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For Mum, thank you
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CHAPTER ONE


Every year on Christmas Eve, Thea Whittington tells a story. It’s about something that happened to her when she was a girl, more than thirty years ago.


Now, Thea is sitting on the sofa with a blanket peeled back while she waits for her daughter, Ursula, who is upstairs changing into her pyjamas.


It’s dark outside and the sitting room smells of the sprigs of holly, twigs and pine cones tied with ribbons they collected that morning. There’s a blueberry pie in the oven, and there’s a Christmas tree, decorated except for the star, which lies against the crêpe-paper-wrapped bucket of sand at the foot of the tree. Across the room Thea’s world-worn boots lie on the doormat. She holds a photograph; its colours have dimmed and the edges of the paper are soft. There are two figures in the picture; one of them is a man wearing a blue coat who is Thea’s father, and the other is a brown bear. The bear has one great paw raised. Thea smiles at them, as if they can see her. She sets the photo aside as Ursula comes bounding down the stairs and jumps on the sofa.


They snuggle under the blanket with their mugs of hot chocolate and marshmallows. They blow and sip and bathe in the warmth and the glow of the little golden lights on the tree.


Hot drinks finished, they gather the blanket closer around them, tucking it in at the sides. Thea takes a corner of the photograph and holds it between them and they lean against each other for a full minute or two, taking in the image.


‘I’m ready,’ Ursula says.


‘Where shall I start?’ Thea asks, as she does every year on Christmas Eve.


‘Start with the letter you wrote to Henry just before your twelfth birthday.’


‘I’ll start with the letter then.’
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CHAPTER TWO


I didn’t tell my mum about the letter at first. I didn’t think she’d agree… but we’ll come to that. About two weeks before my twelfth birthday, which was on the 11th December 1978, I wrote to my father, Henry, asking him if he would buy me a typewriter as a present. He and my mum had divorced when I was four and visits from him were irregular. Communication had all but stopped since he’d been living and working in Norway for the past few years. I had begun to think of him as Henry, the man who used to be my dad. It armoured me against the fact he had drifted away from my life, but at that time also had the effect of making me feel the distance between us and want to pull him back. I was worried he was missing not only that I had grown but also hearing about what was growing inside my heart. I aspired to be a writer, more than anything else in the world, and I especially wanted him to know about that.


Around that time, Mum was occasionally bringing home a typewriter from her office to do some typing in the evenings to earn extra money. To me, there was something special about watching her sitting with her elbows tucked in, head slightly to one side, eyes on the notes she’d been given. It was magic the way she transferred those handwritten words, so quickly, from her eyes through her fingers and then to the typewriter keys to form beautifully organized sentences on paper. I wanted something of what I saw, and yet much more, because I wanted it to be my words and my stories appearing like that. I told her I wanted to learn to type too.


Mum began to teach me to touch type. It meant resting my fingers on the middle line of keys, and then she would cover my hands with a tea towel so that I had to remember where the letters were. My fingers were learning to feel and know where to reach, as if my eyes were then free to turn inside me, and to somehow view, unhindered, the stories that would flow to the tips of my fingers. It was a wonderful feeling; a sense of knowing that I had something creative in me and it was my responsibility to find a way of letting it out.


With the urge in me so strong, I thought I must have a typewriter of my own. And to my mind, being a writer would also encourage Henry to want to be in my life so that he could share this part of me that I thought was worth sharing.


My handwriting was terribly time-consuming, and a little flamboyant if anything, with lots of loopy tails and flourishes on the long and high letters. It had caused Mum and my teachers some concern as I took so long to finish things at school and often had to stay behind in break time to catch up. But I was much more interested in the words themselves and what they could do. I wrote the letter to Henry by hand because I thought it was also important that he should see how much of a hindrance my handwriting was to me. I crossed out the sentiments I felt were somehow weak. I screwed the paper up many times, started again and again, worrying over whether I had said enough or if Henry would be able to tell how much it all meant to me. Using the most dazzling descriptions, even though I barely understood them, and with the most compelling persuasion I could muster, the letter with my birthday present wish for a typewriter slowly got written, loopy tails and all. I copied Henry’s address from a scrappy piece of paper tucked inside our address book and searched the drawers of the sideboard for a loose stamp. I sneaked out while Mum was hand-washing delicates at the kitchen sink and ran to the corner of our road.


I turned the envelope over, checked the seal and pressed my thumb over the stamp again. Then I dropped it in the post box before doubt got the better of me.


