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            1

          

          
            FROSTY FINCH

          

          LOVE WORKS WONDERS ON A MAN WHO THINKS CHRISTMAS HAS LOST ITS SPARKLE

        

      

    

    
      Greg Finch tossed his newspaper aside with a snort. About to leave for a meeting, his wife Molly paused to look at what had annoyed him.

      “Winter Blunderland,” she read aloud from the front page. “Is that the mud bath with no Santa, only one grumpy elf, and a Shetland pony wearing cardboard antlers?”

      “Yes, Christmas has turned into an excuse to take money from innocent people. The season of goodwill to all? Bah!” Greg grumbled.

      Molly dug her hand into her coat pocket. Pulling out a small paper bag, she gave the contents a shake and held the bag out to her husband.

      “Humbug, dear?”

      Greg gave her one of his looks. “That joke wore thin around 2022, Molly.”

      She nudged him playfully. “Believe me, around here, it’s still comedy gold!”

      “I don’t care.” Greg said stiffly. “I was right to make a fuss when that Z-list celebrity wanted your bookshop to order a hundred copies of his autobiography before he would switch on the town’s Christmas lights. But people still have the nerve to call me Frosty Finch!”

      Molly winced. “So you know about your nickname?”

      “Know about it? I’m thinking of signing my paintings with it. Who knows—it could become a handy marketing ploy.”

      Molly dropped the bag of sweets onto the kitchen table and put her arms around him.

      “Why don’t you come with me to our planning meeting for the Walking Nativity? You can’t complain that’s commercialising Christmas.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t think so.”

      She kissed the top of his head. “Would you rather I stayed home with you tonight?” she murmured into his hair.

      “Definitely not! The Walking Nativity is your baby. Getting Barry from the Rose and Crown involved is a great idea! If this town is going to have a proper seasonal attraction, you two are the ones to make it happen.” Greg tapped his finger on the newspaper article. “Go out there and show idiots like this how it’s done.”

      Molly gave him another hug. “As long as you don’t sit here and mope.”

      He squeezed her arm. “I won’t, but Frosty Finch isn’t good company for anybody right now.”

      “Never mind, I still love you!” Molly tousled his hair, then glanced at the clock. “I must go. Why don’t you start a new painting?”

      “There’s not much point without a shop to sell it in, is there?”

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t make a go of that,” Molly said, picking up her handbag, “but once people discover your online store, you’ll start selling pictures again!”

      Greg sighed. “I wish I could believe you. Anybody who can hold a paintbrush is trying to sell their work on the internet. Getting discovered online is a thousand times harder than painting pictures. I was mad to think I could make a living as a full-time artist.”

      “At least you had the courage to try, Greg.”

      He frowned, then stood up to see her to the door. “Losing my job was bad enough. Finding out that I didn’t have what it takes to be self-employed was worse.”

      Molly patted his arm but didn’t reply. Some disappointments were too deep for words.

      “Tell you what,” she said suddenly, “why don’t I deal with the estate agent’s viewings for the shop from now on? Then you can get on with doing what you do best. Painting.”

      “But you’re at work all day!”

      “It doesn’t take me five minutes to walk from the bookshop to the studio. I can get there before the agent and her clients and flick a duster around.”

      “If we get any viewings,” Greg said.
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        * * *

      

      Molly’s heart felt heavy as she stepped out into the chilly evening. Greg had lost his job at the bank when Avondale’s branch closed. Looking on the bright side, he had used his empty hours of unemployment to realise a long-held dream. He became an artist.

      His new career began well. After selling several paintings of local scenes, he put his redundancy money toward a shop in a good position on the High Street. At first, business was brisk. Within a couple of months, Greg had sold all the paintings he had created.

      That was when his problems started. Running the shop didn’t give him time to create enough new pictures. Without an ever-changing display in the window, passers-by stopped dropping in.

      Finch’s Artworks became an unaffordable expense. Seeing it standing empty was a terrible blow to Greg’s confidence and pride.
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        * * *

      

      The planning meeting for the Walking Nativity was being held in the Rose and Crown. It was a warm, welcoming place in the centre of town. With the fireworks of November the Fifth a memory and a lot of dark nights ahead, it was time to brighten up the future.

      There won’t be much Christmas cheer for me and Greg this year, Molly thought, pulling her scarf up over her mouth against the frosty air as she hurried along to the pub.

