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  Kate saw him standing at the Tesco checkout and presumed he was with his mother. The store was quiet. It was Christmas Eve, the last hour of shopping.




  The doors opened and a loop of tinsel swayed in the draught. ‘Silent Night’ echoed around the darkening car park. The queue moved forward and the boy tugged his stacked trolley. The woman

  in front of him was stuffing her purchases into her carrier bag, and Kate realized then that he was on his own. His head barely reached the top of the trolley, and he had to stretch to reach the lower

  packages.




  He looked about six. Floppy blond hair, freckles, a snub nose, wearing a quilted jacket, jeans and trainers. Something seemed wrong about his being here alone.




  She watched him unload two twelve-packs of Coke; sweets and chocolate bars; more fizzy drinks in lurid colours; ice cream; burgers; frozen chips. What kind of a mother did he have? Too busy or

  disinterested to cook anything but junk and convenience foods?




  She’d never let her kids eat this garbage. Never. When she had kids . . . Or, as she worried increasingly, if. She felt a pang of sadness. Christmas was for kids, not for lonely adults.

  She’d split up with Neil in February. For ten months she had been on her own and there was no one on the horizon.




  The child paid cash from a wad of notes, then began packing his groceries. By the time she had entered her credit card PIN, he had already left.




  A fleck of sleet tickled her face as she unlocked her car, but there was no forecast of a white Christmas. The engine turned sluggishly and clattered into life, and she revved hard for some

  moments before driving off. As she pulled on to the main road she noticed the tiny figure of the kid struggling under the weight of his packages.




  She stopped.




  ‘Can I give you a lift?’




  ‘It’s OK – I only live just—’ At that moment one of his bags broke and several cans clattered onto the ground; a bottle of ketchup smashed.




  Kate got out to help him. ‘Come on – you can’t manage all these! I’ll run you home.’




  ‘I don’t ought . . .’ He looked scared of something and her concern about him deepened. She loaded his groceries into the boot and he climbed, subdued, into the front seat.




  She drove about a mile, and was passing a row of new houses behind a developer’s hoarding, when he said:




  ‘There!’




  She turned onto a tree-lined track that went up a slight incline, past a sign warning: WORKS ENTRANCE. HARD HAT AREA.




  ‘Does your mummy often send you out shopping alone?’ she asked, the beam of the headlights falling away into darkness. The track felt enclosed, as if the trees formed a

  tunnel.




  ‘I’m getting a computer for Christmas,’ he said after some moments, ignoring her question.
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