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                                               PRESENTS

Continuing the story of the three retired friends . . .the gifts for the season are: 

                               Courage, Patience and Company in loneliness. 

‘Christmas isn’t what it used to be.’ Leo brought his mug of hot chocolate to sit beside his friend in the cafe. ‘Now, don’t you go on about my diet; I need carbohydrates to help me through the season of goodwill.’ 

Big and bulky, Leo was a retired sales manager whose son had lost his job and brought his family back home to live. The strain of two families living in one house was beginning to tell. 


‘I know what you mean about Christmas.’ His friend Bruce, bald and brown, was the man everyone went to for financial advice. He sipped his Americano, adding, ‘We used to go carol singing round the streets with a few friends, but you need a licence for that nowadays.’


‘Stockings with oranges and nuts in the toes, smuggled into the children’s bedrooms. Nowadays there’s so much packaging you can’t get the presents into anything smaller than a pillowcase.’


‘The scent of real Christmas trees, instead of those horrible artificial ones.’


‘Why does everything have to change?’ said Leo, nostalgically. ‘The grandkids think Christmas is all about getting, not giving. My son’s had his new job made permanent, he’s got a raise and so they’re going off for the holidays to Hawaii.’ 


Someone laid a hand on Leo’s shoulder. ‘Your family’s going away for Christmas? That’s a shame. I was looking forward to you all coming to me on the day.’ Their friend Kerry slipped into the seat beside Bruce. His tall figure was beginning to stoop, but his gentle, lined face looked serene. ‘You two are still coming and bringing your wives, aren’t you?’ 


‘Delighted,’ said Bruce, but his smile was forced. Kerry looked a question, but Bruce consulted his watch, made his excuses, and left.


Kerry asked, ‘What’s the matter with him?’ 


Leo shrugged. His own problems were uppermost on his mind.


Kerry warmed his hands around his cappuccino. ‘I met your wife coming out of the doctor’s earlier this week. Is she feeling better now?’


‘She’s still got that cough. The truth is; she’s exhausted. I am, too. When it was just the two of us, we managed with a cleaner once a week, but . . . No, I don’t mean to complain. It’s great that my son could bring his wife and family back home to live with us, and the house is big enough to accommodate them, but they’re so busy with their jobs that they aren’t able to do their share of the shopping and cooking.’

‘That’s hard.’

Leo was grim. ‘Harder still that they don’t pay their way, and my pension’s taking a whack. Sorry, shouldn’t moan. The grandkids are just great. Doing well at school, lovely girls, both of them.’

‘But . . .?’ said Kerry.

Leo sighed. ‘We promised them pocket money if they’d help with the chores but they’re always too busy to do so, though they still want the money. We weren’t so self-centred in our day, or were we?’


Kerry shook his head, remembering. ‘If I neglected my household jobs to go off with my friends, I got into big trouble. Forgive me, but . . . a holiday in Hawaii?’


‘Apparently the kids were promised it before my son lost his job, and so now . . . I understand it’ll make up to them for a lot, losing their own home and having to change schools. The problem is, it’s all getting too much for us. Dora ought to be in bed right now but she’s got a mountain of their ironing to do, and I’m just having a break before I tackle the weekend shopping.’


Kerry steepled his fingers. ‘You’ve talked to them about it?’ 


Leo grimaced. ‘I suppose I ought to. I can see it’s partly my fault that things have got out of hand. The minister says that if you’re in trouble, you should talk to a Christian friend about it. Have you got time to listen?’

* * * * * * * 

Bruce let himself into the house and hung up his coat and hat. ‘Sally, I’m back.’

His wife came out of the kitchen for a kiss, her hands covered with something sticky. ‘You’re just in time to stir the Christmas pudding.’

 
That made him laugh.
‘Why bother, when you hate cooking?’


‘Well, Christmas is special, and if we have a guest . . .’


He said, ‘No, you don’t get round me that way.’


‘Of course I won’t ask her if you don’t agree, but when I think how fortunate we were to find one another and how comfortable we are, I can’t help thinking–’


‘Sally, your sister can’t open her mouth without criticising, nothing that anyone does for her is ever enough, and if we did invite her to join us for Christmas, I’d be grinding my teeth in frustration from the moment she walked through the door.’ 