My heart fluttered with anticipation every time I thought of that letter getting closer and closer to him. The desire that was winging its way to him in its envelope was out of my hands now, and hopefully safely in his.





For my birthday Mum bought me a satchel. It was brown leather with two buckles and a long strap, and expanded in the middle. I tried it out, wearing it across my chest, deeming it my version of a writer’s briefcase, in preparation and rehearsal for what I wanted to be.


No present had arrived from Henry though.


All he sent was a card.


On seeing me so miserable, I told Mum about the letter. She winced, and not just a little, when I admitted what I’d asked Henry for. She thought I shouldn’t have handed over to Henry such a big wish as this one. I explained to her that my letter and request were my way of trying to draw us closer together. I was sure he’d understand from my words how important it was for me because of his own passion for working with wood.


Despite Mum’s reservations, somewhere between my disappointing birthday and some phone calls she made, it was decided I should spend Christmas with Henry and his new family. It wasn’t what I’d imagined would happen. I’d hoped for the gift, and perhaps a card with a letter inside, and meaningful words.


‘But that means we won’t spend Christmas together,’ I told Mum. The thought of missing out on that precious time with traditions we had made our own was enough to make me refuse. It was only for this one Christmas, Mum assured me, a little more than one week away from each other. And although we would miss each other terribly, she thought I should go.


‘Henry told me he does have a birthday present for you,’ she said, wincing again.


‘He does?’ I took her reaction to mean that she knew what gift awaited me in Norway but didn’t want to spoil the surprise.


I took myself off to my room and stretched out the pleated middle of my satchel. There was enough room for a small, portable typewriter, one that might have been too heavy or too big to post from Norway.


My father had long been gone and I had in many ways accepted his absence as I loved the life I shared with Mum. Life had also added a new family to Henry over in Norway, and although I felt slightly envious over the fact they had him in their daily life, I gave them little other thought. As far as I was concerned, I was on my way to becoming a writer, which happened to involve an important journey to see my father first and collect the typewriter.
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CHAPTER THREE


Eight days after my birthday, Mum took me to catch a plane to Norway. As we said goodbye, I told her to look under my bed on Christmas Eve.


Mum said however much she would miss me that I should spend my time away working out what I wanted most, with Henry, with my writing, and there was no need to phone her unless there was an emergency.


‘I know you can do this all by yourself, Thea.’


‘Can I call you just to say hello?’ I was worried about being so far from home and Mum, and also about seeing Henry again after so long.


‘Hello is very expensive from Norway,’ she said, kissing me. ‘All will be well, because of that good brave heart of yours.’


I sat by myself on the plane with my satchel buckled into the seat with me. While I was in Norway, I intended to write about my holiday on my new typewriter. I’d type it up and bring it back for Mum so that my story about the reunion with my father would fill in for the time we’d have been apart.


Soon the concerns of leaving Mum behind turned to thoughts of who I was going to meet. My memories of Henry from when he lived with Mum and me had merged with the character of a woodsman from a fairy tale; a slightly untamed man who’d leave us for the forest and often not come back at dinner time. He was a skilled craftsman and made furniture and other objects from wood. He would be gone for hours searching for fallen trees to work with, including those sacred family Sunday afternoons when he should have been with us. At times he’d been sought out for his skill as a carpenter, taking commissions to build unique pieces of furniture, but it had consumed him entirely and left little room for us or any sense of family unit. In the end, Mum had given up trying to make him into something other than he was. I believed he must still love me and I had never asked anything of him until now. But I was feeling a little tested by the fact that he was living in Norway within another family, with three other children, none of whom were biologically his. I consoled myself with the one important inheritance from Henry that they would not have: I had a passion just like he did. I believed it was the connection that would prove our relationship to be stronger than the one they might have made.


At Oslo airport, an air stewardess accompanied me to the arrivals gate and asked, ‘Thea, what does your father look like?’


‘He has brown frizzy hair, like me. His name’s Henry Whittington. He’s this tall,’ I told her, raising my arm to give him a height in the space beside me. ‘Imagine a woodsman from a fairy tale who smells of sawdust. Oh, and his favourite colour is blue. He loves the colour blue.’


I wanted to tell the air stewardess that I was going to be a writer and that Henry might even greet me with the late birthday present I was expecting, but I think she was a little confused at my description. Perhaps she hadn’t read any fairy tales. She squinted as she scanned the excitable crowd behind the barrier waiting to greet loved ones, probably wondering how she could identify a person who liked blue.


