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SANTA CLAWS


Jeff Hartley pulled a fierce face at the sad little Christmas tree leaning against the wall in the corner of the living room – the only room with any furniture – a rickety old table and two folding beach chairs. 


The tree was a fresh pine branch, or had been a few days ago. The left-over runt that no one else wanted to buy from the kids on the street corner. Jeff had bargained them down to five bucks, thinking as he handed over the small sum that he should be trying to find a pretty trinket for Evie instead. But she was worth a hell of a lot more than five bucks, and that was the last spending money he had after giving her all the rest for food. 


Now, despite its base standing in a saucepan of water, the pine tips were curling in defeat. Evie had cut thin streamers from the coloured pages of a free Christmas feature from the newspaper and threaded them through the twiggy frame, but they looked nothing like the shiny tinsel and baubles on the advertising leaflets that Jeff had found stuffed in the letterbox. 


No gifts surrounded the tree, and none were expected.


On impulse he walked through to the bedroom, hoping to see Evie’s nail scissors. He frowned at the second-hand mattress on the floor, but it was a great deal better than nothing, and right now ‘nothing’ was the other option. On either side sat a single drawer, rescued from a smashed tallboy – impromptu night-stands. 


Jeff checked Evie’s side and spied the scissors. A bitter grin twisted his mouth into a parody of good cheer as he picked them up and returned to the dining room. Then he cut carefully around the glittering red ball on the front of the TV leaflet, the string of silver tinsel across a pharmacy brochure that was crammed with luxurious perfumes he’d love to buy her, and the big gold stars on every page of a grocery brochure.


He stabbed a small hole into each with the point of the scissors and attached them to the tree by poking a few pine needles through the holes.


Christmas Eve, and that’s what he had to show for it. His cash reserves had been almost eaten up by a saggy mattress, a tankful of gas, and the cheapest food Evie could find. 


There was a Court Order against him so he couldn’t go back and retrieve stuff from his own home until the lawyers finished arguing about the trumped-up accusations Monica had made. 


And she was sitting smugly on all the thousands she’d spirited out of their joint accounts and hidden God knows where. 


Jeff wasn’t in a good place.


*


Three days earlier


“We saw you, Jeff Hartley! Saw you at Kentucky Fried. Saw her get in the car. Saw you laughing and smiling at her.” Monica’s face had turned beet-red, and the tendons in her neck stretched tight as she thrust her head toward him. It was more than she’d said to him in weeks. Months. How had things got so bad? 


“Yeah, Jeff,” her sister Ingrid snapped. “We saw you leaning all over her. Opening the car door for her. How long since you did that for Monny?”


Jeff grabbed a deep breath. Jeez but he could do without Ingrid in the middle of this. “Evie was carrying dinner. For the no-hopers she lives with. Was I supposed to stand by and let her struggle with that and the door as well?”


“Why were you giving a lift?” Monica’s machine-gun mouth rattled out the question. 


“Because it was bloody raining. It’s only a block out of my way from work.”


She aimed a slap at him and missed because he reared back. “You’ve done it plenty of times before, because people have seen you,” she accused.


“A couple of times. Three at most.” How had his wife known that? And maybe it was a few more than three…


“Well, I’ve had enough,” she snapped. “You’re out of here. See how you like trying to find somewhere else to live with no money.”


Jeff registered Monica’s triumphant sneer, and then Ingrid’s. “Monica, what the hell have you done?”


“Transferred the money somewhere you’ll never find it. All of it. I deserve it for what I’ve had to put up with from you. Unfaithful bastard.”


Jeff’s bile rose into his throat and he took a step forward, towering over her. “What you’ve had to put up with? A roof over your head, still being paid for by me? All the food and bills paid by me ever since you left that job last year? And in return, I get what? One meal a day, grudgingly cooked, and I can’t remember the last time we had sex. Serve you right if I was unfaithful.” 


He drew another breath to continue, but Ingrid beat him to it. “She’s been a good wife to you. Looked after your home without complaint.”


He turned on his sister-in-law and glared. “Keep out of this, Ing. It’s no business of yours.”


“It’s totally my business. She’s my baby sis. I have to watch out for her.”


Jeff cut his gaze back to Monica. “What have you done with the money, Mon?” 


“Hidden it where you’ll never find it,” she hissed. Pure vitriol gleamed in her eyes.


“You’re dreaming. The bank will have records of exactly what you did. I could kill you for this!”


“He said ‘kill’. He said ‘kill’,” Ingrid shrieked. “You’re not safe, Monica. I’m calling the cops.”


“Get the hell away from us, Ing. Get out of my house. Take your nosy meddling body off my property right now or I’ll throw you over the gate.”


“I’ve got you recorded,” she yelled, brandishing her phone at him. 


She did indeed retreat, but only to the front boundary. After a few more minutes of heated ‘discussion’ between him and Monica, two uniformed police arrived, asked him to pack a bag, and said they were taking him into custody for the night ‘to give everyone a chance to calm down.’ 