‘She makes me want to scream, too. But she’s lonely and–’


‘Is that so surprising? Why should our holiday be ruined because she’s got no friends?’


‘Because it’s not just a holiday,’ said Sally. ‘It’s Christmas.’ 


‘It’s meant to be a time of rejoicing. Murder is not supposed to be on the menu.’


Bruce won his point, but felt guilty. Sally had reminded him that Mary and Joseph had nowhere to stay when they arrived in Bethlehem, and must have felt desperately alone and lonely until a stranger offered them shelter. 

He shrugged; Let the nasty old bag go to a hotel for the holiday; she could afford it. 

* * * * * * 

Kerry was exhausted. He sat on for a while after Leo had gone, praying that he’d given the right advice, praying for strength to get back onto his feet for the walk home.


Trudging back up the hill, he compared his lot with those of his friends, and experienced a rare moment of self-pity. Bruce was happy in his second marriage to his pretty, loving Sally. Leo had his own dear wife at home and was never going to be lonely even though the return of his son and family had brought problems with them. 

But Kerry was returning to an empty, echoing house. His wife now rested in peace and he couldn’t wish her back into the torment of her last years. Their only daughter rarely visited and would be in New York for Christmas. 


The students to whom he was a substitute father had all gone home for the holidays. Usually one or two stayed but this time all had departed, full of plans for the festive season.


Kerry straightened his back. If God thought he should have a rest, then that is what he would have. When the house had been filled with students, hadn’t he sometimes longed for peace and quiet? Now he’d got peace and quiet, he didn’t want it. How contrary, he thought, can you get? 


Then he smiled. Life was full of surprises and who knew what God would ask of him next? He’d best prepare for all emergencies.  After all, wasn’t that what Advent was all about? Preparation for His coming. 

At one time he’d looked forward to filling the long table in the dining room for Christmas day. It was a shame that there wouldn’t be more than five people to eat all the food he’d ordered, but he could always freeze some of it for another day. 

He put on a tape of seasonal music and sang along with it.

                                 ‘Christmas is coming, the geese are getting fat,

                                   Please to put a penny in the old man’s hat . . .’


                                         * * * * * * * * 

Bruce watched his pretty Sally, laughing aloud at her favourite television programme. She never sulked if she didn’t get her own way. What a lucky man he was to have her! How very different she was from her shrew of a sister, who spread unhappiness about her with a trowel. It wasn’t even as if Fiona spared Sally her barbed remarks, yet Sally could forgive and give . . . and never count the cost. 


As the programme finished, he leaned over to give Sally a kiss. ‘Go on. Ask Fiona if she’d like to join us for Christmas. It will be my extra special present to you. And I’ll pray for patience.’

                                                  * * * * * * * *   

Leo took the iron out of his wife’s hand and sent her, coughing and sneezing, up to bed. Taking her a cup of tea and some aspirin, he told her all about his talk with Kerry, and what he’d been advised to do. 

Between coughs, she said, ‘I’ll be all right when I’ve thrown off this . . . horrid cough . . . just a bit tired, you know.’  

He did know. They’d always known their much-loved only son wasn’t careful with money and that his wife was a sweetie, but would always let him have his own way. Loving him and the girls, not wanting to cause trouble, Leo and Dora had let things drift till now Dora was seriously unwell. It was time to make a stand, however difficult it might be. 

Leo said, ‘Kerry was right; these old houses were built to last . . . and to adapt.’

As the girls arrived home from school, Leo sent up an arrow prayer. ‘Dear Lord, give me courage . . .

Chloe was fourteen and stroppy. ‘Where’s Gran? I need my tea straight away.’

‘She’s sick in bed. I’ll do you baked beans on toast.’

Sue was twelve and equally stroppy. ‘I told her I need my party dress for tomorrow, and it’s still on the floor in my room.’

‘Your Gran is poorly, and we’ve got something important to talk about,’ said Leo, as pleasantly as he could. ‘Baked beans on toast coming up, with ice cream or fruit to follow.’

‘You can’t be serious! Can’t you cook us a proper meal?’

‘Like, you think I’m going to eat baked beans? Yuk! And I’m warning you right now, I’ve got far too much homework to do the washing up.’

