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      ‘Tell me there isn’t an enormous inflatable reindeer on the front lawn,’ said Katy as she walked into the kitchen and dumped her laptop carrier on the floor.

      ‘There isn’t a five-foot-high inflatable reindeer on the front lawn,’ replied Ben without looking up from rifling through a clutch of plastic bags on the table.

      Katy turned and left the room to go and check out the glowing backside of the wobbling reindeer leering at her through the lounge window. She went back into the kitchen and headed straight for the fridge, praying that Ben had pre-empted her need for a Friday night, long-week-at-work glass of wine. He had. It didn’t look like the sort they usually drank, but she didn’t care. She needed alcohol if she was to be enthusiastic about being greeted by an inflatable grinning Rudolph ogling her from the darkness.

      ‘Do you like it?’ Ben asked, looking up.

      She gulped the wine and screwed her face up. It didn’t taste good at all.

      ‘I love it,’ she lied. ‘I just wasn’t expecting to come home to something so big!’

      ‘And what about Santa on the roof? Is that too much, do you think?’

      ‘What Santa?’

      ‘Santa on the roof. Didn’t you see it? It’s taken me all afternoon.’

      Katy took another gulp of wine then went outside again to inspect what further festive carnage Ben had inflicted on their home.

      ‘Bloody hell,’ said Ben, coming up behind her. ‘What happened? You’re supposed to see Santa on the chimney next to a flashing Merry Christmas. Perhaps the fuse has gone.’ He headed back into the house, disappearing to a place Katy knew she would never understand nor want to understand.

      

      ‘Have they come back on yet?’ he shouted from the cupboard under the stairs twenty minutes later. Katy got up out of the kitchen chair, where she had managed to get past her dislike of the wine and drink the whole glass. Outside, the Santa remained in bleak darkness, and she returned with the news to a crestfallen Ben.

      ‘I’ll have to get someone round tomorrow to help me sort it out,’ he said. ‘It can’t have overloaded the system already. I’ve got a load more to go up yet.’

      ‘What do you mean more?’ said Katy, pouring herself another glass of disgusting wine.

      ‘Of course there’s more. It’s Christmas!’

      ‘But… but…’ She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to burst his festive bubble. She loved the fact that Ben had a childlike level of enthusiasm about decorating their new home for Christmas. It must be the eight-year age gap between the two of them that made him so much more excitable about these things, she thought. It was just a shame that their taste levels were somewhat different. Katy would have gone for a minimal look, probably consisting of white-only sparkling lights, whereas Ben’s creation looked set to rival a Las Vegas casino.

      ‘Can we afford all this?’ she asked. ‘I thought we were supposed to be on a budget now that we’ve moved house?’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry. It was all dead cheap. I got it from that discount warehouse place in town. I got all this stuff too – look, cost virtually nothing.’

      Katy watched as Ben started to pull out reams of cheap shiny paraphernalia from the carrier bags on the table.

      ‘One hundred baubles for less than a Starbucks coffee,’ he proudly showed her.

      Katy thought about the gorgeous Harvey Nichols’ pack of a dozen tree ornaments she’d bought a few years ago that had cost more than her party dress.

      ‘And a sign. Every house needs a sign.’ A cheeky elf now grinned back at her, holding a flag, which read ‘Santa, Please Stop Here’. ‘We’ve never had a sign before, have we? Not in the flat. You need a garden for a sign and now we have a garden.’

      Katy nodded. It had taken a while. Nearly three years of looking and saving and sales falling through until Katy’s promotion and subsequent pay rise had allowed them to think bigger and better. They had finally secured their dream home of a delightful house in a leafy suburb of Leeds, with a garden where you could put a sign up for Santa. Katy wasn’t sure whether the sign was for Ben’s benefit or their three-year-old daughter, Millie.

      ‘Aaaaaaaaand,’ continued Ben, ‘the best Christmas bargain of all time…’ Katy closed her eyes – she didn’t dare look. ‘Not one, not two, not three, but four chocolate advent calendars all for the knock-down price of just one pound.’

      ‘A pound!’

      ‘Yeah, four for a pound! What a find.’

      Katy thought she might vomit.

      ‘You don’t look impressed,’ said Ben, frowning.

      ‘Can you imagine how bad that chocolate is going to taste if they’re selling four for a pound?’

      Ben shrugged. ‘It’s not really about the chocolate, is it? It’s about opening the door.’

      Katy looked at Ben in shock. ‘I thought you understood kids… and women for that matter. It’s always about the chocolate! Or to be more precise, it’s always about the chocolate and the once-a-year opportunity to be allowed to eat it at 7 a.m.’

      Ben looked down, frowning at the four calendars. Katy wondered if it was the right time to tell him she already had a Lindt calendar stashed away in the back of a cupboard, along with a Star Wars one for him and a My Little Pony one for Millie.

      ‘It might taste all right,’ he said dejectedly. ‘I mean, you’re drinking the wine I got there. That must taste great given how quick you’re downing it.’

      ‘What!’ gasped Katy, almost spitting out her latest mouthful. ‘This is from the discount warehouse? No wonder it tastes terrible.’

      ‘Why are you drinking it then? I tried it earlier and had to chuck it away. I have to say I’m impressed at how hardcore you are, necking that stuff. Tastes like paint stripper.’

      ‘You could have warned me.’

      ‘Funnier to watch you screwing your nose up! You sure you’re not an alcoholic?’

      ‘You’re enough to drive me to becoming one,’ she said, getting up and chucking the rest of it away.

      ‘You couldn’t live without me and you know that,’ he said, laughing to himself.