No way would Jeff let his father or brother know he’d been arrested tonight. No-one in the Hartley family had ever been to jail.


*


Two days ago


“One night in the guest room, bro – it’s all I can do,” Christian Hartley said the next day. “Fiona and I have the olds – plus Becky’s tribe – staying for Christmas, and every bed will be bursting.”


“Better than nothing,” Jeff said, thanking God for the small respite his wealthy brother had given him. The panic receded slightly, and he was about to conclude the call when Christian added, “How bad are things, really?”


“Totally down the drain. Mon’s stitched me up. Got a restraining order against me for a while and hidden all the money.”


“Jeez… Look, I know you’re too damn proud to accept charity, but say the word if you want a loan. In fact let me transfer some money now. What’s your account number?”


Jeff breathed out quietly. “Thanks, but no thanks. Not yet anyway. I’ll get by.”


There was a short silence. “You’ve got time off over Christmas?”


“Yeah – a fortnight.”


“Well, this is a crappy offer, but it’d be a roof over your head. Our rental in Kilbirnie got trashed. I ordered a dumpster for today, and was going to get cleaners onto it sometime in the New Year.”


“Happy to help.”


“You might not be when you see it, but if you don’t mind taking on the job, and doing a bit of repainting, I’ll swap your labour for a few weeks’ rent to preserve your pride. It’ll cost me plenty to get anyone else in, and leave me free to spend more time with Fiona and Nicky over the holiday. I was hoping for a few days out at the river.”


Jeff could have sworn his panicked heart-rate was slowing. “You’re a life-saver, Chris. Thanks.”


Christian made a noise that was half laugh, half sigh. “You might not think so once you’ve seen it. It stinks to high heaven, and there are mice and God knows what else.”


“If it’s somewhere to hole up for a while, it’ll do me fine.”


“It comes complete with a spade, a lot of Mr Muscle, air freshener, and a big pack of garbage bags I left in the kitchen. There’s a key under the brick beside the shed.” 


Jeff heard a childish squeal in the background, and Chris muttered, “Okay Nic, coming now.” Then he added, “Knock yourself out, bro, and I’ll see you here for the Christmas barbecue.”


“A spade?” Jeff asked as the word finally registered in his over-stressed brain.


“You’ll need it, buddy. I’m not joking about it being bad.”


*


On the last day of the working year, Evie wore her blonde hair low to hide her face, and had a lot of peachy makeup smeared around one eye. Jeff couldn’t help but notice. They sometimes sat together in the staffroom, and today was one of those days.


“He’s hit you again?” he asked in a low voice.


She frowned and shook her head. Her hair fell even further forward and she fiddled with her ever-present silver charm bracelet. “Only a bit.”


“Why don’t you get out?” He slid his gaze sideways to her, trying not to draw any attention in their direction.


“Nowhere to go. No money to go with. I gave him my Christmas bonus to stop him bashing me more.”


Jeff closed his eyes and clenched his fists. How he’d enjoy giving the bastard some of his own medicine. “There’s another thirty minutes of lunch break,” he muttered. “If I took you home now, could you grab your clothes and bedding? Store everything in the car for the rest of the day. It’s a long story, but I’ve left Monica.”


He heard her indrawn breath. “I think I’ll go for a walk,” she said loudly to no-one in particular. Jeff drained the last of his coffee and followed her a minute later.


“Don’t get your hopes up,” he said as he drove. “The house is bad. It’s been trashed. I spent last evening throwing stuff in a dumpster, and then slept at my brother’s. There’s a long way to go yet.”


“I’d be an extra pair of hands.” She glanced across at him, jaw tight.


“There are no beds.”


“I’ve slept on the floor before.”


“Yeah, me too, but it was a long time ago, and it’s no fun.” Then he told her about Monica, and the money, and the mess that was now his life.


“So you’re not planning a family Christmas?” she asked with a lift of her eyebrows and a sudden flinch. 


His heart lurched. “With my brother’s family, but not with her. That eye’s bad, isn’t it. Do you need a doctor?”


Evie shook her head. “It’s not cut.”


Jeff pressed his lips together. “How have you stood it so long? For the last year at least, from what I can see.”


“He wasn’t so bad to start with.” She hitched a shoulder up and avoided his gaze.


“I can give you one good thing to look forward to, anyway. The barbecue at my brother’s house on Christmas Day. It’ll give us a rest after all the cleaning up. And a decent feed.”


She pushed her hair back over her shoulders and looked at him doubtfully. “I’d be intruding.”


“No you won’t. There’ll be quite a crowd, and you’re very welcome. He’s younger than me. Dad married twice. I’m the older black sheep son.”


Evie snorted at that. “Like I’m the older black sheep daughter. The one who lived a gypsy life and never married or had kids.”


Jeff laughed without humour.  He slowed, parking two houses down from where she lived – his usual practice when dropping her home.
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