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At first, I wait for the buzz of the alarm. Or the sound of my mobile ringing. Any noise really to wake me from this cruel nightmare. But the alarm stays silent, my mobile still sits quietly on my desk in my office, just one door down. The pages in my hand feel unbelievably heavy, as if my fingers could not carry them anymore. Benny looks up at me, surprised. His trousers have slipped down to his ankles and I cannot help but notice how pasty his skin looks in the unforgiving neon light. His exposed behind looks like a bowl of cream cheese. And then, wrapped around all that paleness, are two beautifully spray-tanned and waxed legs, which give you that Caribbean feeling even in December. The flushed face of Theresa, that slapper from the mapping department, emerges from behind Benny's shoulder.


»Pippa! How did you get in here?«


»Through the door. Will I show you again?«


My voice sounds weird to me, but it must be mine, as I can feel my lips move.


»Can you not knock?«


Who knocks before entering the copying room? I have been working in this editorial office for two years and never knocked. But then, I have never caught anybody in the act here before. And for sure I never ever caught my boyfriend banging a slapper from the mapping department.


Benny, my boyfriend, and seemingly Theresa's lover now, doesn't even feel the need to say anything. So I do.


»Don't forget to get the coal for the barbeque tonight.«


And with that, I leave.


Benny didn't get the coal but he did get his things. He couldn't really put his finger on it, but we just didn't work out and he needed a break. Not from women per se, mind you, just from me. During this break, Theresa kept doing what – as I found out later – she had been doing for the last six months: indulging his appetite for sexual adventure and flattening her ass on the copying machine. Of course I just nodded, convinced he would be back on my doorstep two days later. By Christmas I still wished he would come home. The Christmas after, he was on the top of my wishlist again. Maybe this year I should try wishing for something more realistic. Like a flying pony, maybe?
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Snow, snow and more snow. The city looks a bit like it’s hiding under a thin duvet. Only the lights, sparkly like stars in the night, hint at the fact that there are actually people living in this part of the world.


Dreaming of a White Christmas? All good and well, if your name is Bing Crosby. I don’t do dreaming, or only very rarely, and when I do I can hardly remember either the dream or its messy details. Not even after my best friend brought me one of those dream-catchers from her trip to the States. So could dreamless sleepers like me not distance ourselves from songs like these? Of course I would be the last one to admit it in public, but I am more the »Last Christmas« type. I prefer to think of last year, wondering which bloke I snogged the face off after having a few too many this time.


Despite being Irish, yeah, you better believe it. Because, despite the Irish stereotype, I drink as often as I dream – hardly ever. That’s why I find it quite tricky to figure out which one of those Mojitos is the one too many. Guessing how many drinks I should have is hard enough – I am guaranteed to embarrass myself when I try to guess someone's age.


Some of my closest friend’s dates didn’t talk to me for weeks after my answer (About 42, maybe?) missed the truth by about 12 years. I am also quite bad with estimating distances. Which is the reason why I still feel robbed of those two medals from the Community Games. I just must have jumped at least six metres in the long jump! Well that’s my story and I am sticking to it. But now, of course, as I am trying to guess what my chances are of catching that flight to Dublin, I suddenly become the frickin' queen of accurate guessers.


But of course now, with me guessing that my chances to catch that flight to Dublin are slim – that’s the moment when I become the frickin’ queen of guessers. Well, thanks very much for that, destiny.


Sometimes I really wish that my fate's almighty author would have an e-mail-address so my complaints can go directly to him. Why do I never ever get my balance at the end of the month right? Then I end up smashing the piggy bank to pay the sushi delivery guy in cash because I am so much in the red.


I suspect that my fate's almighty author just loves to taunt me. Maybe he once aspired to become a writer for a daily soap (I am talking Eastenders and worse here) but now decided he might just as well go crazy in my life. Cheers, mate!














When my mother told me two months ago that my brother and his new wife (I lovingly call her 'the Animal') would be home for Christmas, all I wanted was to be struck down with a mysterious illness so I would have the perfect excuse not to go. Then again, one can get used to anything. And so I reconciled myself to the prospect of sitting next to a six-foot-five woman, built like a professional boxer, grossing me out with inappropriate jokes and slaps on the back. (That always happens when she is delighted by her own jokes, which is – constantly.) Meanwhile, the lion’s share of mum’s turkey disappears on her plate. A couple of years ago she even showed gaping holes in her historical knowledge, when she said, and I quote: »Turkeys were holy animals in the past.«


My brother’s cute attempts at explaining this by the rise and fall of Dustin, Ireland’s Eurovision turkey, failed miserably.


Anyway, sitting here at London Stansted Airport, I just desperately want to be with my family.


My spirits started going downhill when my boss breezed into my office, telling me that this time it would be my turn to welcome the German delegation for a guided tour through Cambridge.


»Pippa, it’s about time for you to take on more responsibility!«


Pippa, that’s me: Philippa Wynne. 29 years old, a travel guide editor.