      ‘What have I done to deserve you?’ She walked over and put her arms around him. She knew she must have done something really good at some point. She dreaded to think what her life would be like if she hadn’t met Ben. She wouldn’t have Millie for a start – their funny, brilliant, gorgeous daughter. And she wouldn’t have her career. It had been Ben’s idea for Katy to go back to the job she loved in advertising while he stayed at home to look after Millie. Sure, it had made sense, as she earned a lot more than he could as a secondary school PE teacher but even so, it took a special kind of man to swap traditional roles like that. He was back at work now, working at Millie’s preschool as a teaching assistant. He said he enjoyed it, but it was still a compromise, Katy knew. It made everyone’s life easier that he had hours that fitted in with Millie, even if it wasn’t the most exciting job in the world. Still, her compromise was that she worked long hours in order to keep them in the lifestyle they were accustomed to. It worked both ways, she figured.

      ‘I’m so excited about our first Christmas in this house,’ said Ben, folding his arms round her shoulders. ‘It’s going to be so brilliant. I mean, we couldn’t have had a reindeer that size on the balcony at the flat, could we?’

      She grinned. He wasn’t wrong. Let him have as many reindeers on the lawn as he wanted. Katy wanted Ben to enjoy their new house as much as she did. She might have been paying the mortgage, but he was bringing up their child. They both deserved it.

      ‘I love it here,’ said Ben, looking down at her. ‘I’m half-expecting someone to come and rip it all away from us, it’s so great.’

      ‘Of course they won’t, silly,’ said Katy. ‘We’ve earned this,’ she added, casting her eyes round the room.

      ‘And…’ continued Ben, barely listening, he was so full of excitement and emotion, ‘we even have a chimney. I have never spent Christmas in a house with a chimney – do you know that? And now we have a Santa on the chimney that lights up. Well, it will… one day.’

      ‘I’m glad that a chimney has made your Christmas,’ said Katy, allowing her head to rest on his chest. He smelt of oranges and cinnamon. ‘Did you buy Christmas potpourri?’ she asked.

      ‘Is that what it is?’ said Ben. ‘It was free with a box of crackers. I thought you must put it on the fire or something.’ Katy buried her head in his chest, not trusting herself to comment. ‘Speaking of which, come and take a look at this.’ He grabbed her hand and dragged her through the kitchen and the hall and into the lounge. She gasped as she walked in. ‘Me and the Millster did it,’ said Ben, squeezing her hand. ‘Well, I did the fire, of course. Can’t have a three-year-old handling matches, can we?’ He laughed, and Katy knew that he had most definitely allowed Millie to play with the matches.

      There were no lights on in the room, just a warm yellow glow coming from the roaring fire in the grate and the sparkle of tiny white fairy lights strung across the ornate mantelpiece. It was magical. It was the reason why she had fallen in love with the house. It was everything their designer flat in the centre of the city wasn’t – it had character, it was quirky, and it had plaster ceiling roses for goodness’ sake. It was a home. More than that, it was a family home. The flat had suited her well in her single days, but Ben moving in and then the arrival of Millie had made it a squeeze. They’d been more than ready to relinquish the convenience of bars and restaurants within spitting distance for the quieter pace of the suburbs. It had taken a while to find this house, but this was why it had been worth the wait: the perfect Christmas tableau right before her eyes.

      ‘Millie put us all a stocking up,’ Ben pointed out.

      Katy looked at each of the three bright red stockings pinned to the mantelpiece, despite the fact it wasn’t even December yet.

      ‘I told her it was too early,’ said Ben, ‘but she insisted. She so takes after you.’

      ‘Well-organised?’

      ‘Bloody stubborn! She even made me put a carrot out for Rudolph – look. Apparently he visits the really good kids early. If I take it away she’ll think he’s been and not left her anything, but if I leave it she’ll think she’s not one of the good kids. What do I do about that? More lies I’ll have to think up and remember. Christmas is packed full of lies, have you noticed? I think I’m going to have to keep a Christmas lies diary just to keep track of myself.’

      ‘What if she finds the diary?’

      ‘Christ, what was I thinking? You’re right.’

      ‘She can’t read, Ben.’

      ‘Oh yeah,’ he said, tilting his head to one side. ‘Panic over.’

      ‘I love it,’ Katy told him.

      ‘What?’

      ‘The fire, the lights, the stockings… it’s beautiful.’

      ‘We have another stocking,’ said Ben, picking a spare one up from off the back of the settee.

      ‘Was it four for a pound?’

      ‘No, ten pounds actually. Me and Millie came to a decision that stockings were a sound investment for years to come and so splashed out a little and well… maybe… you know… next year we might need four stockings to go above the fireplace?’

      Katy turned sharply to look at him.

      ‘Because we said, didn’t we, that once we moved, we’d get on it.’ He looked serious for a moment. A rare occurrence. ‘Start trying for another one, now we’ve got the room?’

      Katy said nothing, just gazed at the extra stocking. They’d been so busy, what with the move and work being crazy as usual, she hadn’t been thinking about extending their family. Ben hadn’t said anything for ages either so she half-thought he’d gone off the idea. Understandable. Being a stay-at-home parent is enough to put anyone off kids. But clearly it had been on his mind, even if he hadn’t talked about it. He’d been waiting for his moment; he’d bought the stocking.

      ‘And you are getting on a bit,’ he added. ‘We need to get a shift on or else you’ll be past it.’

      ‘Oh, thanks a bunch!’ she said, punching him in the arm. It was true; her clock was ticking faster by the minute. She’d turned forty that year so she was already leaving it late. Plenty of time for Ben of course, but maybe that’s what you got when you married a younger man – a constant reminder that your body will start to wear out way before his would.

