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I am envious of people who love Christmas, with the purest and simplest of joys.

The ones who lovingly wrap and unwrap their glass decorations from year to year.

The death-defying ones who climb on the roof to string up  Christmas lights, (that cost them a fortune in electricity).

And especially the ones who are delighted with gifts of socks, ties and sensible underpants.

Not forgetting the ones who happily wear Christmas jumpers, ties, socks and jewellery. Especially the kind with flashing lights.

And bells.

Christmas and I have had an uneasy relationship for most of my life. Looking back, it seems as though every traumatic event has happened in the lead up to Christmas.

Starting with emigrating to Australia when I was five.

Followed by my parents splitting up, my divorce, my father’s death, then my favourite Aunt Muriel’s, and not much later, my mother’s.

Did you know the lead up to Christmas is also the peak period for transplants?

My transplant came during that period too, and while I am deeply grateful to the family that permitted it, I am very much aware that my life continues through someone else’s death. 

Mind you, when I was younger, I looked forward to the lead up to Christmas, but not so much to the actual day.

My mother made Christmas puddings in September. Every year until she gave it up when I was about fifteen because she said they didn’t cure right.

We’d get out the nasty plastic tree on December 1, (no smell of pine or fallen needles that needed clearing up for us) and pull out the decorations. Some of them survived the trip from England with us. And then we’d fill up the tree and lounge room with them.

Sometime in December Muriel’s gifts would arrive from England, always exactly right, with a big tin of Quality Street chocolates and another of Huntley & Palmer biscuits for the family, right up until the company shut down.

We were allowed one fancy and one plain with our tea, because otherwise we’d scoff all the chocolate ones. My favourite was the bon bon.

And on Christmas Eve the gifts would appear under the tree, and “Santa” came by after we were asleep.

Always with a stocking made from a football sock that included an orange in the heel, and a string bag of unshelled nuts in the toe.

But Christmas Day itself was almost invariably a nightmare.

Dad would get drunk, my parents would fight, and my brother and I would disappear until tea time so we didn’t have to see it.

Year after year, the same pattern.

Even after they split up.

There’s something insane about a family Christmas when there’s no family.

One year, when I was about twenty-five, we had Christmas at mine. I don’t remember the exact details, but Dad got drunk and accused Mum of ruining Christmas.

It’s become a kind of code for me and my husband, a sly tongue-in-cheek dig for things of no consequence.

Bad haircut? “He ruined Christmas.” Shop ran out of milk? “They ruined Christmas.” Doctor’s running late? “She ruined Christmas.”

I can’t be the only one that feels this way.

So I decided to put my own collection of stories together for Christmas, and just like those tins of biscuits, or boxes of chocolate, this collection includes something bitter and sweet. Dark, nutty and plain.

Starting with Christmas Bonanza; it takes beauty, brains and brawn to win The Christmas Bonanza - the most anticipated reality show on TV. But Edina Montrose wants to win. No matter the cost.

Then the Remains of Christmas; having spent all her life in the military, all Penelope Cradock knows is how to be a soldier. Never married, lost her unit and her family in the war. And while the Empire conquered her people, Christmas conquered the Empire.

In Christmas Kisses Ava Gibson, slightly stressed event manager, organising the Goldings Investment Bank annual Christmas dinner. Ryan Griffith, high flyer, confirmed bachelor, and Christmas Sceptic. Knocking heads together. Literally.

And during the Christmas Conflagration, Matilda May McDonald, so-called crazy catlady, owner of four dogs, trapped by her past. Perhaps this Christmas offers more than salvation.

Finally, Christmas Business, where Vada Paloma was busy working undercover. So deep undercover she can't find her way back. Could Christmas be the key to unlocking her present?

So I hope you...

if not exactly enjoy, then are perhaps satisfied with these stories.

-
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CHRISTMAS BONANZA
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Edina Montrose was nervous.

It was September first; the day The Christmas Bonanza competition began.

It was the ultimate reality show; beauty, brains, and brawn. Open to men and women sixteen to twenty-six.

And of course, the ultimate winner deserves the ultimate prize.

The magnificent house and gardens were constructed and furnished by the competitors. Brand new cars and clothes supplied by the sponsors.

