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Daniel


He looked at the calendar as he shrugged on his coat. Nearly December. He still found it strange how time kept passing, the earth kept turning on its axis, each day taking him further away from that awful moment ten months ago. The moment she left him.


People say death is a shock, even when it’s expected, and they are right. He had been astonished. And that was the easy part, the disbelief. The hard graft was the bit that followed, the grief that came in waves, each first anniversary painfully borne … her birthday, his birthday, and now the big one. Christmas.


He wondered if the Christmas Tree Girl would be in her usual spot. This would have been the fourth year, long enough to call it a tradition, him walking past her twice a day, smiling sometimes and catching her eye. Most days she had been preoccupied, busy with other customers, so he would end up passing unacknowledged, creating an odd sense of disappointment which hung over his entire day. Then – on a Saturday in early December – there would be the ceremonial ‘making the visit to buy the tree’. Zoe would always argue for the first Saturday in December and Daniel would want the second, worried the tree would be dead and bare by Christmas Day. The good-natured discussions would start at the end of November and Zoe would generally win. Last year, he had had to bring her in her wheelchair, wrapped up against the cold because her circulation was so very poor. Her lips had been permanently blue, as if she had been eating blackberries, her cheeks flushed in a parody of good health; but by then her movements were slow and her voice weak.


The Christmas Tree Girl had still greeted Zoe as if nothing had changed, teasing her about her hat, ignoring the wheelchair but unselfconsciously hunkering down on her haunches to be on the same level, straining to hear her whispered words and making a joke of her own stupidity when she had to ask her to repeat herself. The Christmas Tree Girl never pretended to understand when she didn’t. Not like other people, people who were embarrassed and dismissed her with an exaggerated smile and a nod. Zoe thought they were idiots and Daniel agreed. No, the Christmas Tree Girl had been different.


As always, last year, the intensely difficult question of which tree to choose had been fully engaged in. An unlimited number of trees had been examined and their form, height, bushiness and general appearance thoroughly explored. A shortlist would be drawn up and judging would be repeated until – at last – a selection could be made, and Daniel could lift the tree onto his shoulder and heft it back to the car. Last year, the Christmas Tree Girl had quickly packed up her money tin, slipped on her rucksack and taken the handles of the wheelchair. By the time Daniel had the tree properly balanced on his shoulder she had been ready to go.


‘Where’s the car?’ she asked.


‘You can’t … what about the trees?’


‘They’ll be fine. You can’t manage on your own.’


They walked the short distance back to his parked car talking about nothing in particular. He wished it were further. There was that awkward moment when she turned to leave.


‘Merry Christmas,’ she said, giving Zoe a wave through the window as the girl settled herself inside the car.


‘Merry Christmas,’ he replied, wanting desperately to kiss her on the cheek. Stopping himself, he held out his hand instead. ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said again, feeling like a complete tool. She shook it, grinning that grin where her mouth went up further on the right than the left – but her eyes still looked sad.


He blinked hard, dismissing the memory. He didn’t need to make the Saturday visit this year. He wouldn’t need a tree … but he desperately wanted to tell the Christmas Tree Girl why. He wanted to tell her – this woman whose name he didn’t even know – that he had lost Zoe, that she was gone for ever and he couldn’t bear it. He wanted to tell her because he had looked into her eyes and he had seen something he now saw in his own reflection.


The Christmas Tree Girl knew about loss.




Kate


‘We’re all very excited about it,’ finished Mr Wilkins, straightening his unforgivably awful tie and giving Kate a smug grin.


‘So,’ she said, dragging her mind reluctantly back into the tired little beige-carpeted space off the stock rooms where Mr Wilkins had created himself a domain, ‘what you’re saying is – despite promising last year was the last time – you want me to stand outside the shop and sell the Christmas trees again.’


‘We do! Your talent and enthusiasm for the task in the previous three years has been noted within the Portman Brothers’ senior management team,’ he said, clearly expecting her to be fawning with gratitude. ‘And this year is the most satisfying challenge ever. With a bigger-than-ever stock of six foot premium blue Norwegian firs – at a higher-than-ever retail price, I might add – we are aiming for our best year yet.’


‘Am I on a bonus?’


‘No.’


‘Do I have to work extra hours?


‘Yes.’


‘Do I get overtime?’


‘No.’


‘Is there marketing support?’


‘Yes.’


‘And do you mean actual marketing support, or do you mean me wearing a sexy elf costume with curly slippers and a crotch-length tunic in the freezing cold? Again?’


‘Yes.’ Mr Wilkins paused. ‘The second one,’ he added. ‘You’ll have to get yourself some fur-lined knickers,’ he suggested with an unattractive leer.


He wasn’t wrong, thought Kate. The wind whistled straight up the High Street from the river and it didn’t bother going around anyone in its path. She felt the cold in her bones. In previous years she had genuinely worried about getting hypothermia.


‘Is there a budget for fur-lined pants?’ she asked, without optimism.


‘No. Non-uniform attire will be provided at the expense of the individual employee.’


I bet it will, she thought glumly. ‘So,’ she said, ‘with no sales-related bonus and no other perks, what is my motivation for saying yes, exactly?’


‘I think,’ said Mr Wilkins, with barely concealed malice, ‘all staff on contracts which are expiring in January would be well served to ask themselves not what Portman Brothers can do for them but what they can do for Portman Brothers.’


‘My contract is ending?’


‘The thirty-first of December,’ confirmed Mr Wilkins. ‘How time flies when you’re having fun … You are, as you will doubtless remember, on a rolling contract which renews in line with the business year end, regardless of start date. It’s all in there. Do you not recall?’


‘Well, yes,’ said Kate, because she did vaguely remember something about it. The contract terms had been generally poor, she definitely remembered that much, with the bare minimum wage, holidays and benefits, but she had needed a job as a stopgap, not imagining she would still be there. ‘But it’s just continued every year. I didn’t think …’


‘That’s because it’s been rolling,’ he explained patiently. ‘But now it’s been getting on for four years – can you believe? – since I interviewed you for the post. You brought Max, I recall. He was only, what, three?’