      ‘And it would be nice to, you know, plan it this time. Have the full getting-pregnant experience,’ he said, shrugging.

      He said it as casually as if he’d missed the trailers before watching a movie, but Katy knew exactly what he meant. He may have sounded flippant, but he was gently reminding her of what she’d denied him when she got pregnant with Millie. Her pregnancy had come unplanned and early in their relationship. A shock to both of them – and on top of that it had taken some time to dispel confusion over who might be the father, as Katy had had a misguided and much regretted one-night stand with a childhood sweetheart around the time of conception. Fortunately they had got past it, and there was no disputing the fact that Millie’s auburn locks were directly descended from Ben’s ginger mop. Katy’s first pregnancy had not been a time of joy and harmony, and she still felt guilty about what she’d put Ben through to this day. She looked down at the fourth stocking, absent-mindedly stroking it.

      ‘Why don’t we start practising now?’ said Ben gently. ‘Millie’s fast asleep, and I bought scented candles. They normally get you going.’

      ‘Four for a pound?’ asked Katy, smiling.

      He nodded. ‘Norway Spruce flavoured.’

      She smiled again. The cheap wine had made her feel light-headed, so she allowed herself to be led across the lounge towards the stairs.

      She’d just put her left foot on the bottom step when the phone rang.
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      Ben gripped Katy’s hand hard. They both paused on the stairs, neither saying a word as the phone continued to ring insistently. Ben prayed it didn’t wake Millie. He was about to have sex with his wife, Millie demanding another read of The Tiger Who Came to Tea would crush any man’s libido. The ringing stopped, and he heaved a sigh of relief until the answerphone kicked in. He glanced at Katy as they both stood frozen on the stairs, fearing any movement would spark the collapse of their entire evening.

      ‘Hello, peeps. You are through to Ben, Katy and Millie. Say hello, Millie.’

      ‘Hello.’

      ‘We are currently partaking in a killer dolls’ tea party, so please leave us a message so we can forget to call you back. Bye.’

      Katy suppressed a giggle.

      ‘Hi, love, are you there?’ came a woman’s voice immediately recognisable as Katy’s mum.

      ‘Of course we aren’t here,’ hissed Ben. ‘Or else we would answer the bloody phone.’

      ‘But we are here,’ hissed back Katy.

      Oh yeah, thought Ben. But he wasn’t worried. Katy and her mum weren’t that close. Rita lived in Spain, and usually Katy avoided speaking to her if she could, so there was no chance of her disrupting their ongoing journey to the bedroom.

      ‘I really need to speak to you, Katy. Could you call me back as soon as you can? Unless your dad has already called you. I guess he might have done, but I need to give you my side of the story. He’ll have blamed it all on me – I know he will – but he needs to take some responsibility. As I keep telling him, you don’t walk out on over forty years of marriage for no…’

      ‘Hello, Mum. Mum, it’s me. What’s happened? What are you talking about?’ Katy had lunged for the phone and had already slid to the floor, clutching the receiver. Ben knew the night wasn’t going to go quite as he’d hoped.

      He wandered back down the hall and into the kitchen, closing the door behind him. He picked himself a cold beer from the fridge then went into the lounge and slumped down on the sofa. He turned on the TV and found some football, resting his head on the spare Christmas stocking left on the sofa arm.

      

      He had no idea how long he’d been asleep when Katy shook him awake, her eyes red and her cheeks flushed. The logs in the grate had burnt down to embers, and the lights across the mantelpiece had switched to an upbeat flashing mode, incongruous with the sombre face in front of him. He pulled himself up to allow Katy room to slump beside him.

      ‘So what’s happened?’ he asked, slapping his cheeks to try to wake himself up.

      ‘My mother’s a floozy is what’s happened.’

      Ben had nowhere to go with this information. If he agreed, he was doomed. If he disagreed, he was doomed. To be honest, the news wasn’t too great a shock. Despite being in her seventies, Katy’s mum had always petrified him. She made no attempt to hide that she was envious of Katy managing to snag herself a toy boy. She was the only person who actually called him a toy boy, and she said it in such a way that it made him feel slightly uncomfortable. It was also true, as Katy remarked many times, that despite all Katy’s quite sizeable achievements in her career, her mother wasn’t the slightest bit interested or proud. She was, however, very impressed that her daughter had married a handsome, athletic younger man, even if Ben did his utmost to dispel the myth he was the dream husband whenever in her company.

      ‘Oh, how come?’ he managed to ask casually.

      ‘She’s left Dad.’

      ‘Right.’ Ben scrutinised Katy. Still his path through this conversation wasn’t obvious. Should he side with Katy’s dad, Dennis, who for years had found the only way of dealing with his full-on wife was to pretty much ignore her? Or with Katy’s mum, who should have cut her losses years ago and left him to live the life she wanted rather than moan about being trapped by her inattentive husband?

      ‘Big decision at their age.’ Ben nodded, deciding to stay neutral. ‘How are they both doing?’

      ‘Oh, Mother’s like a… like a… like a dog on heat.’

      This thought made Ben feel nauseous. Who would have guessed that it wasn’t going to be a small child stopping him from sleeping with his wife that night but the thought of his mother-in-law panting?

      ‘She’s got a boyfriend!’ exclaimed Katy, looking up at him wide-eyed.

      ‘Really?’ He tried to look surprised despite the fact that he knew the only way Rita would ever have left Dennis was if she’d found someone prepared to take her on. The fact that there was someone prepared to fulfil such a task did surprise him. Her addiction to appalling karaoke renditions was surely enough to make any man run a mile. ‘Who is he?’ he asked, trying to stop the note of wonder creeping into his voice.

      ‘He’s Spanish, owns a bar. She met him at church.’

