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  London: December, 1981. A White Christmas is on the cards, but as the temperature drops, the pressure on Arty mounts. He's got far too much planned in the coming days to have it all buried under a mountain of snow.


  Between his retirement surprise for Jim and the Christmas party at the dance school, Arty might need to curtail his daydreaming a little to ensure everything comes together. Still, if all else fails, at least he and Jim have each other to keep them warm through the impending blizzard.


  Note: this story follows on from When Skies Have Fallen and as such contains spoilers for anyone who has not read the novel.


  Thursday, 10th December


  “Looking ahead to the weekend, the cold spell continues, with severe frost throughout London and the southeast, and up to twelve inches of snow expected in the next twenty-four hours.


  “All in all, we’re in for a fairly settled few days due to high pressure over most of the British Isles, with occasional depressions over the English Channel bringing further flurries of snow. Will we see a White Christmas? That’s a strong possibility. This is London’s snowiest December in over a hundred years…”


  “Dickens has a lot to answer for,” Arty muttered. He poked the darning needle through the sock’s heel and tugged it through the other side, and again, before he snapped off the yarn with his teeth. The meteorologist’s joyous forecast had irked him as if the man himself were responsible for the imminent blizzard. Alas, the view through the sitting room window only served as confirmation; it had been snowing for several hours—large, dry flakes that had stuck and blanketed everything in minutes—and it showed no signs of stopping. Perish the thought it might continue for the next forty-eight hours, let alone the next two weeks.


  Still, White Christmases were rarer than hens’ teeth; in Arty’s sixty-two years, he had witnessed three at most, only one of which he’d considered remotely joyous. It was in the late twenties, and he’d have been eight or nine years old—young enough to be thoroughly invested in the winter wonderlands of Dickens’ imagination. To an able-bodied child, there was nothing quite so magical as waking to snow on Christmas morning, when there were no chores to be done nor school to attend; the day was theirs to spend as they would—snowball fights, building snowmen, sledding…


  “It was a death trap.” Arty shook his head and chuckled to himself, recalling the terribly rickety contraption Uncle Bill had constructed that year from a couple of lengths of woodworm-riddled skirting board held together by a prayer. He’d attached a rope to it, with the dog on the other end, and shouted ‘mush!’, naively expecting their rather clever though profoundly stubborn collie to move. Instead, Shep had wandered around to the side of the sled and cocked his leg over it.


  Undaunted, Bill had untethered the dog, and the four of them—Bill, Arty, his sister Sissy, who had been given Christmas Day off work, and the dog—had set off in search of a decent slope to descend. It had been no easy feat, either, in the largely flat local terrain, and in the end, they’d joined at least two dozen others in repeatedly sliding down the railway embankment until dark clouds and a fresh downpour sent them home, rosy-cheeked and numb-fingered, for their Christmas dinner.


  By Boxing Day, they’d been completely snowed in—it had been relentless—and Bill had brought out the playing cards, systematically winning all of Arty’s festive treats, only giving them back when Sissy threatened to blacken his eye—all in jest, Arty liked to think. That was also the year Bill had fallen through the thin ice covering the fishing pond in a somewhat fortunate failed attempt to persuade Arty and Sissy they could safely use it as a shortcut to the church.


  He’d been a sod for it, had Bill, goading Arty into all kinds of dangerous pursuits which had terrified him—more so in hindsight—though he’d never been brave enough to say so. That his mother had entrusted her young brother with the care of her offspring—when Sissy was barely a year younger than Bill and far more responsible—had made little sense to Arty at the time, though he understood now.


  At the sound of the front door opening, Arty abandoned both his daydreaming and darning and swiftly rose, switching off the TV on his way out of the room. He stopped in the doorway to watch Jim, bent double just inside the front door and fighting to get out of his boots. “Hello.”


  Jim glanced up and offered Arty a weary smile. “Hey.”


  “You’re early.”


  “Yeah. We had to stop work. Too damn cold.” Jim straightened and began unbuttoning his coat, or tried. He was making very slow progress. “What’s the weatherman have to say?”


  “More to come, I’m afraid. Here, let me.” Arty moved in and took over, hoping only he was conscious of his racing heart. The way Jim was watching him at close quarters, it was impossible to say, and Jim had asked more than once if there was something Arty wasn’t telling him. Thank goodness he only had to keep the secret for one more day. He’d never done well at hiding things from Jim. “No wonder you’re struggling. Your hands are freezing.”


  “Care to warm ’em for me?” Grinning mischievously, Jim sneaked one hand under Arty’s pullover. Arty gasped in shock, instinctively trapping Jim’s hand with his elbow and keeping it there while he unfastened the rest of the buttons.


  “There,” he said sternly, taking a step back and rubbing at the palm-sized cold spot Jim had left on his side. “Do you want to eat first or go for your bath?”


  “Bath, I think. Warm up a little. Hey!” Jim called; Arty was already moving towards the bathroom. “I can deal with it myself. You go rest.”


  Arty laughed. “That’s what I’ve been doing all day, love.” That wasn’t strictly true; he’d baked, prepared dinner, finished the ironing and most of the sewing, but it was all very sedentary and for no reason beyond those being the more pressing of the household tasks. In spite of Arty being registered disabled, of the two of them, he was in better physical shape, and it was telling on the eve of Jim’s retirement.


  Jim should have retired two months ago, when he’d turned sixty-five, but who was going to enforce it when he was his own boss? He’d only relented now because his knees had had it; Charlie’s back was in much the same state but he had a few years to go yet. Their doctor was trying to bump Jim up the waiting list—Arty could only hope he didn’t succeed in the next fortnight.


  For all of that, and ignoring Jim’s pained expression, Arty took his word for it that he could run his own bath. “I’ll turn the oven down and make some tea.”


  “Great.” As they passed each other, Jim reached for Arty again, but he dodged out of the way, laughing at Jim’s disappointed scowl. Excellent as the heating was in Dalton Place, he found it difficult enough to stay warm without Jim’s icy hands to contend with.
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