‘There he is,’ I said. He stood like a rugged Scots pine among a swathe of shivering birch trees. His beard and wild hair had grown like honeysuckle left to roam where it willed. He wore a blue knitted hat and a blue quilted coat, just as I’d imagined but hadn’t quite been able to get across. Henry wasn’t by himself though, nor was he carrying my belated present. His new partner and two of her children had come along.


I put my arms around Henry’s waist and buried my face in the blue of his coat. He patted my back, letting go of me after two seconds. It’s a secret habit of mine to count the seconds during the length of a hug or the linger of a kiss, although I try very hard not to do that any more. Henry’s loose hug wasn’t nearly long enough to mark the importance of us being apart for years and now together again.


Henry had a habit, which I’d quite forgotten, of starting sentences with a short low growl as if he needed those nearby to know that he was about to speak but that it pained him to be pleasant and chatty.


‘Say hello to everyone,’ Henry said, in his gruff, awkward way.


Everyone is a wonderful word, suggesting togetherness, but I didn’t feel included. I was disappointed by his brisk welcome and felt as if I hadn’t quite been invited in yet.


Henry’s girlfriend was called Inge. She had rosy cheeks, burned by cold winds, and wore chunky knitted accessories with woolly tassels. The first thing she said was that they could all speak English very well and would for my benefit. Hess, her eldest son, was abroad, she told me, and wouldn’t be home for Christmas. I would be sleeping in his room. She introduced me to her daughter and we exchanged reluctant hellos. Elissa was sixteen and looked as unwilling as I was to make a new relationship. And then there was Lars, with straw-yellow curls that looked as if a pile of tagliatelle had been dropped on his head. I think he was also twelve at the time. He feebly flapped his hand at me.


I had inherited my father’s unruly hair and I pushed my way to stand next to him so that the others were all facing us. I hoped they could see that I was undoubtedly his, and they, with their blondness, were not. I had assumed he would be coming to collect me alone. I had imagined him mentioning my letter and asking me about my writing as we rekindled the bond between us on the journey to his house. Already I had taken exception to the new family and not having what I thought was my fair share of Henry: the biggest share.


There we were, gathered together yet standing apart. I had already decided how I felt about each of them on first appearances, but was completely unaware of what more I was about to encounter.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Henry said, ‘Let’s get going,’ preceded by another awkward growl.


I asked him if he’d received my letter. I probably should have been forewarned by the fact that he nodded and nodded, as if he’d been reminded of something that had slipped his mind.


‘There’s a present for you back at the house,’ he said. I wondered if he too was hopeful of the present being the way of finding out more about me. I decided to put my faith in the gift. That’s where we’d have to begin properly.


Henry loped ahead, pushing firmly against the revolving door at the exit from the airport. As the door turned me out too, I was shocked by the crystal-sharp cold that needled its way through my school coat. Mum and I had packed the warmest clothes I owned, but even if I had worn all my jumpers at once I wouldn’t have been protected from the freezing temperatures of winter.


‘There’s no bad weather in Norway, only bad clothes,’ Inge said to me. I clung to the collar of my jacket, pinning it around my neck, smarting at having my clothes disapproved of. Already I was wishing Henry could have come to Britain instead, where I would have had him to myself.
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Inge drove. She had a camper van that rattled so loudly it was impossible to have a conversation or hear the radio, but it was probably just as well as everyone was avoiding making eye contact. Instead, I stared through a hole I’d cleared in the steamed window. Outdoors at home, Christmas week was always grey and damp, the trees bare. Perhaps that’s why I appreciated the warmth of our home, glowing and sparkling with decorations. But Norway truly was a wonderland wrapped in white. It looked like Christmas itself, decorated with countless evergreen trees, sculpted with perfect snow like the picture on our festive biscuit tin.


Their house was at the edge of a small town, standing all by itself, the last one before the woods and the wilds. The walls were made of planks of wood, the bark still skinning them, with a wide overhanging roof. To the side were a single-storey workshop, a double garage and a log store. Snow had been cleared from the drive and away from the front of the house, piled on either side as high as my chest. I’d never seen so much snow, smooth and thick everywhere, topping the roof like Christmas-cake icing. We got out of the van and I followed them up the path lined with crisp white snow, under the porch with silvery icicles and into the house. It was such a disappointment. Inside there wasn’t a hint of tinsel or decoration to give a clue as to the time of year. My heart sank that I was missing out on home, Mum, and our tree and the decorations we had collected and made over the years.