      ‘Church!’

      ‘Yeah. She joined the choir.’

      ‘Jesus! A choir? In a church?’

      ‘It’s all very confusing,’ said Katy, shaking her head.

      ‘You’re telling me. No choir needs Rita, especially one in a church. Her voice is enough to frighten the Holy Ghost away.’

      ‘She says she loves him. She says she never loved Dad like she loves Carlos. She says she wishes she’d met him before she met Dad, so she’d never have to have lived through her miserable marriage.’

      Fortunately Ben realised that this was the moment to put his arm round her. And perhaps turn off the flashing fairy lights over the mantelpiece.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, when he sat back down again. ‘That can’t be good to hear.’

      ‘She never mentioned me,’ said Katy, her head leaning on his shoulder. ‘She never said that if she hadn’t met Dad then she wouldn’t have had me.’

      Ben put his other arm around her. He wracked his brains for the right thing to say to a daughter whose mother had repeatedly failed to show any gratitude for her existence. Words failed him. He squeezed her hard.

      ‘He’s only sixty-four,’ sniffed Katy.

      ‘Who is?’

      ‘Carlos.’

      ‘So she finally got her toy boy.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You know she’s always been jealous of you snagging yourself this young thing,’ said Ben, smiling and indicating his body.

      ‘You think she’s left Dad to compete with me?’

      Ben shrugged. ‘Who knows? She was always going on about me being your toy boy, wasn’t she? Do you think she’s going through a midlife crisis?’

      ‘She’s in her seventies, Ben!’

      ‘What do you call it in your seventies?’

      ‘Should know better is what you call it.’

      ‘How’s your dad doing?’

      ‘She says he’s devastated.’

      ‘Really?’ replied Ben. Somehow he suspected Dennis might have even helped her pack.

      ‘She says he keeps calling her, begging her to come back.’

      He was most likely ringing her to ask how to use the washing machine when he ran out of clean clothes, Ben was tempted to say.

      ‘I tried to call him, but there was no answer.’

      He’ll be down the bar with his expat mates and a big grin on his face, thought Ben. Katy was looking far into the distance, clearly in shock at the news. He squeezed her shoulders, again wracking his brains for words of wisdom to break her out of this sorrow. He wanted to tell her it was no big deal. He wanted to tell her that, in his opinion, this had been a long time coming and they would probably both be happier apart. He wanted to say they were both grown-ups and Katy had to let them get on with it, just as they had let her get on with her life. He wanted to say she hardly ever saw them anyway so the impact on their lives was going to be virtually zero. Two Christmas cards rather than one would probably the biggest change they’d see.

      ‘They’re coming for Christmas,’ Katy said, reaching for a tissue.

      ‘What! Who is?’

      ‘Mum and Carlos.’

      ‘What! You have to be kidding me? Tell me you’re kidding me?’

      ‘I’m not kidding.’

      ‘But… but your mother hates Christmas in this country. Remember last time she drank rum all day to keep out the cold and passed out before Christmas dinner?’

      ‘She says she wants to spend Christmas with us. And she wants us to meet Carlos,’ said Katy, blowing her nose.

      This was a disaster of epic proportions. Christmas with his deranged mother-in-law and her geriatric toy boy. This was not how he’d imagined it. He wanted to be in front of the fire all day, opening presents and eating hideously fattening food with Katy and Millie. It was the first time Millie would know what was going on, her first real Christmas. It was going to be magical. The magic certainly didn’t include unwanted visitors. Christmas was well and truly ruined and it was still only November.
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      ‘What are you doing up here?’ asked the head that suddenly appeared out of the dormer window on the roof.

      ‘What are you doing up here? You’re supposed to be holding the ladder,’ replied Ben.

      ‘I got bored and I wanted to see what the view was like.’

      ‘So who’s holding the ladder?’

      ‘No-one.’

      ‘Great,’ said Ben. He punched the inflatable Santa he’d been wrestling with for the last ten minutes then leaned forward to rest against the top rung. He was eighteen feet above the ground and level with the edge of the roof of his house. Next to him, his soon to be ex-best mate, Braindead, was leaning out the dormer window without a care in the world while he remained moments from certain death.

      ‘You can’t see much from up here, can you?’ commented his friend. Ben cautiously rotated his head to look behind him over the multitude of near-identical rooftops. All he could see was grey. Grey sky, grey shiny roofs, wet with a light rain from earlier, grey tarmac roads and pathways… everywhere was grey, and it matched his mood perfectly. Darkness was just creeping in, and his fingers were raw with cold and damp from his efforts to resuscitate the stupid inflatable Santa.

      ‘So what are you doing up here then?’ asked Braindead again. ‘When you asked me round to give you a hand I thought you wanted me to explain Minecraft to you for the millionth time, not you know, do something… outside!’

      They had been friends since they’d started school together, aged four. Ben couldn’t remember when he started calling him Braindead. Braindead had a very unique way of looking at the world that kind of lacked all sense and yet made total sense. This could make him appear both stupid and a genius simultaneously. Ben preferred to label him Braindead and keep his feet on the ground. It was a northern thing.

      ‘I’m trying to bestow some much-needed Christmas spirit back on to this house,’ Ben told him through gritted teeth.

      ‘With that?’ asked Braindead.

      ‘It’s supposed to be an inflatable glowing Santa.’

      ‘Looks more like one of those naked pictures of people who’ve lost ten stone in weight and their skin’s all saggy and baggy and it rolls around all over the place. Like Santa’s been on the no-sugar diet and taken it too far.’

      ‘Well, I wish he’d get fat again,’ said Ben with a sigh, kicking Santa’s lolloping head.