‘SIT DOWN and LISTEN for once!’

Open-mouthed, they sat . . . and ate what he put in front of them. Don, their father came in, reading an evening paper. Close on his heels came his wife. ‘Baked beans?’ Don said, not really caring. ‘Is that all?’

His wife had the grace to ask, ‘Where’s Mother?’

‘In bed. Worn out. I’m glad you’re back early because we need to talk.’

Chloe tittered. ‘What about my homework?’

‘It can wait.’ Leo cleared away the plates and sat down. ‘Now, we offered to share our home with you when you lost yours. Don, you promised to pay us rent by way of covering the utility bills and the housekeeping money. The girls were to help us with the chores in return for pocket money. What has actually happened is that we have paid all the bills, done all the housekeeping and cooking but – after the first two months – you stopped paying us anything, and the girls don’t give us any help at all with the chores.’

Don reddened, ‘You agreed I should try to get the credit card bill down.’

Chloe tossed her curls. ‘Well, it’s like, term time. We’ve got keep up with our school work, haven’t we?’

‘You spend more time texting on your mobiles than you do on your school books. Now, Don: we’re delighted that your new job has been made permanent and you’ve got a raise, but this arrangement to share is not working. We’ve been eating into our savings, your mother is worn out doing everything for you, and Hawaii is one bill too far.’

Chloe screamed. ‘You can’t stop us going!’

Her sister said, ‘We’ve told everyone!’ And then, in a quiet voice, ‘Gran’s not really ill, is she?’

Leo said, ‘She’s tired and needs a good rest. Don; your mother and I are too old to carry on this way. You are earning and must support your family properly. I’m going to turn the ground floor of this house into a flat for us, with a maisonette above for you and the girls. I’m going to install a new kitchen upstairs for you, and a shower room downstairs for us. If I were to let the maisonette to another family, it would bring us in a nice income, but if you want to stay here then you may – with a proper tenancy agreement. One more thing; you will not enter our rooms unless we invite you to do so, and in the same way we will not visit you unless invited.’

Chloe whined, ‘Who’s going to do our washing and ironing, and cook our meals if Granny can’t?’

Her mother put her arm round Chloe. ‘I can work a shorter day, which will give me time to look after us. You’ll help, won’t you, sweetheart?’

Chloe screamed. ‘No!’ 

Her sister wept. ‘It’s not fair!’

Don put his arm round Sue. ‘Sorry, kids; Dad’s right. We’ve got to pay our way and for the moment Hawaii’s no go.’

Later, Leo took some soft drinks up to his wife and gave her the good news. ‘They’re washing up for me now.’ He shook with laughter. ‘I gave them baked beans for supper. You should have seen their faces!’ He let himself down onto a chair with a sigh. ‘Making them face reality was possibly the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but if we’d let them go on as they were, they’d only have got into worse trouble financially and we might then be too worn out to help.’

She struggled to sit up. ‘I forgot Sue’s party dress. She needs it for tomorrow.’

He pressed her back onto the pillows. ‘Begin as we mean to go on. They must manage for themselves.’

She smothered a cough. ‘Are you sure we can afford the alterations?’

‘Just about. I’ve got some bonds maturing. Now you take it easy; think about yourself for once.’

    * * * * * * 

‘Come on in, Fiona,’ said Bruce, carrying a big umbrella out to the taxi. ‘What a night!’


‘Careful! I’ve just had my hair done, and you’re not holding the umbrella right over me. Mind my suitcase; it’s new and I can see you’re going to scrape it all down one side, if you carry it so clumsily.’


Bruce told himself not to lose his temper. ‘There; not a drop of rain has touched you. Go on in, and I’ll pay the taxi.’


‘Well, Sally.’ Fiona looked around with displeasure. ‘So this is your new home? I must say I’d expected something larger, and that wallpaper is hideous!’


‘It’s a lovely little house. Just right for the two of us.’


‘But no room for me, is that it? I suppose that’s why you haven’t invited me to stay before this.’


Bruce and Sally exchanged glances of despair. This was Christmas Eve and Fiona proposed to stay for four full days.


‘Would you like a hot drink?’ said Sally. ‘We kept supper back for you, and if you’re not too tired, we thought we might all go to the midnight service at church.’


