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Chapter One – Charlie Hates Christmas
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I HATE CHRISTMAS.

Okay, so I don’t object to Christmas in theory. As a child, the young Charlie Nolan didn’t have a problem with Christmas at all. That’s because, like most children, my involvement in the season did not extend beyond opening presents and playing with toys.

As an adult, the basic sentiments behind the holiday are all well and good. The season for giving; goodwill to all men; Mariah Carey belting out a modern yet traditional festive song that is as uplifting as it is infectious.

All of these are good as far as I’m concerned. The real issue is that in thirty years of yuletide joy that I have experienced so far, I am yet to have had one Christmas season that did not devolve into a screeching, over-emotional psychodrama. And why?

My family.

Don’t get me wrong. I love my family dearly. I’ve just never really fit in with them. I’ve always felt like the odd man out. Not because I’m gay, mind you, as my little sister is also of the homosexual persuasion. But I’ve never really been one for massive emotional outbursts, whether they be public or private. Nor have I felt the need to turn any given situation into a scene out of a Mexican soap opera. Also, I’ve never been much of a drinker, so getting absolutely shitfaced with the rest of the tribe has never been high on my holiday ‘must-do’ list. Plus, despite decades of my father desperately trying to spark my interest in the game, I couldn’t care less about test match cricket, much to his chagrin.

But my number one problem with the Christmas season? Every year, I get to spend four days at my parent’s house with our extended family. Four days of Mum’s obsessive attempts to create the ‘perfect’ family Christmas celebration by regimenting every single moment with activities and events, all while the rest of the family do everything in their power to resist against her tyrannical devotion to her holiday lists and schedules. Mum should have learned by now that no amount of scheduling was going to be enough to reign in the craziness that is our family, and that any attempt to do so was ultimately doomed to failure.

A Nolan Family Christmas is a bit like a swirling portal to Hell. You know, going in, that it’s going to be awful. But nothing can prepare you for the screaming, crying or lethal fruit mince pies. But over the years, just like death and taxes, I have come to accept it as one of life’s unavoidable fixtures.

As I sat at my desk at work, a spreadsheet on the screen in front of me becoming nothing more than a jumbled mass of numbers and symbols, I was broken from my reverie by a familiar voice.

“Charlie, Earth to Charlie!”

I looked up from my laptop to see the voluptuous form of my colleague and best friend, Bree Anderson, standing in my open doorway.

“Sorry, hun. I was miles away. Did you need something?”

“Yeah, it’s coffee time. Let’s go!” Bree said, and without another word, turned away and walked toward the staff break room. I logged out of my computer and followed her.

When I reached the break room, Bree was already making two cups of steaming magic wake-up juice, so I headed to the snack cupboard to find some goodies. One great thing about working for a government department, the break rooms are always well-stocked. I found an unopened packet of Tim Tams buried under a pile of assorted rice crackers. 

Score!

As I took my first sip of coffee and bit into one of the delectable chocolate biscuits, I found my earlier mood slowly ebbing away.

“So, what’s up with you?” Bree said without preamble, “You’ve been out of sorts for days.”

“Oh, it’s nothing serious. It’s just the end of the year...”

“Holiday blues?” She said, nodding sympathetically.

“Sort of. Mum rang the other day, and there’s no chance of me getting out of Christmas this year. My older brother, Craig, is still on deployment god knows where overseas. If we’re lucky, we might get a brief video message from him sometime before New Year. Plus my little sister, Charmaine, is at University in Queensland, so she’s spending the holidays with her girlfriend’s family. That leaves me as the only one of the kids who’ll be at Christmas this year.”

“Bugger.”

“That’s not all. Mum’s up to something. She was asking me all sorts of questions. Wanting to know if I was seeing anyone or planning on bringing a date for Christmas. I smell another one of her horrible holiday blind date fix ups on the horizon.”

“Good! You need to get your dick wet.”

“Bree!” I said, scandalised.

“What? You do! When was the last time you had a date?”

“It’s not easy, you know. I work insane hours. When do I have time for a social life?”

“If it’s important, you make the time. Besides, I think you use work as an excuse to get out of social stuff. Nobody does the kind of extra hours you do. Cut back and live a little. Maybe your Mum’s blind date will be cute?”

I burst out laughing. Bree had no idea how bad my mother was at matchmaking.

“The last time my Mum fixed me up with a guy, it was her hairdresser. After an excruciatingly awkward date, he eventually confessed he was straight! The only reason he agreed to go out with me was that Mum was a big tipper and he was afraid of offending her by saying no. He made me swear on a stack of bibles that I wouldn’t tell her the truth! It was a total disaster.”

Bree took a moment to process this, then burst out laughing.

“Besides, I’ve never really had much luck with dating. I’ve only ever had one serious boyfriend, and you know how that turned out.” I returned to my coffee and grabbed another Tim Tam. There’s nothing like the Christmas season to make me eat my feelings.

This time of year never seemed to fail to remind me of my failure to bounce back after the whole Liam thing.

Liam.

It was over eight years ago. He was my first serious boyfriend. My first lover. My first heartbreak. The two of us clicked from the very start. Our differences complimented each other and we enjoyed each other’s company so easily. We were together for just over six months, and well on the track to moving in together. I pictured us getting married, growing old together – the whole package.

Then suddenly, the whole relationship fell apart in the space of a few weeks. Liam started cancelling dinner dates. He would be ‘stuck in traffic’ or would ‘suddenly have to work late at the last minute’ which, initially, I understood. We both worked busy, demanding jobs. But then the ‘last-minute business trips’ started. We went from spending so much time together to little more than trading voicemails.