      ‘I wonder why Santa is fat?’ pondered Braindead. ‘He’s a terrible role model really, isn’t he? “Listen, children, if you’re good then the fat man will bring you presents, and don’t forget to leave him alcohol and cake so he gets even fatter.” What’s that teaching our kids, eh? That the nicest, kindest, loveliest man in the world, who we allow to break into our homes every year, is a fat bastard who has a serious eating disorder. Santa has issues. He needs rebranding or rehab. I mean, in this day and age shouldn’t Santa be an athletic, transsexual vegan who drives a hybrid and leaves you an educational toy along with the address of the nearest charity shop so you know where to donate it once you’ve finished with it?’

      ‘He doesn’t sound much fun,’ responded Ben.

      ‘He? He’s transgender. Now he’s a she, you dingbat! Aren’t you listening?’

      Ben wasn’t really. Normally he found Braindead’s knack of turning the world upside down entertaining, but not now. ‘I think I’ll just have to take him down,’ he said, looking forlornly at the Santa, who was doing a head splat on to the side of the roof.

      ‘Shall we stab him with the screwdriver, let all the air out?’ asked Braindead, looking excited.

      ‘No!’ said Ben. ‘Maybe if I get him on the ground I can work out why he’s not glowing.’

      ‘Yeah, let’s open him up, see what’s inside that huge Christmas gut.’

      ‘How very festive,’ said Ben.

      ‘You’re on a roof wrestling with an inflatable Santa. I think I’d call that festive,’ pointed out Braindead.

      ‘Well I don’t know why I’m bothering. Christmas this year is going to be miserable anyway.’

      ‘What’s new?’ Braindead shrugged. ‘Christmas is always crap. Massive hype, massive underdelivery. It’s always been like that.’

      Ben looked over at Braindead.

      ‘Not when you have a three-year-old in the family. Not when you’ve just moved into a house with a real chimney. Not when… not when you think the only thing that could possibly beat this Christmas will be next Christmas.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Nothing,’ said Ben, looking away. ‘Anyway, it’s already ruined. Need to forget all that. Katy’s mum is coming to stay with her new boyfriend.’

      ‘Christmas is all about having your day ruined by unwelcome guests. From day one that’s what’s happened on Christmas Day. I mean take the shepherds. At least you haven’t got shepherds calling in unannounced. Think of all the sheep shit.’

      ‘I’d rather have a bunch of shepherds round than have to eat Christmas dinner with Barbara Cartland and Antonio Banderas.’

      ‘Ooh,’ said Braindead, a look of excitement flooding his face again. ‘Is this like one of those dream dinner-party-guest things that can include people who are dead? Only it’s Christmas dinner so you have to think really carefully.’ Braindead screwed his face up for a moment. ‘I’ve got it,’ he declared. ‘Surely you’d have to have Mary and Joseph? But you wouldn’t want Jesus, would you? Not as a baby anyway. No-one’s happy sitting down to dinner next to a high chair. But it could be interesting if he were older, then you could ask him a few things like, “So, Jesus – did you ever question your mother on this whole immaculate conception thing?” To be honest though the three wise men would be good. I’d want to know what they were thinking, taking gold, frankincense and myrrh. I mean who gives a baby that and calls themselves wise?’ Braindead paused for a moment but not long enough for Ben to interrupt. ‘Actually that’s a really hard ask. Ideal guests for Christmas dinner, dead or alive? I mean you’d have to factor in who would bring the best presents and who would be good at the traditional post-Christmas-dinner Monopoly game. I mean would you want someone really smart who could beat you or someone stupid so you could absolutely annihilate…’

      ‘Braindead?’ Ben finally managed to interrupt.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Shut up.’

      ‘OK.’

      Ben stared at the amorphous mass of Santa in front of him while Braindead showed no signs of returning to his post at the bottom of the ladder.

      ‘You should be like me and have no expectations for Christmas,’ said Braindead eventually. ‘Everyone makes so much fuss about it. Treat it like any other day of the year and you won’t be disappointed.’

      ‘Abby agree with you on that one, does she?’

      Braindead nodded. ‘So far. I just give her some cash and she buys her own present. She even wraps it. Then she gives it to me on Christmas Eve, and I pop round to her mum’s on Christmas night and hand it over. She always cries when she opens it. That’s a bit of an overreaction, I have to say.’

      ‘How many Christmases have you been together?’

      ‘I don’t know. Are you supposed to count?’

      ‘Well, no but… well, let’s work it out. You came to our wedding with her, didn’t you? And this will be our third Christmas married so this will be your third Christmas with Abby.’

      ‘And your point is?’

      ‘Well, don’t you think perhaps this time she might have upped her expectations?’

      Braindead shrugged. ‘No, if anything she’s downgraded. Normally she would have bought her present by now, but she hasn’t even mentioned it. Maybe we’re already at the stage in our relationship where we no longer need to buy each other pointless presents?’

      ‘Or maybe you’re at the stage in your relationship when she’s expecting a whole lot more.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You’re not getting any younger, Braindead.’

      ‘I know that. I’m ticking the 30–35 years’ age-bracket box in surveys. Although I have to admit I often tick the 15–20 years’ box as my answers always seem more appropriate to that age group.’

      ‘Third Christmas, Braindead? She’ll have expectations.’

      ‘Enough of these festive expectations,’ said Braindead, starting to look cross. ‘I told you I don’t believe in them, whether it’s the third or the twenty-third.’

      ‘Well, if you don’t produce a ring come Christmas morning, on your head be it.’

      ‘A ring? What sort of ring?’

      ‘For goodness’ sake! An engagement ring, you bloody idiot. Mark my words, that’s what she’ll be expecting in her Christmas stocking this year.’