‘Two,’ said Kate, faintly. ‘He was two. And he’s called Jack.’


‘Yes, well, anyway,’ he said, losing interest. ‘Like I said, four years down the line, belts tightening, cutbacks, same old, same old … Always wise to make a good impression, don’t you think? Don’t want to find yourself starting the new year at a loose end, especially with a little lad to support.’


Helen opened the door of the bright pink terraced house with a broad smile on her face.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ said Kate. ‘I had a meeting after work. I thought about calling when I got out but I decided to just get here asap.’


‘No problem,’ said Helen, who was sunny by nature but was also smiling for a reason; she made a penalty charge of fifteen pounds for all parents collecting after her seven o’clock cut-off point and the minute hand was now firmly south of ten past.


She had earned it fair and square, thought Kate without rancour, although it was money she could ill afford to lose. That said, Helen was a rock without whom Kate would not be able to work at all, and she owed the older woman for far too many kindnesses over the years to begrudge the little boost to her income.


‘He’s been fine,’ said Helen. ‘Done his homework, eaten a good tea; getting a bit tired now though. Mrs Chandler said to tell you she wanted a word when you take him in tomorrow. Jack’ll tell you why,’ she said, pulling a face. ‘At least he’ll tell you his version.’


‘Fighting!’ said Kate once she had Jack in the car. ‘What have I said to you about fighting?’


‘Dad did fighting as an actual job,’ he said sulkily. ‘And Uncle Stuart said he was a “bloody hero”.’


‘Don’t swear. And that’s not the point. Dad was a soldier. It’s not the same. Anyhow, what was the fight about?’


‘Lucas and Krishna said Father Christmas only comes if you’ve got a dad.’


‘Well, how the heck do you work that one out?’


Jack sighed. ‘It’s simple,’ he said. ‘You know Father Christmas can’t get to all the houses in the world in one night, right?’


Kate blinked. ‘He can’t?’ she asked, playing for time.


‘Obviously not,’ said Jack, with heavy patience. ‘That’s not real, is it? So, he has to do a thing where he uses the daddies, see? So, it’s – kind of – a thing where it’s him but not him, right? The dads …’ he cast around for logic, ‘they help. See?’


‘Oookay,’ said Kate, ‘but that’s fine, because you have got a daddy, haven’t you?’


‘Yeah, but he’s just a stupid star now isn’t he?’ said Jack, pointing at the sky through the car windscreen. ‘How’s he going to help Father Christmas bring me presents from there?’


By then, they had arrived back home. Miraculously there was a parking space just outside the launderette and Kate nipped in quickly before it was taken by someone else. She checked her watch. They had arrived home in the sweet spot between daytime parking charges and night-time visitors. She and Jack lived in Stokes Croft, the edgy, ‘up and coming’ area that never seemed to quite come up. The architecture was mainly late Victorian houses – now largely flat conversions – interspersed with brutalist sixties architecture replacing what had been flattened by stray wartime bombs meant for the docks. It was the only place near the centre of the city – and therefore work – that wasn’t stupidly expensive. That was one of the reasons why Kate had been so pleased to find the nearly affordable little flat above the launderette. The comforting smells of soap powder and hot laundry floating up the stairs to their front door, accessible only via the launderette itself, were another plus.


‘Time for bed,’ she said, noticing the little boy rubbing his eyes as she opened the flat door, nudging him ahead of her as she came in behind him, carrying their bags.


‘Can we have hot chocolate?’


She thought quickly. There was barely any milk, but enough for one mug, providing she gave him toast not cereal for breakfast and drank her tea black tomorrow morning. ‘’Course you can,’ she said, with a smile.


‘Don’t you want any?’ he asked, as she measured out the last of the milk and put the mug into the microwave.


‘Not for me, thanks lovely, I’m fine.’


‘Can I have marshmallows?’


‘None left,’ she admitted, ‘but I’ll get some more as soon as I get paid.’


‘Yay! I love marshmallows … But I love hot chocolate without them too,’ Jack added, hastily, noticing the sadness on his mum’s face.


By the time he was in his pyjamas, hot chocolate drunk, face washed and teeth thoroughly brushed under Kate’s supervision, he was dragging his feet and yawning noisily. She chivvied him into his bedroom that wasn’t a bedroom and encouraged him into bed. Kate had been amazed to see a two-bed flat to rent in her price range but when she came to view it, the reason for the low rent was obvious; the so-called ‘second bedroom’ was – technically – a cupboard, or at least an internal space carved out of the main bedroom by a flimsy partition wall. It had its own door from the little hallway but no outside wall and consequently no window of its own. Kate worried about Jack being in there without direct access to daylight or ventilation, but she had made it cosy with a little chest of drawers, a narrow single bed with a bright, space-themed duvet cover, and lots of bookshelves, piled high with children’s books, mainly bought second-hand from charity shops.


That night, Kate had barely started to read when Jack’s eyelids drooped and then fluttered closed. She continued for a few minutes more, lowering her voice gradually to a whisper before closing the book, but as she stood up his eyes flew open again.


‘I need a colander,’ he announced, suddenly wide awake.


‘A colander?’ she said, sitting back down and tucking a lock of his hair out of his eyes. She needed to get it cut. ‘Any particular sort of colander?’


‘A vent colander.’


‘For vegetables?’


‘Noooo …’ he said, in frustration. ‘Not vegetables,’ he pulled a face. ‘A vent colander … so we can tell when Christmas is.’


‘Ah!’ said Kate, as the penny dropped. ‘An advent calendar.’


‘Yep. One of them,’ Jack agreed with relief. ‘I think there are chocolate ones,’ he added hopefully.


‘So I’ve heard,’ smiled Kate. ‘I’ll have to see what I can do.’


In the flat’s mean little sitting room, with its dingy furnishings and a basic kitchen arranged along one wall, she moved around quietly, tidying Jack’s possessions with nothing but the yellow light from the street lamp outside to guide her. She needed to get things sorted and then settle down to at least a couple of hours of jewellery making. It wasn’t a hobby. The craft, which she had been doing since Jack was tiny, had turned into a useful way of making extra money, but after an already busy day it was hard to find the motivation to do it.


