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This novel is a work of fiction and the characters
and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s
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Christmas is Brian Carson’s favourite time of year—a
time to be with his family, to share gifts, eat Christmas dinner
and watch the Queen’s speech, together. He’s determined to be
there, and nothing’s going to stop him. Not even death.
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’Twas the night before Christmas…well,
you know how that one goes. Sugar plums, St. Nick, and all the
rest. All over the Western world, children (and quite a few adults
as well), hunkered under their duvets, dreaming of what they’d find
under their trees the next morning. Maybe an electronic doodad that
connected to the internet, played a million games and Blu-ray
discs. Maybe a pony, maybe a bike. Maybe a diamond ring or a 1970
Dino Ferrari. In scarlet.

The night before Christmas…perhaps the best
night of them all. The anticipation, the excitement, the desire…who
didn’t feel those things? Even the poorest, the most
desperate, the loneliest, the hungriest (even in the Western world
of the early twenty-first century there were plenty of those) must
feel those things, if only for a minute or two. The desire that
someone, somewhere will think of them, remember them, if only for a
moment.

Oh, the night before Christmas…what joy! What
wonders! Hope so tangible you could almost reach out and snap some
off, chew it, roll it around your tongue, swallow it. Tinsel,
frost, Salvation Army brass bands…

No night in the year like it. It is a time of
magic.

Especially for the Carson family at 12 Arnold
Grove, Merseyside.

Let’s take a look at them—why not? We can do
what we like, after all. We are spirits in this; able to go where
we want. Walls and ceilings are no barrier to us. There—that
terraced house below? Modest, well kept, comfortable looking. Maybe
the stone cladding dates it a bit, but aside from that, I think
most people would be happy to live there. It looks cosy, doesn’t
it? It doesn’t speak of trauma and tragedy. It is not a Bleak
House. It has…oh, shall we say, a lack of anything dramatic about
it.

And yet…how can I describe this? Or do I need
to—can you feel it too? A sense that, underneath that complete
blandness of a reasonably well-off family home, there’s
something…what’s the word? Waiting? Is that it? Waiting?

Well of course, who isn’t waiting on
Christmas Eve? Haven’t I made that point adequately already?
But…this feels like a different waiting. There’s a heaviness about
that house—I can see it, can you? Almost as if a translucent dark
cloud surrounds it from the gate to the fence at the back of the
yard.

There’s hope, yes. There’s even eagerness.
But they’re only on the top. They’re the sugar on the doughnut.
Underneath…instead of jam, this doughnut appears to have fag ends
and dog turds.

While everyone else is waiting for what the
morning might bring, for presents and silliness, what is the Carson
family waiting for? Why does their anticipation taste differently
to the others in that country? Why is it slightly coppery, as if
tasted through a mouthful of pennies?

Shall we see?
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They sat in the living room of that three up,
three down in Old Swan, Liverpool; four of them staring silently at
the clock. It read eleven fifty-six. There were the sounds of
revellers in the streets, a drunken chorus of bonhomie and, “All
the best mate,” and, “I love you, I do,” and the occasional fight,
but at 12 Arnold Grove, a silence had fallen upon the four
occupants.

Silence, bar the ticking of the clock.

Watching the hands move was Jennifer, the
mother. Early fifties, once a woman of staggering beauty, now one
of handsome middle age. In youth, her hips had been narrower, her
bottom smaller, her breasts firmer, but, on a good day, she could
pass for forty. Well, forty-five. This was not, however, a good
day. Christmas Eves were different now; had been for the last two
years. She turned to her left and gave a ghastly smile to her
daughter, a smile that was supposed offer reassurance, but
didn’t.
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