      ‘She… she… wants to marry me? Are you insane?’

      ‘Well, yes. I know it may seem utterly ridiculous that someone might want to spend the rest of their life with you, but it’s what usually happens in normal relationships after you’ve been together a while, particularly at this time of year. Something weird happens to women when they start to smell the mulled wine and mince pies and watch Love Actually too many times. Makes them all soppy and romantic and want to walk along the River Thames holding hands.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Have you ever seen Love Actually?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I think you’d better watch it.’

      ‘Is it about Christmas then?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is it like Home Alone?’

      ‘No!’

      Ben gave him a pained look. ‘Look, all I’m saying is that it’s highly likely Abby may be expecting your relationship to move on this Christmas, that’s all.’

      ‘But what if I want it to stay the same? I like it how it is now. We have a good time. Marriage puts a stop to that, doesn’t it?’

      ‘Staying the same may not be an option. I’d say three Christmases and you’re out.’

      ‘What, she’ll dump me?’

      ‘Probably.’

      ‘But I don’t want her to dump me.’

      ‘Well you’d better go ring shopping then.’

      ‘What? Really? Fucking hell, Ben! Why does Christmas screw everything up?’

      Braindead’s head disappeared back inside the house. Ben blew on his fingers and waited for his friend to appear on the front lawn to hold the ladder so he could climb down. He heard the front door open, then slam shut. Thank goodness for that. He could finally get down and warm up.

      He waited.

      ‘Braindead!’ he shouted.

      But Braindead was gone.
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        So excited about being with you at Christmas, darling. Just wanted to tell you before I forget that Carlos has high cholesterol. Skype Friday? Mum xxx

        

      Katy sighed and put her phone back down on her desk. She would have to deal with her mother’s boyfriend’s dietary requirements later; she had work to do. She looked back at her computer and continued working her way through the sixty-eight emails in her inbox. Before she could respond to an irate client who hated the visuals that the agency had produced for a poster campaign, the door to her office flew open. ‘I’ve got a meeting in five minutes,’ she said without looking up.

      Daniel walked in and shut the door behind him then sat down on the sofa along the back wall of Katy’s office and put his feet up. Immaculately dressed, his pale grey trousers and soft pink shirt were completed by tidy salt ’n’ pepper hair and a slightly smug smile.

      ‘Did you hear what I just said?’

      ‘Who are you meeting with?’ asked Daniel, the smile growing over his face as he made no signs of vacating her office.

      Katy sighed. She loved Daniel. He was her closest friend and ally at the Butler & Calder Advertising Agency, but he also drove her crackers. She clicked on to the calendar on her screen and searched out the name of her next appointment.

      ‘He’s a potential new German client, which is a bit strange to be honest. I’m hoping it won’t take long.’

      ‘Oh, what’s his name?’ asked Daniel.

      ‘It’s…’ Katy hesitated. ‘It looks like Wunorse Openslae.’

      Daniel nodded. ‘Really?’ A big grin now spread across his face. ‘What did you say his name was again?’

      ‘Wunorse Openslae,’ replied Katy. Daniel was laughing properly now, and she had no idea why. ‘What’s so funny?’

      ‘Guten Tag,’ said Daniel, leaping off the sofa and bending forward to shake Katy’s hand while speaking in a very bad foreign accent from nowhere identifiable. ‘So good to meet you. My name is Wunorse Openslae, ya? As in Jingle Bells, ya? Oh what fun it is to ride in a Wunorse Openslae. Or so all the boys say, ya?’ Daniel collapsed back down on the sofa in fits of laughter.

      Katy waited for a few moments to decide if she was annoyed and decided that actually seeing the funny side of Daniel and his badly timed and inappropriate jokes was just easier.

      ‘I thought it was weird that a client was coming from Germany. Should have known it was you.’ She sighed then got up and joined him on the sofa.

      ‘Well it’s the only way of getting any time with you these days. You are so bloody important it’s like getting an audience with the Queen!’

      ‘We’re here to work, Daniel.’

      ‘I know, more’s the pity. But I have come with two very important work issues to discuss.’

      ‘Right,’ said Katy, nodding. She assumed it was the state of the current campaign they were working on for a health-food brand. As creative director for the agency, Daniel had final say on any advertising concepts that were to be presented to a client. She’d heard he wasn’t keen on the suggestion of Nigella Lawson to front the campaign, but she knew that the client really wanted her. She was going to have a tough time convincing Daniel but as head of account services, that was her job – mainly to keep the peace between him and their clients. She was all ready to tell him for the millionth time that the clients paid his wages, so they were allowed to have an opinion, when Daniel came out with a whole other work issue.

      ‘So this year’s Christmas tree in reception… I’m thinking a stack of tractor tyres, reducing in size to form the general shape of a Christmas tree, sprayed brilliant white with maybe just a hint, a smidgeon of glitter. Too much and the effect will be ruined. Thoughts?’

      Katy looked at her watch. She didn’t have time for this.

      ‘Fine,’ she said.

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But where do I get the tractor tyres?’

      ‘For God’s sake, that’s not my problem! If you want to vent your creative genius by building a Christmas tree out of tractor tyres, you’ll have to do it yourself. Anything else?’

      ‘You’re no fun any more.’

      ‘Just because I won’t do the graft and find your tractor tyres while you take all the glory when it’s finished. And I mean all the glory.’

      ‘Fine, I’ll do it without your help. Now what about the shambles that is the office Christmas party?’

      ‘I can’t even remember what we’re supposed to be doing,’ said Katy.

      ‘You do – of course you do. Do you not read my emails headed, “Why the fuck are we going to Christmas Party Land?”’