Folding his discarded school jumper, she gazed out of the tiny square window at the night sky. The glass was veiled with dirt, not on the inside, but on the outside from the traffic fumes and the dust from the street. The sky was clear though; Kate could see the moon and even some of the brightest stars.


Had she been wrong to tell Jack that his father was looking down on him from the sky? It had seemed a comfort to tell him something – perhaps she even believed it herself – but now, gazing out at the white pinpricks of light, so many millions of light years away from the earth, she wondered … could Tom really be there with them in any way at all? Was he sorry to have left them alone – a widow at twenty-six and Jack at just two? She pressed her forehead against the cold glass. She hated this time of year. The knock at the door had come days before Christmas four years ago. She had assumed it was one of the other wives from the army base, coming for a coffee, to borrow some milk or just for a gossip. But when she saw the two officers there in dress uniform, caps tucked under their arms and gloves in their hands, she knew.


Initially, the Army had been more than kind, inviting her to stay in her quarters for ‘as long as she needed’. But just weeks later one of the other men – Tom’s comrade – had become a nuisance, making it clear he was all too happy to ‘comfort’ her in her grief. The support from the other wives had fallen away pretty rapidly then. Sympathy had been replaced by beady looks as they jealously defended their men from the pretty young widow. Kate had taken the hint. The army pension wasn’t much and it had been swallowed up supplementing the fees of the good but expensive care home where Tom’s grandmother Maureen – who had raised him – had been put within months of his death. Grief had accelerated the dementia that had been nibbling at the edges of Maureen’s mind for years. Kate still took Jack to see her occasionally, but it was a long journey and she didn’t recognise either of them any more. She kept thinking Jack was Tom as a boy, which frightened and confused him.


Kate had picked herself up, moved to Bristol, found a rubbish job and put a roof over their heads. The daily grind of living had occupied her mind and kept her going. Since Tom’s death, Christmas had brought on a particularly strong urge to disappear under the duvet and come out when it was over. Instead she steeled herself to make sure Jack had a good time on Christmas Day. But this year he was older and more aware so he knew much earlier that Christmas was coming. It was going to be December tomorrow. The anticipation was building, and Kate was going to have to stifle the duvet urge for a whole month. She groaned aloud at the thought.


Was this really all life held for them both now? The poverty, the fatigue, the lack of joy …? She had adored Christmas before Tom died. He had laughed at her rituals, her plans – starting in October with the present lists, the stirring of the pudding in November, dancing around the kitchen to the cheesy Christmas songs playlist on the iPad: Slade, George Michael, Mariah Carey … where had that old Kate gone? She gazed out of the window at the sky. This was her, now.


She was a star too; cold, remote, distant and lonely.


Jack had already lost one parent. He couldn’t afford to lose the other. She needed to share the joy of Christmas with her son: to be his mother properly, to be there … He deserved nothing less, but where would she find the strength to do it?


She needed a Christmas miracle.




1st December


The rushed visit to the pound shop, on the way to work, had not been a success. There were advent calendars, but they weren’t chocolate ones. They were flimsy, and the designs were uninspiring. Plus, she had twelve pounds and twenty pence to last her until Friday and it was only Monday. At least four pounds of that was going to be needed to keep the gas and electricity on in the little flat; another four pounds for the bus, and then the rest for suppers all week. It was pasta with tinned tomatoes and cheese all too often, because it was cheap. There was always the food bank at the church up the road, of course. She had not yet resorted to that. Not yet. She had managed her meagre resources so far with steely resolve and relentless planning.


And on that note, the whole advent calendar thing was impossible. There was no point at all looking at the advent calendars in the store itself: even with her staff discount they were well beyond her reach. The big, three-dimensional cardboard creations were for the rich kids. There were even some versions for grown-ups, with hand-made chocolates and beauty products for the women, posh shower gel and miniatures of whisky for the men.


Jack had mentioned it again pointedly that morning – it was December now – and Kate had fobbed him off, saying she had always opened her advent calendar in the evening so maybe he should wait until tonight and see what happened.


And now it looked like there would be nothing happening, thought Kate in despair.


‘You all right love?’ asked Pat, as Kate came exhausted into the staffroom to have her twenty-minute break. ‘Cuppa?’


She nodded, wordlessly sagging down onto the hard, plastic chair, closing her eyes for a moment. Then, as if it weighed a ton, she dragged her head up to meet the older woman’s eye.


‘Hi Pat. Yes please, tea would be amazing, sorry.’


‘S’all right,’ said Pat, sliding a mug towards her. ‘Strong and sweet, just like you.’


‘I’m definitely going to be strong by Christmas,’ agreed Kate. ‘The trees are huge. The trunks are like – well – tree trunks.’


‘You shouldn’t be hauling that sort of thing around. You’re only little. It’s not right. What about health and safety?’


‘I’m not that small,’ said Kate, with a spark of energy driven by indignation.


‘Yeah you are,’ said Wayne, joining them and occupying one entire side of the table by spreading his legs wide, a huge hand curving around his cup of instant coffee, which was in a mug urging them all to Keep Calm and Drink Coffee. ‘You’re tiny.’


‘Only next to you. Everyone looks small next to you: you’re like King Kong.’


‘All muscle, darlin’,’ agreed Wayne.


‘So why aren’t you shifting those trees for Kate then?’ said Pat, with spirit. ‘Compared with Kate’s five foot nothing, you’d do it in twenty minutes.’


‘Doing the lights though, ain’t I? Highly skilled job, that. Not everyone can do the Christmas lights, mate. They have to be done in a very special way,’ he said portentously, tapping the side of his nose. ‘Plus, I can’t imagine Mr Wilkins would want to see me in that elf costume of yours.’


‘Nor do we,’ Pat assured him promptly.