While I unpacked in Hess’s room, I could hear everyone moving around downstairs, speaking Norwegian, which made me feel even more like an outsider. I heard the front door closing as someone went out, and panicked that Henry might have left me alone with them all. I jumped up and looked out of the window and saw Elissa in her yeti boots and knitted bobble cap trotting down the road as if she’d been waiting for the moment to escape. I sat back on the bed like a guest at a hotel with a knot tying in my stomach, scanning the trophies of small figures of boys playing ice hockey on an otherwise empty polished wooden desk, hoping Henry would come up by himself with my belated birthday present.


Inge called up the stairs in Norwegian and I heard Lars answer from outside in the hallway. There was a knock at the bedroom door and Lars swung it open wearing thick knitted slipper socks that had slouched down around his ankles.


‘When are you coming down?’ he said. He checked around the room to see if I had disturbed any of Hess’s trophies.


‘Would you tell Henry to come up?’ I said. I made the point of not saying ‘Dad’. I didn’t want to accept that that was who he was to Lars.


‘Inge said you have to come down to try on a coat,’ he said, copying the way I had stressed Henry’s name, and left the room. I had little intention of getting to know him but went downstairs anyway.


Their house smelled of woodsmoke. Knitted cushion covers and blankets in primary colours and geometric patterns softened most surfaces, fabric bags were stuffed with balls of wool beside easy chairs. The kitchen, dining room and sitting area were open plan, so there was nowhere to hide easily. Even worse was that the whole place showed no sign at all that Christmas was coming. Mum and I used to glitter-up our house. We were tinsel and fairy-light fanatics. We always put the decorations up the day before my birthday. That way, Christmas and my birthday seemed like one long celebration. I realize now that this was probably to make up for the fact that the other half of my parents showed little or no interest in either of those things. Perhaps Henry had found himself a family who cared as little as he did for celebratory events. Suddenly, I longed for home, for everything familiar. I couldn’t bear the thought of spending Christmas here when I was not part of this family.


Henry was sitting by himself in a chair by the open fire. He was never very good at socializing but I resented the fact that having travelled so far to see him he didn’t even try to make me feel welcome. Inge, however, was waiting for me with more suitable clothing for a Norwegian winter.


‘This should do for you, Thea,’ she said, holding a coat out for me to try. ‘It gets so cold and you’ll want to go out and explore, won’t she, Lars?’


Lars jumped on the sofa with a small carved wooden plane, fell on his back and held the toy up, flying it around. He was too embarrassed to answer and I was too embarrassed to look at him. The thick padded coat was not to my taste and too big for me. I looked and felt absolutely swamped, and of all the awful colours a coat could be, it was, to my mind, the worst. Cowpat-brown.


‘It’s Elissa’s old coat, but she won’t mind,’ Inge said. I imagined the conversation that she’d already had, and that even though Elissa might have been unwilling to offer me much, she was probably glad to let me have the awful coat.


I tried to be polite but it wasn’t easy. I glanced towards Henry, but he busied himself with constructing a pyramid of logs to feed the fire. I think I said the coat was warm, or something like that, even though I felt and looked like a jacket potato. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, Inge pulled a rabbit-fur hat with ear-flaps over my head, saying it was hers but I could keep it.


I was hot and bothered now. Nothing fitted properly. Neither the clothes nor the people. It could have been any day of the year, not a reunion with my father, not the special week before Christmas, not my belated birthday. Thankfully, the rectangular box on the table caught my eye.


I had to focus on the present instead. The typewriter was what I wanted and it would give me a good excuse to be by myself in my room and write. Of course, I was assuming Henry and I would spend some time together over the week, so I could show him my writing.


‘Happy birthday,’ Henry said, nudged by Inge, like a man thrown into a new part in a play with only seconds to learn his lines. He nodded towards the gift-wrapped box. ‘It’s from all of us.’


I tore the paper carefully. I had invested my whole heart in this moment and how wonderful I had imagined it would be, having rehearsed it in my mind time and time again. I wanted to savour every second and the significance of it to have a huge effect on Henry, as well as the others. I gushed and giggled before I’d even opened it, badly over-egging my sense of delight. I wanted to be sure that Henry would know how much it meant to me and that he was the one who had fulfilled my greatest wish.


I lifted the lid.


Inside the box was a pair of rubber boots.
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CHAPTER FIVE


I could not believe my eyes. In fact, it was only my nose that seemed to be working as I registered the smell of new rubber. I moved one of the boots, lifting it up to see if a typewriter was underneath because I could not comprehend how Henry had got it so wrong.