      The Rose and Crown had started life as a coaching inn. Outside, it had white plaster walls, and age-darkened woodwork. Inside, wood-panelling and carved plaster ceilings made Barry’s pub a filmmaker’s dream. It was a perfect location for historical dramas.

      Slipping into the lounge bar, Molly’s spirits rose. A real Christmas tree stood in one corner. Bright with tinsel and lights, it filled the room with a wintry perfume. Taking off her gloves, she went over to the crackling log fire.

      “Molly! Good to see you!” the publican Barry boomed as he strolled through from the public bar. He was every child’s idea of Father Christmas and lacked only the big white beard and red outfit. Avondale Primary School was delighted to lend him both for its Christmas party each year.

      “I’m trying out new recipes for winter drinks, Molly. Fancy a roasted apple punch? It’s non-alcoholic,” he said.

      She beamed. “Yes, please!”

      “One Winter Warmer coming up–on the house,” Barry said, lifting the lid from a slow cooker on the counter. Ladling steaming punch into a small mug, he slid it across the bar toward her.

      “You didn’t bring Greg along, then?”

      Wrapping her hands around the warm mug, Molly shook her head. “I’m worried about him, Barry. He’s so down in the dumps.”

      “I’d say he did the right thing in closing the business. It’s no good trying to struggle on, seeing bills mount up and getting stressed about it.”

      “He’s promised to make some posters for us,” Molly said as the door of the lounge bar opened behind her.

      “Is this the meeting for the Walking Nativity?” a commanding voice rang across the room.

      “Uh-oh! It’s Bishop Victor from the Cathedral!” Barry whispered across the bar to Molly.

      Oh, no! He must be here to object! she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, Molly delivered the final details of the Walking Nativity to Greg as he sat at his computer.

      “Thanks for offering to do the posters for us, love!”

      “Speaking as the local misery guts, I had to make an effort.” Greg said, picking up Molly’s paperwork. After a few seconds, he glanced up in disbelief.

      “This can’t be right. You’ve got the Bishop of Avondale down to play King Herod!”

      She laughed. “No, that’s right! He offered to let us hold the scene with the three kings in the cathedral itself…on condition we let him take part.”

      Greg pulled a face. “Fair enough, but you must have got it wrong, Molly. Surely he expected you to cast him as one of the kings!”

      “You’ve never met Bishop Victor, have you?” Molly giggled. “Apparently, he was a tearaway in his twenties, but he’s been on the straight and narrow since he discovered religion. Now, with a few more decades under his belt, he wanted a trip down memory lane. Or as he put it, another walk on the wild side.”

      “Let’s hope the Archbishop of Canterbury never gets to hear about it!” Greg chuckled.

      “She already knows. Bishop Victor has been working with the tourism people for a while to draw people into the cathedral. Taking part in our community project is his contribution to the publicity drive.” Molly said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      When Molly first dreamed up the idea of a Walking Nativity, she had pictured Greg’s shop as the setting for its final scene. Greg hadn’t been so keen.

      “It’s such a shame!” she told Barry at the dress rehearsal. “Hundreds of people walk past his window on the High Street every day. I was going to use the empty shop to set the scene. There would have been straw on the floor, a manger filled with hay, lanterns, rope halters…”

      “I can see why Greg wouldn’t be too happy!” Barry laughed. “How could he sell the place when it’s kitted out as a first-century stable?”

      “Maybe so, but it’s not as though we’re getting any viewings anyway,” Molly sighed. “Nobody is looking for business premises at the moment.”

      Barry tried to jolly her along. “Things are bound to pick up in the new year. Think of all the resolutions people will make to start a business!”

      “Two years ago, that was Greg’s New Year’s resolution,” she said glumly.
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        * * *

      

      Greg’s beautiful posters of Mary, Joseph and their donkey beneath the star of Bethlehem soon went up all over the town. He used the same design to create orders of service and social media images for sharing online.

      There were to be Nativity Walks on three separate evenings. Although people could join for free, the organisers were encouraging donations for the local playground fund.

      On the opening night, Molly and Barry were the first to arrive. They got to the annexe of the cathedral well before the first walk was due to start.

      The local garden centre had created a small Garden of Eden at the west door of the cathedral. Adam and Eve were snug in leotards, while the snake wore a black Hallowe’en onesie and a paper dragon’s head, borrowed from the local Chinese restaurant.

      As the cast waited for their audience to arrive, Bishop Victor appeared. To Molly’s disappointment, he wasn’t yet in costume. He handed both of the narrators a transparent change bag glittering with a few pound coins.
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