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16th December 

‘Are you looking forward to Christmas, Scarlett?’ says my hunky husband, Gabriel. Gosh – he even looks gorgeous with egg on his chin.

‘Wipe the egg from your chin, and I’ll tell you,’ I say.

‘Whoops.’ He rubs at the offending area with a tissue which leaves bits of white paper in his stubble.

‘Now you resemble Father Christmas.’

‘Rude – I’m at least twenty years too young.’

‘You’re pushing fifty.’

‘I’m only forty-six.’

‘Forty-seven soon. Don’t know why I married such an old codger.’

‘Cheeky – you’re pushing forty. Could an old man kiss you like this?’

He pushes back his pine chair, stands, walks around the table and plants a massive smacker on my lips.

As passions rise, the landline rings.

‘Leave it,’ pants Gabriel.

‘Can’t – it’ll be Mum.’

In a bid for a simpler life, Mum dumped her mobile phone last month, and she’s the only person who rings the landline.

‘Let it go to answer-phone.’ Gabriel undoes the top button of my Penelope Pitstop pyjamas. 

‘Forgot to turn it on, hang on a sec.’

After chatting to Mum, I stomp into the kitchen where Gabriel is eating toast as he reads The Daily Wail. 

‘Any news?’ he says in a distracted tone.

I plop onto the opposite pine chair. ‘You asked if I’m looking forward to Christmas.’

He peers over the newspaper. ‘And?’

‘I was, but now I’m not.’ To my embarrassment, I burst into tears.

‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘Nothing.’

‘Looks like it from here.’

‘I’m stupid.’

‘Tell me.’

Like an upset toddler, I hiccup, ‘Mum and Dad are going away for Christmas.’

‘And?’

‘It will be the first Christmas I’ve spent without them since I was born.’

We spent our first married Christmas last year at Mum and Dad’s home in Liverpool. Gabriel and I live in Lower Coffin, Surrey in a gorgeous house called Wisteria Villa.

‘Anyway, we have a wedding reception to organise on Christmas Eve,’ says Gabriel. ‘It would be a dash to go to Liverpool afterwards.’

‘I meant to tell you – the bride cancelled yesterday as they’ll wed in Vegas. Couldn’t handle the family rows – said they’re happy to forfeit the deposit in exchange for sanity.’

‘That’s a nice Christmas bonus for us, Scarlett – cash without the hass.’

‘Hass?’

‘Hassle.’

‘Exactly. I wasn’t looking forward to it.’

We run an events company called Beauty and the Feast.

Something dawns on me. ‘Hey, you cheeky bugger.’

Gabriel raises a brow.

‘I’m not nearly forty – I’m only thirty-eight.’

‘Ah, you’ve just realised what I said. Must go, have to see a man about a dog.’

As he hastens from the room, I plant a hard slap on his firm backside.

‘Oh, that was nice. Must announce you’re pushing forty more often.’

––––––––
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After Gabriel drives away in our Beauty and the Feast van, I dress in black jeans and a red sweater. Then I head to the super-warm utility room where our dog is languishing on her bed. As I enter, Judy, a grey curly-haired mongrel with a cute face and floppy ears, dances around me and barks ecstatically as I don yellow wellies and a waterproof parka. 

‘Walkies,’ I say as her barks reach crescendo level and she springs about like Zebedee.

Outside, she calms a little and after about fifty yards trots alongside me. 

‘I’m sad today, Judy. My parents are away for Christmas.’

She’s more concerned with pulling me towards the woods, so I mull to myself...

I couldn’t believe it when Mum said she and Dad are going away for Christmas without inviting us. But on reflection, I understand. A widowed friend of Mum’s recently married a wealthy American, and Mum and Dad are off to stay at their ranch in Santa Fe. I’m not jealous, not a bit. 

Besides, it will be nice to spend Christmas with my husband in our lovely house, and I’ll make it a festive season to remember. 

Happier, I hum ‘Good King Wenceslas looked out...’ as I march through a carpet of wet leaves. As a kid, I thought it was ‘Good King Wensless last looked out...’

Tomorrow, I’ll go to London to soak up the Christmas spirit, see the lights on Oxford Street, do some shopping.

‘What do you want for Christmas, Judy?’ I say.

She barks.

‘A bone? You shall have the biggest marrowbone in the world, some squeaky toys and a new red Christmas coat.’

––––––––
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The next morning, Gabriel drops me at Guildford train station. ‘Sure you don’t want to come with me?’ I say as the car slows. 

‘I’d rather gouge out my eyes with a blunt spoon.’

‘Is my company that bad?’

‘You know I mean the shopping – scoot or you’ll miss the train.’

I peck his cheek and dash to buy a ticket.

Ensconced in a carriage, I pull out my Kindle and heave a happy sigh as I begin A Redbird Christmas, by Fannie Flagg.

About fifteen minutes later, the train pulls into Waterloo station.

Should I get the tube or grab a cab?

My sensible side wins – the tube is quicker and cheaper, so I buy a ticket and head to the Jubilee Line. 

Soon I’m in a throng of Christmas shoppers emerging onto Oxford Street from Bond Street tube station. 

Hmm, where to first? Coffee. Always coffee – and something sweet. 

At a window table in Hotshots, I sip macchiato and munch a chocolate-chip muffin as Bob Dylan warbles ‘You Angel You’ from the sound system. This is a perfect moment, and I thank God Christmas songs aren’t playing on an endless loop.