Then one day I got the phone call from his boss, asking if I could get a message to Liam. Given that Liam was away on a business trip, and he’d told me he was going with his boss, I really didn’t know what to say. Now that I had caught him out in a lie, it started to make me wonder what else he was lying about. Suddenly all the cancelled dates and late nights at the office made sense.

He was cheating on me.

Like I said earlier, I’m not one for big emotional outbursts or dramatic confrontations. So when Liam finally deigned to get in contact with me, I simply told him that I felt things weren’t working out between us and that I felt we should see other people. The fact that he already had a head start was neither here nor there. To give him credit, Liam did put on a good show of being shocked, but he never made any attempt to defend himself or, more importantly, apologise for his transgressions. He certainly didn’t make any effort to fight to keep our relationship going, which was all the confirmation I needed.

So we called it a day and move on with our lives. No mess. No fuss. I never saw or heard from him again.

For weeks after, I just walked around in a heartbroken daze. It wasn’t until I met Bree on her first day of work and we became fast friends, that I was able to shake off the mood and get back to some sense of normality.

But from that point forward, any time I go on a date with a man, I couldn't help but subconsciously compare them to Liam. Not the cheating slime ball who broke my heart, but the Liam I clicked with on our first date; the Liam that was so easy to talk to. The Liam who was the other half of me. I’ve never found that instant connection and comfort with anyone else.

“Charlie!” Bree snapped me out of my reverie again.

“Sorry. I spaced out again.”

“If you don’t want to get fixed up by your Mum, why don’t you just tell her no?”

“Saying ‘no’ to Kathleen Nolan isn’t as easy as you’d think. She’s like a steamroller. It’d be easier to tell the trees not to grow or the wind not to blow...”

“Oh. My. God! Are you quoting The Village People?” Bree said, sounding almost incredulous.

Jeez, was I quoting The Village People? I did listen to You Can’t Stop The Music in the car this morning...

“No, of course not. Don’t be ridiculous!” I said, praying Bree wouldn’t pick up her phone and Google the lyrics. She eyed me suspiciously.

“Anyway, I wanted to ask you something,” Bree said, looking a little shy all of a sudden, “Would it be weird if I asked to join you for Christmas with your family this year?”

I looked at Bree like she had grown a second head. I’ve told her stories of Nolan Family Christmases. Did she think I was lying?

“Have you lost your mind? Why would you want to subject yourself to that?”

“My parents are going to Bali for the holidays and I don’t have anywhere to go for Christmas...”

“Why not tag along with them. The office is closed until after New Year. It’d be a great little getaway for you.”

“Well, I already suggested that to my parents and Mum made it clear that my presence would not be welcome. In her words: ‘Mummy and Daddy need their special hugging time’ End quote.”

“Ew.”

“I know, right?”

“I’ll lay a lot of things at my parent’s door, but they’ve never said anything as revolting as ‘special hugging time.’ Oh, god. I think I’m going to be sick.” I fanned myself, trying to get some fresh air.

“So please, don’t leave me alone. Let me come along. I’ve always wanted to experience a Christmas with your family for myself. All those stories. It sounds like it’s going to be a blast.”

Silly Rabbit.

She really does think I was exaggerating. She thinks this is just going to be a slightly less formal Christmas than she’s used to with her family. She’s just signed her own death warrant.

“Alright, you can come. But on one condition.”

“Name it!” Bree said, bouncing with enthusiasm.

“Christmas with the Nolan family is not a spectator sport. There’s no sitting on the sidelines and no ‘get out of jail free’ cards. If you’re in, you’re all in.” I said, adding as much gravitas to my voice as humanly possible.

“Deal!”

“And may God have mercy on your soul...” I said under my breath as she dashed around the table to give me an awkward hug from behind.
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Chapter Two – There’s No Place Like Hell
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Christmas Eve Eve (definition)

An entirely unofficial and non-existent holiday celebrated by my parents. Held on December 23rd each year, Christmas Eve Eve is treated as an ‘introduction’ to the Nolan Family Christmas festivities because, apparently, the three officially recognised Christmas holidays don’t generate enough chaos for our family.

––––––––
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I ARRIVED AT Bree’s place at around nine A.M. on Christmas Eve Eve, her small duplex only a few streets away from my house. My old but reliable Toyota Camry was loaded up with my luggage and Christmas gifts, with more than enough room for Bree to stow her stuff in the boot too. When I pulled into her driveway, I gave the horn a quick beep and, moments later, Bree emerged juggling suitcases. 

It still surprised me how different she was outside of work. Gone were the sensible corporate outfits, tight and tidy hair piled in a neat bun, and perfect makeup. Off the clock, Bree looked like she owned a tattoo shop. I watched her in the rear vision mirror as she loaded her stuff in the boot. Dressed in her standard ripped black jeans, a white crop top that showed off the ink on her arms and chest, and her shimmering raven hair flowing wild and free, Bree had softened her casual look slightly for the occasion by wearing a small brooch on her top. When she got into the car, I got a closer look at the accessory and discovered it was Santa riding his sleigh.

Bree outside of work wasn’t just a cosmetic change. At work, Bree tended to be very prim and proper. She would get her job done with a minimum of gossip, avoided office politics, and was a stickler for professionalism and following the rules. 

Outside of work, Bree was a wild woman. 

My friend was all about thrill-seeking. Riding motorcycles, going skydiving, white water rafting. Anything to get an adrenaline high. In almost every way, Bree was my total opposite. While she was having the adventure, I was happy sitting on the sidelines watching her have fun. She was welcome to the drama and excitement. I was content to stay out of the way.
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