‘I don’t see what’s so hard about sticking a plug in a socket,’ teased Kate, but she mustered a smile as she said it. Wayne was a dull-witted but kind young man, who coached Jack at football most Saturdays, and would do anything for anyone, once they got past the initial attitude.


‘You were late this morning,’ said Pat to Kate, without judgement. ‘I told Mr Wilkins you were here but had gone to the loo. I hinted at girlie stuff. Sorry.’


Wayne shuffled awkwardly and cleared his throat. Girlie stuff was definitely not his thing.


Kate gave him an amused but understanding look and explained wearily about the advent calendar issue.


‘Well, there’s a thing,’ Pat said triumphantly. ‘What a bit of luck! Hang on …’ She jumped up as fast as her arthritic knees would allow and went to rummage in her locker.


‘Now, I nearly didn’t bring it in this morning, but then I thought, well, chances are I’ll be going straight there …’ She chatted on, the words inaudible from the cupboard; ‘… would want it for the beginning of December,’ she finished as she emerged triumphant.


She patted down her hair with one hand whilst holding a paper bag with a string handle in the other. She plonked it on the table and pushed it over to Kate.


‘You’ll probably hate it. Not exactly the kind of thing you’re after, but still, it might do if you’re desperate … I won’t be offended …’


Kate plunged her hand into the bag and pulled out a mass of green, white and red knitting, all rolled up like a Swiss roll, with what looked like a piece of bamboo in the middle. Unravelled, it revealed a large oblong of red hanging from the horizontal bamboo handle. It was scattered with embroidered white snowflakes, but what caught the eye was the rows of knitted pockets, five across and five down, twenty-five in all, each with a number painstakingly embroidered onto the front, along with a little Christmas motif – a reindeer on one, a candle on another, a Christmas wreath on another. The pocket for Christmas Day had no number on it, just a big, elaborately embroidered star, shimmering with transluscent beads and sequins.


‘It’s an advent calendar,’ exclaimed Kate. ‘Oh, my goodness, tell me you didn’t knit it. It’s amazing!’


Pat blushed and ducked her head: ‘I get bored,’ she admitted. ‘I made a couple last year and they seemed to go down all right. Mind you, the Christmas Fair was earlier last year. This year I can’t see them selling. Too late, like I said.’


‘But this isn’t something you would use just for one year,’ said Kate, examining it wonderingly.


‘We’re in a disposable society now, but – no – I would hope it would become a tradition,’ admitted Pat, her face lighting up at her friend’s obvious approval. ‘Obviously you pop new things in the pockets each year …’


‘There’s something in them already,’ noticed Kate, seeing for the first time that the little pockets each had a discreet bulge.


‘Just chocolate,’ admitted Pat. ‘Not very original. I had some chocolate coins …’


‘That’s exactly what he wanted,’ beamed Kate, sagging in her chair again but this time with relief. ‘I must give you something for it. You were going to raise money for charity with it. I can’t not.’


Pat waved her away. ‘Don’t be silly. Charity begins at home. The Christian Mission would be very happy to know it was going to such a lovely little boy. Entirely appropriate.’


‘Thank you,’ said Kate, but it came out on a little sob. She wiped away a tear, laughing at herself.


This was all too much for Wayne. ‘Mate … knitting, girlie stuff and crying,’ he muttered to himself as he got up. ‘I’m off.’


‘Right,’ said Kate, shaking herself into a more positive mood. ‘That’s solved one problem. On with the next.’


Spending a year stuffed in a carrier bag in a corner of the vast store cupboard in the staffroom had not done the elf costume any favours. Kate was desperate to get a thermal vest and leggings to wear underneath it, but that was all money she could be spending on presents for Jack. Dressing quickly, in case Wayne came back and had the shock of seeing her in her underwear – or, God forbid, Malcolm Wilkins walked in and got a thrill – she layered two old T-shirts under the green tunic instead and put on an extra pair of tights, making sure the ones with holes were underneath. As first days went, she was lucky: the weather was still mild.


‘It’s a shame you having to work so hard in December,’ said Pat as she finished off her tea. ‘All the extra hours, what with your little lad.’


‘Jack loves being with Helen, though,’ replied Kate, doing up the belt on her tunic. ‘I think they’re making salt dough Christmas decorations today. She’s really good at them.’ Kate refrained from adding that she had struggled to get a childminder who was prepared to work evenings and weekends. Most wouldn’t. For Saturday care, Helen charged a premium which nearly wiped out the benefit of Kate working. But management had made clear that if she valued her job, Saturday working was a ‘must’.


‘You’re not on a rolling contract too, are you?’ Kate asked Pat, her worrying conversation with Mr Wilkins coming back to her.


‘Am I what, dear?’


‘On a rolling employment contract? Does your contract come to an end at the end of this year too?’


‘Goodness, I hope not,’ said Pat, her forehead crinkling with worry. ‘Why on earth do you say that?’


‘Nothing, nothing … I’ve got one because it’s all I was offered at the time, and I signed but I wish I hadn’t now. You’ve been here for years, it’s probably different.’ She explained briefly her conversation with Malcolm Wilkins.


‘Oh dear,’ Pat said, in dismay. ‘I think that’s terrible.’ She paused, clearly considering whether to say something. ‘I did hear …’


‘Go on.’


‘I heard things weren’t good,’ Pat admitted. ‘Trade hasn’t been what the directors would like. I gather this Christmas is critical. If it doesn’t go well, apparently there might be, well, redundancies.’


Kate swallowed. ‘Redundancies,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how it works and I couldn’t find the paperwork at home last night, but if I’m really on a rolling contract, they’ll be able to chuck me out without paying anything. I’ll be the first to go.’ She felt sick. The cheese sandwich she had brought from home for lunch sat in her stomach like a boulder.


‘It won’t come to that,’ said Pat kindly, placing a reassuring hand over Kate’s. ‘But you might want to have a word with HR,’ she added, her brow knitting again in concern. ‘Just to see what the situation really is.’