A beetroot-faced skinny woman sweeps into the coffeeshop and towards the counter. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? Christmas songs only until after Boxing Day.’

Must be the manager. 

As I finish my muffin, Slade belts out, ‘Merry Christmas’.

Oh, well. I’m here to get into the festive spirit.

Tempted to order a second muffin, I resist and settle for another coffee and sit awhile watching a hectic world. Why do we make such a fuss about a few days?

Mum said she loved her childhood Christmases when there were no decorations in the shops before December. And her parents didn’t put up the tree and other decorations until Christmas Eve. 

‘It was more special, Scarlett,’ she once said. ‘Us kids didn’t get what we wanted all year round. We waited for Christmas or birthdays and even then, were rarely spoiled. Everything was magical from our selection boxes to the nuts and tangerines in our stockings. We got one main gift, and a few cheap extras but treasured it all.’

I finish my coffee and stroll towards Selfingtons, a vast department store. Usually, it has the most amazing festive window displays. This year is no different, its theme a 1950s Christmas.

Behind each window is a different scene. One window shows a living room with a roaring log fire (gas I presume). Three hand-knitted socks, held in place by ornamental Siamese cats, hang from a green-tiled mantelpiece. A pine Christmas tree in a corner is decorated with tinsel, colourful glass baubles, and Pifco fairy lights. Underneath are unopened gifts tied with bows. Atop the tree is a fairy in a white and silver dress. Colourful paper decorations hang from all four corners of the room, meeting in the middle. 

On a green velvet sofa sit three children, two girls and a boy, their faces aglow with anticipation as they watch A Christmas Carol on a Bakelite television with a tiny screen. Gosh, I’d need a telescope to watch it.

In Retro Woman magazine, I read that fewer than two million British homes owned a telly at the beginning of 1953. But in the build-up to the Queen's coronation, over half a million sets were sold. Until 1958 there was only one channel – BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation). The first commercial channel, ITV, was launched in September 1958. Its impact was immediate, powerful, and viewers enjoyed the informal newscasters, quizzes with cash prizes, variety shows, American programmes – and adverts.

I stroll to the next window to see a retro dad in the kitchen, stuffing a turkey as a retro mum prepares sprouts. On the blue Formica table is a glass of sherry and a mince pie. I guess for Santa.

‘Watch where you’re going,’ says a weak voice. ‘You nearly kicked me.’

I look around, don’t see anyone then notice a skinny old woman seated on the pavement. She has wrinkled skin, wizened eyes and a defeated expression.

And she smells awful as if she and her ragged clothes have not seen soap and water in weeks. Selfingtons perfumery department is yards away, and I’m tempted to dash in and douse myself with something fresh and lemony. But instinct makes me sit on the pavement next to her and ignore the shocked glances of passers-by. 

I hold out a hand. ‘Hello, I’m Scarlett King.’

‘Maisie. Maisie Devine.’

‘Spelt D-e-v-i-n-e?’ I say.

‘The same. Why?’

‘That’s my name.’

‘You said King.’

‘Yes – I’m married to Gabriel Devine but use my maiden name.’

‘Times have changed. I’m starving. Will you get me something to eat?’

‘Wait here.’

‘Where else will I go, ducky? Harrods, to do my Christmas shopping?’

I give an embarrassed grin and rush back to Hotshots, where I buy a bacon roll and a large sweet tea.

When I hand my haul to Maisie, she attacks the food like a starving dog.

To be fair, just how I attack Indian food. 

As she eats, I nearly keel over from her unwashed smell but want to know more. ‘Maisie, have you anywhere to stay?’

‘A nice warm but cheap hotel on Tottenham Court Road when I have enough dosh.’

‘How much is it a night?’

‘Thirty pounds.’

‘Does it have a bath?’

‘Are you saying I smell?’

‘Not at all, Maisie. But it’s lovely to warm up in a tub.’

‘Don’t worry love; I know I pong. I’d love a bath and a change of clothes.’

Again, I tell Maisie to wait and I nip into Marks and Spencer. There, I buy brushed-cotton trousers, a thermal vest, a warm jumper, a waterproof jacket, a flannelette nighty, a set of underwear and socks. 

I hand the purchases to Maisie along with a fifty-pound note. ‘Treat yourself to the hotel tonight, have a lovely long bath, and a good sleep. Tomorrow, meet me in that coffee shop at noon.’ I point at Hotshots.

Tears fill her eyes. ‘Thanks, ducky.’

––––––––
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That evening, at my favourite Indian restaurant, Currying Flavour, with Gabriel, I say, ‘I’m off to London again tomorrow.’

‘Want me to come with?’

‘No, I’m on a mission.’

He groans. ‘I hope it doesn’t involve time travel.’

Since I met Gabriel last year, we’ve been on several missions to the past to rescue endangered souls. Before that my life was dull. But saving Harry Charmer from 1976 danger ended all that. Harry is an Indian mystic who gives us the means to travel through time. 

‘I hope not. Why would you think that?’ I say.

‘A vibe. Why are you off to London again? From yesterday’s carrier bags, I imagined the shops are now out of stock.’

‘Very funny.’ Why don’t men realise how much shopping Christmas involves? I swallow a soupcon of annoyance then tell Gabriel about Maisie as he listens intently.

‘And she has my surname?’ he says.

‘Yes.’

‘Probably a coincidence.’

‘Maybe, maybe not. Oh, here’s our main course.’
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