I have been working at this company for four years but so far I have never been allowed anything to do with the visits of our employers. Usually they send out John, my colleague, whose German language skills rival my ability to estimate. You get the idea.


And so our boss said:


»All the others have family or spouses after all, they really can’t make it. But then I thought, a single lady like you would be happy to step up.« 


No reason to constantly remind me of my unmarried status. I knew that Benny was gone.


So single, un-attached me, with neither kids nor pets, goes from Thrapston to Cambridge, showing the gentlemen around the university town, getting praise and even recognition for it, along with a couple of phone numbers.


But now while ,ze Germans‘ were probably already zipping homewards through the Eurotunnel, I was stuck at Stansted. For hours.


And the flurry outside the huge glass front has got even bigger and denser. Who knew the British sky could do this kind of thing? Seems to be the big spender today, when it comes to snow flakes. It’s a complete lock-down, or so they are saying in the airport; my hopes for going back to my cosy Thrapston studio by train were also quashed when an airport official told me kindly that 'it's worse on the tracks'.


So I sit on my travel bag, wondering why Bing Crosby crooned that nonsense into our heads about Christmas having to be white. Bullshit!


How many people live on continents on the Southern hemisphere? My estimation would be … nah, I better not go there. But I am sure there are plenty. And they all celebrate on the beach, in their shorts, a chilled beer in their hands.


Why on earth is it then, that a song about snow at Christmas can become a world wide hit?


At least I share my fate with a considerable number of other people who are stuck here for a while. The countless stranded keep complaining, cursing just like I do.


Families frantically switch from one counter to the next, kids cry, couples fight, managers try to chat up flight attendants. Business as usual, nearly. Seems like I am one of the few singles here. I sit on my travel bag, gaze fixed on the departure panel above our heads. But nothing changes. So I might as well get up and treat myself to a sandwich and coffee, if it wasn't for a small but very heavy problem.


I am a woman. And us women always pack too much. Much more than too much, in fairness. But I seem to have put it upon myself to test the durability of this sports bag from a well-known sports company. And to test it to the limit. I've already sadly lost one of the carrying straps. After the holidays I am going to send a written complaint to that well-known sports company.


If I get up and want to take this bag with me, I need a strong man or a trolley – or both.


Because I wrongly assumed that things would actually would go smoothly from here, I had abandoned my trolley already. How could I know I would spend this much time here? And even have to move! Why do us ladies always have to pack so much? It's because we never know what's going to happen, and it's better to anticipate every likely and unlikely incident than be caught out without the right clothes. Sure, as you well know, you can never tell what  is going to happen, and that’s why it’s always better to anticipate every possible and impossible incidents by packing heaps of gear.


But I went over the top, I admit. In moments like this, I wish that I only had to carry a toiletry bag and nothing more.


Just like men do. What do they have to pack, after all? Two undies (if we’re lucky!) and a toothbrush. Sure, it’s because they look brazenly sexy even in yesterday’s rags - according to them. At the same time, us women are viewed as hygienically deficient whenever we choose the same lipstick for two days in a row.


My day started at 5 am, an hour when I usually just turn to the other side under my duvet if I even move. So I am cranky and now have to tell my parents to give my room to my brother and The Animal. While all of them will enjoy mum’s »holy turkey«, I will be in London Stansted - on my own. Why? Well, it’s still snowing. And somewhere out there, Benny strokes the bulging bump of his fiancé. I bloody well hate Christmas.


















While it is of great comfort to realize I am not alone in a situation like this - could my fellow sufferers please refrain from hanging round the few public phones all at the same time? After all I need to call my mum. In times of the iPhone one would assume that phone boxes have vanished by now, only known to the children of the nineties, like I am.


But all these people are crowding around the small boxes, all on the alert for queue skippers and jealously guarding their spot.


I do a quick search underneath my winter jacket and produce my iPhone out of my pocket. You heard it, folks - even though I was born in the eighties, I still know how to use a smart phone. With a grand gesture bordering on the arrogant, I go to dial my parent’s number … what? No reception? This must be a joke, and a bad one. But it explains why all these smart phone-owning people are here, and why they are actually not holding up their mobiles to their ears.


»Excuse me.«


A bloke squeezes past, jostling me. Have I become invisible all of a sudden? And what is this? A young, dashing lad (with quite a cute bum, I may add), pushing a lightweight-looking sports bag on his trolley. While I am lugging this lead weight around? Hey – this trolley should be mine! Mine, and not this guy’s in his brown corduroy jacket with a fake fur collar.


Immediately, memories of my teenage crush kick in. Jordan Catalano, acted by Jared Leto, in the one-and-only TV-series My So-called Life. Glued to the TV, I suffered, laughed and cried with Angela Chase, when her heart-throb, the wonderful Jordan, shagged her best friend. Men like Jordan are the wrong type; and us ladies keep falling in love with them, somehow forgetting how much they hurt us the last time.


So corduroy jackets with fake fur (and it looks like a teddy bear bit the dust for this one) are dangerous. I need to steer clear of them!