And of course - a marriage made in heaven, between the two fittest, smartest, most beautiful people in the country.

With all that, it was no wonder The Christmas Bonanza was the most anticipated reality show on TV.

Competitors were voted off, back on, and off again by competitors and audience alike.

Challenges included hunting game and preparing one or more meals for the other competitors.

Plus quizzes, talent shows, and survival skills.

Winner takes all.

Edina sat on a Queen Anne style stool, facing herself in the triple mirrors of the dressing table, wondering if she was doing the right thing.

She picked up a photo of her family; Mum, Dad, four sisters and herself, the youngest.

She was young when it was taken, and it had seemed to her that anything was possible.

She was older now.

Cynical too.

Believed you had to work harder, not smarter, to get anywhere in life.

Was she was too old to win The Christmas Bonanza?

Too saggy, and bumpy, and daggy?

Too dumb?

It was worth it, right?

She desperately wanted to prove herself.

To her family, and to everyone who said she'd never amount to anything.

And this year was the last year she was eligible to enter; born on December 24th, she’d age out near the end of the competition.

Edina had resolved that this year, no matter the cost, she would do whatever it took.

She looked past herself, to the reflection of the room behind him.

The blue sponged walls looked like a warm summer sky. Deep blue wall-to-wall carpet, made you feel like you were lying on a tiny island in the middle of the Mediterranean as you lay in bed.

The Queen Anne bed, wardrobe, side and dressing tables she’d lovingly sanded back to the original birch and applied a clear stain.

The lacework doilies she’d made by hand to protect the furniture from her antique finds.

The watercolour beach landscapes she’d painted and hung in white frames.

And the lush green indoor plants she threw away as soon as they got too big for the room.

On the whole, it presented a charming picture, one she was proud to leave the curtains open for passers-by to see just how beautiful it was.

Not a speck of dirt, or unplumped pillow, or carelessly thrown garment to mar its perfection.

That morning, however, the vine print curtains were closed.

She’d worked her butt off to prepare for the competition.

Training hard, she’d finally lost her puppy fat and built muscle. Her running times were the best they’d ever been.

She’d joined an academy, brushing up her education, and picking ikebana for her special knowledge.

Taken piano lessons, practised faithfully until she could play a wide range of classical pieces, and popular music for others to sing along to.

And she’d gone to modelling classes, learning the latest techniques for hair and make-up, how to stand and pose attractively, as well as how to interview and answer the faux-personal questions during her video confessionals.

Even rehearsed the likely screening questions until they were second nature, it was all right there in her head; she was as prepared as she could be.

She’d invested in waxing and a spray tan, a manicure and pedicure, even taken iontophoresis treatments to manage the nervous sweating for the duration of the contest.

That morning she’d done her hair and make-up and dressed in a neat, smooth black satin dress with just a hint of shine.

Her bag was packed with a swimsuit, a simple evening gown, and lightweight body armour.

Edina was as ready as she was ever going to be.

She smoothed the skirt of her dress down the length of a thigh.

Three months without the comfort and support of her family, and that room were difficult to contemplate.

She took a deep breath and stood up.

It was time to leave.

Against her wishes, her family and friends were waiting in the lounge to say goodbye.

No one had said anything, but she felt her lips tremble, and tears gathering in her eyes.

“I wish you reconsider,” her mother said.

She smiled a little, “I’ve worked too hard to get here.”

“But hundreds of women from around the country will be there,” her father said, “you’ll never make it to the final ten.”

“I have to try,” she replied.

“I’m going to miss you so much,” her best friend Sean said.

“Me too,” and brushing a tear from her cheek, she dropped her bag and rushed across the room to hug him tightly.

“I have to go,” she said, “before I start balling.”

“Let me take you,” he said.

Outside a car horn tooted, and she shook her head, “my taxi’s here.”

She hugged them all and left before they could try to change her mind again.

The crowd of people entering through the women's entrance of The Christmas Bonanza auditions at the hall was immense.

And when she saw the first of several crews filming the masses, she almost changed her mind and walked away.

Then she remembered what was at stake - she was here to prove herself. She was not going to let a mere billion women take it away.

Edina, you just have to take it minute by minute, she told herself, and squaring her shoulders, joined the sign in throng.

Getting signed in seemed the first challenge.