The typewriter, the important birthday present, was also meant to be the key to pulling Henry back into my life, keeping contact with him in the best way I knew how – with written words. My vision had been of long, typed letters between us (they’d be long, I was sure, as I had so much to say), along with the stories I loved to write and wanted to share with him. I hoped for him to be proud that I had a passion like he did. How would boots help me to be a real writer?


‘Now you have everything for going out in the snow,’ Inge said. ‘I think I guessed a good size? Try them and see.’


Henry hadn’t even chosen the boots! For a second, I thought Henry must be about to produce another present. The typewriter. But he was already on his way outside, wearing his own coat and boots and carrying a steaming coffee cup. He said something to Inge in Norwegian, which he must have known I couldn’t understand, and she replied, ‘English, Henry’. I felt forgotten already, cast out from his new life altogether because he had to be reminded I spoke the language he was also born with.


‘I’ll be in the workshop,’ he said now, to nobody in particular. ‘I need to get that sledge finished for the Brustad family before Christmas.’ Henry left me then, with his other family. I felt as if I’d been dropped off at an after-school club that I hadn’t signed up for.


Inge placed the boots on the floor and I had no choice but to step into them. She pressed at the empty space around my toes. The boots were also too big.


‘Thick socks will help,’ she said.


‘I only have these kinds of socks,’ I said, humiliation turning into sourness on my tongue because I didn’t seem to fit in with anything at all.


‘You can borrow some from Lars,’ she said.


For me it was getting worse and worse. Lars was leaning over the back of the sofa, staring at me with what I thought might be pleasure, as if he knew that I’d been anticipating so much more and was pleased at me being put in my place. Inge asked him to go and find me some socks. He slumped his way upstairs, still holding the little wooden plane. And then I realized that the plane Lars was carrying had probably been made by Henry. I could not believe my father had shared his love of wood with somebody else’s boy but couldn’t recognize how much his own daughter wanted a typewriter.


‘Okay, so it’s all good?’ Inge said.


As she stood there, waiting, I knew I was supposed to say thank you, but I couldn’t say it. Not even to be polite. Inge looked uncomfortable because she probably wasn’t sure what was wrong. At first, I doubted whether she’d seen the letter that I wrote to Henry, but then I wondered if she had and that she might not have cared what I’d asked for. In my growing state of dejection, I even imagined Inge had intended the boots to be some kind of message, warning me that I was no longer in my father’s favour or special to him in any way now he had her children to care for. I felt completely alone. I wanted to cry but I wouldn’t in front of her.


My feelings snowballed.


‘You must be tired after travelling,’ Inge said. She put on her own coat and boots and said she’d be out in the workshop too if I wanted to come and join them and see what Henry was making.


It’s a dreadful thing to not say thank you. And refusing to be grateful does terrible things to you too, and as a consequence my heart became blackened like a chimney coated with soot. A dam of tears was about to break and I had to get away.


Lars came down the stairs. ‘It’s best to wear two pairs of socks,’ he said. He was carrying the whole drawer of socks and pants that he’d brought from his chest of drawers. I expect he felt he couldn’t possibly know which ones I would want.


I ran to the front door.


‘Where are you going?’ he said.


I had to stick my chin up so the tears didn’t fall out.


‘I’m going outside,’ I said, without stopping to pad out my feet with thick knitted socks. I went out of the door, down the driveway, and turned right at the road, keeping my head up. I started running. The baggy boots flapped noisily around my calves and gulped under the arches of my feet. I kept going, down the road, around the corner, along a cleared track towards the woods and the wilds where the snow lay undisturbed. The snow was deep and my feet sunk in great soft drifts as I battled my way through.


And then I couldn’t go any further. By now the hurt had turned into a fit of fury – ungratefulness has a way of morphing your genuine hurt feelings, like alchemy – and without Mum there to hear my despair and let me unburden myself, I kicked out at a bank of snow against a rockface, thinking it would be something solid to hit against. Instead it began to disintegrate. In my frustration, I took off the boot and flung it as hard as I could. It shot straight up in the air, spinning, hitting a brittle branch. The branch snapped, fell with the boot, and landed on the bank of snow. The bank of snow now cracked and slid, all at once, tumbling down like a miniature avalanche, burying the boot.


I sank down in a cold drift of snow. The hat slipped over my eyes and the fur stuck to my tears. I sobbed noisily, hunched over in the puffy coat like a bawling brown boulder.
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