‘Your cooking has never agreed with me so I ate on the train. I intend to have an early night and watch television in bed. I assume you’ve given me a television set in my own room? It’s the very least a guest can expect.’


Bruce had anticipated that one. ‘Of course. Then you won’t mind if Sally and I leave you watching television while we go to church.’ He made it a statement, not a question.


Fiona said, ‘Oh, well. If you’re that set on being holy . . .’

Bruce made sure that Sally was wrapped up warmly for the short walk to church. The rain had stopped, and they could hear the church bell calling as they stepped out of the house.


‘We never seem to see stars in the sky nowadays.’ Sally held on to his arm as they turned into the path leading to the church. 

All was dark within. They took their unlit candles and found seats together. A solo child’s voice sang, ‘Once in royal David’s city.’ Sally felt for a hankie. Bruce passed her his. The choir processed, carrying lit candles . . . the minister gave the call to worship . . . they lit their candles one from the other.

Bruce saw the stars of delight in Sally’s eyes, and thanked God for her coming into his life. 

Walking back home, he exclaimed, ‘Look, the clouds have cleared away, and we can see the stars!’ 

* * * * * * * 

Leo brought his wife breakfast in bed. ‘Happy Christmas.’ He gave her a hug and a kiss; a pot of tea, and some hot chocolate croissants. ‘It’s a nice bright morning. Would you like to walk to church, or shall we take the car?’

‘Oh, Leo. How thoughtful. I can manage the walk, I think.’ She’d taken some time to get over her nasty cough, and still looked fragile. ‘I woke up thinking, Praise be! It’s Christmas, and we’re all going to Kerry’s for lunch, so I don’t have to cook.’

They ate their breakfast in peace, half listening to the radio and half to the sound of footsteps overhead as Chloe and Sue descended from their bedrooms at the top of the house for breakfast. The Grand Opening of Presents was scheduled for nine o’clock on the ground floor. 

The division of the house into two was far from complete, but it was already proving a success. Their daughter-in-law had negotiated for less hours at work and was housekeeping for her family at last. Even the teenagers helped; sometimes. Leo thanked God he’d had the common sense to ask for help, and the courage to act upon the advice he’d been given.

* * * * * * * 

Kerry had gone to church early in the morning, knowing he’d be busy later on. After expecting to be alone over the holiday, he’d been pleasantly surprised when some friends of one of his students rang up, asking if they might stay for a few days. They were far from home and feeling forlorn.

Kerry was delighted to welcome them. He discovered an elderly neighbour was going to be all alone over the holiday, and invited him to join the party, too. He put extra ‘leaves’ into his dining-room table, brought some bedroom chairs down to help out, and abandoned himself to an orgy of cooking. 


One of his young guests offered to lay the table and another to prepare vegetables, while a third got out his guitar and strummed some carols. The elderly neighbour said he’d once worked as a butcher, so might he carve the turkey? Kerry’s time of preparation had paid off.


Bruce had warned Kerry about their awkward visitor, which was fortunate since Fiona’s opening remark on arrival was, ‘I hope you’re not expecting me to eat turkey, which in my opinion is a much over-rated food.’


Kerry smiled. ‘Turkey on the left, roast beef on the right, and a nut roast for the vegetarians.’ He handed her through into the hall and turned back to greet Leo and all his family, carrying a number of hydrogen-filled balloons featuring Rudolph the Red-nosed Reindeer and Santa Claus.


‘Sorry about the balloons,’ said Leo, laughing. ‘The kids think they add to the Christmas spirit.’


Kerry laughed. ‘So they do, in a way. Welcome all.’


‘Food up!’ The lad with the guitar played them into the dining-room, where Chloe fastened her balloons to the back of her chair, and Fiona found herself sitting between two handsome young men – which quite softened her mood.


Kerry remained standing. ‘I’m sure we’ve all had some wonderful Christmas presents. I know I have!’ He smiled at his guests. ‘Now it’s time to say thank you.’

Leo thought, For courage . . .

In the silence Bruce thanked God for Sally, and for the patience he’d been granted to deal with Fiona. 

Kerry said, ‘For the good food we are about to eat, for friends and fellowship, for lending us your only son for a little while . . . we thank you, Lord. Amen.’

                                                 * * * * * * * * 