‘You worry too much,’ Tom had always said. She wished hard, causing a physical ache in her chest, that he was there to tell her that now, to hold her against him, to warm her and comfort her in the way he always did, his chin resting on the top of her head. A tear leaked out as she leaned her head against the bus window. She straightened, wiped it away and sniffed hard. I worry too much, she told herself, making a pledge to go to the HR department during her first break tomorrow. Better to know the truth than immediately fear the worst.


‘They’re not out yet,’ said Seema, as Kate skidded to a halt beside her. ‘Catch your breath, you’re fine.’


Kate shot her friend a grateful look. ‘How was your day?’


‘Got up, shouted at children and husband, brought children here, shouted at them again in public, went to work, got home, picked up smelly socks, threw away fresh veg I was going to use for a stir-fry, called Anil and asked him to get a takeaway for dinner again, decided not to walk the dog – again – came here again, just waiting to resume child-shouting activities. You?’


Kate smiled. Seema was ridiculously elegant and poised with her immaculately draped saris and her impeccable eye make-up. She was beautiful. Kate couldn’t imagine her shouting at anyone. She worked part-time at the registry office so she could fit it in with Krishna’s school days. She constantly told Kate she should get a job with the council too, because they were so child-friendly. Kate had kept an eye on the recruitment pages for a time but had got out of the habit after months. Nothing had come up that she had the right experience for. She wasn’t really qualified to do anything, that was the problem. The only skill she had that made her different from every other mum looking for working hours that suited the school run was her ability to make jewellery. It was a hobby, but Tom had encouraged her. She was going to have a little workshop at their next army quarters. A spare room. It was all part of the plan. And then the plan – the plans – had all disappeared in a puff of smoke …


‘Uh-oh,’ Seema added, grabbing Kate’s arm and talking through the corner of her mouth. ‘Incoming at three o’clock.’


The queen bee, PTA Chairperson Anastasia Green, who always arrived half an hour early so she could park her people-carrier right outside the school gates and catch up with her text messages. Having checked her make-up in the drivers’ mirror, she had now climbed gracefully out and was sauntering their way. She was wearing designer gym gear, as she usually did, its figure-hugging nature showing off her tight, gym-honed figure.


‘God, I just always love your beautiful traditional dress,’ she gushed to Seema, who smiled tightly at her in reply. Kate – who knew what Seema thought of Anastasia – dug her friend in the ribs and settled into trying to disturb Seema’s carefully poised facade by making her laugh.


‘God, yah,’ Anastasia went on, oblivious, ‘it just looks so elegant … I wonder if I could get away with one.’ She looked down at her perfectly toned body. ‘Not sure I could carry it off like you do.’


‘I’d suggest we should swap,’ said Seema, giving Kate a quelling look, ‘but I don’t think anyone wants to see me in your gym stuff, to be honest.’


Anastasia tossed her head, pleased with the compliment. ‘I do have to send away for it,’ she said with false modesty. ‘I’m annoyingly tiny and the normal gear just hangs off me. So frustrating. I’m sure you find the same, don’t you Kate?’


‘What with us both being short, you mean?’ she asked, for unnecessary clarification. ‘Nah, what I do,’ she confided, leaning in as if imparting a valuable secret, ‘is make sure to eat lots of cake. That way, though I’m little I’m also quite squat, so I can still fit into normal sizes, providing I take up the trouser hems. Think of the money I save.’ She nodded emphatically. ‘Think less “Kylie” and more “garden gnome”,’ she added. Seema snorted inelegantly, and Anastasia grinned a ghastly grin, not sure whether she was being teased or not.


‘Anyway,’ said Seema composing herself and looking at her watch. She glanced at the school’s main entrance, which was sure to be flooded with a mass of blue-clad primary school children at any moment, ‘what can we do you for?’


‘Well,’ said Anastasia gazing heavenward as she ticked a list of tasks off her fingers, ‘the whole PTA committee is just massively overcommitted already, up to our eyes, and we’ve still not got the tombola, present wrapping, Santa’s Grotto, lucky dip or whack a rat covered for the Christmas Fair,’ she looked at them both accusingly. ‘And the thing is, girls, we are all just getting a teensy bit fed up of making up for the other mums. I know what you’re going to say,’ she said, holding up her hand to stem a flow of words which neither Seema nor Kate were actually contemplating, ‘you working mums are too busy for all this stuff, but I’m busy too, you know, and there are other ways …’ she added, darkly.


‘Like …?’ Kate ventured, nervously.


‘Well, Kai’s mum’s really high powered in the City and she got one of her high-net-worth clients to donate a helicopter ride for a raffle prize. Just an example.’


‘I don’t think many of my customers are “high net worth”,’ muttered Kate, thinking of her typical customer, who tended to be a woman of a certain age looking for flesh-coloured control pants or a nice, sensible navy-blue cardie.


‘And I’m pretty sure asking for a present from people coming in to register a death is sort of frowned upon,’ said Seema, a smile still playing mischievously at the corners of her mouth.


‘Yes, well, not exactly that, obviously,’ said Anastasia crossly. ‘But what about you, Kate, you were seen selling Christmas trees today outside Portman Brothers, I gather,’ her mouth twisted into a fleeting expression of disapproval, ‘I am sure the department store would be delighted to donate a tree for the school hall.’


Kate was sure they would not. ‘I’ll ask,’ she said, shuffling her feet.


‘Fine,’ snapped Anastasia, ‘if you would.’ At that, she turned sharply on her heel and shimmied off, glancing up under her eyelashes at one of the dads who, caught looking admiringly, blushed and looked away rapidly.


‘Phew,’ said Seema, wiping her brow theatrically. ‘I thought she was going to make us actually do something then. I might have had to go in with my nuclear excuse.’


‘Which is?’


‘We’re flipping Hindus, aren’t we?’


‘God, yes, that’s brilliant!’ said Kate, genuinely impressed. ‘I wish I could say that. She couldn’t make a fuss: it would be culturally insensitive.’ She paused. ‘Hang on a minute, you guys do Christmas, you definitely do …’


‘’Course we do,’ said Seema. ‘You don’t think Krishna would let us miss out on that? We looove your quaint little rampantly consumerist traditions. And anyway, “when in Rome …” and all that. Anyhow, what are you two doing now? Do you want to come back with us for a bit?’