His jeans are held above the hip by a belt. Luckily, he is not one of those weirdos, who – thinking they are cool – wear their trousers at knee-height. He also dons a black hat, worn by many ‘creative folk’ these days. So, a hipster type, that’s what he is. I bet he lives in Hackney, is über-cool and known to everyone in his area. Most of my girlfriends would get up and run for this guy. But I have higher aspirations than just a stupid phone number. I! Want! This! Trolley!


My impromptu plan is to knock him out with my travel bag, then do a hit-and-run with his trolley … but there’s something happening at the phone boxes and the queue I am in takes a big step forward. Excellent. That’s only four families left ahead of me. Some of them look like I have seen them before, in one of these Jerry Springer shows. But judging by the look of them, I am safer not to ask.


Five kids, an obese mum and a bean-stalk dad who could hide behind a lamp post. The kids look like a perfect blend of those extremes. Their manners though, are something else. One of the boys kicks one of the girl’s shins, she yelps, and, in an act of solidarity, the other one starts wailing too. Mum grabs the boy, dad grabs the girl, shoving them as far away from each other as possible, as if they needed to be separated into different corners of the boxing ring. That doesn’t calm things down, au contraire! Differently pitched, but loudly all the same, I hear sound bites like: ‘He started it!’, ‘She kicked me first’ and ‘Stop it or you’ll get it from me.’


Some people around us turn towards us, shaking their heads. What? How? Do they actually think I am part of the family here? Discretely, I take a small step back to bring distance between that noisy bunch and myself. Immediately, my actions are met with a scorching gaze from mum, as if I am her grown up daughter. How do I get the cheek to distance herself from the clan? I close up again, afraid of uttering a word in because I might ‘get it’ from her.


I am annoyed. Really annoyed. If I was to bump into Bing Crosby now ...


















What’s this? A man in a long, black coat squeezes out of the booth next to me and, smiling, holds the door for me. Me. Not for that family. I flit inside underneath his arm and close the door quickly, as if it was bullet-proof and able to shield me even from attacking zombies. ‘Mum’ sends me, her new foster daughter, another filthy look. But I just turn away from her, rooting out my wallet from my hand bag, in which I could traffic a whole family of refugees, not a bother.


It’s a good thing I sometimes actually listen to my mum - the real one - and carry one of these phone cards with me. Into the slit it goes, while I throw the man in the coat a grateful look. He only nods, smirking, and shouldering his laptop bag like it weighs nothing at all. Impossible, but he has got everything essential into this bag. Now this explains the black coat. He must be a magician. Because, without magic being involved, I cannot make sense of this. Unfortunately he is slightly too old, otherwise I would have invited him for coffee. But I am on a very different mission here. I dial the number of my parents in Raheny, Dublin, and wait while the eldest of the family's boys presses his nose against the glass of my telephone booth, spreading a decent amount of snot across the pane. God have mercy on you, Bing!






















My mum takes the call after the third ring and I can barely hide the whinge in my voice. I would love to bawl my eyes out, but manage to speak without a tear.


»Mam? I’m still in Stansted.« 


»Who is this?« 


»Pippa. Your daughter.« 


I wonder how often women ring my mum and call her ‘mam’. To my knowledge there are no children other than myself and my brother (who has longer hair and also a deeper voice than I do).


»Ah, Pippa ... how are you? Where are you?« 


Don’t be fooled, the connection is excellent. But I suspect that, while I am desperately launching a panic call, my mum is doing one of those Sudoku thingies. Or a crossword. Or she is reading aertel. My mum is your prime example of a multitasker. Unfortunately, she also never listens.


I roll my eyes for a moment and then watch big family boy pressing his tongue against the booth’s pane. Nice. That should get him a pretty little mouth infection.


»I’m still in London Stansted. And I don’t have a flight out. I am here in a phone booth. It’s snowing and I am stuck.« 


»Yes, it’s snowing here in Dublin too.« 


That’s so uplifting. My mum is truly inspirational.


»Well. So should I go back to Thrapston?« 


»But then we won’t see each other.« 


»I know.« 


It would be the first Christmas of my life not spent at my parents’. Suddenly, I feel ten years old. All I want is a hug from my mammy.


»Just wait and see what happens, will you? Maybe something will move with the flight. I need to go and look after the gravy.« 


»Okay.« 


She’s hung up already. Christmas at our home always means stress, and my mum isn’t the most resilient person. Somehow I had wanted my mum to be sad that I cannot come. She could have started crying or something. But zilch. Just: »I need to look after the gravy.«


And what am I supposed to do in the meantime? Sit on my bag, counting snowflakes? Doesn’t she know about my hopeless situation, without a trolley and all?


Before big family boy can smash the pane, I get out of the booth, marching through the crowd with a kind of tunnel vision. I drag my travel bag along with me like an animal I killed on a safari. And that’s exactly how I feel. Right now would not be the time to hand me a gun, or indeed any pointy object.
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