      ‘No, I delete them.’

      ‘What if I’m saying something important?’

      ‘I very much doubt you are.’

      ‘But it makes me want to cry. Seriously. Have you read the information? It’s like a big huge party thing with hundreds of other people.’

      ‘Heaven forbid you mix with people outside of the advertising world.’

      ‘I think it’s my worst nightmare. The amount of synthetic fabrics, cheap aftershave and hairspray alone is enough to make me want to heave. And what’s Luca going to think? For the first time in my entire life I have a boyfriend at Christmas. A proper, committed, live-in boyfriend at that. Did I mention that he’s Italian?’

      ‘Many, many times.’

      ‘He’s a sophisticated Italian. For his works party the firm is taking everyone to Paris for the weekend. Where do I get to take him? Some draughty conference hall in the middle of Leeds! He seriously could leave me because of this. I’m ashamed, Katy. Ashamed.’

      ‘You are such a snob. You never know, you might enjoy it.’

      ‘Enjoy it? Are you real? It’s themed, Katy. Themed! You know even the mention of the word makes me come out in a rash. And not only is it themed, listen to this.’ He got out his smartphone, tapped it and then started to read. ‘This year the exciting sounds and rituals of Africa come to Christmas Party Land with its Zulu Sundance Extravaganza.’ He paused with his mouth hanging open in awe. ‘It’s theme is Africa? What’s that all about? What the hell has Africa got to do with Christmas? I just don’t get it, and quite frankly, heads should roll for this.’

      ‘Wasn’t there a vote on what we should do and this came out top?’

      ‘Exactly. Everyone who voted to celebrate Christmas sweating along with the masses to bongo drums should be sacked.’

      ‘Well, you have to go. You know what Andrew said. Three-line whip on all management attending the Christmas party unless there are extenuating circumstances.’

      ‘I might break my leg on purpose.’

      ‘Go ahead,’ replied Katy.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Daniel. ‘You’re supposed to be cheering me up. Quite frankly, the thought of this party is totally ruining my Christmas.’

      ‘Well, join the club. My mum rang last week from Spain to tell me she’s left Dad.’

      ‘You are kidding me?’

      ‘And she’s moved in with her boyfriend, who’s nearly ten years younger than her, and they’re both coming over to spend Christmas with us. Dancing to bongo drums rather than Slade at the Christmas party is the least of my worries. Boom,’ finished Katy, pretending to drop a mic at Daniel’s feet.

      Daniel stared at her for a moment.

      ‘You do know that if they play Slade I could not, will not, over my dead body in fact, ever dance to that annoying mosquito of a song that crawls out of the woodwork every year,’ he stated.

      Katy considered punching him, but she decided to ignore his despair regarding Christmas music and continue to press on him her own festive woes.

      ‘I’m dreading it,’ she said, suddenly finding herself on the verge of tears. ‘And I’m angry. She’s never been that keen to spend Christmas with us before and now, just because she’s got herself a new man, she wants to do the whole happy-family thing.’

      ‘You could say no,’ said Daniel.

      ‘I’ve thought about it, believe me. But she’s my mum and Millie’s granny. I can’t say we don’t want her near us at Christmas. How mean would that be? And Millie thinks she’s amazing. Must be the Smarties she drip-feeds her. We’ll just have to grin and bear it.’

      ‘And what about this guy she’s met?’

      Katy shrugged. ‘We’re doing a Skype with him on Friday so we can “meet” him before he infiltrates our home and our family.’

      ‘Presumably he’s already infiltrated your mum?’

      ‘Daniel! Please don’t say things like that. She’s seventy-three.’

      ‘And how old is…?’

      ‘Carlos? Sixty-four apparently.’

      ‘He’s Spanish! She’s pulled a Spanish guy at seventy-three? My God, that’s impressive. I mean I know I managed it at twenty-three, one long hot summer in Madrid, but that only happened after I plied him with an enormous amount of sangria. How exactly did she do it? How pissed did she have to get him?’

      ‘I don’t know. I doubt alcohol was involved.’

      ‘Alcohol is always involved, Katy. You find me someone who cannot attribute their relationship in some part to alcohol and I will find you a Brit who is able to communicate their emotions while sober.’

      ‘Well, she tells me they met at church in the choir.’

      Daniel narrowed his eyes as he processed this latest piece of information.

      ‘It’s a lovely story, really a lovely story. It will melt hearts during the best man’s speech at their wedding, but I guarantee they first locked lips after one too many sherries, you ask her.’

      ‘I’m not asking her.’

      ‘Ask Carlos then. When you Skype him.’

      ‘I can’t ask him that.’

      ‘You can. He’s shagging your mother – you can ask him what the hell you like.’

      ‘Daniel!’

      ‘What? Pure companionship, is it? You believe that if you want to, and while you’re at it, why don’t you write to Santa Claus and ask him for a boob job. You look like you could do with a lift!’

      Katy decided to ignore the insult. If she responded to every jibe Daniel threw at her she would never have time for anything else. ‘I don’t need to know about that side of their relationship,’ she told him.

      ‘Well, you soon will because they’ll be doing it under your roof.’

      Katy gasped. ‘They wouldn’t, would they?’

      ‘Why not? It is Christmas after all. Aphrodisiacs a plenty. Champagne, Buck’s Fizz, Terry’s Chocolate Orange, you name it. That warm fuzzy glow you get from Christmas, well, it’s enough to put anyone in the mood, isn’t it?’

      ‘She wouldn’t dare.’

      ‘She’s in love.’