‘Could do,’ said Kate, brightening. ‘We were just going home, that’s all.’


Krishna had a new DVD and the two boys were soon happily ensconced in front of the television. As Seema bustled about the little kitchen making them both a cup of tea, Kate had a look through Jack’s school bag, taking the opportunity to throw away a blackened banana skin with a shudder of disgust.


‘What’s this?’ she asked, extracting a crumpled piece of yellow A4 paper. The school used different colours for different communications and yellow was a letter from the headteacher’s office. Never a good sign. ‘Jack’s been put in some extra literacy class thingie on Thursdays,’ she said, reading. ‘Has Krish had one of these?’


Seema peered over Kate’s shoulder. ‘Don’t think so.’ Seeing her friend’s concern, she added, ‘But that’s good isn’t it? Glad to see the school is earning its money and differentiating its teaching.’


‘Yeah, but why does Jack need differentiated teaching?’ insisted Kate.


Seema said nothing, just giving her friend a sympathetic look.


‘Do you think Jack’s okay?’


Seema snorted. ‘Of course he’s okay. What do you mean?’


‘Sometimes I just think …’


‘Listen,’ said Seema firmly, ‘All our kids are completely different. They are different to each other, to their brothers and sisters, to everyone. They are who they are,’ she explained. ‘And they’re all “okay”,’ she added with weight, putting her arm around Kate’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry.’


‘Sometimes I feel like I don’t notice things I ought to notice, with Jack.’


‘How can you not notice what you haven’t noticed?’ asked Seema with irreproachable logic.


Kate tutted. ‘You know what I mean … I just worry that – sometimes, with everything going around my head – I’m so wrapped up in myself, I’m not seeing stuff that’s obvious to other people. Important stuff,’ she admitted. ‘Being a rubbish mum, basically, and now it’s nearly Christmas …’ She explained her thoughts of the previous evening to Seema, and her ambition to make Jack’s Christmas amazing this year.


‘That’s brilliant,’ said Seema. She gave her friend an encouraging smile. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to say that. What we need is a cunning plan.’


‘What? I didn’t mean now,’ said Kate, wearily. She was leaning heavily against the kitchen worktop, cradling her tea mug in both hands, her eyelids drooping with fatigue.


‘Why not now?’ said Seema. ‘Hang on.’


She disappeared into the cupboard under the stairs and came out carrying an armful of stationery.


‘Right,’ she said, dumping it on the kitchen table. ‘Sit down.’


Kate sat.


‘Pick a colour,’ Seema ordered, fanning out a fistful of colourful card for her to choose from.


‘Erm, why?’


‘Planning. Planning always involves stationery. This is something I know. And I happen to be well equipped with the stuff.’


‘You’re not kidding. Does Krishna use any of this?’


‘On pain of death, certainly not. This is my stuff.’


‘Then I am honoured,’ said Kate, pulling a piece of red card out from the selection Seema was holding.


‘Good choice. Now,’ said Seema, selecting a silver pen. ‘First, the heading.’


Quickly, Seema had marked out a series of lines on the card in pencil, and was now working on an elaborate calligraphic header with a pen that produced a thick, flowing line of silver.


‘Jack and Kate’s Christmas Miracle,’ Kate read out as Seema swiftly and expertly created the words.


‘You are so good at this.’ Kate marvelled. ‘I was thinking about doing something like this, but – well – I didn’t have all the gear, for one thing.’


‘I know. Now, we just need …’ She started another line and – using a gold pen this time – she continued, with the words, In 25 Easy Steps. ‘And then we’ve got these,’ she said waving a set of oblong stickers. ‘These are for the daily things.’


‘So, what are they?’


‘What are what?’


‘The twenty-five easy steps. Come on, you were saying about going to see the Christmas lights? That can be one of them.’ She grabbed a pen and wrote it on a sticker. ‘What else?’


‘I dunno, the nativity play at school, for example?’


‘Perfect,’ said Seema, writing it in and putting it on the red sheet.


‘Is that the right date?’


‘’Course.’


Kate was in awe of Seema’s organisational skills. If she had been asked, she might have been able to hazard that the nativity would be during the school term – probably this side of Christmas – but that would have been about it.


‘What else?’


‘It’s a big ask – a return to life,’ explained Kate to her friend, desperate for her to understand. ‘I’m not even sure what I mean. But achieving it – well, it’s little stuff isn’t it? Just things that are happy, joyful …’ She grabbed a pen and wrote, jotted a few down, some of the daft things she used to do with Tom or when she was a child. She put in serious things, stuff that they had to do anyway but was about Christmas: the chores, the silliness, all the things that were not part of the daily grind. A little parcel of joy – one thing for each day, counting down to Christmas Day where she simply wrote two words: Be happy.


Seema was looking over her shoulder as she scribbled. ‘Nice,’ she said. ‘You need more. What about snowball fights, sledging, maybe?’


‘We’d be lucky,’ said Kate. ‘In Bristol? We haven’t had snow for years. Not proper snow.’


‘It might happen. Put them in,’ said Seema. ‘You can just pick from the list, look, they just peel off.’ Her voice cracked.


Kate looked up at her friend sharply and was touched to see she had a strange smile on her face and tears in her eyes.


‘I can’t tell you how long I have been waiting for you to see these things,’ she said, her voice wobbling with emotion. ‘Since I met you – it’s been nearly four years you realise? – I’ve been waiting.’


‘For what? For me to do what?’


‘To …’ Seema waved her arms, searching for the words, ‘to stop shutting yourself off. You’ve been focusing on Jack and not allowing yourself to feel anything. Him? He’s fine, other than having to make do with just a tiny part of you. You’re half alive, Kate. It’s time to come back.’


Kate blinked. She didn’t know what to say, so Seema went on: ‘This Tom – I think I would have loved him if I’d known him – he would hate to see you doing this to yourself – to both of you.’ Seema took a deep breath, considering her friend carefully. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘you know the safety instructions when you get on a plane?’


