’ A cross looking
lady marched towards me, her angry round face looking all wrong
between her Santa hat and matching woolly jumper. She was wearing a
badge that said ‘Ask Me to Wrap it Up’. She held a clipboard and
that freaked me out a bit, I hate clipboards.

‘But you’re just a slip of a girl!’ she said, looking me up and
down. Up close I could see little white hairs all around her lips
and her chin.

‘I’m 16’, I lied. Well I nearly was. I felt like I was, for
sure. I stood up straight and gave her one of my stares.

“Well, you’ll have to do, she said. ‘I’m Mrs Shepherd. We open
at 0900 hours and we’re going to be extremely busy all day. Can you
wrap?’

Oh boy, how much did I want to high five her when she said that?
But I kept it together, I stuck my hands in my pockets, swallowed
my smile and nodded. She passed me this really dorky red hat, a
green apron and then a belt with pockets on it, the kind of thing
my dad used to wear, back when he was a carpenter. She then gave me
a whole stack of random things to go in the belt.

‘Now, these are sharp scissors: the last girl managed to snip
herself on these within five minutes. I’ve no time for that today.
Safety guard stays on, understood?’

‘Understood.’ As she turned back to the counter I gave her a
pretend salute. I know, I know, but I couldn’t help myself. I
quickly turned it into a head-scratching move when she turned back
around.

She handed me a ruler, a rubber thimble, a small sponge and a
pen. ‘And you know what these are for, obviously.’

‘Obviously’, I said, although obviously, I didn’t.

There was a pause while I pushed my hair under the hat and put
on the apron and the belt. I felt like I was dressing up for a
school obstacle race.

‘Right then’, she said, when I was ready, ‘get yourself behind
the counter and show me what you can do.’

I picked up a box. It was a Soda Stream. £44.99 from the
Kitchenware department. Excellent, that would do nicely. I turned
and gave the big roll of gold paper behind me a sharp tug with both
hands. The paper flew away from the metal cutting bar and then it
wouldn’t stop rolling out, it just kept gushing and gushing
everywhere.

‘Stop!’ I shouted, slapping my hand on it. In the end I had to
lean my whole body on the roller and then I had to rewind the paper
back in, my face all hot and red while Mrs Shepherd just stood
there, tapping her foot. Oh boy, was I tempted to tell her where to
stick her stupid job, but I took a deep breath and I carefully laid
a large square of paper on the counter and began to wrap.

I double folded the corners, smoothed out the creases and
twisted some ribbon with the back of the scissors for a final
flourish. Mum, you would’ve been proud. I folded my arms and stood
waiting to hear what Mrs Shepherd had to say.

‘Not bad, I suppose. The red ribbon is a bit flamboyant for my
liking though.’ She made a kind of harrumphing noise to herself. I
figured that meant I had done well.

The next little task she gave me was to take the box I had just
wrapped to the Kitchenware department on the fourth floor. On the
way there, I took a sneaky peek in at Home Furnishings. Right in
the middle of all the designer sofas and chairs was a long table,
all laid out for Christmas with a heavy red tablecloth, thin silver
candlesticks, and enormous white plates. It looked like something
out of Narnia. It was perfect, absolutely perfect.

By the time I got back upstairs, it had became really busy, full
of last minute shoppers with their heavy coats and bulging bags. As
the new girl, I was given all the running around to do, like
delivering the gifts to and from the department. I didn’t mind, it
meant I got to play around in the service lift, which had these
cool, old-fashioned folding doors and a habit of getting stuck
between floors.

Finally, one of the other slaves went to take a break and I got
told to do some wrapping. Mrs Shepherd plonked three boxes in front
of me, each containing a luxury king size duvet, £99.99 each,
special in-store offer.

‘Wrap and deliver asap,’ she said. ‘And no wasting paper.’

I almost did another salute, but it’s lucky I didn’t because as
I was loading the wrapped boxes into the lift, she came and tapped
me on the shoulder.

‘Mince pies in the staffroom’. She made it sound like it was a
code for something, like ‘bandits at four o’clock’ or whatever it
was my Dad used to say.

So, as soon as I could, I slid into the staffroom. There was a
massive plate of food on the table and it wasn’t just mince pies,
there was a whole load of other stuff too, Christmas cake, vol au
vents, posh cheese. I crammed a few things in my mouth and was
quickly putting the rest in my pockets for later when she only went
and walked in didn’t she, Mrs up herself Shepherd. I just stood
there, I couldn’t even say anything, I was so hamster cheeked with
food. She didn’t shout though, just gave me this really weird look
and walked away.

It got stupidly busy then, we were wrapping stuff right up to
when the store closed at 6pm. And because the next day was going to
be Christmas Day, everyone was then in a real rush to get finished
and go home. Not me though, I had already spotted exactly where I
was going to hide; there was a store cupboard with a broken lock in
the staffroom. I huddled myself in next to the mops and buckets and
waited until it all went quiet and one by one, the lights went
out.

Then I crept down the stairs to Home Furnishings. It was dark
but I spotted my Narnia table easily, the candlesticks shining
green in the light from the fire exit sign. I lifted the edge of
the tablecloth and crawled underneath. It was pitch black, but I
was ready for that. I switched on a 50cm Optical Fibre Christmas
Tree, £10.99 from the Xmas Grotto Shop, its glow was just enough to
see by. I then made myself a cola drink with the Soda Stream and
ate my mince pie and sausage roll stash. After smoothing out a king
size duvet to make a really soft mattress, I switched on a
miniature digital radio –reduced to £23, while stocks last –and
listened to some Christmas songs and stuff. I tell you, I was the
most comfortable I had been for a long, long time. It was way
cosier than any of the shelters and hostels I’d been in, a million
times better than sleeping on the embankment. I drifted off to
sleep, feeling warm, happy and tired and yet, just before I slipped
into a dream, I felt a tear run slowly down my cheek.

When morning came, I really thought for a minute I was back at
home, in the good old days before mum went. I could almost smell
the buttered toast and hear my brothers squabbling at the breakfast
table. I rubbed my face, put my head through the gap in the
tablecloth and looked out at the store, so silent and still it was
as if everything was covered in snow.

And that’s when I saw it. A Christmas stocking, glittered and
embroidered, lying on the floor just in front of me, bulging with
all kinds of cool looking stuff. I crawled out and took a closer
look. It definitely wasn’t there last night and it definitely was
for me. I knew that because it had my name - ‘Hope’ - written in
beautiful curly writing on the label.
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