      ‘This is way worse than I thought!’ said Katy, getting up and pacing the room. ‘What am I going to do? Poor Ben. He’s already distraught that my family is going to ruin this perfect Christmas he’s had lined up. He’s so excited that we’re finally in a house rather than the flat and that Millie is utterly hyper about Santa coming. I went home to find an inflatable glowing reindeer on the lawn on Friday.’

      ‘Oh please. Tell me he isn’t going down that route.’

      ‘I’m afraid so, but only because he wants to make it all as exciting as possible for Millie. They both went out and fed it this morning.’

      ‘Words escape me.’

      ‘He was just really looking forward to us having a proper family Christmas in our proper house and now…’

      ‘Your mother shagging upstairs will put a damper on it.’

      ‘Just a bit.’

      ‘Big surprise present on Christmas Day will cheer him up. What does he want?’

      Katy stopped in her tracks and looked at Daniel.

      ‘All he wants for Christmas is a baby,’ she stated.

      ‘Wow! Not much then. And you? Is that what you want for Christmas?’

      Katy looked away, catching sight of the picture of Ben and Millie on her desk. ‘I think so.’

      ‘I think so? Not an overwhelmingly positive answer for such a big question.’

      ‘No. I do want another baby, I really do. And I owe him one after all. An uncomplicated one. It was all such a mess when Millie was born. He missed out on all the excitement and the build-up, didn’t he?’

      ‘Well if you will sleep with your ex as well as your boyfriend when you could get pregnant, what do you expect?’

      Katy sighed. ‘You don’t need to remind me, Daniel. I know it’s all in the past, but I feel like it would really put a seal on it. You know – if we had another child. I owe him that.’

      ‘What’s all this owing business?’ said Daniel, throwing his arms out in wonder. ‘You shouldn’t have a baby because you owe it to someone. I mean, a baby is for life and not just for Christmas, you know.’

      Katy sighed again. ‘I know. I do want another baby, but there’s just a tiny niggle of doubt. But that’s normal, right? I mean, we’ve just started to get our life back a bit. We’ve finally moved and Millie’s getting more independent by the day. She’s loving preschool, especially as her dad works there.’ She paused. ‘But the thought of going back to nappies again and night feeds, well, it’s kind of terrifying,’ she told him. ‘But that must be how everyone feels. I’m surprised anyone goes through it again having done it once, aren’t you?’

      ‘Don’t ask me,’ replied Daniel. ‘Reproduction is not one of my specialist subjects.’

      ‘The thing is, last time I had no choice, did I? I got pregnant by accident so I had none of this deciding whether or not I really wanted a child, I just got on with it. Now I can decide, well, suddenly it feels like a huge responsibility.’

      ‘Do you have to decide now?’

      Katy nodded. ‘We always talked about doing it once we moved, when we had the room, but that took so much longer than expected. And I’m forty and…’

      ‘I know,’ said Daniel, literally clapping his hands together in glee. ‘It was the most fun watching you go through that.’

      ‘Well, in reproduction terms I’m pushing it. I’m old to be having a baby already. It’s now or never.’

      ‘Fuck, this is heavy stuff! Can we go back to talking about the African-themed Christmas party?’

      They were interrupted before Daniel got the chance to distract Katy from her trauma by listing all the possible reasons why the party was going to be a disaster.

      ‘Ah, here you are,’ said Andrew, the MD, striding in without knocking. ‘I thought you were supposed to be in a meeting with Wunorse Openslae? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

      Katy glanced at Daniel, who stuffed his hand in his mouth.

      ‘He cancelled,’ said Katy quickly. ‘What did you need me for?’

      ‘Well, I’ve just got off the phone with the MD of Boomerang Airlines, a man by the name of Cooper White. He’s starting up a new budget airline in Australia. He’s seen our work on easyfly.com and he wants to come and talk to us next week.’

      ‘From Australia? Bit of a long way to come, isn’t it?’

      ‘Apparently he’s over here on business and saw our campaign. Can you muster up a pitch document by next Monday?’

      Katy gulped. There went her weekend.

      ‘Is he seriously a potential client? We can’t service a client in Australia, can we?’ she asked hopefully.

      ‘I think you’ll find we can,’ said Daniel, leaping up. ‘Bondi Beach, here we come!’ He raised his hands to his sides as though surfing. Andrew glared at him. ‘I didn’t just do that, did I?’ he asked, sitting down again.

      ‘He owns an airline,’ Andrew continued. ‘If he thinks we can handle a client on the other side of the world, who am I to argue? Just give him the talk, hey? No harm in that. We’ll worry about how we manage it if we get the business. Oh, and just watch Daniel around him, will you? I’ve seen his picture on their website. He’s very good-looking.’

      ‘Rude!’ exclaimed Daniel. ‘I’m very happily settled with Luca, I’ll have you know. He’s Italian.’

      Katy sighed. ‘I suppose we could dig out the old pitch documents we used for easyfly.com,’ she said, thinking of the enormous amount of work a pitch took. It wasn’t as easy as Andrew made it sound.

      ‘Good idea,’ he said. ‘Right, I’ll leave you to it, shall I?’

      ‘We were discussing Katy’s mother’s sex life and the gloom that is Christmas,’ said Daniel.

      Andrew nodded. ‘Excellent. As you were.’

      ‘What was his name?’ asked Daniel, leaping up and taking a seat behind Katy’s computer and starting to tap away at the keyboard as soon as Andrew had gone. ‘Cooper, was it? Boomerang Airlines?’

      ‘I don’t care what his bloody name is. He just ruined my weekend. I can’t believe Andrew landed a pitch on us just like that. And just before Christmas.’

      But Daniel wasn’t listening. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said, looking up at Katy seconds later. ‘Will you just look at this fine specimen of a man? Neither of us would mind finding this one in our stockings, believe me.’
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