‘Yes. What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘When the oxygen masks come down from the ceiling you’ve got to put your own one on first, haven’t you? That’s what they tell you. Before you can do anything to save your loved ones, right?’


‘Okay, I get it,’ muttered Kate. ‘A bit of a tortured analogy, but fair enough. I get it. To help Jack I have to help myself be well first. What’s your point in connection with this though? I’m doing Christmas cards with Jack, outings, shopping, carols … that’s me doing it too.’ It felt her friend was criticising and she had never experienced that from Seema before. It hurt. ‘I’m trying, Seema,’ she said.


‘You are,’ Seema reassured her, sitting back down at the table and grabbing a pen. ‘Very trying. Now pour us a glass of wine. Tea’s not good enough for this job and you’ve got some important gaps to fill in your miracle plan.’


Holding two large glasses of Pinot Grigio from her friend’s well-stocked fridge, because Seema insisted Prosecco was for weekend nights only, Kate stood at her shoulder and peered at what she had added.


‘I’m not doing that,’ she complained, spilling the wine as she gestured at one of the stickers Seema had written.


‘Ohmigod, I’m definitely not doing that,’ she exclaimed, pointing at a slip of paper. ‘You lot are too mental for me.’ Seema and her gaggle of friends had a tradition of going ‘out, out’ which meant pre-loading at one of their houses, massively glam clothes and make up, cocktails, nightclubs and mayhem which generally didn’t end until someone cried, someone else threw up and they all got a taxi back in the early hours of the morning.


‘Shh,’ said Seema dismissively, ‘You absolutely should do a “going out, out” night. Anil will babysit. Jack can come here. Now, am I in charge or not?’


‘Not, actually,’ said Kate, but she was genuinely rattled, her heart pounding and palms sweating.


Seema put a hand on her arm. ‘Be brave,’ she said.


‘But this is all stuff I don’t …’ She stopped, pressing her hand to her mouth.


‘It’s all stuff that’s outside your comfort zone, yeah.’


‘Well, maybe not the drinking mulled wine, I’m quite good at that,’ she joked weakly.


Seema ignored it. ‘It’s all stuff that’s difficult because change is difficult. This isn’t about finding twenty-five mildly fun things to do between now and Christmas, this is about changing your life – changing Jack’s life – for the better.’


‘I know,’ said Kate. ‘It was my idea,’ she insisted, but then sagged slightly. She was tired. This was hard. ‘So when do I have to do this “going out on the pull” thing,’ she asked, with resignation.


‘Before Christmas, obviously,’ said Seema, ‘but it’s the pinnacle really, I want you to do the other stuff first. Building up to it.’


‘Like the beauty spa thing? The hair? The manicure? That’s a bit ambitious. I don’t have any money.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Seema, who was the queen of the spa treatment and fully intended to sort Kate out herself. ‘I have a cunning plan.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Kate. Now she was very worried indeed.


‘Finished!’ claimed Jack loudly, holding up his plate for Kate to see. ‘Can I have my advent calendar now?’


‘You’ve eaten the skin too, good boy,’ said Kate, giving him a smile. She had taught him not to waste food. They didn’t have the money for that. ‘Go on then, where’s number one?’ She had managed to get the first Christmas Miracle note into the pocket while he was eating.


‘There!’ he said, reaching to his full height to slip his little hand inside. ‘Yay!’ he said, pulling out the bright gold coin and trying to pick the foil off. Failing, he went to bite it instead.


‘Let me,’ said Kate, taking it from him and popping it off, first one side then the other. ‘What else is in there? Can you feel all the way to the bottom?’


Jack delved back into the pocket and pulled out the sticky note.


‘What does it say?’


‘Argh,’ he complained. ‘I’ve done my reading already today,’ but he opened the scrap of paper and frowned at it. ‘See – the – Ch … Ch …’


‘Christmas,’ prompted Kate, quietly.


‘Oh yeah, “See the Christmas – licked … lig …”’


‘You can do it, we’ve done the “gh” sound haven’t we?’


‘I can’t remember,’ said Jack, on the edge of a wail.


Kate relented. ‘It says “See the Christmas Lights”,’ she said, hugging him to her side as he held the paper, his mouth full of chocolate. ‘It’s Tuesday tomorrow and you go to Helen’s after school don’t you? So, I could collect you from there and I thought we would go back into town and see the Christmas lights go on,’ she said. ‘Would that be fun? That bloke who plays a doctor on the telly is pushing the button, I think, and there’ll be a big countdown, and then the whole street will be lit up ready for Christmas shopping.’


‘Are we going to be out late? Will it be dark?’


Kate nodded.


‘Cooool!’ said Jack.


‘So,’ she said, ‘given that we’re out late tomorrow, I think it’s bedtime, don’t you?’


And that was just day one, thought Kate as she supervised tooth brushing and face washing. Twenty-four days to go until Christmas Day and she had a plan. She was determined, every day in the lead up to Christmas this year, they would do something Christmassy. It would be a mini-celebration of life, the universe and everything. Miracles happened, but not often. It helped if you could give things a nudge in the right direction. She was determined that was what she was going to do.




2nd December


The bus from work had been held up by a stand-up row between a taxi driver and a cyclist, an amusement and irritation to passengers and passers-by. In the end there had been quite a crowd, cheering, barracking, offering their views, shouting at whichever protagonist they felt was most in the wrong. The delay had set Kate’s heart rate soaring. She had had to clench her fists to avoid jumping out of the bus and knocking their heads together. Too often recently she had been charged the extra fifteen pounds for being late to collect Jack from Helen.


By the time Kate had jumped off and jogged to Helen’s house, she was sweating, her hair was sticking to her forehead, and her face was beetroot.


‘It’s brilliant,’ she exclaimed, as Jack proudly showed her his salt dough decoration, which was resting on a baking tray in Helen’s kitchen.


‘He has to dry out,’ Jack explained. ‘And then I can paint him next week, can’t I Helen?’