A long queue snaked down a series of corridors like a labyrinth.

She looked around while she waited, and noticed several cameras fixed to the walls and ceiling and nodded. Of course, it would be impossible to use a film crew in this crush. A sensible precaution.

She counted them as she went, and wondered if they were using facial recognition.

When she finally reached the head of the queue, she was waved through to one of several counters.

When she got to the counter, the young woman wearing a The Christmas Bonanza t-shirt behind it flipped through an enormous book and crossed her name off, and took a quick headshot.

Then printed it onto a luggage tag, fixed it to Edina’s bag and dropped it on the conveyor belt behind her, saying, “your bag will be delivered to your destination.”

Then she printed a name tag, an entry form, the Release of Liability waiver, and a sheaf of papers describing the competition terms and conditions.

Edina noted a camera fixed in such a way it was looking directly at her, and did not kid herself this was anything other than the first personality test.

She stood with poise, applied her name tag as soon as it was passed over, and chatted politely while she waited to complete the formalities.

When she was waved through to the next stage, she smiled, bowed a little, and thanked the woman for her time.

The first thing she saw was as she entered the next room was another camera, and then a woman in a black suit. She gave Edina a brief explanation of the terms, paying particular attention to the Release of Liability.

In this instance, the camera was probably for due diligence, but she had no idea who was watching.

She sat elegantly, asked intelligent questions about the details, and politely thanked the woman as she witnessed her signature on the forms.

She waved Edina through another door, where she joined another camera surveilled queue and was directed to a room where rows of desks were lined up like an examination hall.

Criss-crossed by camera angles.

A large digital display hanging on the wall at the front was set to 60:00.

When the desks were full, the door closed, and presumably, the queue moved onto the next room.

Several young women in tiny shorts and The Christmas Bonanza t-shirts started handing out quiz booklets labelled DO NOT TURN OVER UNTIL INSTRUCTED, along with multiple choice answer sheets 300 questions long and a lead pencil.

Another explained, “we’re about to administer the first test, those of you who do not pass will be going home.”

She disregarded the sound of anxious voices.

“You have one hour to complete 300 questions. The test is computer-graded, so please carefully colour in the circles.”

She also disregarded the sound of someone further down retching.

“Your time starts now,” she slapped a button on the desk starting the digital timer, “please turn over your question books.”

The initial questions were easy enough, but by 15 minutes in, she was struggling and starting to tense up.

She took a deep breath and held it as she watched the clock tick over ten seconds before letting it out.

She reasoned the level of difficulty of the questions would be random in an attempt to cull the numbers as much as possible.

Therefore, if she skimmed over the questions she couldn’t immediately answer, she would answer more overall.

And once she’d gone through, she could go back and try the hard ones again.

She attempted to turn the pages quietly so the competition wouldn’t catch what she was doing.

And by the time the clock signalled the end of the session, Edina had not only been proved correct, but felt she’d answered way more questions than otherwise.

She permitted herself to stretch her arms and legs out as the women collected up the books, pencils, and answer sheets.

“Congratulations to you all.

“If you follow the corridor to the end, you’ll find the dining hall where we’ve prepared a delicious lunch for you.

Toilet facilities are located on either side. You will be told where to go when lunch is over.”

Chairs scraped on the floor as the competitors leapt to their feet to rush from the room, either to get the free food before it ran out, or the toilets.

Like disembarking plane passengers, clogging the corridor in the process.

Edina stayed seated until the stampede had moved on, then stood and pushed her chair back under the table. She thanked the women as she left the room.

What she really wanted to do, was run around to release some of the tension she’d built up during the test.

But with no mention of the outside, she settled for arm stretches as she walked up the corridor.

Having waited in the room, a toilet was free when she got there.

It was becoming a game as she checked for cameras, but there were none in the bathroom.

And having gone to the toilet first, dining room servers in the same tiny shorts and The Christmas Bonanza t-shirts were replenishing the buffet of hot and cold, sweet and savoury food.

She noted six cameras as she considered what the next event might be.

Most likely not napping.

Having just completed a quiz, probably not brain-related. Most likely something physical.

So, what she needed was something to provide a lot of energy, fight fatigue and keep hunger at bay for several hours of intense activity.
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