‘You can,’ she said, ruffling his hair. ‘Now run and get your stuff,’ she told him, ‘so your poor mum can go home and have a rest.’ She turned to Kate. ‘He’s been fine. A bit tired.’


‘Him and me, both,’ admitted Kate, wondering whether the Christmas lights plan was a good idea. ‘Father Christmas or snowman?’ she hissed under her breath, gesturing towards the baking tray once she was sure Jack couldn’t hear.


‘Hard to know at this stage,’ whispered Helen. ‘Painting should clarify things.’


‘Can we hang him on our tree, Mum,’ Jack asked as he came back in, dragging his rucksack on the floor.


‘Don’t drag,’ said Kate, automatically, picking the rucksack up and slinging it over her own shoulder. ‘I’m sure we can find a really good place for him.’


‘He has to go on a tree,’ insisted Jack. ‘We’ve got to have one. We are going to have a tree, aren’t we, Mum?’


Kate looked at Helen in desperation but got just amused sympathy.


‘People don’t have to have Christmas trees,’ she ventured. ‘Our living room’s not very big, is it? We might be better off with, maybe, a branch with some decorations on it?’ she said hopefully. ‘That can look really pretty.’


‘A tree, a tree,’ wailed Jack, instantly plunged into despair.


‘We’ll see,’ said Kate. ‘Let’s just …’ She threw her hands up. ‘We’ll see.’


Jack was tired and whiney. She wondered again about the plan to see the switching on of the Christmas lights, but when she suggested they go straight home, he was furious.


‘Okay, okay,’ she said, ‘keep your cool, monkey boy, but early night tomorrow for both of us, I think.’


On the bus, he slumped against her side and even had a little nap on the journey, lulled by the warmth and the motion of the bus. Waking just before their stop, he looked out of the window, gleefully pointing out some of the shops’ Christmas window displays. Kate was glad they had come. So what if he was tired and grumpy this evening? It was Christmas, and he was only six years old. If he wasn’t on top form at school tomorrow, so what? At his age, he wasn’t taking life-altering exams or anything. The only compulsory exams were tests to see whether the teachers were any good, and Kate firmly resisted any attempts to pressure him with those.


The town centre was packed. Office workers had clearly decided to stay and enjoy the show, delaying the usual rush hour. Ironically, Kate and Jack ended up standing on the little bit of pavement outside Portman Brothers where she sold her trees.


Waiting for the local minor celebrity, who starred in a long-running soap filmed in Bristol, she wondered, standing there with Jack pressed to her side, whether she would see the man with the woman in the wheelchair this year. The man with the eyes that turned up at the corners and twinkled when he smiled. Would the young woman be even more unwell? Would she even be there? From tomorrow she would start looking out for him when she was at work. He must work near here. In previous years she had seen him most mornings and evenings but not every day. Sometimes they even exchanged a smile. But what if he was gone? What if they had both gone? Changed jobs, moved away … or worse?


At the thought, Kate’s stomach gave a lurch of loss that she didn’t quite understand, and she tried to push the thought of the twinkly-eyed man and his poorly sister out of her mind so she could focus on making sure that Jack enjoyed the show.


As always, the build-up was huge, and the moment itself was an anti-climax. The crowd cooperated gamely with the countdown and when they got to ‘one’ the soap opera doctor made a big deal of flicking the switch, and the same old decorations they had every year flickered into life; tiny pinpricks of green, white and red light, picking out Christmassy designs on the gantries that ran overhead down the street – a Santa’s sleigh, a snowflake, a pair of bells … Kate had had plenty of time to study them from her freezing vantage point on the pavement over the previous three years, and they had little charm left for her now. But Jack oohed and aahed, and she was glad she had brought him even though, as always, being surrounded by the more conventional, happy families made her feel bitter and inadequate.


How could she compete? Gazing over the crowds of excited children with their parents and grandparents, she saw a mother with twins of perhaps four years old. She wasn’t stressed, as Kate would have been. She held the hand of one while the other took a turn on her father’s shoulders, grabbing his ears with no fear of falling, his hands reaching up to hold her steady as she giggled and bounced. She imagined Tom being with them, as he should have been, holding Jack up so he could see, backing her up with the unpopular ‘mum’ stuff like insisting he wore his hat, having silly in-jokes with him that no-one else got. Tom had been a great dad. They were lost without him. Kate was lost without him.


The crowd was starting to move, to disperse, and she became aware she was being jostled from all sides. She looked around. It was nothing in particular, she quickly realised, just sheer weight of numbers as people started to leave, but she glanced down at Jack anxiously. He didn’t like being touched. His happiness at being there, out late on a school night, had kept him going, but now Kate saw the usual, worrying signs. He had shrunk into himself, his little face blank and pale.


‘Jack?’


Nothing. His eyes were glazed, he hunched over slightly, his hands coming up to cover his ears.


‘Jack?’ she said again, more urgently, putting a reassuring hand on his arm, pulling him to her. Their eyes met briefly. She held his gaze. ‘You’re fine, monkey boy. You’re fine.’


She had him. She would get him home. He needed to be out of there, and fast.


Then, a burly man, pushing a path through the crowd, barged Jack and tripped, landing heavily against him, nearly knocking him to the ground.


‘Sorry, laddie,’ he said, but Jack was lost. He inhaled for what felt – to Kate – like a hundred years. Then, after hovering on the brink, he unleashed a thin, piercing, scream. It poured out of his tiny body like an unearthly and never-ending siren, rising effortlessly above the noise of the crowd. The jostling around Jack stopped. Despite the crush, a space cleared around him, as if the scream itself had created a force-field.


Kate knew all too well the only solution was to physically remove his rigid little body from the circumstances that had caused his distress. She grabbed him around his skinny body and lifted him up. The crowd parted around her as she made her way to the bus, with Jack still screaming, his eyes and fists screwed tight shut. ‘Oh, bless,’ she heard from one woman as she passed. ‘Special needs …’ came another phrase, floating into her ear as she passed. ‘Childen with no manners …’ said an older woman, with a mean face.
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